ﬂ@/@

[xlle, Empire’And War
In The An"damans

By Gajanan ﬂhergamker




© 2026 Gajanan Khergamker
Published by DraftCraft Publications
All Rights Reserved

This e-book constitutes a work of historical interpretation based on available records

and sources. Every reasonable effort has been made to ensure accuracy.

All images appearing in this publication are original photographs taken by
Gajanan Khergamker and published under The Draft, unless otherwise stated.
All such images and illustrations remain the copyrighted property of
Gajanan Khergamker and The Draft.

This e-book may be shared strictly for personal, non-commercial use, provided due
attribution is given. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or

modified in any form without prior written permission.

First Edition: March 2026

For permissions and inquiries, email contact@draftcraft.in



mailto:contact@draftcraft.in

Setting the narrative right
#IheAndamanDraft



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

Table Of Contents

Foreword
Prologue — The Ship From Calcutta
After The Revolt: The Imperial Decision

Founding The Penal Settlement: Chatham Island and the
Early Years (1858-1865)

Building Port Blair: Convict Labour and the Making of a
Colonial Outpost (1865-1890)

The Architecture Of Silence: Building the Cellular Jail (1890-1906)
The Conception Of The Cellular Jail: Designing a Prison for the Empire

Building The Black Waters Prison: Labour, Discipline and the

Making of an Imperial Fortress

Revolutionaries In Chains: Transportation and the Transformation
of the Cellular Jail

Savarkar And The Politics Of Imprisonment: Ideas in Confinement
Madness, Martyrdom And Memory

The Empire Under Siege (1942)

Collapse Of The British Rule

Life Under Occupation

The Homfreyganj Massacre

Liberation And Aftermath

Echoes Of Freedom Within The Cellular Jail
Port Blair In The Present

Epilogue — From Exile To Memory
Afterword

About The Author

11

19

28

47

52

58

63

71

78

83

89

94

100

107

118

123

125



Foreword

History retains its moral force only when it is rescued from the quiet distance of
textbooks and returned to the immediacy of place, memory and lived experience.
Monuments and national commemorations may mark the past, but the true
resonance of history emerges when one stands where events unfolded and allows
geography itself to narrate the story of endurance, sacrifice and resolve. 10/3:

Exile, Empire And War In The Andamans was born from such a moment.

The Draft undertook an unusual journalistic journey with a niche team to the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Reporting directly from the archipelago with
sustained presence and attention, it has become the first mainstream media entity
to document the islands continuously while exploring not only the events of the
present but the silences of the past that surround this remote, yet historically

profound, region of India.

The Andamans occupy a distinctive place in the national imagination. For many
Indians, they remain synonymous with exile and with the imposing walls of the
Cellular Jail, the colonial prison designed to isolate those who challenged
imperial authority. The islands, however, reveal a far richer story to those who
encounter them directly. They form a living archive where empire, resistance,

war, memory and national transformation converge.

After the upheaval of 1857, ships carried prisoners across the Bay of Bengal to
these distant shores. In the decades that followed, revolutionaries confined
within the Cellular Jail transformed a structure of punishment into a symbol of
resilience. The Second World War introduced another dramatic chapter as the
islands became a contested frontier in the wider conflict across Asia. In
Independent India, the same landscapes have gradually evolved into places

where remembrance and national identity intersect.

The Draft’s presence in the islands seeks to bring this layered history back into
contemporary consciousness. Too often the Andamans appear only briefly in
public discourse, remembered during anniversaries but seldom examined
through sustained engagement. By reporting from the islands themselves,
walking the corridors of the old prison, visiting the remnants of colonial
administration and listening to the voices of those who live there today, the
initiative is an attempt to restore the Andamans to the centre of the narrative

where they belong.



From that journalistic exploration emerged the idea for this E-Book and more.

10/3: Exile, Empire And War In The Andamans represents the first literary
outcome of that engagement. It traces the origins of the penal settlement, the
construction of the Cellular Jail, the arrival of political prisoners, the upheavals of
wartime occupation and the gradual transformation of the islands within
independent India. More importantly, it reflects upon how places acquire
meaning across generations, becoming repositories of memory long after the

events themselves have passed.

The title refers to March 10, a date that invites reflection on the long historical arc
connecting imperial punishment with national remembrance. Within that arc, lies
the remarkable journey of the Andaman Islands, a transformation from a place of
exile to a landscape of memory and recognition. In undertaking this work, the
author and the editorial team behind The Draft have demonstrated how
journalism, when guided by historical curiosity and intellectual seriousness, can
extend beyond the immediacy of daily news to contribute meaningfully to the

preservation of national memory.

This book, therefore, stands not only as a narrative of the past but also as an
invitation to rediscover a vital chapter of India’s history. It encourages readers to
see the Andamans not merely as distant islands but as places where the story of

freedom, endurance and national identity continues to unfold.

For, in remembering the Andamans, we remember something essential about the
journey of India itself. And, in telling their story anew, 10/3: Exile, Empire And
War In The Andamans ensures that the voices once confined within the walls of
the Cellular Jail continue to echo across the sea, reminding every generation that

freedom must always be remembered, preserved and renewed.

I urge each one of you to join in Project 10/3, in spirit and body. It needs you!

GAJANAN KHERGAMKER
Editor-in-Chief, The Draft
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Prologue
The Ship From Calcutta

In the long and uneven story of the Empire in the Indian Ocean, the Andaman
Islands occupy a curious and frequently overlooked position within the wider
geography of colonial power. Situated at the eastern edge of the Bay of Bengal, the
archipelago lies along one of the great maritime corridors linking the Indian
subcontinent with Southeast Asia and the wider Pacific world. For centuries, sailors
navigating these waters regarded the islands primarily as geographic markers rather
than destinations in their own right. Charts and navigational records referred to
them largely as reference points along a hazardous sea route where shifting currents,
hidden reefs, and unpredictable weather demanded careful navigation. Dense
tropical forests covered most of the landmass, and the thick vegetation that stretched
from the shoreline into the interior discouraged sustained settlement. Occasional
expeditions anchored briefly along the coast, still the islands remained largely
peripheral to the main currents of trade and imperial administration that shaped the

maritime world of the Indian Ocean.

During the middle decades of the nineteenth century, however, the Andaman
Islands began to acquire a new and unexpected significance within the strategic
imagination of the British Empire. This transformation did not arise from
commercial ambitions or maritime exploration, which had historically driven
imperial expansion across the seas. Instead, it emerged from the political shock that
followed one of the most consequential uprisings in the history of British rule in
India. The upheaval of 1857 profoundly unsettled the colonial administration and
forced imperial authorities to reconsider both the mechanisms of governance and the
methods of punishment available to them in maintaining control over a vast and

diverse territory.

The uprising that erupted in 1857, described in different historical traditions as the
Sepoy Mutiny, the Indian Mutiny, or the First War of Independence, exposed the
fragility of British authority across large parts of northern India. What began as a
rebellion among soldiers of the Bengal Army rapidly spread across the plains of the
Ganges and Yamuna. Mutinous regiments challenged their officers, while civil
populations in numerous towns and districts joined the revolt in varying degrees.
Princes who had lost territories under British expansionist policies saw an
opportunity to reclaim authority, while local leaders mobilised communities that

had long harboured grievances against colonial rule. Cities such as Delhi, Kanpur
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and Lucknow became the principal theatres of conflict where the authority of the

East India Company faced direct and violent challenge.

When British forces eventually suppressed the rebellion after months of intense
fighting and widespread destruction, the colonial administration confronted a
problem that extended far beyond the immediate restoration of order. Thousands of
individuals had been implicated in the uprising, and determining the appropriate
punishment for them became both a practical necessity and a symbolic exercise of
imperial authority. Executions were carried out across many regions in the
immediate aftermath of the rebellion, intended to demonstrate the consequences of
challenging colonial rule. Imperial officials also sought a form of punishment that
would remove convicted rebels permanently from the political life of the
subcontinent while simultaneously serving as a warning to others who might

contemplate resistance.

Transportation across the sea offered a solution that combined exile with
incarceration. Within the legal traditions of the British Empire, transportation had
long functioned as a penal practice that removed convicts from their societies while
compelling them to labour in distant colonies. In earlier centuries prisoners from
Britain had been transported across the Atlantic to North America, and later across
the globe to Australia. These penal systems had served both as instruments of
punishment and as mechanisms for building colonial settlements in remote
territories. By the middle of the nineteenth century administrators governing British
India began to consider whether a similar model could be adapted within the Indian

Ocean region.

The Andaman Islands appeared to satisfy nearly every requirement for such an
experiment in penal administration. Their geographic isolation offered a natural
barrier against escape, since any prisoner attempting to flee would confront vast
stretches of open sea. The thick forests promised abundant supplies of timber that
could be exploited through convict labour. The distance separating the islands from
the mainland of India ensured that those transported there would effectively
disappear from the social and political landscape that had shaped their earlier lives.
For colonial officials seeking both deterrence and removal, the archipelago

represented an ideal location.

In this climate of administrative deliberation, the decision gradually emerged to
establish a penal settlement in the Andamans. Planning and logistical preparations
unfolded during the months that followed the suppression of the rebellion. Ships
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were prepared to transport prisoners from the mainland, supplies were gathered,
and a small group of officials was assigned the task of establishing the new colony.
What had once been a remote and largely uninhabited archipelago was about to

enter the centre of the imperial penal system.

The practical implementation of this decision began on the morning of 10 March
1858, when a steamship named Semiramis approached the coastline of South
Andaman Island carrying the first group of transported prisoners. Most of the men
on board had been convicted in connection with the upheavals of the previous year.
Some had served in regiments that mutinied against their British officers, while
others were civilians accused of assisting the rebellion in various ways. Whatever the
specific charges brought against them, the sentences imposed by colonial courts
contained a phrase that defined their future with stark finality ... transportation

beyond the seas.

The voyage from Calcutta to the Andaman Islands lasted several days, and for many
of the prisoners the journey represented far more than a physical relocation. It
marked a crossing of boundaries that were deeply embedded in the social and
cultural frameworks of the communities from which they came. Within many
traditions of the Indian subcontinent, crossing the ocean was believed to disrupt
established social identities and sever ties with one’s caste and community. Exile to a
distant island therefore carried a profound stigma that extended well beyond the

formal punishment imposed by the colonial legal system.

When the prisoners were brought onto the deck as the islands appeared on the
horizon, they encountered a landscape unlike any they had previously known. Thick
forests rose abruptly from narrow strips of beach, while the dense vegetation of the
interior formed an almost impenetrable wall of green. There were no towns, temples,
or cultivated fields visible from the anchorage where the ship paused. To those
arriving after days confined within the vessel’s holds, the Andamans appeared less

like a colony than an unfamiliar wilderness waiting to be shaped by human labour.

Waiting on the shore was a small British party led by James Pattison Walker, a
medical officer who had been appointed superintendent of the new settlement.
Walker’s responsibilities extended far beyond those of a conventional administrator.
The instructions issued to him by the colonial government required that he
transform a stretch of tropical coastline into a functioning penal colony capable of
housing and controlling large numbers of prisoners. Achieving that objective would

demand both organisational discipline and the relentless use of convict labour.
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The prisoners who stepped onto the beach that morning therefore entered a world
that would soon become inseparable from the history of punishment and resistance
in colonial India. In the months and years that followed, they cleared forests,
constructed barracks, and built the first rudimentary infrastructure of the settlement
under strict supervision. What began as a fragile outpost gradually expanded into a
network of administrative centres and labour camps spread across neighbouring

islands.

Ross Island, situated across the water from the emerging settlement at Port Blair,
developed into the administrative headquarters of British authority in the
archipelago. Residences for officials, storehouses, churches, and government offices
appeared along its ridges overlooking the harbour. Meanwhile the convict
population grew steadily as additional prisoners arrived from the mainland. Roads
were carved through the forests, docks were constructed along the shoreline, and

agricultural experiments attempted to supply the growing settlement with food.

Over time the penal colony expanded into a complex system of incarceration that
came to define the Andaman Islands within the colonial imagination. The most
formidable expression of that system emerged at the turn of the twentieth century
with the construction of the Cellular Jail, a vast prison designed to enforce solitary
confinement on an unprecedented scale. Its radiating wings and isolated cells
reflected contemporary theories of punishment that sought to break the will of

political prisoners through psychological isolation.

Through these developments the Andamans gradually acquired a reputation that
extended far beyond their geographic boundaries. Within the political vocabulary of
colonial India, transportation to the islands came to represent the ultimate form of
exile. To be sent to the Andamans meant removal from society, separation from
family, and confinement within a remote environment where the authority of the

empire operated with little public scrutiny.

The story of the islands, however, did not end with the establishment of the penal
colony. In the twentieth century, new currents of global conflict would sweep across
the region, drawing the Andamans into the strategic calculations of wartime powers.
The outbreak of the Second World War and the expansion of Japanese military
operations across Southeast Asia eventually brought the archipelago under foreign
occupation, displacing British authority and introducing another turbulent chapter

in the history of the islands.
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The narrative that follows traces this long and often difficult journey, beginning with
the arrival of the first transported prisoners and continuing through the successive
transformations that reshaped the Andamans over the decades. It is a story that
moves between local experiences and global events, examining how a remote
archipelago became entwined with the political struggles of empire, rebellion, and
war. Through this lens, the Andaman Islands emerge not merely as an isolated penal
colony but as a place where the larger currents of world history converged in

unexpected and profound ways.
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CHAPTER 1

After The Revolt

The Imperial Decision

The decision to establish a penal settlement in the Andaman Islands cannot be
understood without first examining the profound psychological shock that followed
the upheaval of 1857. In the months after the rebellion had been suppressed, British
officials across India grappled not only with the administrative consequences of the
revolt but also with the unsettling realisation that the imperial order they had long
regarded as stable had rested upon foundations far more fragile than previously
imagined. The crisis forced colonial administrators to confront the possibility that

the political structure they had painstakingly built across the subcontinent might not

be as secure as imperial confidence had once assumed.

The ruins at Ross Island are a reminder of Andaman's colonial past

For nearly a century the East India Company had expanded its authority across
India through a combination of military power, diplomatic alliances and economic
control. By the middle of the nineteenth century British administrators had grown
accustomed to the belief that their governance of India was both secure and
inevitable. The rebellion of 1857 disrupted this assumption with startling force. The
uprising demonstrated that colonial authority could be challenged simultaneously

across several regions and that grievances of different kinds, military, political and
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social, could converge in ways capable of producing a formidable challenge to

imperial rule.

The origins of the revolt have been examined extensively by historians who have
explored the complex mixture of military grievances, political anxieties and social
tensions that contributed to the uprising. For British officials confronting the
immediate aftermath, however, the principal concern was not merely to understand
why the rebellion had occurred but to determine how the empire should respond to
the possibility that a similar crisis might emerge again. The violence accompanying
the uprising left deep psychological marks on both sides of the conflict. British
civilians and soldiers had been killed in several towns seized by rebel forces, and
when imperial troops regained control, they retaliated with extraordinary severity.
Executions were carried out on a large scale, often through summary proceedings

that left little room for careful legal examination.

Even as these reprisals unfolded, the colonial administration encountered a
significant practical difficulty. The number of individuals implicated in the rebellion
was far greater than could be executed or accommodated within the existing prisons
of British India. Courts martial and special tribunals processed thousands of cases
during the months that followed the suppression of the revolt, and the sentences
delivered varied widely in severity. Some prisoners were condemned to death,
others were sentenced to long periods of imprisonment, and many received a
punishment that carried particular meaning within the imperial legal system —

transportation beyond the seas.

Transportation had long been regarded by British authorities as a penalty that
combined physical removal with social exclusion. Within the cultural context of
nineteenth century India, exile across the ocean was widely believed to sever a
person’s ties to caste and community. Colonial administrators assumed that this
consequence would greatly increase the deterrent effect of the sentence. At the same
time transported convicts could be employed as labour in remote settlements where
manpower was scarce. The punishment therefore served both a symbolic purpose
and a practical administrative function within the wider framework of the colonial

penal system.

The question confronting the administration in 1858 concerned the destination to
which these prisoners should be sent. For several decades British officials had
occasionally discussed the possibility of establishing a penal settlement in the

Andaman Islands. The concept was not entirely new, for earlier attempts to colonise
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the archipelago had been made in the late eighteenth century when British naval
officers recognised the islands’ strategic value as a potential maritime station in the
Bay of Bengal. One such experiment began in 1789 with the establishment of a
settlement on Ross Island, but the colony struggled with disease, supply shortages

and severe logistical difficulties before eventually being abandoned.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Andaman Islands remained sparsely
inhabited by indigenous communities and largely untouched by formal colonial
administration. Their geographical isolation now appeared advantageous to British
planners who were searching for a location capable of containing transported
prisoners. The archipelago lay hundreds of kilometres from the Indian mainland and
was surrounded by deep water and dense forests that presented formidable natural
barriers. Escape from such a place would be extraordinarily difficult, particularly for
prisoners unfamiliar with the surrounding terrain or the sea routes that connected

the islands to the rest of the region.

The proposal to revive the Andaman settlement gained increasing support in the
months following the rebellion. Colonial officials argued that the islands could serve
as a permanent destination for transported prisoners while simultaneously allowing
the government to establish a strategic presence in the eastern Bay of Bengal. In this
way the penal colony would fulfil two objectives at once. It would function as a place
of punishment for rebels while also strengthening imperial authority over an

important maritime corridor that linked India with Southeast Asia.

Among those who supported the proposal was the colonial administrator Lord
Canning, whose tenure as Governor General coincided with the turbulent years of
the rebellion and its aftermath. Canning believed that the transportation of rebels to
a distant island colony would serve as a powerful demonstration of British authority
and reinforce the message that the imperial government possessed both the will and
the capacity to punish challenges to its rule. His administration therefore began
organising the practical arrangements required to establish the settlement, including

the selection of an official who would supervise the initial phase of the project.

The individual chosen for this responsibility was James Pattison Walker, a surgeon in
the Bengal Medical Service who had previously overseen prison administration in
India. Walker possessed both medical training and experience in penal management,
qualities that the colonial government considered essential for managing a
settlement that would begin under extremely difficult conditions. His responsibilities

were extensive and demanding. He was instructed to travel to the Andaman Islands
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with a detachment of guards and a group of transported prisoners, establish a

temporary camp and initiate the clearing of land for a permanent settlement.

The convicts themselves would provide the labour required to construct the colony’s
basic infrastructure. Barracks, storehouses, administrative buildings and defensive
structures would all be built through the efforts of prisoners who had been
sentenced to transportation. This arrangement reflected a broader philosophy within
the colonial penal system in which punishment was closely connected with labour.
Rather than merely confining prisoners, the authorities intended to transform them
into instruments of imperial expansion whose work would convert an unfamiliar

landscape into a functioning outpost of British administration.

The practical realities of the Andaman environment soon revealed how difficult such
ambitions would be to achieve. The islands were covered with dense tropical forests
whose thick vegetation presented formidable obstacles to anyone attempting to clear
the land. The climate was humid and oppressive for those unaccustomed to it, while
the swampy lowlands provided ideal breeding conditions for mosquitoes that
carried diseases such as malaria. These environmental conditions would soon afflict
both prisoners and guards, complicating the already challenging task of establishing

a permanent settlement.

Despite these difficulties preparations for the expedition continued to advance. Ships
were arranged to transport the first group of prisoners, supplies were gathered and
organised, and a small military detachment was assigned to accompany Walker and
maintain security within the new colony. In this way the proposal that had emerged
from discussions among colonial administrators gradually moved from theoretical

planning to practical implementation.

When the steamship Semiramis departed from Calcutta in early March 1858 carrying
its cargo of prisoners, the voyage represented far more than the relocation of
convicts from one place to another. The expedition marked the beginning of a new
chapter in the history of the Andaman Islands and in the wider story of British
colonial governance in India. The transported prisoners were being sent to a place
that would soon become synonymous with exile and punishment within the

imperial imagination.

For the men aboard the vessel the journey possessed a deeply personal significance.
They were leaving behind the cities, villages and families that had defined their lives

and travelling toward a destination about which most of them knew very little. The
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Andaman Islands existed in their imagination only as a distant name associated with
banishment and isolation. The reality awaiting them would soon prove even more

severe than those vague expectations.

In the months that followed, the transported prisoners would begin the arduous task
of carving a settlement from the forested landscape of South Andaman Island.
Through their labour a small encampment would gradually expand into a network
of camps, administrative structures and prisons that came to define the early history
of Port Blair. Over time the islands assumed a distinctive position within the
geography of the British Empire. The Andamans had become a distant colonial
prison, an isolated outpost where the empire sought to confine rebellion beyond the

visible horizon of the Indian mainland.

L
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CHAPTER 2

Founding The Penal Settlement
Chatham Island and the Early Years (1858 - 1865)

When the prisoners transported aboard the Semiramis stepped ashore on 10 March
1858, they entered a landscape that bore little resemblance to the towns, villages, and
cultivated plains from which most of them had been taken. The coastline upon
which they disembarked formed part of a quiet natural harbour enclosed by forested
ridges and dense mangrove swamps. Beyond the narrow strip of sand, the land rose
abruptly into an immense tropical forest whose vegetation was so thickly
interwoven that even the daylight filtering through the canopy appeared dim and
uncertain. The environment seemed less like a frontier awaiting settlement and more

like a living wilderness resistant to human intrusion.

.CHATHAM MEMORIAL

This memorial is raised in commemoration

of 150" year of arrival of first batch of 200
Freedom Righters of the First War of Independence,
1857 who landed here on 10" March 1858. The
artival of these pioneer freedom Fighters marked
The beginning of the present settlement in these
Islands.

ey

A plaque at Chatham Saw Mill honouring the first freedom fighters who arrived on 10

arh 158
For the British administrators who had planned the penal settlement from their
distant offices in Calcutta, the Andaman Islands had appeared on maps as little more
than blank spaces awaiting organisation through imperial authority. The reality
encountered on the ground revealed a far more formidable terrain shaped by heavy
monsoon rainfall, oppressive humidity and a forest ecosystem that had evolved in
relative isolation for centuries. Towering hardwood trees dominated the interior,
while mangrove creeks and coral edged beaches alternated along the shoreline. The

ecological complexity of this landscape rendered the task of establishing a

11
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permanent settlement far more arduous than the abstract calculations of colonial

planners had suggested.

Consequently, the first responsibility confronting Superintendent James Pattison
Walker was not administrative governance but the far more immediate challenge of
transforming the landscape itself. Before any semblance of a functioning settlement
could emerge, the forest had to be cut back, the ground cleared and rudimentary
pathways carved through terrain that seemed determined to reclaim every fragment
of space wrested from it. The site selected for the initial encampment lay near
Chatham Island, a small island situated within the harbour that would later be
known as Port Blair. Its position offered practical advantages, allowing the
movement of labour and supplies between the island and the mainland of South
Andaman. At the same time, its insular geography provided an additional barrier
against escape, a consideration that weighed heavily upon colonial authorities who
regarded many of the transported prisoners as dangerous rebels whose presence

required constant vigilance.

Security therefore shaped the organisation of the settlement from the outset. The
convicts who had arrived with the first transport included numerous participants in
the uprising of 1857, men whom the colonial government viewed with deep
suspicion and whose presence was regarded as a potential source of unrest.
Although the prisoners were physically weakened by the long sea voyage that had
carried them across the Bay of Bengal, British officials feared that even a brief lapse
in discipline might encourage attempts at revolt or flight into the surrounding forest.
The early camp consequently operated under strict military supervision. Guards
patrolled the settlement at all hours, prisoners were compelled to work in closely
monitored groups, and rigid routines governed nearly every aspect of daily life,
from the hours allotted to labour to the distribution of rations and the regulation of

movement within the encampment.

No system of discipline, however meticulously designed, could shield the settlement
from the hardships imposed by the environment. Within weeks of the colony’s
establishment, disease began to spread among the prisoners as the tropical climate
created ideal conditions for malaria, while the scarcity of clean drinking water
encouraged outbreaks of dysentery and other debilitating illnesses. These
circumstances were made more severe by the fact that many transported convicts
had already endured months of imprisonment or forced marches before their

deportation to the islands and therefore arrived in fragile physical condition.

12
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Mortality rates during the settlement’s earliest months rose with alarming speed.
Colonial records describe how dozens of prisoners perished within a short period
and were buried in hastily prepared graves near the encampment, deaths that
reflected both the prevalence of disease and the brutal labour demanded of men

whose bodies had scarcely recovered from the ordeal of transportation.

Each morning groups of convicts were marched under guard into the surrounding
forest carrying axes and saws, their task being to clear land upon which the basic
infrastructure of the colony could gradually emerge. Roads, barracks, storehouses
and agricultural plots intended to sustain the settlement had first to be carved out of
terrain that resisted every attempt at transformation. Progress proved painfully slow
because the Andaman forest possessed a resilience that administrators had not fully
anticipated. Massive trunks required hours of cutting before they could be felled,
while tangled roots and thick undergrowth remained long after the trees had fallen,
demanding further labour before the ground could even begin to resemble terrain

suitable for construction.

Despite these formidable obstacles the outlines of a settlement slowly began to
appear along the harbour. Temporary wooden barracks rose beside the shoreline
while small depots and administrative offices followed. Boats moved steadily across
the water transporting timber and supplies between Chatham Island and the
mainland of South Andaman. The entire transformation of the landscape was carried
out through the relentless labour of prisoners whose work gradually reshaped the
forest piece by piece. By the early 1860s the colony had begun to acquire a more
recognisable structure as rudimentary roads linked different sections of the
encampment and cultivated plots started producing small quantities of vegetables
and grain. These developments marked the transition from a precarious outpost
struggling for survival into a more organised penal settlement embedded within the

administrative framework of British India.

The process through which the colony matured was neither orderly nor uncontested.
The prisoners themselves remained acutely conscious that their labour was
constructing the very apparatus designed to confine them. Many among them had
been transported not merely for criminal acts but for political resistance against
colonial authority, circumstances that ensured their resentment toward the
administration remained deep and persistent. Escape attempts therefore occurred

with surprising frequency despite the obvious dangers posed by the surrounding

13
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wilderness. Small groups occasionally slipped away from work parties in the hope of

disappearing into the dense interior of the islands.

Such attempts rarely ended in success because the Andaman forests presented
challenges that few escapees were equipped to overcome. Men accustomed to the
plains of northern India or the towns of Bengal suddenly found themselves lost
within unfamiliar terrain where edible plants were difficult to identify and reliable
sources of fresh water were scarce. These conditions often led to exhaustion,
starvation or death long before any meaningful distance could be achieved. Some
fugitives were eventually recaptured by search parties organised by the colonial
authorities, while others simply vanished into the wilderness and were never seen

again, leaving their fate uncertain but almost certainly tragic.

These episodes revealed the dual character of the environment surrounding the
settlement. To the prisoners the forest represented a potential path toward freedom.
To the colonial administration it functioned as a natural barrier that strengthened the
security of the penal colony, transforming the Andaman landscape into an unwitting

participant in the machinery of imperial punishment.

Another dimension of the settlement’s early years involved the complex and often
uneasy contact between the newcomers and the indigenous communities who had
inhabited the islands for centuries before the arrival of British ships. The Andaman
archipelago was home to several distinct groups of hunter gatherer societies whose
intimate knowledge of the forest and coastline had developed over generations. To
the colonial administration these communities appeared both mysterious and
potentially threatening. Early encounters were frequently marked by suspicion on
both sides. British records describe arrows being fired at exploratory parties moving
through the forest, while later anthropological accounts suggest that the islanders

viewed the newcomers as intruders occupying ancestral territory.

Although Walker’s administration attempted to avoid sustained conflict with these
indigenous groups, tensions inevitably arose as the settlement expanded into areas
previously used for hunting or gathering. The growth of the penal colony thus
altered the social landscape of the islands even as the colonial project continued to
advance. The British government nevertheless remained committed to the
development of the settlement because the strategic logic that had inspired the
colony’s creation continued to shape administrative policy. In time the harbour
around which the encampment had formed came to be known as Port Blair, a name

derived from an earlier naval officer who had surveyed the region decades before.

14
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Nearby, Ross Island gradually emerged as the administrative centre of British
authority within the archipelago. Government offices, residences for senior officials
and eventually churches and social clubs were established there, reproducing
fragments of colonial life transplanted from the mainland. The contrast between
Ross Island and the convict camps scattered across South Andaman soon became
striking. While administrators lived in relatively comfortable surroundings
overlooking the harbour, the prisoners who had constructed the colony endured
harsh conditions in labour camps defined by discipline, isolation and relentless

work. This physical separation symbolised the hierarchical structure of the penal

settlement itself.

The contrast between the Ross Island camp and South Andaman convict camps is stark

By the middle of the 1860s the Andaman colony had survived the precarious
uncertainties of its earliest years and had begun to assume the character of a
permanent institution within the colonial penal system. Ships continued to arrive
from various parts of British India carrying transported convicts whose numbers
steadily increased. This expansion soon presented the administration with new
challenges because the rudimentary camp structures erected during the settlement’s
tirst phase were no longer sufficient to house the growing population of prisoners.
Officials therefore began considering the construction of more permanent facilities
designed to enforce stricter control over those regarded as particularly dangerous or

politically influential.
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From these discussions gradually emerged the concept of a prison unlike any
previously constructed in the region. The proposed structure was intended not
merely to confine inmates but to isolate them completely from one another through a
system of individual cells designed to prevent communication and extinguish
solidarity among prisoners. The building that would eventually arise from this
vision would become one of the most infamous institutions of colonial India, later
known as the Cellular Jail. Before its imposing walls rose above the harbour,
however, the penal colony itself had to mature through decades of labour, conflict

and adaptation.

The foundations laid during those early years around Chatham Island and Port Blair
created the administrative and logistical framework that later enabled the British to
construct the Cellular Jail and transform the Andamans into the most feared
destination for political prisoners within the Indian Empire. The story of the
settlement’s founding therefore became far more than a simple narrative of colonial
expansion. It revealed how a remote archipelago was reshaped by the intersecting
forces of rebellion, punishment and imperial ambition, forces that organised the
islands into a world defined by exile and confinement, even as history would
eventually demonstrate that resistance possessed a remarkable capacity to survive

even in the most distant outposts of empire.

If the date marks an arrival, it must also compel an inquiry into those who arrived.
March 10, 1858, is too often narrated as an administrative milestone, the landing of
the first batch of convicts aboard the Semiramis, the formal beginning of the penal
settlement. Such a telling, while not inaccurate, remains incomplete. It records the
act, but not the actors. It notes the event, but not the individuals whose lives were
irreversibly altered by it.

The men who disembarked on that day were not a homogenous mass. They were
drawn from the fractured geographies of a subcontinent in revolt. Many had
participated, in varying capacities, in the uprising of 1857, a convulsion that had
shaken the foundations of British rule in India. They came from Awadh, from the
Bengal Presidency, from the North-Western Provinces, regions where resistance had
been both widespread and fiercely contested. Some were soldiers who had mutinied
against their colonial superiors. Others were civilians who had taken up arms, or
who had been accused of aiding and abetting rebellion. Still others were swept up in

the indiscriminate reprisals that followed the suppression of the uprising.
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In the eyes of the colonial state, their distinctions mattered little. They were classified
as convicts, their political motivations subsumed under legal categories designed to
facilitate punishment. Transportation to the Andamans was not merely a sentence. It
was a strategy. It removed dissenters from the mainland, severed them from their
social networks, and consigned them to a space where surveillance and control could

be more effectively exercised.

The journey itself was an ordeal. To cross the seas, to undergo Kala Pani, was to incur
a form of social death. For many of these men, caste and community were not
incidental aspects of identity, but foundational ones. The act of crossing the ocean
was understood, within prevailing social frameworks, as a transgression that
entailed loss of status and exclusion. The colonial state was acutely aware of this.
Transportation was designed not only to punish the body, but to dismantle the social

fabric that sustained resistance.

Upon arrival, the realities of exile asserted themselves with brutal clarity. The
Andamans were not a tabula rasa. They were dense, forested, and unfamiliar. The
climate was unforgiving. Disease was rampant. Mortality rates in the early years of
the settlement were alarmingly high. The convicts, many of whom had already
endured the traumas of conflict and incarceration, were now compelled to engage in
backbreaking labour. They cleared forests, constructed rudimentary infrastructure,
and laid the groundwork for what would become a more permanent colonial

presence.

However, to view them solely as victims is to risk another form of erasure. Within
the constraints imposed upon them, these individuals forged new forms of
association. Shared suffering created bonds that transcended the divisions of region,
language, and caste that had characterised their lives on the mainland. In the harsh
environment of the penal colony, a nascent, if fragile, sense of collective identity

began to emerge.

There were acts of resistance, though they rarely took the form of open rebellion.
Escape attempts were made, often with tragic consequences. Work was slowed, rules
were subverted, small gestures of defiance asserted a measure of agency in a context
designed to eliminate it. These acts, while limited in scale, are significant in that they
reveal a continuity of spirit. The men who had resisted on the mainland did not

entirely relinquish that impulse upon exile.
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The colonial archive, for its part, records these men in fragmentary ways. Names
appear in registers, often misspelled or reduced to initials. Offences are noted in
terse legal language. Punishments are catalogued with bureaucratic precision. What
is largely absent is the texture of their lived experience, the inner worlds that

sustained them, the memories they carried of homes left behind.

To reconstruct their stories is to engage in an act of historical imagination, grounded
in available evidence but attentive to its silences. It is to recognise that the founding
of the Andaman penal settlement was not merely an institutional development, but a
human drama, populated by individuals whose lives were caught in the currents of

empire and resistance.

March 10, 1858, thus acquires a deeper resonance. It is not only the date on which a
penal colony was inaugurated. It is the moment at which a diverse group of
individuals, marked by their participation in a defining episode of Indian history,
were brought together in exile. Their presence would shape the trajectory of the

islands in ways that extend far beyond that initial moment of arrival.

In the decades that followed, other prisoners would join them, including political
activists from later phases of the freedom struggle. The Andamans would evolve
into a space where different strands of resistance intersected, where the memory of
1857 would coexist with the aspirations of subsequent generations. The first exiles, in
this context, were not only the founders of the penal settlement. They were also the

precursors of a longer history of dissent, endurance, and transformation.

*3kok
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CHAPTER 3

Building Port Blair
Convict Labour and the Making of a Colonial Outpost (1865 - 1890)

By the middle decades of the nineteenth century the penal settlement established in
the Andaman Islands had begun to move gradually beyond the fragile uncertainties
that had characterised its earliest years. The desperate struggle for survival that once
defined the colony, marked by recurrent outbreaks of disease, precarious food
supplies and the immense difficulty of establishing habitations within an unfamiliar
tropical wilderness, slowly gave way to a more stable colonial presence whose
administrators increasingly believed the settlement might endure as a permanent
outpost of imperial authority. The scattered encampments that first appeared around
Chatham Island and along the shores of South Andaman gradually evolved into a
recognisable administrative network governed by regulations, supply systems and

organised labour arrangements that reflected the expanding ambitions of the British

Empire in the eastern reaches of the Indian Ocean.

The gates of the historic Chatham Saw Mill, the oldest and largest in Asia
At the centre of this developing structure stood Port Blair, the harbour settlement
whose geographical advantages had attracted the attention of British naval surveyors
decades before the penal colony itself had assumed a defined form. The harbour

provided a naturally sheltered anchorage protected by surrounding islands and

forested headlands that shielded vessels from the turbulent waters that periodically
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swept across the Bay of Bengal. Such conditions offered a secure maritime refuge
where ships carrying supplies, officials and successive transports of prisoners could
anchor with relative safety. Through the gradual arrival of these vessels the once
obscure coastline began to assume modest strategic significance within the maritime

routes linking British India with the commercial networks of Southeast Asia.

The transformation of Port Blair from a temporary encampment into a functioning
colonial outpost depended almost entirely upon the relentless labour of transported
prisoners. Convicts who had first cleared the dense forests surrounding Chatham
Island soon found themselves engaged in an expanding array of tasks that extended
well beyond the narrow boundaries of the original settlement. Roads had to be cut
through the thick jungle in order to connect labour camps, supply depots and
administrative installations scattered across South Andaman. Timber harvested from
the extensive forests of the islands required processing for the construction of more
durable structures capable of replacing the fragile wooden barracks that
characterised the colony’s earliest phase. At the same time agricultural plots were
steadily expanded in an attempt to reduce the settlement’s dependence upon
imported provisions, a task that demanded continuous labour under conditions
rendered arduous by tropical heat, heavy humidity and the persistent threat of

disease.

The scale of labour required to sustain these projects was immense, and colonial
administrators responded by organising prisoners into carefully structured work
gangs assigned according to physical strength, technical skills and the severity of
their sentences. Some convicts were directed toward the most exhausting tasks of
clearing forests and constructing roads, labour that demanded prolonged exertion
beneath the oppressive tropical sun while armed guards maintained constant
supervision. Others were employed in workshops where they produced bricks, cut
timber or repaired the small vessels used by the administration to transport supplies
across the harbour and along the coast. Prisoners possessing specialised skills such
as carpentry, masonry or blacksmithing quickly became particularly valuable to the
settlement because their expertise enabled the construction of buildings and
infrastructure through which the penal colony gradually evolved from a provisional

encampment into a more permanent colonial establishment.

Among the earliest institutions to emerge from this system of organised convict
labour was the timber enterprise that would eventually define the industrial

character of the settlement. On the narrow island of Chatham, separated from the
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mainland of Port Blair by only a short stretch of water, the British administration
established what would gradually develop into one of the most significant timber-
processing centres in Asia, later known as the Chatham Saw Mill. Colonial officials
had long recognised that the forests covering the hills of the Andaman Islands
contained timber resources of immense potential value. Towering padauk, gurjan
and other hardwood species appeared to exist in almost inexhaustible abundance,
offering both the materials required for constructing the settlement itself and the
possibility of integrating the islands into the wider commercial networks of the

imperial economy.

The exploitation of these forests relied once again upon the labour of transported
convicts organised into forestry gangs and dispatched deep into the interior of the
islands where enormous trees were felled under difficult and frequently hazardous
conditions. The massive logs produced through this work were then transported to
Chatham Island where the saw mill processed them into beams, planks and
construction timber used to sustain the expanding infrastructure of Port Blair and
neighbouring Ross Island. In time the mill became one of the most industrious sites
within the archipelago. Its machinery, imported from Britain, was operated largely
by prisoners working under strict supervision, while the continuous sound of saw
blades cutting through hardwood echoed across the harbour and introduced an
unmistakable industrial rhythm into what had once been a quiet landscape of forest

and mangrove.

As production expanded the Chatham Saw Mill developed into a central economic
hub within the penal colony. Timber processed there supplied not only the
settlement’s own construction requirements but also shipments destined for other
regions of British India, ensuring that the forests of the Andamans, harvested
through the labour of exiled prisoners, became incorporated into the broader
commercial circuits of the British Empire. The existence of the mill also carried a
deeper symbolic significance because it illustrated with remarkable clarity the
economic logic underlying the colonial penal system. The settlement functioned not
merely as a place of confinement but as an organised structure through which
labour, natural resources and economic value were extracted from individuals
whom the empire had transported into exile. In the relentless movement of
machinery at Chatham the underlying relationship between punishment and

production revealed itself with unmistakable clarity.
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The structure governing this system resembled a carefully arranged hierarchy of
discipline and limited reward. Prisoners who complied with regulations and
demonstrated reliability could gradually obtain marginally improved living
conditions or work assignments involving less physically demanding labour. Those
who resisted authority or attempted escape encountered increasingly severe forms of
punishment that included shackling, solitary confinement and corporal discipline.
Through this rigid framework the penal colony operated not simply as a prison but
as a mechanism of colonial production. Labour extracted from convicts enabled the
British administration to extend its presence across the islands while maintaining
relatively small numbers of European officials and soldiers, thereby ensuring that
the prisoners themselves became the principal agents through which the colonial

landscape was reshaped.

The visible evidence of this transformation appeared most prominently on Ross
Island situated directly across the harbour from Port Blair. By the 1870s the island
had evolved into the administrative headquarters of the entire Andaman settlement.
Government offices, officers’ residences, churches and military barracks gradually

appeared along its slopes, creating a compact colonial enclave that stood in striking

contrast to the severe conditions endured by the prisoners who built it.

Ross Island as seen from Port Blair
Visitors arriving by ship frequently remarked upon the curious incongruity
presented by Ross Island. European-style buildings overlooked carefully maintained

gardens, pathways lined with palm trees connected administrative offices with
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residential quarters, and colonial officials attempted to recreate fragments of the
social world they had left behind in Britain or British India through the
establishment of clubs, ballrooms and even tennis courts. The island acquired the
appearance of a miniature colonial capital set incongruously within the surrounding

wilderness of the Andamans.

A short distance away existed a far harsher reality that sustained this enclave. One of
the most feared locations within the penal network during this period stood on
nearby Viper Island, which served as the principal site for the incarceration and
execution of prisoners who committed serious offences within the colony. Long
before the construction of the Cellular Jail, the prison complex on Viper Island
contained solitary cells and punishment chambers where convicts considered
particularly troublesome could be confined under strict surveillance. Most dreaded
of all was the gallows erected there. Colonial records from the late nineteenth
century contain numerous references to executions conducted on the island
following trials held by settlement authorities. The offences ranged from violent
crimes within the convict population to repeated attempts at escape. For prisoners
dispersed across the labour camps of South Andaman the gallows on Viper Island
came to represent the ultimate authority of the colonial administration and the final

consequence of defiance.

Despite the severity of the penal regime acts of resistance continued to occur from
time to time. Large-scale revolts remained rare although they were not entirely
absent from the history of the settlement. Archival reports describe several incidents
in which prisoners attempted to overpower guards or sabotage work operations in
the hope of disrupting the functioning of the colony. Such efforts were usually
suppressed swiftly by the authorities who responded with disciplinary measures
intended to discourage further unrest. The remote geography of the islands ensured
that news of these disturbances seldom reached mainland India, enabling the
administration to maintain an outward appearance of order even during periods

when tensions within the settlement ran high.

Attempts at escape formed another persistent feature of life within the colony. The
surrounding forests and the vast expanse of ocean continually suggested the
possibility of freedom to prisoners desperate to escape confinement, even though the
practical challenges confronting fugitives were formidable. Dense jungle, unfamiliar
wildlife and the scarcity of reliable food sources made survival within the interior

extremely difficult. Those who attempted to flee by sea faced the equally daunting
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challenge of navigating open waters without vessels or navigational knowledge

adequate for such journeys.

Nevertheless, the desire for freedom continued to haunt the imagination of many
convicts, and from time to time groups of prisoners succeeded in stealing small boats
or constructing makeshift rafts from timber in the hope of reaching the mainland.
Most of these attempts ended tragically as escapees drowned in rough seas or were
eventually recaptured by coastal patrols, reinforcing the perception that the
Andamans functioned as a prison defined as much by geography as by walls and

guards.

As the penal colony expanded through the labour of its inmates the British
administration gradually began to reconsider the broader purpose of the settlement.
The closing decades of the nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of
increasingly organised political movements across India that challenged colonial
authority in new and coordinated forms. For imperial administrators responsible for
maintaining order across the subcontinent this development raised an important
question regarding the future role of the Andaman settlement, particularly in

relation to prisoners whose offences were political rather than purely criminal.

Within administrative discussions a new concept gradually began to take shape.
Officials recognised that the existing system of labour camps and communal
barracks might prove inadequate for confining individuals motivated by political
conviction who could influence fellow inmates or organise resistance within the
colony. The solution proposed in these deliberations involved the construction of a
prison designed specifically to isolate such prisoners from one another through the

use of individual cells.

The structure envisioned for this purpose differed fundamentally from the earlier
barracks and labour camps of the penal settlement. Its architecture would embody a
philosophy of incarceration based upon psychological isolation as much as physical
confinement. Each prisoner would be placed within a separate cell designed to
prevent communication with others, thereby eliminating the possibility of organised

dissent within the prison environment.

The building conceived through these deliberations would eventually become the
most notorious structure ever erected in the Andaman Islands. During the final years
of the nineteenth century, the British administration began preparing for its

construction, and when the massive wings of brick and iron eventually rose above
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the harbour of Port Blair, they would house hundreds of prisoners whose names
would later become inseparable from the history of India’s struggle against colonial
rule. The institution would be known as the Cellular Jail, and its creation marked not
only the culmination of decades of penal experimentation in the Andamans but also
the beginning of a new and darker chapter in the story of exile, resistance and

memory within the islands.

The geography of punishment, so meticulously constructed by the British in the
Andaman Islands over the course of the nineteenth century, was never intended to
become a theatre of modern war. But, history, indifferent to imperial design, has a
way of reassigning purpose to place. The same Chatham Island, whose dense forests
had once echoed with the forced labour of transported convicts, and whose saw mill
had emerged as the industrial heart of the penal settlement, would, within less than

a century of its rise, find itself under the shadow of aerial bombardment.

Chatham was not incidental to the colonial project. It was central to it. The Chatham
Saw Mill, established in the late nineteenth century, stood as one of Asia’s largest

and most sophisticated timber processing units of its time. It transformed the forests
of the Andamans into railway sleepers, ship planks, and construction timber that fed

the infrastructural appetite of the British Empire. The labour that sustained it was

drawn, in no small measure, from the very convicts who had first arrived on that
fateful March morning in 1858. Their toil had rendered Chatham both productive
and profitable. It had also, unwittingly, rendered it visible.

S5

Timber lies piled inside Chatham Saw Mill as tourists gather for a tour
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With the onset of the Second World War, the Andaman Islands ceased to be a remote
colonial outpost and became instead a strategic node in the Bay of Bengal. The
Japanese advance across Southeast Asia in the early 1940s redrew military maps
with alarming speed. Rangoon fell. Singapore collapsed. The British Empire, long
accustomed to projecting invulnerability, found its eastern defences unravelling. In
this shifting theatre of war, the Andamans acquired a significance they had never
before possessed. Their location, astride vital sea routes, made them both a prize and

a target.

It was in this context that Chatham Island, and with it, its famed saw mill, entered
the crosshairs of modern warfare. The bombing of Chatham was not merely an act of
destruction. It was a moment of historical rupture. For the first time, the islands
experienced the violence of aerial assault, a form of warfare that bore little
resemblance to the punitive regimes of flogging, fetters, and solitary confinement
that had defined their earlier history.

The attack itself, when it came, was swift and disorienting. The skies, which had for
decades witnessed little more than the movement of seabirds and the occasional
colonial vessel’s smoke, now carried the mechanical menace of aircraft. Bombs fell
with a precision that belied the islands” remoteness. Structures that had stood as
symbols of imperial industry were reduced to debris. The Chatham Saw Mill, once a
monument to colonial extraction, bore the brunt of this assault. Timber yards were
set ablaze. Machinery was crippled. The rhythms of labour were violently

interrupted.

For the inhabitants of the islands, the experience was transformative. The Andamans
had long been associated with exile, with distance, with a form of isolation that was
at once geographic and psychological. The bombing shattered this illusion of
distance. It brought the global war, in all its immediacy and terror, to their doorstep.
The convicts, the settlers, the administrators, all found themselves equalised in the

face of a new and impersonal violence.

The British response, constrained by the rapid pace of Japanese advances, was
marked by uncertainty and retreat. Administrative structures that had once seemed
permanent began to falter. The confidence of empire, already shaken by defeats
elsewhere, eroded further. In the vacuum that followed, the Japanese occupation of
the islands would soon take hold, ushering in a new and deeply unsettling phase in

their history.
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The bombing of Chatham must be understood as more than a precursor to
occupation. It represents a symbolic convergence of the islands’ past and future. The
very site that had been built through the labour of transported rebels and convicts
became, in wartime, a target of geopolitical conflict. The forests they had cleared, the
mill they had powered, the infrastructure they had unwittingly created, all became

instruments in a war far removed from their own struggles.

There is, in this transformation, a certain historical irony. The Andamans, conceived
as a space to isolate dissent and suppress rebellion, were drawn into a global conflict
that challenged the very foundations of imperial authority. The bombing of Chatham
thus stands not merely as an episode of wartime destruction, but as a moment that
collapses the distance between the penal colony and the battlefield, between the

nineteenth-century project of empire and the twentieth-century crisis of its survival.

In the echoes of that bombardment, one can discern the faint reverberations of an
earlier time. The convicts who had first set foot on these islands on March 10, 1858,
could scarcely have imagined that the world they were being exiled to would, within
decades, become a site of such strategic importance. Their labour had laid the

groundwork for an imperial presence. The war would expose its vulnerabilities.

Chatham, under fire, thus becomes a metaphor for the Andamans themselves. A
place shaped by coercion, repurposed by industry, and ultimately caught in the
crosscurrents of history, it reminds us that no geography, however remote, remains

untouched by the forces that shape the wider world.

*3kok
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CHAPTER 4

The Architecture Of Silence
Building the Cellular Jail (1890 - 1906)

By the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the penal settlement established in
the Andaman Islands had developed into a complex colonial institution whose scale
extended far beyond the modest encampment first established three decades earlier.
The scattered labour camps that had once been dispersed across the forests of South
Andaman were now connected through newly constructed roads, administrative
offices functioned from Ross Island, and vessels arrived with increasing regularity at

the harbour of Port Blair carrying supplies, officials and additional prisoners

transported from the Indian mainland.
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The construction of the Cellular Jail began in 1896

The steady expansion of the settlement, however, introduced a set of administrative
concerns that colonial authorities could not easily ignore. The penal system that had
gradually evolved since 1858 continued to rely largely upon collective labour camps
in which prisoners worked and resided in groups under the supervision of guards.
Such an arrangement proved sufficient for managing ordinary criminal convicts,
whose offences rarely extended beyond individual acts of violence or theft.
Difficulties arose when a different category of prisoner began to appear with

increasing frequency within the system of transportation.

By the final decades of the nineteenth century, British administrators were
confronting the emergence of individuals convicted of political offences connected
with revolutionary and nationalist movements that were taking shape in several
regions of British India. Secret societies advocating resistance to colonial rule had

begun to appear particularly in Bengal and Maharashtra, and many of the men
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arrested in connection with these organisations demonstrated a degree of ideological
commitment that distinguished them sharply from ordinary criminal offenders.
Officials responsible for the management of the Andaman penal colony therefore
began to consider the implications of confining such prisoners within communal

barracks where interaction with fellow inmates remained unavoidable.

Administrative correspondence from this period reveals a growing concern that
prisoners motivated by political conviction might transform the environment of the
settlement into a site of ideological exchange and organised resistance. If
revolutionaries were permitted to live and labour alongside other inmates they could
communicate their ideas, strengthen networks of solidarity and potentially inspire
coordinated acts of defiance that would undermine the discipline upon which the

colony depended.

These concerns encouraged colonial authorities to explore new forms of
imprisonment designed to eliminate communication between prisoners almost
entirely. Attention soon turned toward developments within European penal theory
that had gained prominence during the nineteenth century. Reformers and prison
administrators in Britain and the United States had experimented with systems of
incarceration based upon the principle of solitary confinement, a philosophy that

emphasised the psychological effects of isolation as an instrument of discipline.

According to this theory, prisoners confined within individual cells would be unable
to conspire with one another and would therefore be compelled to confront their
own thoughts in silence. Advocates of the system often described solitary
confinement as a method that encouraged moral reflection and eventual reform.
Critics, however, warned that prolonged isolation could produce severe
psychological distress and permanent emotional damage. Despite such objections
the model appeared particularly attractive to colonial administrators seeking a
mechanism capable of controlling prisoners whose influence extended beyond

ordinary criminal conduct.

Within this context the Andaman Islands presented themselves as a location
uniquely suited to the implementation of such an experiment. The penal settlement
already functioned as a place of exile to which prisoners were transported across the
Bay of Bengal and thereby removed from the political environment of mainland
India. By constructing a prison designed specifically to enforce solitary confinement
the colonial administration believed that this geographical isolation could be

intensified through architectural design.
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Plans for the proposed institution began to take shape during the early 1890s as
engineers and officials within the colonial administration examined various
architectural possibilities. The structure they eventually conceived differed
significantly from prisons previously constructed within the Indian subcontinent.
Rather than building a single block of cells, the design incorporated a series of long
wings radiating outward from a central watchtower. This radial arrangement created
a star-shaped configuration that allowed guards stationed within the tower to

observe several corridors simultaneously while maintaining surveillance over the

entire complex.

Two of the last three surviving wings of the Cellular Jail

Each wing contained rows of individual cells arranged with deliberate precision so
that prisoners confined within them would be unable to see or communicate with
one another. The intention was not merely to confine bodies within enclosed spaces
but to construct an environment in which isolation would be enforced through the

very geometry of the building.

Construction of the new prison commenced in 1896 and continued for nearly a
decade before the structure reached completion. The labour required for this
ambitious project came largely from the convicts who already formed the workforce
of the penal settlement. Prisoners were assigned to brick making, stone cutting and
the transportation of heavy materials across the island, their labour directed toward

the creation of a building that many of them would later inhabit as inmates.

Clay extracted from nearby areas was used to manufacture bricks that were fired in

kilns established specifically for the project, while large quantities of stone and
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mortar were transported under conditions that imposed considerable physical strain
upon the labour gangs. At the same time the core structure of the prison relied
heavily upon millions of durable puce-coloured bricks imported from Burma. The
presence of these materials introduced a striking irony into the process of
construction, because many political prisoners found themselves unloading the very

bricks that would later form the walls of their solitary cells.

The architectural concept embodied within the prison reflected a calculated
commitment to isolation. In its completed form the building contained 693 cells
arranged according to a panopticon inspired design in which seven long wings
extended outward from a central watchtower. Through careful positioning the front
of one wing faced the blank rear wall of another, ensuring that prisoners who looked
through the iron bars of their cells would encounter only a solid surface rather than

another human presence.

As the structure gradually rose above the landscape surrounding Port Blair the
outlines of this unusual design became increasingly visible. Seven elongated wings
extended from the central tower in the manner of spokes radiating from the hub of a
wheel. Each wing rose across three storeys, and along the length of every corridor,
narrow iron doors marked the entrances to solitary cells constructed according to

uniform specifications.

The dimensions of these cells were intentionally austere. Measuring approximately
thirteen feet in length and seven feet in width, each chamber provided little more
than sufficient space for a prisoner to lie down and perform the most basic activities
of daily life. High upon the wall near the ceiling a small ventilator admitted light and
air while preventing the occupant from observing the exterior landscape. The doors
themselves consisted of heavy iron bars that allowed guards to monitor prisoners
from the corridor while simultaneously preventing communication between adjacent

cells.

Equally significant was the spatial arrangement of the wings themselves. In contrast
to many conventional prisons where cell blocks faced one another across open
courtyards, the wings of the Cellular Jail were positioned in such a way that the front
of one wing confronted the blank outer wall of another. The effect of this
configuration was to eliminate visual contact between prisoners even when they

stood at the bars of their cells.
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Through these architectural choices the building expressed the penal philosophy
that had inspired its creation. Isolation did not simply accompany imprisonment
within this structure. It formed the central principle around which the entire
institution had been designed. When the prison was completed in the early years of
the twentieth century it stood among the most formidable penitentiary structures
within the British Empire. Its expansive red-brick walls dominated the landscape
overlooking Port Blair and signalled the determination of the colonial government to

suppress dissent within its territories.

The significance of the building soon extended beyond its architectural scale. Within
a short period of time the Cellular Jail began receiving prisoners whose names
would later occupy prominent positions in the history of India’s struggle against
colonial rule. Many of these individuals belonged to revolutionary organisations that
had emerged during the early twentieth century, and their transportation to the
Andaman Islands marked a new stage in the relationship between the penal colony

and the political movements unfolding on the mainland.

For these prisoners the journey across the sea carried a profound symbolic meaning.
Transportation to the Andamans represented not only physical exile but also an
attempt by the colonial state to remove their influence from the political life of the
subcontinent. Once confined within the solitary cells of the newly constructed prison
they were expected to disappear from public consciousness, severed from the

networks of activism that had previously sustained their resistance.

Historical developments would demonstrate that this strategy achieved far less than
its architects anticipated. Within the narrow corridors and silent chambers of the
Cellular Jail prisoners gradually developed subtle methods of communication and
mutual support that allowed them to preserve their ideological commitments even
under conditions of severe isolation. The institution designed to extinguish
revolutionary thought therefore became a place where many inmates deepened their

commitment to the cause of independence.

During the decades that followed accounts of suffering, endurance and resistance
emerging from the Andaman penal colony circulated widely across the Indian
subcontinent. These narratives transformed the Cellular Jail into one of the most
potent symbols associated with the broader struggle for national freedom. A
building constructed to enforce silence thus came to occupy a central place within

the memory of resistance.
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Beyond the cleared compounds of the penal colony, beyond the timber yards and
parade grounds where the daily routines of labour and discipline unfolded under
the watchful eyes of colonial warders, another Andaman existed that administrators

of the settlement only partially understood and never entirely controlled.

Dense forests extended across the islands in vast humid expanses of mangrove,
bamboo and towering hardwoods intersected by creeks and tidal inlets that wound
quietly through the terrain. Long before British ships and transported convicts
appeared upon these shores, the forests had been inhabited by communities whose

relationship with the land predated any colonial record.

Among these inhabitants were the Great Andamanese whose various groups
occupied the northern islands, the Jarawa who moved through the forests and creeks
of the western coasts, and the Onge whose smaller but resilient communities lived
further to the south. Far beyond the regular routes of colonial navigation lay the

island inhabited by the Sentinelese, a fiercely independent people whose territory

remained almost entirely beyond the reach of the expanding settlement.

Dense forests span the islads, wit mans, bamboo and hardwoods threaded by quiet creeks
For these communities, the forests did not represent a hostile wilderness. They
constituted landscapes of memory and movement where invisible paths connected
hunting grounds, seasonal camps and ancestral territories traversed across
generations. The arrival of the penal settlement following the Indian Rebellion of
1857 disrupted this equilibrium in ways that colonial administrators rarely

acknowledged within their official reports.
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Convict work gangs dispatched into the forests to fell timber or clear land frequently
reported glimpses of watchful figures standing briefly at the edge of the tree line
before disappearing into the dense undergrowth. On other occasions, arrows landed
suddenly among the labourers, compelling them to retreat while guards attempted
to fire warning shots into the foliage that concealed their unseen observers. Such
encounters occurred often enough to remind officials at Port Blair that their

authority extended only as far as the areas they could physically patrol.

British responses to these incidents combined apprehension with a belief that
indigenous inhabitants could be drawn gradually into the orbit of the colonial
settlement. Some officials advocated carefully organised contact missions intended
to establish communication and reduce hostility. Others preferred punitive
expeditions designed to demonstrate the consequences of resistance. The resulting
policy often combined gestures of conciliation with displays of force, producing a

relationship characterised by uncertainty and mutual distrust.

One outcome of this approach was the creation of institutions described by colonial
administrators as Andaman Homes. These establishments were intended to house
indigenous individuals who had been persuaded or compelled to reside near the
settlement under British supervision. Officials imagined that such arrangements
would introduce indigenous inhabitants to the customs and habits of the colonial
world. The experiment ultimately revealed more about imperial assumptions than
about any widespread desire among indigenous communities to abandon their own

traditions.

For the convicts confined within the penal colony, the presence of indigenous groups
remained a distant and enigmatic aspect of the islands beyond the rigid routines of
prison life. Some escapees attempted to vanish into the forests in the desperate hope
that wilderness might conceal them from pursuit. A small number managed to
survive temporarily while navigating creeks and mangroves, although many were
eventually recaptured or perished within an unfamiliar environment whose rhythms

they could neither read nor master.

From the perspective of indigenous communities, the penal settlement represented a
sudden intrusion into landscapes that had long remained outside the ambitions of
empire. Forests were cleared to create roads and administrative buildings, hunting
grounds were converted into timber depots and military outposts, and unfamiliar
diseases accompanied the expanding population of convicts, soldiers and officials

who now inhabited the islands. Over subsequent decades these changes produced
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profound demographic consequences for communities whose histories had once

appeared inseparable from the geography of the archipelago.

Despite these pressures, large portions of the islands never became fully subordinate
to colonial authority. Patrols could traverse certain routes and ships could anchor at
designated harbours, although extensive regions remained spaces where the
influence of the penal colony diminished into uncertainty. Within those forests the

rhythms of indigenous life continued with a resilience that the architects of the

settlement had neither predicted nor fully understood.

Forests were cleared, swamps drained and roads carved through unforgiving terrain

The penal colony, therefore, existed within a landscape containing histories far older
than the imperial structures that had been imposed upon it. Within the walls of the
prison convicts endured the discipline of transportation and labour that defined the
colonial system of punishment. Beyond those boundaries another Andaman
persisted in quiet continuity, reminding those who ventured into the forests that the

islands had never fully belonged to the empire that claimed them.

The early years of the Andaman settlement were defined by labour. The colonial
state, having transported convicts across the seas, sought to extract from them a
form of utility that would justify the costs of their maintenance. Forests were cleared,
swamps drained, roads cut through difficult terrain. The settlement, in its initial
phase, functioned less as a prison in the conventional sense and more as a vast,
open-air labour camp, where discipline was enforced through a combination of

surveillance, punishment, and the sheer demands of physical exertion.

Over time, however, the character of the settlement began to shift. This

transformation was neither abrupt nor uniform. It unfolded gradually, shaped by
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changes in the nature of dissent on the mainland and by the evolving strategies of
the colonial state. As the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, the profile of
those being transported to the Andamans began to change. Alongside the so-called

“ordinary” convicts were now individuals whose offences were explicitly political.

The rise of organised nationalist movements, particularly in Bengal, Maharashtra,
and Punjab, presented the British with a new challenge. These were not isolated acts
of rebellion, but part of a broader ideological struggle against colonial rule. The
individuals involved were often educated, articulate, and deeply committed to their
cause. Their incarceration on the mainland posed risks. Prisons could become sites of

mobilisation, places where ideas circulated and networks were strengthened.

Transportation to the Andamans offered a solution. It removed these individuals
from the centres of political activity and placed them in an environment where
communication with the outside world could be tightly controlled. In doing so,
however, it also introduced into the islands a new kind of prisoner, one whose

presence would alter the dynamics of the penal system.

The construction of the Cellular Jail at Port Blair in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries must be understood in this context. Unlike the earlier
arrangements, which relied heavily on collective labour, the Cellular Jail was
designed to enforce isolation. Its architecture, with its radiating wings and
individual cells, was intended to prevent interaction among prisoners. Solitary

confinement became a central feature of the regime.

This shift from labour to isolation reflects a deeper anxiety within the colonial state.
The concern was no longer merely with physical control, but with the containment
of ideas. Political prisoners were seen as particularly dangerous, not because of their
capacity for violence, but because of their ability to inspire and organise. The

Cellular Jail was thus as much a psychological instrument as a physical one.

As with earlier phases of the settlement, the imposition of control did not entirely
eliminate resistance. Political prisoners developed new strategies to assert their
agency. Hunger strikes became a prominent form of protest, drawing attention to the
conditions within the jail and forcing the authorities to respond. Letters were
smuggled out, accounts of suffering circulated, and the Andamans, once a distant

and largely invisible space, began to enter the public consciousness on the mainland.

The presence of these prisoners also transformed the internal life of the settlement.

Despite the architectural design intended to prevent interaction, ideas found ways to
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circulate. Shared experiences of incarceration created a sense of solidarity. The
memory of earlier convicts, including those who had arrived in 1858, intersected

with the aspirations of a new generation of nationalists.

In this evolving landscape, the Andamans ceased to be merely a site of punishment.
They became, paradoxically, a site of political significance. The suffering endured
within the Cellular Jail contributed to the moral case against colonial rule. The
narratives that emerged from the islands reinforced the legitimacy of the nationalist

movement and highlighted the repressive nature of the colonial state.

The transition from labour camp to political prison thus represents a critical phase in
the history of the Andamans. It marks a shift in the function of the settlement, from
one primarily concerned with economic utility to one deeply implicated in the
politics of empire. It also underscores the adaptability of both the colonial state and
those who resisted it, each responding to the strategies of the other in an ongoing

contest for control and meaning.

The Japanese occupation of the Andaman Islands between 1942 and 1945 constitutes
one of the most complex and contested chapters in their history. It represents a
moment when the long-standing structures of British colonial authority were
abruptly dismantled, only to be replaced by a different, and in many ways equally

oppressive, regime.

The fall of the islands to Japanese forces was swift. The British, already stretched thin
by the demands of a global war, were unable to mount an effective defence.
Administrative officials evacuated. Military resistance was limited. The transition
from British to Japanese control occurred with a speed that left little room for

adjustment among the local population.

For many inhabitants, the departure of the British was initially perceived as a
rupture that might bring change. The colonial regime, with its history of repression,
had few defenders among those who had suffered under it. The arrival of the
Japanese, in the broader context of anti-colonial sentiment, was, in some quarters,

greeted with cautious optimism.

This optimism proved to be short-lived. The Japanese administration imposed its
own structures of control, marked by suspicion, surveillance, and violence. The
islands, now part of a larger wartime strategy, were subject to militarisation.
Resources were requisitioned. Movement was restricted. The local population found

itself navigating a new set of uncertainties.
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Japanese bunkers lie all along Bunker Beach in Port Blair

One of the defining features of the occupation was the atmosphere of mistrust. The
Japanese authorities, wary of espionage and resistance, often acted on suspicion.
Arrests were made with little transparency. Interrogations were harsh. Executions, in
some cases, were carried out as a means of enforcing compliance. The line between

civilian and suspect became dangerously blurred.

The experience of the occupation also varied across different segments of the
population. For some, it entailed direct confrontation with the new regime. For
others, it involved a more subtle negotiation of everyday life under altered
circumstances. The indigenous communities of the islands, whose interactions with
colonial authorities had been complex and often fraught, were now drawn into yet

another layer of external control.

The visit of Subhas Chandra Bose to the Andamans in December 1943 introduced an
additional dimension to this period. The symbolic transfer of the islands to the
Provisional Government of Azad Hind and the hoisting of the Indian tricolour in
Port Blair were significant gestures, laden with nationalist meaning. They suggested

the possibility of an alternative political future, one not defined by British rule.

It is important to situate these events within the broader context of the occupation.
The Japanese remained the primary authority. The structures of control they had
established were not dismantled. The experience of the local population continued to
be shaped by the realities of wartime administration. The end of the occupation, with

the return of British control in 1945, did not simply restore the previous order. The
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war had altered the political landscape. The legitimacy of colonial rule had been
further eroded. The experiences of occupation, with all their complexities,

contributed to a growing recognition that the existing system was untenable.

The Japanese occupation can be seen as both an interruption and a catalyst. It
disrupted the continuity of British administration, exposing its vulnerabilities. At the
same time, it accelerated processes that would, in the years that followed, lead to the
end of colonial rule in India. For the Andamans, the occupation left a legacy that is
not easily categorised. It is a period marked by suffering, but also by moments of
symbolic assertion. It complicates simple narratives of coloniser and colonised,

introducing a third force whose presence reshaped the dynamics of power.

In the broader arc of the islands” history, the years between 1942 and 1945 stand as a
reminder that the Andamans have not merely been passive recipients of external
forces. They have been active sites where the currents of global history have

converged, often with profound and lasting consequences.

%%
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CHAPTER 5

The Conception Of The Cellular Jail

Designing a Prison for the Empire

By the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the penal settlement established in
the Andaman Islands had expanded far beyond the limited and uncertain ambitions
that had first accompanied its creation in 1858, when the British colonial government
had conceived the archipelago primarily as a remote site to which prisoners
associated with the uprising of 1857 might be transported and permanently removed

from the political landscape of the Indian mainland.

The Cellular Jail soon became home for political prisoners

Over the course of nearly three decades, however, the settlement had gradually
evolved into a vast and complex colonial experiment in punishment, discipline and
administrative control, its growth sustained by the continuous arrival of convict
transports carrying thousands of men whose identities ranged from criminal
offenders to transported rebels and, increasingly, individuals whose acts of political
resistance had drawn the attention of the imperial authorities. These prisoners were
dispatched across the Bay of Bengal to labour in the humid forests and swamp-laden
terrain of the archipelago, where their work transformed the landscape while

simultaneously reinforcing the structures of confinement that defined their existence.
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Even as the settlement expanded and its administrative apparatus grew more
elaborate, the British authorities found themselves confronting a disquieting reality,
namely that the penal system they had established in the Andamans was proving far
more difficult to regulate than its architects had anticipated. The early organisation
of the colony depended upon a network of labour camps, chain gangs and
communal barracks in which prisoners lived collectively while being deployed
across the islands for tasks that included clearing forests, constructing roads,
building boats, manufacturing bricks and cultivating agricultural plots intended to

sustain the settlement.

In certain cases, convicts who had demonstrated prolonged “good conduct” were
permitted to enter a semi-settled status as so-called self-supporters, living in small
villages established under the supervision of the administration and cultivating
parcels of land allotted to them by colonial officials. While this arrangement enabled
the colony to expand and ensured a steady supply of labour for its growing
infrastructure, it also produced conditions that began to alarm administrators who
recognised that the collective organisation of prisoners allowed them to interact
freely, exchange ideas and occasionally coordinate acts of resistance that

undermined the rigid discipline upon which the penal settlement depended.

Although the geographical isolation of the Andaman Islands ensured that successful
escapes remained extremely rare, owing to the surrounding ocean and the

forbidding wilderness of the interior, attempts nevertheless occurred with sufficient
frequency to trouble the authorities, particularly when such incidents suggested the

possibility of organised cooperation among prisoners.

More unsettling still was the growing awareness among colonial officials that the
Andamans, originally intended to function as a place where dissent could be isolated
and extinguished, were gradually becoming a site where individuals from different
regions and political backgrounds could encounter one another, thereby creating an
environment in which diverse strands of resistance might converge and reinforce

each other in unexpected ways.

By the 1880s these concerns were amplified by developments unfolding across the
Indian mainland, where new forms of political unrest were beginning to emerge as
revolutionary organisations took shape, especially in regions such as Bengal and
Maharashtra where secret societies advocating violent resistance to colonial rule had
begun to attract followers. British administrators recognised that the suppression of

such movements would inevitably lead to the capture and imprisonment of
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revolutionaries whose political motivations differed fundamentally from those of
ordinary criminal offenders, and it soon became apparent that the existing penal
arrangements in the Andamans, with their communal barracks and associated
labour systems, were ill-suited to contain individuals who might seek to influence

fellow prisoners or transform the colony itself into a centre of organised resistance.

The solution gradually proposed within administrative circles was the construction
of a new prison unlike any that had previously existed within the Indian penal
system, a structure whose design would aim not merely to confine the physical
bodies of inmates but to isolate their minds and sever the bonds of communication

that might enable collective defiance.

The concept of building a large central prison in the Andamans began to emerge
through a sequence of administrative deliberations during the final decades of the
nineteenth century, as reports submitted to the Government of India repeatedly
emphasised the need for stricter surveillance, more systematic discipline and an

architectural framework capable of enforcing complete separation between

prisoners.

The structure was designed to isolate minds and sever all communication to deter defiance

Among the most influential voices shaping these discussions were officials within
the Indian Prison Department who had studied developments in penal
administration across the wider British Empire and in Europe, where a new
philosophy of incarceration had begun to gain prominence. This approach drew

inspiration partly from the panopticon theory advanced by the philosopher Jeremy
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Bentham and from the design of institutions such as Pentonville Prison in London,
which embodied the principle that solitary confinement could serve as a powerful
instrument of psychological discipline by isolating inmates within individual cells

and preventing them from communicating with one another.

Within such institutions the rhythms of daily life were organised around labour,
prayer and silence, and the theoretical justification for this arrangement was that
prolonged isolation would compel prisoners to confront their own actions,

encouraging reflection, remorse and eventual submission to authority.

When applied to political prisoners, however, the objective of this system was not so
much moral reform as the imposition of psychological control, for colonial
administrators believed that the enforced solitude of individual cells would prevent
revolutionaries from spreading their ideas among other inmates while
simultaneously breaking the networks of solidarity that might otherwise sustain
their resistance. These principles were given official endorsement in 1890 when a
committee appointed by the Government of India travelled to the Andaman

settlement to examine its administration and recommend reforms.

The report produced by this committee delivered a blunt and unequivocal
assessment, arguing that the existing system of communal barracks and associated
labour enabled prisoners to retain a semblance of solidarity that weakened discipline
and undermined the authority of the administration. If the Andamans were to
continue serving as the principal site of transportation within the British Empire’s
Indian territories, the committee concluded that a new prison designed around the

principle of cellular confinement would be essential.

The recommendation was accepted with little hesitation, and attention soon turned
to identifying a suitable location for the proposed structure. The site ultimately
chosen lay near Aberdeen on South Andaman Island, an area that had begun to
emerge as an important administrative centre and which would later develop into
the modern city of Port Blair. The selected ground overlooked the sea while being
surrounded by rising terrain that offered natural advantages for surveillance, and
surveyors tasked with examining the location quickly recognised that guards
stationed there would be able to monitor not only the prison compound itself but
also the approaches leading from the harbour, thereby making escape by land

exceedingly difficult without detection.
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Once the decision had been finalised, the colonial administration commenced the
complex process of designing the prison that would soon acquire notoriety across
the British Empire. The architectural plan adopted for the structure followed a radial
arrangement inspired by contemporary European theories of surveillance, placing a
central watchtower at the heart of the complex from which several wings would
extend outward like the spokes of a wheel. Each wing would consist of long
corridors lined with individual cells whose doors opened inward toward the
passageway while small ventilators pierced the outer wall, a configuration carefully
devised to ensure that prisoners confined within their cells would be unable to see or

communicate with one another.

The architecture of the building was calculated with meticulous precision. Each cell
measured approximately thirteen and a half feet in length and seven feet in width,
dimensions that allowed barely enough space for a prisoner to lie down and pace a
few steps. The ventilator positioned nearly ten feet above the floor admitted light

and air still prevented the occupant from observing the outside world.

Communication between inmates was deliberately obstructed by thick brick walls
that absorbed sound and by a layout in which the door of each cell faced the blank
rear wall of another wing rather than another row of cells, thereby ensuring that a
prisoner confined within this environment would exist in near-total isolation from
every other human being within the prison. In its completed form, the structure
would consist of seven wings radiating outward from the central tower and
containing nearly seven hundred solitary cells, making it one of the largest

institutions of its kind within the colonial world.
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y

The largest institution of its kind within the colonial world had thick brick walls to absorb sound too

Ironically, the construction of this formidable prison depended almost entirely upon
the labour of the very convicts it was intended to confine. Beginning in 1896
prisoners were assigned to quarry stone, manufacture bricks and transport heavy
building materials to the construction site, while brick kilns were established nearby
and large quantities of lime mortar were prepared using coral and shell deposits

gathered from the surrounding coastline.

The work imposed upon these convicts was relentless, for they were required to
carry heavy loads under the supervision of warders and frequently in chains,
enduring exhausting conditions that archival records preserved in the files of the
Andaman administration describe in stark detail. A report submitted by the
settlement superintendent in 1898 noted that prisoners engaged in brick production
often worked from early morning until late afternoon under oppressive tropical
heat, while shortages of water and inadequate intervals for rest contributed to

widespread exhaustion and recurring illness among the labour gangs.

Despite these hardships, the construction continued steadily from year to year, and
by the opening years of the twentieth century the emerging outline of the structure
had begun to dominate the surrounding landscape as vast red-brick walls stretched
outward from the central tower to form the distinctive star-shaped pattern that
would later become one of the most recognisable images associated with colonial

repression in the Andamans.
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To British officials, the prison represented an essential instrument of imperial
governance, and correspondence preserved within the India Office Records reveals
that administrators believed the Cellular Jail would fulfil several objectives
simultaneously by providing a secure facility for prisoners considered particularly
dangerous, enforcing discipline through the regime of solitary confinement and
demonstrating the far-reaching authority of the colonial state. Transportation to the
Andamans had long been intended as a powerful deterrent to rebellion, and the
existence of a prison specifically designed for isolation and psychological

punishment was expected to amplify that message across the Indian subcontinent.

For political prisoners, the symbolism of this structure was unmistakable, because
the British Empire intended not merely to punish acts of dissent but to silence them
completely by confining those who challenged its authority within a system

designed to break both body and spirit.

Construction of the prison continued for nearly a decade until, in 1906, the Cellular
Jail was formally completed with its seven wings standing starkly above the harbour
of Port Blair as a monumental expression of imperial power. Soon afterwards the
first inmates were transferred into its narrow solitary cells, among them individuals
who would later be remembered as some of the most prominent figures within
India’s revolutionary movement, men whose defiance of colonial rule had carried

them to the farthest edge of the Empire.

Within those confined brick chambers, the conflict between imperial authority and
the human aspiration for freedom would assume an intensely personal form, for the
prison that had first existed only within administrative reports and architectural
drawings had now become a living institution whose walls would witness suffering,

endurance and resistance on a scale that future generations would struggle to forget.

In the decades that followed, the name Cellular Jail would pass into the national
memory as one of the most powerful symbols of the sacrifices endured in the long
struggle for India’s freedom, its very architecture standing as a reminder of how the
machinery of empire had attempted to silence dissent even as that dissent ultimately

shaped the history of the nation.

F3kok
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CHAPTER 6

Building The Black Waters Prison

Labour, Discipline and the Making of an Imperial Fortress

The decision to construct the Cellular Jail in the Andaman Islands did not arise from
a single administrative directive but from the gradual consolidation of a colonial
philosophy that had been taking shape over several decades. By the time the project
began in the final years of the nineteenth century, British administrators had already
come to view the penal settlement in the Andamans not merely as a remote outpost
for punishment but as a crucial instrument for maintaining imperial authority in the
Indian subcontinent. The earlier system of chain gangs, open barracks, and scattered
labour camps had served its purpose during the first phase of transportation, but it
had also revealed weaknesses that troubled officials responsible for the colony’s

management.

The jail was engineered to provide a more severe and controlled environment than others
The growing number of political prisoners, many of them educated men capable of
organising resistance even within the confines of captivity, convinced the colonial
government that a more severe and controlled environment was required. The
Cellular Jail was therefore conceived not simply as a prison but as a carefully

engineered mechanism of isolation and discipline.

Construction formally commenced in 1896, and from the outset the scale of the

undertaking reflected the seriousness with which the colonial administration
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approached the project. The prison was to be built largely with materials produced
within the islands themselves, and the labour required for the task was drawn
almost entirely from the convict population already present in the settlement. In this
arrangement lay a grim irony that was not lost on contemporary observers that the
men whose freedom had been extinguished by the penal system were now
compelled to erect the very structure that would intensify the system’s power over

future generations of prisoners.

The site chosen for the prison lay close to Aberdeen, a region that had gradually
emerged as the administrative and commercial centre of South Andaman Island.
From this location the structure would overlook the harbour approaches to Port
Blair, while the surrounding terrain provided both natural elevation and relative
isolation from civilian settlements. Survey teams carefully marked out the radial
design that had been approved by the Government of India, a layout that reflected
the architectural principles of surveillance and separation increasingly favoured by

prison reformers in Europe.

At the centre of the design stood the watchtower, a circular structure from which
guards could observe the corridors of multiple wings extending outward like spokes
from a hub. Each wing would contain long rows of solitary cells, and the orientation
of these wings was calculated so that prisoners confined within one row could

neither see nor communicate with those in another.

The physical construction of the jail required an enormous quantity of building
material, and much of it had to be produced under conditions that were themselves
harsh and demanding. Brick kilns were established near the site, where convicts
laboured to manufacture the distinctive red bricks that would eventually give the
prison its austere appearance. Coral and shell deposits collected from the
surrounding coastline were burned in lime kilns to produce mortar, while timber for
scaffolding and temporary structures was obtained from the forests that still covered
large portions of the island. The entire process unfolded under the watchful
supervision of British engineers and Indian overseers who reported directly to the

settlement administration.

Archival records preserved in the administrative files of the Andaman penal
settlement reveal that the workforce assigned to the construction project fluctuated
considerably during the early years. At times several hundred convicts were
employed simultaneously in various stages of the work, including quarrying stone,

transporting bricks, preparing mortar, and erecting the massive walls that would
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form the prison’s outer shell. Labour was organised into gangs that worked under
strict supervision, and the routines governing their daily activity were rigidly
enforced. The working day typically began shortly after sunrise, when prisoners
were marched from their barracks to the construction site in groups guarded by
warders carrying rifles and batons. After hours of physically demanding labour
under the tropical sun, they were returned to their quarters in the late afternoon,

exhausted but aware that the same routine would resume the following morning.

The climate of the Andaman Islands, with its intense humidity and frequent tropical
rains, presented constant challenges for both the labourers and the engineers
responsible for the project. During the monsoon months the ground around the
construction site often became waterlogged, slowing the pace of work and increasing

the risk of disease among the prisoners.

Malaria and dysentery remained persistent threats, and medical reports from the
settlement hospital indicate that convicts engaged in heavy labour were particularly
vulnerable to exhaustion and infection. Despite these difficulties, the administration
insisted that progress on the prison must continue, and construction rarely ceased

for long periods.

One of the most striking aspects of the Cellular Jail’s design was the emphasis placed
on solitary confinement as the foundation of the prison regime. Each cell measured
approximately thirteen and a half feet in length and seven feet in width, dimensions
that allowed only minimal movement within the confined space. The door of each
cell opened onto a corridor that ran along the inner side of the wing, while a small
ventilator placed high in the outer wall admitted light and air without permitting
any view of the outside world. This arrangement ensured that a prisoner could
neither look beyond the walls nor easily communicate with other inmates. Even the
corridors were constructed with surveillance in mind, allowing guards to observe
multiple cells simultaneously while maintaining strict control over movement within
the building.

The architectural logic behind the design reflected a broader philosophy of
punishment that had gained influence throughout the British Empire during the
nineteenth century. Solitary confinement was believed by many prison reformers to
be an effective method of compelling prisoners to confront their own actions and
submit to authority. In practice, however, the system often produced profound
psychological distress among those subjected to prolonged isolation. British

administrators in the Andamans were aware of these effects and still they regarded
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them as an acceptable consequence of maintaining discipline among prisoners

whom they considered dangerous or irredeemably rebellious.

Construction proceeded wing by wing over the course of nearly a decade. By the
turn of the twentieth century the first sections of the prison had begun to take shape,
their towering brick walls visible from the surrounding hills. Convicts assigned to
the project sometimes remarked on the strange experience of watching the structure
gradually rise above the landscape, aware that many of them, or others like them,

would eventually occupy its cells.

The inevitability that accompanied the construction of the jail is evident in several
surviving administrative notes that describe the prisoners’ reactions to the project.
While overt resistance during the building phase appears to have been rare, the
records occasionally mention acts of minor sabotage, such as the deliberate
misalignment of bricks or the concealment of tools. These incidents were usually
discovered by overseers and punished with severity, reinforcing the atmosphere of

fear that permeated the settlement.

By 1903, several of the prison’s wings had been completed, and the remaining
sections were nearing completion. The central watchtower, which formed the
symbolic heart of the complex, offered guards an unobstructed vantage point from
which they could monitor activity along the corridors of the radiating wings. From
this tower the entire prison resembled a geometric pattern imposed upon the
landscape, its rigid lines and angles standing in stark contrast to the surrounding
forests and coastline. The design embodied the colonial aspiration to impose order

and control upon a territory that had once seemed distant and untamed.

When the final wing was completed in 1906, the Cellular Jail contained nearly seven
hundred solitary cells arranged in seven radiating blocks. The structure stood as one
of the largest and most imposing prisons in the British Empire’s Asian territories. Its
completion marked a turning point in the history of the Andaman penal settlement,
transforming the colony from a loosely organised network of labour camps into a

highly centralised system of incarceration.

The significance of the Cellular Jail extended beyond its physical dimensions. For the
colonial administration it represented a powerful statement about the reach of
imperial authority, a visible reminder that even the most remote corners of the
empire could be transformed into instruments of discipline and control. For the

prisoners who would soon be confined within its narrow cells, however, the
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structure symbolised something very different. It was the culmination of a system
designed to extinguish resistance by isolating the individual from society, from

comrades, and ultimately from hope itself.

In the years that followed, the Cellular Jail would become the destination for many
of the most prominent revolutionaries in India’s struggle against British rule. Within
its walls the clash between imperial power and nationalist aspiration would unfold
in ways that neither the architects nor the administrators of the prison could have
fully anticipated. The building that had been designed to enforce silence would,
paradoxically, become one of the most enduring symbols of defiance in the history of

the Indian freedom movement.

%%
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CHAPTER 7

Revolutionaries In Chains
Transportation and the Transformation of the Cellular Jail

When the Cellular Jail was completed in 1906, the British administration regarded it
not merely as the construction of another penal facility but as the culmination of
nearly half a century of experimentation, adaptation and calculated refinement
within the Andaman penal settlement. This institutional evolution had begun in the
uneasy aftermath of the uprising of 1857 and had gradually matured into a system

carefully structured to isolate, discipline and psychologically dismantle those whom

the colonial state regarded as the most dangerous opponents of imperial authority.

T ross heseas anundero Ka/ Pan was to incu aform of social death
The prison’s design did not emerge from routine administrative planning. It
reflected a deeply ideological vision of punishment in which architecture,
surveillance and discipline were expected to operate in close coordination. Isolation
was intended to sever bonds of solidarity among prisoners, constant observation was
designed to enforce obedience, and labour was deployed as a mechanism through
which physical exhaustion might gradually weaken intellectual resistance. By the
time the final bricks were laid, the iron doors of the solitary cells installed, and the
administrative registers prepared for incoming prisoners, the institution stood as a

calculated instrument of imperial control. Even at that moment, however, the
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character of those destined to inhabit the structure was beginning to change in ways

that the architects of the system had not fully anticipated.

During the early decades of the settlement, the majority of convicts transported to
the Andamans had been soldiers, rebels and civilians connected to the uprising of
1857. Their acts of resistance had emerged from a particular historical moment
shaped by military mutiny, agrarian discontent and regional rebellion against British
authority. As the nineteenth century moved toward its close, however, the political
landscape of India began to transform in significant ways. New forms of resistance
began to emerge, often more organised, ideologically defined and intellectually

articulated than the earlier outbreaks of rebellion.

In regions such as Bengal and Maharashtra, revolutionary movements advocating
armed struggle against colonial rule began to take shape with increasing confidence.
Many of these groups operated through secret societies that combined clandestine
political education with the circulation of radical literature, the acquisition of
weapons and, in certain cases, carefully planned attacks directed at colonial officials
or symbols of imperial authority. Although their numbers remained limited, these
organisations possessed an influence that extended well beyond their membership.
They articulated critiques of empire that resonated among a rising generation of
educated Indians who were increasingly inclined to question the moral legitimacy of

British rule.

To the colonial administration these revolutionaries represented a fundamentally
different category of adversary from the rebels of 1857. A considerable number
among them were highly educated, politically articulate and capable of expressing
their opposition to imperial authority through arguments grounded in history,
philosophy and emerging theories of nationalism. Their actions, even when
undertaken by small conspiratorial groups, carried symbolic significance that
unsettled colonial officials. Administrators feared that revolutionary ideas might
extend beyond secret networks and ignite wider currents of political dissent across

the subcontinent.

Within this atmosphere of imperial anxiety, transportation to the Andamans
acquired renewed strategic importance in the colonial penal system. By sending
captured revolutionaries to the remote archipelago the British administration hoped
not merely to remove them from the mainland but also to isolate them from the
intellectual environments that had shaped their political activism. The Cellular Jail,

with its radiating wings of solitary cells and its elaborate system of surveillance
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designed to prevent communication among inmates, appeared well suited to fulfil

this objective.

The arrival of these political prisoners marked an important turning point in the
history of the institution. Many of the transported revolutionaries did not regard
imprisonment as the conclusion of their struggle but rather as a continuation of it
under different circumstances. Several among them rejected the moral legitimacy of
the colonial legal processes that had condemned them. They perceived themselves
not as criminals but as participants in a political conflict against imperial
domination. This perspective gradually began to influence the atmosphere within
the Cellular Jail in subtle but meaningful ways, for the institution that had been
designed to extinguish resistance now housed men who interpreted their suffering

as part of a broader national cause.

When the first groups of revolutionary prisoners arrived, they encountered the same
impersonal administrative procedures imposed upon ordinary convicts. The
machinery of the penal settlement was constructed to erase individuality and replace
it with bureaucratic identity. Personal belongings were confiscated, names were
recorded in prison registers and identification numbers assigned that would
substitute for personal identity within the institutional system. Following a brief
medical inspection, prisoners were escorted through the heavy iron gates and along
long echoing corridors that led toward the solitary cells in which they would spend
most of their confinement. Each inmate soon confronted the defining reality of life

within the Cellular Jail, which was deliberate and uncompromising isolation.

The cells were narrow and austere, constructed with thick brick walls that ensured
complete separation from neighbouring chambers. High ventilators allowed light
and air to enter but prevented any direct view of the outside world. Heavy iron
doors opened onto corridors patrolled by warders whose constant vigilance ensured
that silence prevailed throughout the structure. The architectural intention was clear.
Every prisoner was expected to remain psychologically separated from all others
within the building. Colonial authorities believed that such isolation would
gradually weaken resolve by depriving inmates of companionship, conversation and
intellectual exchange, elements that had historically sustained political movements

in many parts of the world.

The reality that developed within the prison proved far more complex than
anticipated. Although the design of the jail restricted communication, it could not

completely extinguish the ingenuity and resilience of the prisoners. Many soon
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devised methods to exchange messages despite the barriers imposed by the
architecture. One widely adopted technique involved tapping coded signals through
the walls separating adjacent cells. By creating simple systems in which
combinations of knocks corresponded to letters of the alphabet, prisoners were able
to transmit brief messages to those confined nearby. The process demanded patience
and careful listening and enabled inmates to communicate ideas, encouragement

and fragments of conversation across the silence imposed by the prison regime.

Over time these clandestine exchanges created an invisible network of solidarity
within the institution. Individuals who rarely saw one another developed a
connection through the shared experience of confinement and exile. Guards
occasionally discovered such attempts at communication and tried to suppress them
through relocation of prisoners, intensified surveillance or disciplinary punishment.
Despite these efforts the practice proved difficult to eradicate completely. The
architecture of isolation could limit contact, but it could not fully extinguish the

human desire for communication and collective identity.

Beyond the psychological pressures of solitary confinement prisoners were subjected
to a demanding regime of labour that formed a central component of the colonial
philosophy of punishment. Many inmates were assigned to operate oil mills that had
already gained a grim reputation within the penal settlement. These machines
consisted of heavy wooden beams attached to grinding mechanisms used for
extracting oil from copra or mustard seeds. Prisoners were required to push the
beams in slow circular movements for hours, performing labour similar to that

traditionally carried out by bullocks in agricultural mills.

For men who had previously participated in intellectual circles, political
organisations or revolutionary networks, this form of labour carried an acute sense
of humiliation. The task appeared designed not merely to produce economic output
but to symbolically reduce politically conscious individuals to the status of beasts of
burden. Colonial authorities justified the labour as a necessary measure for
discipline and productivity within the prison. Many inmates, however, interpreted it

as a deliberate effort to degrade those who had challenged imperial power.

Refusal to perform assigned tasks often resulted in severe punishment. Disciplinary
records from the Cellular Jail describe cases in which prisoners who failed to meet
prescribed quotas were subjected to flogging, additional shackling or stricter forms

of confinement. Such measures were intended to reinforce the authority of the prison
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administration. At the same time, they deepened among inmates the conviction that

the Cellular Jail represented one of the harshest instruments of colonial repression.

Among the individuals transported to the Andamans during this period was
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, whose arrival introduced a new dimension to the
intellectual life of the prison. Savarkar’s writings and political ideas had already
circulated widely within revolutionary circles on the mainland. His presence within
the Cellular Jail inevitably drew the attention of other inmates who sought
opportunities, however limited, to exchange thoughts and reflections despite the

strict regulations governing communication.

A plaque inside Cellular Jail bearing the names of its inmates

Around the same period, several other prominent revolutionaries were transported
to the islands following major political trials conducted on the mainland. Figures
such as Barindra Kumar Ghosh and Ullaskar Dutta found themselves confined
within the same institution, even though the architecture of the prison seldom
allowed them to interact directly. Their shared confinement nonetheless contributed
to an atmosphere in which discussions about nationalism, revolution and the future
of India continued to circulate through coded messages, whispered recollections and

memorised texts.

The presence of these prisoners gradually altered the character of the Cellular Jail.
The institution had been designed as a mechanism to suppress dissent, but within its

walls ideas about political freedom continued to survive. This transformation
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unfolded in an environment of constant tension. Colonial administrators remained
determined to maintain strict discipline and prevent the prison from evolving into a
centre of organised resistance. Warders intensified surveillance, regulations were
enforced with particular severity, and every effort was made to preserve the regime

of silence upon which the prison’s authority depended.

Ironically, these attempts to suppress dissent contributed to the growing symbolic
significance of the Cellular Jail within the wider Indian freedom movement.
Accounts describing the hardships endured by prisoners in the Andamans gradually
reached the mainland through letters, memoirs and testimonies carried by
individuals who had completed their sentences or secured release after long years of
confinement. These narratives encouraged a widespread perception that the prison

represented one of the harshest manifestations of colonial repression.

Within the prison itself the struggle between authority and resistance unfolded
through quiet acts of intellectual endurance. Prisoners found ways to sustain their
morale by memorising poetry, reflecting upon political philosophy, composing
essays in their minds or transmitting fragments of thought through coded taps on
the walls separating their cells. The Cellular Jail had been designed to isolate
individuals from society. In an unexpected irony it brought together men whose
shared experiences of exile and hardship strengthened their commitment to the

cause of independence.

In the years that followed, the presence of these revolutionaries would produce new
forms of protest that increasingly challenged the authority of the prison
administration and attracted growing attention from nationalist circles across India.
At the centre of many of these developments stood Savarkar, whose years in the
Andamans would later become among the most debated and controversial chapters
in the history of the Cellular Jail.

*35ok
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CHAPTER 8

Savarkar And The Politics Of Imprisonment
Ideas in Confinement

When Vinayak Damodar Savarkar arrived in the Andaman Islands in July 1911, the
Cellular Jail had already begun to acquire a reputation across the Indian
subcontinent as the most severe symbol of imperial punishment. Transportation to
the Andamans had long been feared as a sentence of exile beyond the limits of
ordinary imprisonment, but the construction of the Cellular Jail had transformed
that punishment into something far more systematic. Solitary confinement,
exhausting labour, and an administrative regime designed to enforce absolute
silence now defined the experience of incarceration in the islands. Into this
environment stepped a prisoner whose intellectual influence and political reputation

would ensure that the story of the jail would become inseparable from the wider

debates of the Indian freedom movement.

A statue of Savarkar outside Cellular Jail stands tall in defiance even today

Savarkar’s journey to the Andamans had already become the subject of legend
among revolutionary circles. Arrested in London in 1910 and transported to India to
stand trial for his involvement in revolutionary activities, he had attempted a
dramatic escape at the port of Marseilles by leaping from the ship carrying him to
custody. Although the attempt ultimately failed and he was recaptured by French

authorities before being returned to British control, the incident enhanced his
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reputation as a figure of extraordinary determination. When he was eventually
sentenced to transportation for life and dispatched to the Andaman Islands, many of
his contemporaries regarded the punishment as an effort by the British government

to silence one of the most articulate advocates of militant nationalism.

Upon reaching Port Blair, Savarkar was subjected to the same procedures that
greeted every transported prisoner. His name was entered into the registers of the
penal settlement, his personal belongings were confiscated, and he was assigned a
convict number that would replace his identity within the bureaucratic records of
the prison. The transition from political activist to numbered prisoner was part of the
psychological transformation that the colonial penal system sought to impose upon

those who entered its custody.

From the perspective of the prison administration, Savarkar represented precisely
the type of inmate for whom the Cellular Jail had been designed. Educated,
politically influential, and capable of articulating ideological critiques of British rule,
he posed a potential threat not only through his past activities but also through his
ability to inspire other prisoners. The policy of solitary confinement, therefore, was

applied to him with particular strictness.

The cell to which Savarkar was assigned was similar to hundreds of others within
the jail - a narrow brick chamber barely large enough to accommodate a sleeping
mat and a few basic utensils. The door opened onto a corridor constantly patrolled,
while a small ventilator high on the outer wall admitted light without permitting any
view of the outside world. Communication with neighbouring prisoners was
officially prohibited, and any attempt to speak across the corridors could invite

disciplinary action.

Even within these constraints Savarkar sought ways to maintain intellectual
engagement with the world beyond his cell. Like many political prisoners, he
quickly discovered that the walls of the jail could serve not only as barriers but also
as instruments of communication. Through coded tapping and other improvised
methods, inmates attempted to exchange ideas and fragments of information that

sustained their morale during long periods of isolation.

The labour regime imposed within the prison formed another defining aspect of
Savarkar’s early years in the Andamans. Prisoners were frequently assigned to
operate the oil mill, a task that required them to push a heavy wooden beam

attached to a grinding mechanism used for extracting oil from copra or mustard

59



Savarkar And The Politics Of Imprisonment 10/3 ... by Gajanan Khergamker

seeds. The labour was physically demanding and deliberately monotonous,
designed to occupy the prisoners’ time while reinforcing the authority of the

administration.

Savarkar, like other political prisoners, viewed such labour as an attempt to
humiliate individuals whose offences were political rather than criminal. Accounts
from fellow inmates describe the exhaustion that accompanied these daily tasks and
the frustration felt by prisoners who believed that the administration sought to

degrade them through work that resembled the labour of animals.

The Cellular Jail was not merely a site of physical hardship. It also became a space in
which ideological debates unfolded among prisoners whose political views were
often complex and diverse. Although direct interaction between inmates was limited,
occasional encounters occurred during medical inspections, work assignments, or

brief moments when prisoners were brought together under supervision.

The prison cell where Veer Savarkar was held is now a shrine revered by millions

In these fleeting exchanges discussions arose about the future of India, the strategies
that might lead to independence, and the role that revolutionary violence or political
reform might play in that struggle. Some prisoners believed that armed resistance
remained the only viable path to liberation, while others argued that broader
political mobilisation among the population was necessary if colonial rule were to be

dismantled.
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Savarkar himself had already developed a reputation as a prolific writer and political
thinker before his imprisonment. While confined within the Cellular Jail, he
continued to reflect on questions of national identity, history, and the cultural
foundations of political unity. The severe restrictions imposed by the prison regime
meant that writing materials were not always available and prisoners often
memorised poems, essays, and historical narratives in order to preserve them for

future transmission.

One of the remarkable features of life within the Cellular Jail was the extent to which
memory became a substitute for written documentation. Prisoners composed verses
and passages of prose that they recited repeatedly until they were able to retain them
with precision. When opportunities arose to communicate with other inmates, these
memorised texts could be transmitted through whispered conversations or coded

signals.

Savarkar is said to have employed this technique extensively, composing lines of
poetry that fellow prisoners memorised and carried with them when they were
transferred to other parts of the penal settlement or eventually released. In this way
ideas conceived within solitary cells could gradually circulate beyond the walls of
the jail.

At the same time, Savarkar’s years in the Andamans were also marked by
interactions with the administrative machinery of the colonial state. Like many
prisoners, he submitted petitions to the authorities requesting changes in the
conditions of his confinement. Such petitions formed part of a complex legal and
bureaucratic process through which inmates sought relief from the harsher aspects
of the prison regime.

These petitions would later become the subject of considerable historical debate, as
critics and supporters interpreted them in different ways. Some argued that they
reflected pragmatic attempts by prisoners to secure improved treatment within an
oppressive system, while others interpreted them as evidence of compromise with
colonial authority. Whatever the interpretation, the existence of these documents

reveals the complicated relationship between prisoners and administrators within
the Cellular Jail.

Savarkar’s presence also coincided with the incarceration of other prominent
revolutionaries whose experiences in the Andamans left lasting impressions on the

history of the freedom movement. Among them were figures such as Barindra
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Kumar Ghosh and Ullaskar Dutta, both of whom had been associated with
revolutionary activities in Bengal. Although the architecture of the jail prevented
frequent interaction, the knowledge that these individuals were confined within the

same institution created a shared purpose among the prisoners.

The intellectual life that emerged within the Cellular Jail therefore represented a
remarkable phenomenon. A prison designed to enforce silence had inadvertently
brought together individuals whose political ideas would continue to influence the
trajectory of India’s struggle for independence. The conversations that took place in
whispers, the coded messages tapped through brick walls, and the poems
memorised within solitary cells all contributed to a network of thought that survived

despite the efforts of the colonial administration to suppress it.

Over time, however, the psychological strain of prolonged confinement began to
take its toll on many inmates. Their stories, marked by suffering, endurance, and
occasionally tragedy, would further shape the legacy of the prison in the collective

memory of the Indian freedom movement.
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CHAPTER 9

Madness, Martyrdom And Memory

By the second decade of the twentieth century, the Cellular Jail had ceased to
function merely as a penal institution in the routine administrative sense. It had
evolved into something far more complex and unsettling. Within the imperial
imagination the prison had become an experiment in psychological domination,

conceived not simply to confine bodies but to erode the mental resilience of those

who had challenged colonial authority.

== ___

Statues of fellow inmates of the Cellular Jail stand opposite the site, at Veer Savarkar Park

British officials regarded the isolation of political prisoners within the remote
geography of the Andaman archipelago as a strategic instrument through which
revolutionary fervour might gradually fade under the pressure of distance, silence
and relentless discipline. The history that unfolded inside the Cellular Jail proved far
more layered and tragic than imperial planners had anticipated. Some prisoners
emerged from the institution hardened in their defiance, strengthened by the belief
that their suffering formed part of a larger national struggle. Others carried invisible
psychological wounds that shaped the remainder of their lives. A few descended
into states of severe mental collapse that became silent albeit powerful testimony to

the brutality embedded within colonial systems of punishment.

Among the most haunting figures associated with this period were Ullaskar Dutta

and Barindra Kumar Ghosh, two men whose lives had once been deeply intertwined
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with the revolutionary ferment of Bengal. Their transportation to the Andamans
reflected the determination of the British Empire to isolate those it regarded as
intellectual architects of rebellion. The path that led them to the Cellular Jail began in
the turbulent aftermath of the Alipore Bomb Case, one of the most dramatic and
widely discussed political prosecutions of the early nationalist movement. The case
exposed to the colonial public the existence of organised revolutionary networks

operating beneath the surface of British India.

During the opening years of the twentieth century Bengal had emerged as the
epicentre of revolutionary activism within the subcontinent. Political dissatisfaction
intensified after the partition of Bengal in 1905, creating an atmosphere of agitation
that extended beyond petitions and constitutional protest into the clandestine world
of underground resistance. Secret organisations such as the Anushilan Samiti and
the Jugantar group promoted the belief that armed struggle represented a legitimate
response to colonial domination. Their membership included many young men from
educated middle-class families whose intellectual development had been shaped
both by nationalist literature and by accounts of revolutionary movements in Europe

and Russia.

These networks combined ideological instruction with physical training and covert
operations. Pamphlets circulated within their circles called for national awakening
while members simultaneously prepared for acts of violence directed against
colonial officials whom they regarded as instruments of imperial power. The
revolutionary movement in Bengal therefore developed as a complex mixture of
political thought, youthful idealism and conspiratorial activity that deeply alarmed

the colonial administration.

Barindra Kumar Ghosh, widely known as Barin, stood at the centre of this
underground movement as one of its principal organisers. As the younger brother of
Sri Aurobindo, he already moved within circles of political radicalism that sought to
transform nationalist sentiment into decisive action. Within a garden house in the
Maniktala suburb of Calcutta, he helped establish a clandestine workshop dedicated
to the manufacture of explosive devices. The site served both as a laboratory for
technical experimentation and as a gathering place where recruits discussed political

strategy and circulated radical writings.

Young volunteers assembled there to learn the rudiments of bomb-making while
simultaneously absorbing the ideological conviction that revolutionary violence

represented a necessary stage in the struggle for national liberation. The Maniktala
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garden house gradually evolved into a focal point for the group’s activities,
embodying the belief that direct confrontation with colonial authority could

accelerate the awakening of nationalist consciousness.

Among the young men drawn into this clandestine world was Ullaskar Dutta, a
student whose aptitude for chemistry and mechanical experimentation quickly made
him indispensable to the group’s technical operations. Dutta assisted in the design
and production of the explosive devices manufactured within the workshop.
Although the bombs created there were rudimentary when compared with modern
weapons, they possessed sufficient destructive capacity to alarm colonial authorities

once the network came under official scrutiny.

The turning point arrived in April 1908 when a bomb was thrown at a carriage
believed to be carrying a British magistrate. The attack failed to kill its intended
target, but it triggered a sweeping police investigation that soon revealed the
existence of a larger revolutionary conspiracy in Bengal. Arrests followed rapidly.
The proceedings that unfolded in the Alipore Sessions Court soon developed into

one of the most sensational political trials of the period.

The colonial government sought to use the trial as a demonstration of its
determination to crush revolutionary activism. Evidence presented during the
proceedings exposed the scale of the underground network and resulted in severe
punishments for many of those involved. Among those convicted were Barindra
Kumar Ghosh and Ullaskar Dutta, both of whom received sentences of

transportation for life.

Transportation represented the harshest penalty within the British penal system in
India short of execution. To be transported to the Andaman Islands meant far more
than imprisonment. It signified removal from the entire social world of the
mainland. The punishment functioned as a form of exile designed to sever the
prisoner from family, community and political networks while placing him in a

remote colonial outpost where survival itself could be uncertain.

The voyage from Calcutta to Port Blair frequently lasted several weeks. Conditions
aboard the transport vessels were austere and tightly regulated. Prisoners were
confined below deck, shackled and guarded as the ship moved slowly across the Bay
of Bengal toward the archipelago that colonial administrators had come to regard as

the empire’s ultimate prison.
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When the vessels approached the harbour of Port Blair the prisoners encountered a
landscape that appeared both beautiful and forbidding. Dense tropical forests rose
above the shoreline and scattered colonial buildings marked the presence of imperial
authority. Dominating the settlement stood the imposing structure of the Cellular
Jail whose radiating wings symbolised the architectural expression of imperial
discipline. For many revolutionaries that first glimpse of the prison marked the
beginning of a psychological struggle that would continue through years of

confinement.

Upon arrival, the new prisoners were absorbed into the rigid routines of the jail. The
British administration insisted that political detainees should receive no treatment
that distinguished them from ordinary convicts. By denying them any recognition as
ideological opponents of the state the authorities hoped to undermine their political
identity. Hard labour therefore became the central feature of the disciplinary regime

imposed upon them.

Among the various tasks assigned within the prison none was more dreaded than
the operation of the oil mill. Each day prisoners were harnessed to a heavy wooden
beam attached to a grinding mechanism used for extracting oil from coconuts or
mustard seeds. They were required to push the apparatus in slow circular
movements for hours under the watchful supervision of warders. Productivity was
measured with exacting precision. The quantity of oil produced each day became a

numerical index through which obedience and effort were judged.

Failure to meet the prescribed quota invited punishment. Flogging, reduction of
rations and stricter confinement were among the penalties imposed upon those who
tell short of expectations. The labour regime therefore served both an economic and

disciplinary function within the prison system.

Ullaskar Dutta’s physical constitution proved poorly suited to such work. Accounts
preserved in later memoirs and administrative records from the Andaman archives
indicate that he struggled repeatedly to satisfy the demanding quotas imposed upon
him. Exhaustion, illness and the monotonous repetition of the task compounded
these difficulties. The prison system responded not with accommodation but with
turther discipline. Punishment followed in the form of extended solitary

confinement and other coercive measures intended to enforce compliance.
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The Cellular Jail had been constructed upon the belief that isolation would
ultimately break the resistance of prisoners by depriving them of human contact and
intellectual stimulation. Its architecture embodied this assumption. Individual cells
were separated by thick walls and arranged along corridors where voices seldom
carried from one chamber to another. For some prisoners the psychological

consequences of this environment proved devastating.

Under the combined strain of exhausting labour, relentless isolation and repeated
punishment Ullaskar Dutta’s mental condition began to deteriorate. Contemporary
accounts recorded episodes of emotional distress accompanied by hallucinations and
periods of severe instability. At one stage he reportedly attempted to harm himself.
The authorities transferred him temporarily to the jail hospital, where his condition
became a troubling illustration of the human cost associated with prolonged solitary

confinement.

Later recollections from fellow prisoners suggested that Dutta’s breakdown formed
part of a wider pattern within the institution. Several inmates experienced similar
psychological crises during their imprisonment. The colonial administration rarely
acknowledged the systemic nature of this suffering. Official explanations tended to
attribute such episodes to personal weakness rather than to the harsh conditions
imposed by the prison regime.

While Ullaskar Dutta struggled with the collapse of his mental health, Barindra
Kumar Ghosh followed a somewhat different path within the same environment. He
gradually adapted to the routines of confinement while maintaining an intellectual
engagement with the political ideas that had once shaped his revolutionary
activities. In later years Barin produced detailed memoirs describing life within the
Cellular Jail. These writings remain among the most vivid surviving accounts of the

institution during its early decades.

His descriptions captured the grinding monotony of daily labour, the cruelty
displayed by certain warders and the quiet acts of solidarity through which
prisoners attempted to preserve their dignity. Although direct communication

between inmates was officially forbidden, ingenuity frequently overcame regulation.

Some prisoners devised coded systems of tapping upon the walls separating their
cells. Others seized brief moments when guards were distracted to exchange

whispered fragments of conversation. These improvised methods created fragile
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channels through which information and encouragement travelled across the wings

of the prison.

Barin’s recollections also emphasised the intellectual life that persisted despite the
constraints of isolation. Whenever circumstances allowed prisoners discussed
politics, literature and philosophy. The Cellular Jail gradually became an unintended
forum for ideological exchange even though its architecture had been designed

precisely to prevent such interaction.

By the 1910s, the prison population reflected the geographical diversity of the
revolutionary movement itself. Detainees from Bengal, Maharashtra, Punjab and the
United Provinces found themselves confined within the same institution after
conviction in conspiracy cases or smaller underground activities that had attracted
colonial attention. Linguistic and regional differences initially complicated
communication among them. Over time these barriers diminished as prisoners

developed shared solidarity grounded in the experience of imprisonment.

Within this unusual environment inmates exchanged information about political
developments in their respective regions and debated strategies for resisting British
rule. The Cellular Jail therefore evolved into an unexpected meeting ground for

activists who might otherwise never have encountered one another.

The story of the prison during this period was not entirely one of unbroken
suffering. Events on the mainland occasionally produced moments of cautious relief.
Imperial ceremonies such as the Delhi Durbar of 1911 sometimes prompted
announcements of limited clemency. These measures led to reductions in sentences

or transfers of certain prisoners back to the mainland.

Barindra Kumar Ghosh eventually benefited from such policies and was released
after serving several years of his life sentence. Upon returning to India, he recorded
his experiences in detail, ensuring that the realities of the Cellular Jail would not
vanish into the obscurity of colonial archives. Ullaskar Dutta also survived his
imprisonment and was eventually repatriated, though his later life remained marked

by recurring illness and the lingering consequences of the suffering he had endured.

The experiences of Dutta, Ghosh and their fellow prisoners gradually entered the
broader narrative of the Indian freedom struggle. As nationalist politics expanded
during the 1920s and 1930s the Cellular Jail increasingly came to symbolise the
extreme measures employed by the colonial state to suppress dissent. Former

inmates spoke publicly about their years in the Andamans. Through memaoirs,
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speeches and newspaper articles they shaped public perception of the islands as a

place where revolutionaries had endured extraordinary hardship.

Within nationalist discourse the Cellular Jail therefore ceased to be merely a distant
prison. It came to be regarded as a shrine of sacrifice whose stories of madness,
endurance and resistance reminded Indians that the struggle for independence had
unfolded not only in legislative debates and mass movements but also within the

silent corridors of remote penal settlements.

By the late 1930s mounting political pressure compelled the British government to
reconsider the continued use of the institution for political transportation. Many
prisoners were gradually transferred back to the mainland, signalling the

diminishing role of the Cellular Jail within the colonial penal system.

Even as this era of the prison’s history finished, the Andaman Islands themselves
approached a new and far more turbulent phase. Within a few years the outbreak of
the Second World War would extend its reach across Asia and dramatically
transform the strategic importance of the archipelago. The same islands that had
long functioned primarily as a distant penal colony would soon stand at the centre of
military calculations and imperial rivalry. For the inhabitants of Port Blair, including
convicts, settlers, administrators and indigenous communities, the approaching
conflict would bring upheavals far greater than anything the penal settlement had

previously experienced.
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CHAPTER 10

The Empire Under Siege (1942)

By the early 1940s, the Andaman Islands had already lived through nearly a century
of imperial ambition, exile and punishment. Their entry into the colonial imagination
dated back to the aftermath of the Indian Rebellion of 1857, when the British Empire
began searching for distant spaces where rebellion could be removed from the
political ferment of the mainland. In that imperial vision geography itself could be
transformed into an instrument of authority, for distance and oceanic isolation
promised a form of discipline that conventional prisons could seldom impose. The
archipelago therefore emerged as a penal frontier where convicts, rebels and political
prisoners could be transported beyond the subcontinent. What began as an austere

experiment in transportation gradually evolved into a structured colonial settlement

that embodied the punitive machinery of empire.

A Japanese bunker built inside the Chatham Saw Mill premises

3
'}

Over the decades the settlement acquired administrative coherence as government
offices, barracks and workshops began to cluster around the harbour at Port Blair.
The town itself had originated as a modest clearing carved from dense tropical forest
through the relentless labour of transported convicts. Gradually the improvised
encampment of the nineteenth century matured into the administrative centre of the
islands, where civil officials supervised both the penal establishment and a slowly

expanding civilian population. At the heart of this settlement stood the vast structure
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of the Cellular Jail, whose radiating wings and central watchtower formed the most
imposing architectural symbol of British authority in the archipelago. The prison
was designed not merely as a place of confinement but as an emblem of imperial
permanence, a reminder that the distant islands existed within the larger framework

of British rule in India.

For decades, the rhythms of administration in Port Blair created an impression of
stability that imperial institutions often cultivate over long periods. Government
offices maintained routine correspondence with the mainland, convicts laboured in
workshops and plantations, and ships periodically arrived with supplies and
officials. Beneath this appearance of permanence, however, the geopolitical
landscape of Asia was undergoing transformations of extraordinary speed and scale.
Developments unfolding across the Pacific and Southeast Asia were beginning to
reshape the strategic environment of the entire region. These changes would soon
reach even the remote settlement of Port Blair, altering the fate of the islands in ways

their administrators had scarcely anticipated.

By 1942, the British Empire in the East faced a military challenge unlike any it had
encountered in previous decades. Imperial Japan had launched a sweeping
expansion across the Pacific and Southeast Asia, transforming territories that had
long appeared peripheral into positions of immense strategic importance. The
Andaman Islands occupied a location roughly midway between the Indian
subcontinent and Southeast Asia along maritime routes that connected the Indian
Ocean with the wider Pacific world. Strategic planners had long noted this
geographical position in theoretical discussions, although the archipelago had rarely
demanded urgent military attention during earlier periods of imperial stability. The
accelerating conflict of the Second World War was now forcing imperial authorities

to reconsider the significance of such locations.

The decisive turning point emerged in December 1941 when Japanese forces
launched coordinated attacks across the Pacific, an offensive that fundamentally
altered the balance of power in Asia. The attack on Pearl Harbour brought the
United States directly into the war while simultaneously unleashing a series of
Japanese military operations across Southeast Asia. Colonial defences that had long
been regarded as formidable bastions of imperial security began collapsing with
unsettling rapidity. The capture of Battle of Hong Kong marked one of the earliest
blows against British authority, and Japanese armies continued their advance

through Malaya with relentless speed.
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The most dramatic shock arrived in February 1942 with the Fall of Singapore.
Singapore had long been regarded as the strongest military fortress of the British
Empire in the East and its sudden surrender shattered the long-standing illusion of
imperial invulnerability. The psychological impact of this defeat reverberated across
colonial administrations throughout Asia, forcing officials to confront the unsettling
possibility that the structures of European power in the region might not be as
secure as they had once believed. For administrators stationed in distant outposts
such as the Andaman Islands, these events carried implications that were both

immediate and deeply alarming.

Japanese forces were advancing steadily through Burma toward the eastern frontier
of British India while the Bay of Bengal, once considered a secure maritime zone
under British naval dominance, was beginning to appear dangerously exposed.
Airfields, ports and supply routes across eastern India therefore assumed urgent
strategic importance as military planners attempted to anticipate the next stage of
Japanese expansion. In this rapidly shifting environment, the Andaman Islands
began to occupy a geographical position of considerable consequence. The
archipelago stood across sea routes that connected ports such as Calcutta, Rangoon
and Singapore, waterways that had long served the commercial and administrative

circulation of the British Empire.

During peacetime these routes had been valued primarily for their role in facilitating
trade and communication across the eastern maritime world. Wartime conditions
transformed that same geography into a matter of military calculation. Control of the
Andaman Islands offered several potential advantages to whichever power held
them. Airfields established on the islands could extend the operational range of
aircraft across large sections of the Bay of Bengal, naval forces stationed there could
monitor shipping movements and the archipelago itself could function as a forward
observation point for developments in the eastern Indian Ocean. Such possibilities
had been recognised in strategic discussions long before the war, although they had

rarely been treated as urgent priorities.

Despite these theoretical considerations the islands had never been heavily fortified
before the conflict. Their primary role within the imperial system remained
administrative rather than military, and resources were habitually directed toward
other theatres that appeared more immediately important. As a result, the
Andamans possessed only limited defensive infrastructure and a modest garrison

whose presence reflected the long-standing assumption that the archipelago lay
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beyond the reach of major military operations. As Japanese victories multiplied
across Asia during the opening months of the war, this earlier complacency began to

appear increasingly dangerous.

News of the war’s progress reached Port Blair gradually through wireless
communications and official reports transmitted from the mainland. Dispatches
describing Japanese advances through Malaya and Burma generated growing
anxiety among colonial officials and the wider civilian population of the islands. The
British administration itself consisted of a relatively small group of civil servants,
police officers and technical personnel responsible for supervising the penal
settlement while managing a modest but steadily expanding community of
residents. For many years their authority had rested upon the assumption that
British naval power dominated the surrounding seas. By early 1942 that assumption

was beginning to erode.

Japanese aircraft were striking targets across Southeast Asia while merchant
shipping in the Bay of Bengal faced increasing danger from submarines and aerial
attack. These developments inevitably produced rumours among the inhabitants of
Port Blair that the islands themselves might soon become vulnerable to direct
assault. The approaching storm of war eventually announced itself in the skies above
the archipelago when Japanese reconnaissance aircraft began appearing with

growing frequency. Their presence signalled that the Andaman Islands had entered

the expanding operational horizon of modern aerial warfare.

The British bombed Chatham Saw Mill when the Japanese advanced on the islands

The British garrison stationed at Port Blair remained modest and inadequately

equipped, a reflection of the earlier belief that the islands lay beyond the range of
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major combat operations. That assumption proved dangerously misplaced when
reconnaissance flights were soon followed by bombing raids near the harbour and
around installations associated with the colonial administration. Explosions
reverberated across the settlement as columns of smoke rose above the waterfront,
shattering the quiet rhythms that had long characterised life in the remote colony.
For many residents these attacks represented their first direct encounter with aerial

warfare.

Government offices hurriedly secured documents while military personnel
attempted to organise defensive measures that were plainly insufficient when
measured against the scale of Japanese military momentum across Southeast Asia.
These air raids were not merely episodes of destruction but unmistakable warnings
that the defensive perimeter of the British Empire in the region was collapsing with
alarming speed. Singapore had already fallen, British forces were retreating through
Burma, and the strategic map of Asia was being redrawn by the advance of Japanese

armies.

In this deteriorating situation, the Andaman Islands, which had long functioned
primarily as a penal outpost within the architecture of colonial authority, suddenly
assumed immense strategic importance. British administrators in Port Blair
recognised that the archipelago might soon become impossible to defend effectively.
Imperial authorities therefore began quietly preparing for the possibility of
withdrawal while acknowledging that the arrival of Japanese forces was no longer a

distant theoretical scenario but an approaching reality.

For many residents of the islands, the prospect of war remained difficult to
comprehend. Families had lived in the Andamans for generations and the settlement
had often appeared removed from the political upheavals of the mainland. Even
during the height of the Indian nationalist movement, the archipelago had remained
relatively insulated from large-scale agitation. The dispute that was now spreading

across Asia threatened to overturn that isolation entirely.

British military planners faced a difficult strategic decision regarding the defence of
the islands. Protecting the Andamans would require significant military resources
including troops, aircraft, naval vessels and secure supply lines. Imperial forces were
already stretched across multiple fronts, for Burma demanded urgent reinforcement
while India itself required strengthened coastal defences against the possibility of

invasion. In these circumstances the archipelago appeared dangerously vulnerable
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because its distance from major bases and its lack of substantial fortifications made

sustained defence extremely difficult.

Within the walls of the Cellular Jail the war produced an atmosphere of growing
uncertainty. By the late 1930s, many political prisoners had already been transferred
back to the mainland following sustained nationalist agitation, leaving the prison
less crowded than during its earlier decades even though the building remained a
powerful symbol of colonial authority. As reports of the war filtered into the islands
residents began speculating about what might occur if Japanese forces arrived.
Questions circulated quietly regarding whether the British administration would
evacuate the settlement, transport remaining prisoners to India or abandon the penal

establishment entirely.

Colonial records indicate that administrators considered several contingency plans
including the destruction of sensitive documents and the evacuation of key
personnel should enemy forces approach the archipelago. Events across Southeast
Asia were unfolding with such speed, however, that these preparations could not
proceed with certainty. The Japanese invasion of Burma intensified during early
1942 as Allied forces struggled unsuccessfully to halt the advance. When Fall of
Rangoon occurred in March, the principal maritime link between India and

Southeast Asia was severed.

Japanese troops now controlled large stretches of the Burmese coastline and the
effective distance between their bases and Port Blair had narrowed dramatically.
Aircraft operating from captured airfields could threaten the Andaman Islands with
increasing ease while naval patrols in the eastern Bay of Bengal became
progressively more hazardous. For the British administration in Port Blair the war
was therefore no longer a distant spectacle unfolding beyond the horizon but an

advancing reality that was reshaping the strategic environment of the entire region.

From the perspective of Japanese military planners, the Andaman Islands
represented an attractive objective. Control of the archipelago would extend Japan’s
surveillance and operational reach into the Bay of Bengal while threatening Allied
shipping routes and complicating British defensive planning in India. The capture of
the islands also carried symbolic significance because Japanese propaganda
frequently portrayed the empire’s expansion as a campaign to liberate Asia from

Western colonial domination.
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Although such rhetoric often masked the realities of Japanese military rule, it
resonated with certain nationalist movements across the continent. The Andamans
were closely associated with the punitive machinery of British colonial authority
through the presence of the Cellular Jail, and their capture would therefore offer a
powerful propaganda victory. By March 1942, the situation in the archipelago had
become distinctly precarious as British officials faced mounting uncertainty about
whether reinforcements might arrive or whether evacuation would soon become

unavoidable.

Meanwhile, daily life in Port Blair continued with an uneasy semblance of normality.
Markets opened each morning, clerks continued their work in administrative offices
and small plantations maintained their agricultural routines. Beneath this outward
continuity, however, the shadow of war had settled heavily upon the settlement.
Ships arrived less frequently in the harbour, supplies became increasingly scarce and
rumours circulated through the streets and government compounds as uncertainty

tightened its grip upon the small colonial town.

The empire that had once appeared permanent in the Andaman Islands now seemed
fragile and exposed. Within days that fragility would become unmistakably clear as
Japanese forces advanced across the region with relentless momentum. The British
administration would soon confront a stark and unavoidable end that had been
gathering force throughout the preceding weeks. The Andaman Islands could no
longer be defended and the settlement that had served for nearly a century as a
remote outpost of British authority was about to pass into the turbulent landscape of

wartime occupation.
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CHAPTER 11

Collapse Of The British Rule

The collapse of British authority in the Andaman Islands in 1942 did not arrive as a
single dramatic rupture in the chronology of empire but unfolded instead through a
gradual sequence of decisions, hesitations and hurried administrative withdrawals
that mirrored the broader disintegration of imperial confidence across Asia during
the Second World War. For nearly eight decades, the British administration had
governed the islands with the quiet assurance of a colonial regime that believed its
authority to be permanent, an extension of imperial order into the remote waters of
the Bay of Bengal where the penal settlement at Port Blair had long functioned as
both an instrument of punishment and a symbol of imperial reach. Within the
compressed span of a few extraordinary weeks that carefully constructed edifice of

authority began to dissolve under the pressure of military realities that even the

most confident colonial bureaucracy could no longer ignore.
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An abandoned water distillation plant from the British era lies in ruins at Ross Island

By the opening months of 1942, the strategic position of the British Empire across
Asia had deteriorated with startling speed, and the pace of events soon forced
imperial planners to confront a reality they had previously dismissed as improbable.
The fall of the Battle of Singapore in February shattered the long-nurtured belief that
Britain’s eastern defences were impregnable, for the fortress city that had once been
celebrated as the keystone of imperial security in Southeast Asia collapsed with a

suddenness that reverberated across colonial administrations from Rangoon to
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Calcutta. At the same time, the relentless Japanese advance through Burma brought
the conflict uncomfortably close to the eastern approaches of India, and in both
London and New Delhi military planners were compelled to recognise that vast
stretches of imperial territory could no longer be defended with the limited forces

available to them.

Within this rapidly changing strategic landscape, the Andaman Islands began to
appear increasingly exposed and vulnerable. Although the archipelago had long
been recognised for its geographical importance within the Bay of Bengal, British
administrators had never developed it into a substantial military base capable of
defending itself against a determined assault. Port Blair functioned primarily as the
administrative centre of the penal settlement and the modest civilian colony that had
gradually emerged around it during decades of colonial rule. Its harbour was
capable of receiving ships and the surrounding hills provided natural vantage points
over the sea approaches, but the islands lacked the fortifications, airfields and troop
concentrations that would have been necessary to repel a modern amphibious

invasion supported by naval and aerial power.

The colonial government therefore maintained only a limited security presence
consisting largely of police units and a small detachment of troops whose principal
responsibility involved the maintenance of internal order rather than the defence of
the territory against an external enemy. For generations this arrangement had
seemed entirely sufficient because the Royal Navy dominated the surrounding
waters and no rival power appeared capable of projecting military force so deep into
the eastern reaches of the Indian Ocean. The dramatic Japanese offensives of 1941
and 1942 abruptly dismantled this assumption, demonstrating with unsettling clarity
that imperial security across Asia rested upon far more fragile foundations than

colonial administrators had once believed.

As Japanese aircraft and naval patrols extended their operational range across
Southeast Asia, the Andaman Islands found themselves suddenly positioned within
an expanding theatre of war that had previously seemed distant from their quiet
colonial routines. Reports reaching Port Blair described the rapid collapse of British
positions across Malaya and Burma, and with each new dispatch, the isolation felt by
administrators in the islands grew more pronounced. Communications from the
mainland carried a tone of growing urgency, and the possibility that Japanese forces
might soon appear in the Bay of Bengal no longer seemed an abstract speculation but

a plausible and immediate threat.
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Confronted with this deteriorating strategic situation, British authorities in India
began to reassess the viability of defending the archipelago. The decision that
gradually emerged was shaped not by ideological considerations or colonial pride
but by the harsh arithmetic of wartime logistics. To defend the Andamans effectively
would have required a substantial reinforcement of troops, aircraft and naval
resources. Those assets were desperately needed elsewhere, particularly along the
Burmese frontier and within eastern India where the defence of the subcontinent
itself had become an overriding priority. Within that larger strategic calculation the

islands were quietly judged expendable.

The decision to withdraw from the archipelago was therefore never announced in
dramatic public declarations but developed instead through a series of
administrative directives and contingency plans circulated discreetly among military
and civil officials. These communications emphasised the need to evacuate key
personnel and sensitive materials should Japanese forces approach the islands, and
although the language of the directives remained cautious, the underlying message
was unmistakable. The empire was preparing to abandon its most distant outpost in

the Bay of Bengal.

For the administrators stationed in Port Blair, the practical implications of this policy
soon became impossible to ignore. The process of withdrawal was complicated by
the diverse and layered population that had taken root in the islands during decades
of penal settlement. What had once begun as a remote prison colony had gradually
developed into a small but complex town inhabited by government officials, police
personnel, traders, labourers and the descendants of convicts who had completed
their sentences but chosen to remain in the archipelago. Organising an evacuation

within such circumstances presented enormous logistical and moral challenges.

British officials were compelled to determine which categories of residents would be
transported to the mainland and which might remain behind, decisions that
inevitably carried profound consequences for the lives of those involved. Military
personnel, senior administrators and certain technical staff were designated for
evacuation, while many civilian inhabitants found themselves uncertain about their
fate as rumours circulated through the settlement. At the same time the authorities
taced the urgent task of securing official documents and government assets
accumulated through decades of colonial administration. Records relating to

prisoners, settlers and administrative operations were hastily reviewed, with some
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files destroyed to prevent them from falling into enemy hands while others were

packed hurriedly for removal.

The atmosphere in Port Blair during these preparations was therefore one of
restrained and unmistakable anxiety. Rumours moved swiftly through markets and
residential quarters, with some inhabitants believing that reinforcements would
soon arrive from India to fortify the islands against invasion, while others suspected
that the government intended to depart quietly, leaving the settlement exposed to

whatever power might next arrive across the sea.

Amid these uncertainties, the symbolic structures of British authority in the islands
assumed a melancholy of finality. The vast complex of the Cellular Jail stood largely
empty by this time, for many political prisoners had already been transferred back to
the mainland during the late 1930s following sustained agitation by nationalist
leaders. Although its penal function had diminished, the building remained an
imposing reminder of the empire’s determination to punish and isolate those who
had challenged its rule. Now, however, the same imperial administration that had
once constructed this formidable structure as a monument to permanence was
preparing to depart from the islands altogether, leaving behind a prison whose very

architecture spoke of authority that no longer existed.

By March 1942, the evacuation of British personnel from the Andaman Islands had
begun in earnest. Ships arrived in the harbour of Port Blair to carry officials, soldiers
and selected civilians to the Indian mainland, and although the process unfolded
with urgency it lacked the scenes of chaos that characterised some wartime
evacuations elsewhere in Asia. Nevertheless, the departures signified the end of

nearly eight decades of uninterrupted British administration within the archipelago.

As the vessels carrying the last contingents of colonial officials departed the harbour,
many residents of the settlement observed the scene with a mixture of bewilderment
and apprehension. For generations, the British government had represented the
unquestioned authority in the Andamans, the power that administered justice,
regulated trade and maintained public order. Its sudden disappearance created a

vacuum that few inhabitants could fully comprehend.

That vacuum would remain unfilled for only a brief moment. Japanese military
planners had already recognised the strategic value of the archipelago as an outpost

from which influence could be extended into the eastern Indian Ocean. With British
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forces withdrawing and no organised defence remaining, the islands presented an

opportunity that could be seized with minimal resistance.

In March 1942, Japanese naval units approached the Andaman Islands and moved
toward Port Blair harbour. The landing that followed occurred with surprising speed
and encountered almost no opposition, for the evacuation of British troops had left
the settlement without any effective defensive capability. Japanese soldiers quickly
established control over the harbour, administrative buildings and communication
facilities, raising their flags over installations that only days earlier had symbolised

British authority.

For the inhabitants of the islands, the transition in power was abrupt and unsettling.
One empire had departed and another had arrived almost immediately in its place,
bringing with it unfamiliar uniforms, new commands and an administrative
language that few residents understood. The Japanese occupation introduced an
entirely different political environment in which military priorities dominated every

aspect of governance.

Although Japanese propaganda across Asia often proclaimed that the war
represented a campaign to liberate colonised peoples from Western imperialism, the
reality of occupation proved far more complicated. In the Andamans the new
authorities imposed strict regulations governing movement, communication and
economic activity, and the islands were reorganised to serve the strategic needs of

Japan’s expanding war effort.

The residents of Port Blair soon realised that the end of British rule had not brought
stability or liberation but rather the beginning of a new and uncertain chapter in the
history of the archipelago. The Japanese occupation transformed the islands from a
quiet colonial outpost into a forward position within a vast theatre of war stretching
across Southeast Asia and the Pacific. Military installations were expanded,
surveillance intensified and the civilian population subjected to increasingly rigid

controls designed to ensure obedience to the occupying forces.

For the people of the islands, the global conflict that had once seemed remote and

abstract had now arrived directly within their streets, markets and homes.
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CHAPTER 12

Life Under Occupation

When Japanese forces assumed control of the Andaman Islands in March 1942, the
transition from British colonial administration to military occupation occurred with
a swiftness that concealed the profound changes it would bring to the archipelago.
What appeared initially as a rapid transfer of authority soon unfolded into a
prolonged transformation of daily life across Port Blair and the surrounding
settlements. For nearly three years the inhabitants of the islands lived within a
climate defined by uncertainty, scarcity and constant vigilance. The immediate
change in political control gradually reshaped the rhythms of economic activity,

social interaction and governance in a territory that had long been accustomed to the

comparatively predictable routines of British administration.

23 HATT 1942 @ SUET sURIEad & IMAUT & d6 J&T IH
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Landing of Japanese Imperial Force on 23™ March 1942 Japanese soliders in front of the Chief Commissioners
Bunglaow after occupation of the islands

Japanese occupation of the Andamans began in March 1942

For the civilian population that remained after the British withdrawal, the arrival of
Japanese rule introduced a new order structured around military discipline and
administrative control. Authority passed from a small colonial bureaucracy to a
hierarchy of military officers whose priorities were defined by wartime strategy
rather than civil governance. Surveillance became more pervasive, and restrictions
on movement and communication slowly multiplied as the occupation authorities

consolidated their control. The islands, which had once functioned primarily as a
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remote penal settlement within the British Empire, were suddenly redefined as a

strategic outpost within the wider theatre of the Second World War.

This strategic reorientation was closely connected to the geographical position of the
archipelago. Located along the maritime routes that linked the Indian Ocean with
Southeast Asia, the Andaman Islands offered vantage points from which naval
patrols and reconnaissance aircraft could observe shipping movements across the
Bay of Bengal. Japanese military planners therefore viewed the islands not as an
administrative territory but as a forward position capable of extending surveillance
and operational reach into waters contested by Allied forces. Harbours, hills and
airstrips that had once served the modest requirements of colonial administration

were now assessed for their potential military value.

The Japanese command moved quickly to secure these advantages by consolidating
control over the islands’ infrastructure and institutions. Administrative buildings,
communication facilities and transportation routes were placed under military
supervision while patrols were stationed at strategic points throughout Port Blair.
These measures were designed to ensure that the archipelago could function
effectively within Japan’s defensive and observational network across the eastern
Indian Ocean. The strategic imperatives that shaped these decisions soon began to
influence the daily experiences of residents whose movements, occupations and
communications were increasingly regulated by the requirements of wartime

authority.

Governance under Japanese administration was therefore profoundly militarised.
The relatively small British bureaucratic apparatus that had previously managed the
islands was replaced by a chain of command that reported directly to Japanese
military authorities operating across Southeast Asia. Orders were issued through
officers and enforced by armed patrols positioned along roads, docks and
administrative precincts. Checkpoints appeared along key thoroughfares while
guards monitored harbour facilities and government compounds. These measures
transformed the landscape of Port Blair into a space defined by regulation and

supervision.

The civilian experience changed accordingly. Under British rule the structures of
authority, although often rigid and hierarchical, had developed patterns that
residents had learned to anticipate over time. The new regime operated according to
military priorities that could shift rapidly in response to strategic concerns.

Regulations governing travel, labour or commercial activity were introduced
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without consultation and could be altered with little notice. The result was an
environment in which compliance was expected immediately and without

negotiation.

Public life consequently assumed a more cautious character. Conversations that had
once unfolded freely in markets, tea stalls or neighbourhood gatherings were now
conducted with restraint. Residents became increasingly aware that soldiers and
informants might overhear casual remarks or political opinions. The possibility of
attracting unwanted attention encouraged many inhabitants to exercise discretion in
public spaces. In this manner an atmosphere of guarded interaction slowly settled

over the community.

Surveillance became a central feature of occupation governance. Japanese authorities
recognised that the population of the islands had lived under British rule for many
decades and therefore approached local society with a degree of suspicion. Systems
of registration were introduced that required residents to report their identities and
household details to local officials. Travel between villages or across the harbour
frequently required official permission while patrols periodically inspected
neighbourhoods in search of information about political sympathies or unusual

activity.

These monitoring practices gradually penetrated the routines of daily life. Even
ordinary interactions could be interpreted through the lens of security concerns,
encouraging residents to limit the circulation of sensitive information. Domestic
spaces increasingly served as places where discussions about politics or the war
were conducted discreetly among trusted relatives. The presence of soldiers in the
streets and the unpredictability of enforcement reinforced a climate in which caution

became a practical necessity.

Alongside these administrative changes, the islands experienced severe economic
disruption. For many decades the Andamans had depended upon maritime
connections with the Indian mainland for the supply of essential goods. Ships
regularly transported rice, textiles, machinery and medicines to Port Blair, sustaining
both the penal establishment and the civilian population. The outbreak of war and
the subsequent occupation severed many of these commercial links, leaving the

archipelago increasingly isolated within waters contested by opposing naval forces.

Japanese control did not restore these supply routes. The Bay of Bengal had become

an active theatre of naval warfare where Allied submarines and aircraft threatened
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shipping associated with Japanese operations. The transport of large quantities of
civilian supplies therefore became increasingly difficult. Residents of the islands
soon began confronting shortages of basic commodities that had once arrived

routinely from mainland ports.

Food scarcity proved particularly challenging. Rice, the staple grain for much of the
population, became less readily available as maritime deliveries diminished.
Families responded by reducing consumption, substituting alternative foods or
cultivating vegetables in small gardens near their homes. These measures did not
tully compensate for the disrupted supply chains, but they reflected the adaptability

of communities attempting to maintain subsistence under constrained conditions.

The shortage of manufactured goods extended beyond food. Clothing, household
utensils and medical supplies also became difficult to obtain. In response many
residents began exchanging goods through informal barter networks that emerged
within neighbourhoods and marketplaces. Items that had once been purchased
through regular commerce were now traded between families seeking to balance

their immediate needs with the limited resources available.

Japanese authorities, meanwhile, prioritised the requirements of their military
presence on the islands. Construction projects were initiated to strengthen defensive
positions, repair roads and improve facilities that might support surveillance or
logistical operations. These activities often relied upon the labour of local residents
who were recruited or instructed to assist in transporting materials and maintaining
infrastructure. Men who had previously earned livelihoods as fishermen, traders or
artisans sometimes found themselves participating in tasks connected to the

maintenance of military installations.

The gradual integration of civilian labour into these projects blurred the boundaries
between everyday occupations and the machinery of wartime administration.
Participation was frequently framed as a necessary contribution to the functioning of
the islands under Japanese control. At the same time the implicit authority of the
occupation regime made refusal difficult, creating circumstances in which

compliance became the safest option for many individuals.

The cumulative pressures generated by surveillance, scarcity and compulsory labour
produced considerable psychological strain. Social relationships within communities
were subtly reshaped by the awareness that conversations might be overheard or

misinterpreted. Trust remained an essential element of family life, so broader
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networks of interaction were often approached with caution. The feeling of isolation

historically associated with life in the archipelago deepened further.

Children growing up during these years became familiar with scenes that earlier
generations had never witnessed. Armed patrols moved through streets that had
once been quiet colonial avenues while soldiers inspected docks and warehouses
near the harbour. The presence of uniforms and weapons became part of the visual
landscape encountered in daily life. For adults, the challenge lay in maintaining
routines that preserved a measure of stability for their families despite the

unpredictable conditions imposed by occupation.

Amid these difficulties elements of normalcy persisted. Markets continued
operating, although the variety of goods available was significantly reduced.
Fishermen still launched their boats from coastal villages in search of daily catches
that supplemented household diets. Religious ceremonies and family gatherings
were held quietly within homes or community spaces, reflecting the enduring
cultural practices of the island population. These acts of continuity represented

forms of resilience rather than resistance.

A notable symbolic episode during the occupation occurred in December 1943 with
the visit of Subhas Chandra Bose to Port Blair. During this visit, Bose ceremonially
raised the Indian tricolour and announced that the islands would be administered in
the name of the Provisional Government of Free India. The event was widely

publicised by Japanese authorities as evidence of their support for Indian

independence from British rule.

Flag Point, in Port Blair, marks the year when Netaji Bose unfurled the tricolour for the first time
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For the inhabitants of the islands, the meaning of this ceremony was complex. Some
observers interpreted the raising of the flag as a hopeful sign that colonial
domination might eventually give way to a new political future. Others remained
cautious, recognising that the practical authority governing daily life continued to
rest firmly with Japanese military officials. The symbolic declaration therefore
coexisted with the continuing realities of surveillance, rationing and administrative

control.

As the war progressed and Allied forces gradually regained momentum in other
theatres, the atmosphere within the islands grew more tense. Japanese officials
became increasingly wary of potential espionage or collaboration with Allied forces
operating in nearby waters. This suspicion encouraged more intrusive surveillance
practices and occasionally resulted in arrests that heightened anxiety among the

civilian population.

Tragic incidents occurred during the later stages of the occupation when suspicion
and wartime pressure combined to produce severe reprisals. Episodes involving the
execution of civilians accused of assisting Allied operations left deep impressions
upon the collective memory of the islands. These events illustrated the harsh

intersection between military authority and the uncertainties of wartime governance.

The experience of the Andaman Islands under Japanese rule therefore represented a
profound transformation of civilian life. Military imperatives reshaped governance,
economic disruption altered patterns of consumption and labour, and the pervasive
presence of surveillance influenced social interaction within communities. The
archipelago ceased to function merely as a distant colonial outpost and instead

became a forward position within a vast theatre of global conflict.

For the inhabitants of Port Blair and the surrounding settlements, the years of
occupation required continuous adaptation to circumstances shaped by forces far
beyond the islands themselves. Scarcity, regulation and psychological strain formed
part of everyday experience and communities continued striving to maintain social
cohesion and cultural continuity. The memories of these years would remain
embedded in the historical consciousness of the archipelago long after the war ended

and the political landscape of the region entered a new phase.
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CHAPTER 13

The Homfreyganj Massacre

Among the most tragic episodes in the wartime history of the Andaman Islands, the
events remembered today as the Homfreyganj Massacre stand as a stark reminder of
the violence that can accompany military occupation. Occurring during the final
phase of Japanese control over the archipelago, the massacre reflected not only the
brutal dynamics of wartime suspicion but also the deep anxieties that gripped the
occupying authorities as the broader conflict in Asia began to turn against them. For
the inhabitants of Port Blair and the surrounding settlements, the episode was
neither sudden nor entirely inexplicable, for it emerged from a climate of fear and

mistrust that had gradually intensified throughout the years of Japanese rule.
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On.30"‘ January 1944, 44 members of the Indian Independence League and INA, who were
earlier arested on false espionage charges were taken out from the Cellular Jail and brutally
killed by the Japanese Imperial Force and buried in a common L shaped Grave. Today a
Memorial stands there as a mute testimony.

Homfreyganj is associated with the Japanese suspicion toward sections of the civilian population

By 1944, the trajectory of the Second World War had begun to shift. Allied forces
were slowly regaining the initiative across multiple theatres, while Japan’s earlier
victories were giving way to increasingly defensive strategies. In Southeast Asia the
military situation remained fluid. Japanese commanders were acutely aware that the

possibility of Allied counteroffensives was growing stronger.

Within this broader strategic context, the Andaman Islands occupied a delicate

position. Though geographically distant from the major battlefronts, the archipelago
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remained a valuable observation post in the Bay of Bengal. Japanese authorities
stationed there were therefore deeply concerned about the possibility that Allied
intelligence might attempt to gather information from local inhabitants regarding
troop movements, supply routes, or military installations. These concerns fostered

an atmosphere of suspicion toward sections of the civilian population.

Many of the residents of Port Blair and nearby villages had lived under British
administration for decades prior to the Japanese occupation, and some maintained
connections - familial, commercial, or social - with individuals on the Indian
mainland. From the perspective of the occupying authorities such connections raised
the possibility, however remote, that local residents might be providing assistance to
Allied forces. As the war progressed and Japanese fortunes declined, this suspicion
hardened into a more systematic search for alleged collaborators. During the early
months of 1944, Japanese security forces began detaining individuals whom they
suspected of espionage or disloyalty.

The arrests often occurred without formal charges and were conducted under the
authority of military intelligence units that operated with considerable autonomy
from civilian administrative structures. Among those taken into custody were
traders, clerks, labourers, and community leaders whose activities had drawn the
attention of the authorities for reasons that were not always clear. Some had
reportedly been accused of maintaining contact with British agents; others were
suspected merely because of their social standing or influence within the local

population. Interrogations followed.

Testimonies recorded after the war suggest that detainees were subjected to harsh
questioning intended to extract confessions or information about supposed networks
of espionage. The reliability of the accusations remained uncertain and within the
logic of wartime security the Japanese command appeared convinced that a
conspiracy against their authority existed within the islands. As the investigation
widened, the number of prisoners increased. Eventually forty-four civilians were
selected from among those detained, their fate to be determined by a military
decision that would soon cast a long shadow over the history of the Andamans. On a
January day in 1944 the prisoners were removed from their places of detention and
transported under guard to a site near Homfreyganj, a rural area located some

distance from the centre of Port Blair.

The location was remote enough to avoid public attention yet accessible by road

from the main settlement. The men, many of whom were respected members of the
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local community, had little understanding of what awaited them. Witness accounts
gathered after the war describe a scene of grim inevitability as the prisoners were led
from vehicles and assembled at the site. Japanese soldiers surrounded the area while
officers supervised the proceedings, ensuring that no one could escape. The purpose
of the gathering soon became unmistakably clear. The forty-four detainees were
executed by firing squad. The act was swift but devastating, extinguishing in a single
moment the lives of individuals who had formed part of the social fabric of the

Andaman Islands for years or even decades.
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the memorial located at Homfreyganj

For their families and neighbours, the news of the killings spread slowly but with
profound emotional impact. In a community as small and interconnected as Port
Blair, the loss of so many men reverberated deeply. The massacre was not widely
publicised by the occupying authorities, but it could not remain secret for long.
Word travelled through the settlement and surrounding villages, carried by those
who had witnessed fragments of the event or learned of it through unofficial

channels.

Fear intensified among the civilian population. If such a fate could befall respected
citizens accused, rightly or wrongly, of espionage, then no one could feel entirely
secure. The episode underscored the precariousness of life under military
occupation, where the boundaries between suspicion, accusation, and punishment

were often indistinct.

91



The Homfreyganj Massacre 10/3 ... by Gajanan Khergamker

To understand the significance of the Homfreyganj massacre, it is necessary to
situate it within the broader patterns of wartime occupation across Asia. Japanese
military rule in many territories was characterised by severe reprisals against
individuals suspected of aiding Allied forces, a strategy intended to deter resistance
but one that frequently inflicted suffering upon civilian populations. In the
Andamans, however, the event carried particular resonance because of the islands’
unique historical trajectory. For nearly a century the archipelago had been associated
with punishment and exile under British rule. The Cellular Jail had confined
generations of political prisoners whose resistance to colonial authority later became

central to India’s national narrative.

Now, during the final years of Japanese occupation, another form of violence had
emerged, one directed not against imperial rebels but against ordinary civilians
accused of betrayal. The juxtaposition of these histories deepened the symbolic
weight of the massacre. When Japanese control of the islands ended in 1945 with the
broader Allied victory in the Second World War, the story of the Homfreyganj
executions began to surface more openly. Investigations conducted after the war
documented the killings and identified the victims, many of whose families

remained in the Andaman Islands.

Over time, the site itself became a place of remembrance. A memorial was eventually
established to honour the forty-four individuals who lost their lives there,
transforming the rural landscape of Homfreyganj into a space where the tragedies of
wartime occupation could be publicly acknowledged. Each year commemorative
events bring together residents, historians, and officials who reflect upon the lessons

of the past.

Such acts of remembrance serve not merely as tributes to the victims but also as
reminders of the fragile boundaries between authority and violence during periods
of conflict. The Homfreyganj massacre occurred at a moment when the broader tide
of the war was turning decisively against Japan. Allied forces were advancing across
the Pacific and Southeast Asia, while Japanese positions grew increasingly

precarious.

Though the Andaman Islands remained under occupation for another year, the
strategic balance had already begun to shift. For the inhabitants of the archipelago,
however, the immediate concern remained survival under conditions of scarcity and

uncertainty. The violence at Homfreyganj had demonstrated how swiftly suspicion
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could lead to tragedy, and the memory of the executions lingered in the minds of

those who continued to live under Japanese authority.

The conflict that had so profoundly unsettled the islands was, by then, drawing to a
close, even if its end was not yet fully visible to those living through its final throes.
The tension that had long gripped everyday life began to loosen, if only
imperceptibly, as the larger currents of war shifted beyond the shores of the
archipelago. Beneath the surface of continued uncertainty, the structures of

occupation were already beginning to fray.

Within a year, the Japanese hold over the islands would collapse, marking the end of
one of the most turbulent and disquieting chapters in the history of the Andaman
Islands. What had been a period defined by fear, coercion, and disruption would
give way to a fragile restoration, leaving behind a landscape altered not only in its

physical contours but also in the collective memory of its people.

%%
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CHAPTER 14

Liberation And Aftermath

The closing months of the Second World War unfolded with a speed and magnitude
that few observers in the Andaman Islands could have anticipated during the darker
years of Japanese occupation. For more than three years, the archipelago had existed
within the orbit of Japan’s wartime empire, its civilian population navigating the
constraints of military rule, persistent food shortages, and the uncertainty that
accompanied life in an isolated outpost of a vast global conflict. The rhythms of daily
life had been reshaped by surveillance, scarcity, and the constant awareness that
authority rested in the hands of a distant military command. By the middle of 1945,
however, the balance of power across Asia had shifted decisively, and the Japanese
position that had once appeared formidable began to collapse under the sustained
pressure of Allied advances. Within this rapidly changing strategic landscape, the
Andaman Islands once again became a location where the wider forces of global

history converged upon a small and remote territory.

Japanese garrison surrendered to an Allied The Japanese delegation at the ceremony to
force that landed at Port Blair on 7™ October mark the surrender of Japanese forces in the
1945. The formal surrender ceremony took place Andaman Islands

on 9" October 1945 at the historic Gymkhana
Ground (Present Netaji Stadium)

Images of the Japanese surrendering before the Allied Force at Port Blair

By the summer of 1945, Japan’s capacity to sustain the war had deteriorated
dramatically as Allied forces regained control over large portions of Southeast Asia
and American military campaigns across the Pacific advanced steadily toward the

Japanese home islands. Naval blockades and relentless aerial bombardment further

94



Liberation And Aftermath 10/3 ... by Gajanan Khergamker

weakened Japan’s industrial and logistical infrastructure, limiting the ability of its
commanders to supply or reinforce distant garrisons scattered across occupied
territories. The empire that had expanded swiftly during the early years of the war
now faced an accelerating contraction as military reversals accumulated across
several fronts. Each successive loss narrowed the strategic options available to
Japanese leaders while exposing the vulnerability of isolated positions such as the
Andaman Islands. In these circumstances, the future of Japan’s remote garrisons

depended increasingly on events unfolding thousands of kilometres away.

These developments reached their decisive climax in August 1945 with two events
that reshaped the course of world history. The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki demonstrated the destructive power of a new form of warfare, while the
Soviet Union’s declaration of war against Japan removed any remaining hope of
diplomatic manoeuvre. Confronted by overwhelming military pressure and the
prospect of further devastation, the Japanese government announced its acceptance
of Allied surrender terms. The formal conclusion of hostilities, known historically as
the Surrender of Japan, brought an abrupt end to Japan’s authority across the
territories it had occupied during the war. For distant outposts such as the Andaman
Islands this global decision initiated a sequence of local transitions whose

consequences would unfold gradually in the weeks that followed.

News of Japan’s impending defeat did not reach the Andamans immediately, for
wartime conditions had long constrained communication between the islands and
the outside world. The Japanese garrison stationed in Port Blair received information
through military channels that were themselves adjusting to the reality of surrender
and the uncertainties that accompanied it. Despite these delays rumours began
circulating among the civilian population as fragments of information filtered
through informal networks of conversation and observation. Residents who had
endured years of occupation listened attentively for any sign that the conflict might
soon be over. Conversations in markets and neighbourhoods reflected cautious
speculation about whether Allied forces would return and what such a return might

mean for the future of the islands.

For many inhabitants, the end of the war promised relief from the scarcity and
insecurity that had shaped daily existence during the years of Japanese rule. Food
supplies had long been limited, and the isolation of the islands had made access to
medicine, clothing, and other necessities uncertain. At the same time, it raised new

questions about the political destiny of the archipelago, whose future remained

95



Liberation And Aftermath 10/3 ... by Gajanan Khergamker

closely tied to the broader transformations taking place across the British Empire in
India. The approaching end of Japanese authority did not immediately clarify what
form the next phase of governance would take. Instead, the population of the islands
entered a period of cautious anticipation in which hope for stability coexisted with

uncertainty about the political future.

The formal restoration of Allied control over the Andaman Islands occurred in
October 1945 when a naval force representing the victorious powers entered the
harbour of Port Blair. Among the officers overseeing this transition was Lord Louis
Mountbatten, whose command structure had directed many Allied operations across
the Southeast Asian theatre during the final phases of the war. Mountbatten’s
administration had already begun supervising the reoccupation of territories
formerly controlled by Japanese forces, and the Andamans formed part of this
broader effort to restore order in regions that had experienced prolonged wartime
disruption. The arrival of Allied vessels in the harbour carried both practical and
symbolic importance. It represented the physical reappearance of imperial authority
while signalling that the global conflict which had transformed the islands had

finally reached its conclusion.

Japanese officers stationed on the islands formally surrendered their authority to the
arriving Allied representatives, bringing an end to the military regime that had
governed the archipelago since 1942. The ceremony marking this transfer of power
followed the structured protocols typical of military capitulation but behind the
formalities lay the recognition that an entire phase of wartime history had
concluded. For residents of Port Blair, the sight of Allied ships in the harbour
represented a striking reversal of the events that had occurred three years earlier
when British officials had departed in the face of advancing Japanese forces. The
harbour that had once symbolised imperial retreat now served as the setting for the
reassertion of Allied control. This moment carried considerable emotional weight for

inhabitants who had lived through years of occupation and uncertainty.

With the surrender of the Japanese garrison completed, Allied authorities moved
quickly to reestablish administrative control over the islands. British officials
returned to assume responsibility for governance, although the circumstances of
their return differed considerably from those that had existed before the war. The
Andamans were now situated within a region undergoing profound political
transformation. Across the Indian subcontinent nationalist movements had grown

increasingly influential during the years of conflict, and debates surrounding India’s
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independence from British rule had reached a critical stage. The restoration of British
administration in the Andamans therefore unfolded against a wider backdrop of

imperial uncertainty.

In the immediate aftermath of the occupation, the priorities of the returning
authorities were practical and humanitarian. Officials began assessing the condition
of infrastructure damaged during the years of military rule while working to restore
communication links with the Indian mainland. Arrangements were made to
distribute food and medical supplies to a civilian population that had endured
prolonged shortages. The harbour facilities, administrative buildings, and transport
networks required repair before normal patterns of trade and governance could
resume. These efforts aimed to stabilise daily life and reassure residents that the

disruptions of the occupation period had finally ended.

The end of Japanese rule also created an opportunity to investigate events that had
occurred during the years of military occupation. Allied administrators and military
investigators sought information about allegations of mistreatment, forced labour,
and executions carried out by the occupying authorities. Among the most tragic of
these incidents were the killings remembered as the Homfreyganj Massacre. Families
of the victims provided testimony concerning the disappearance and deaths of their
relatives while investigators gathered evidence regarding the circumstances
surrounding the arrests and executions. These inquiries formed part of a wider effort
undertaken across Asia to document wartime atrocities committed during the

conflict.

For the community of the Andaman Islands, these investigations carried significance
that extended beyond legal proceedings. They provided a means of recognising the
suffering endured by many residents during the occupation while preserving the
memory of those who had lost their lives in circumstances once concealed by
wartime secrecy. Testimonies offered by families and survivors contributed to the
historical record of the occupation years. Through this process the experiences of the
islands” inhabitants were gradually incorporated into the broader narrative of the
war in Southeast Asia. The investigations also served as a reminder that the
consequences of military rule had been deeply personal for many individuals and

families.

Although Allied forces had restored British administrative control over the islands,
the political environment in which that authority operated had changed significantly
since the beginning of the war. The British Empire had been weakened by the
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immense financial and military burdens imposed by global conflict, and demands
for independence had intensified across India. The Andaman Islands were closely
connected to these developments through their own historical association with the
Indian nationalist movement. For decades, the Cellular Jail had served as a place of
confinement for political prisoners involved in anti-colonial resistance. As the
prospect of independence grew nearer, the symbolism attached to that prison and to

the islands themselves acquired renewed importance.

The restoration of British rule in 1945, therefore, represented less a return to earlier
conditions than a transitional phase preceding the emergence of a new political
order. The imperial authority that had once appeared permanent now existed within
a rapidly changing historical context. Developments unfolding across the Indian
subcontinent would soon redefine the political status of territories long governed by
colonial administrations. The Andamans stood at the intersection of these
transformations, their wartime experience linking them both to global conflict and to

the approaching end of empire in South Asia.

[ ——_—

Japanese military delegation salute Lieutenant Colonel Nathu Singh, commanding
officer of the Rajput Regiment, following their surrender of the Islands, 1945

The Japanese occupation of the islands lasted three years, till 1945

For the civilian population of Port Blair and the surrounding settlements, the end of
the occupation initiated a gradual process of recovery. Markets reopened with
increasing supplies arriving from the mainland, allowing families who had endured
years of scarcity to rebuild their livelihoods. Fishing and small-scale trade resumed
more regular patterns as maritime connections were restored. Community life

slowly regained elements of normality that had been absent during the years of
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military rule. Despite these improvements the emotional scars left by the occupation

remained deeply embedded in personal memory.

Memories of surveillance, hunger, and violence continued to shape the recollections
of those who had lived through the war. Stories circulated among families and
neighbours concerning acts of resilience, moments of hardship, and the uncertain
days when no one knew which authority governed the islands. Some remembered
neighbours who had disappeared during the occupation, while others recalled the
anxiety that accompanied every rumour of military activity. These personal
narratives gradually formed part of the collective memory of the Andaman
community. Through storytelling and remembrance, the experiences of the

occupation years became embedded in the historical consciousness of the islands.

Within two years of the war’s end, the political transformation that had long seemed
inevitable finally occurred with the achievement of Indian independence in 1947.
The Andaman and Nicobar Islands, along with the rest of the subcontinent, passed
from colonial rule into the sovereignty of the newly independent Indian state.
Territories that had once functioned as remote outposts of the British Empire now
formed part of a nation seeking to define its identity after centuries of colonial
domination. The archipelago entered a new phase in its history as an integral

component of independent India.

The significance of this transition carried a powerful symbolic dimension rooted in
the islands’ earlier history. The Cellular Jail had once served as a place where many
participants in the struggle for independence were imprisoned for their opposition
to colonial rule. The same islands that had functioned as a site of punishment during
the imperial period were now incorporated into the territory of a sovereign nation
shaped by the sacrifices of those prisoners. Historical memory linked the wartime
experience of the Andamans with the longer narrative of India’s quest for freedom.
The transformation of the islands’ political status represented both, the culmination

of one historical era and the beginning of another.
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CHAPTER 15

Echoes Of Freedom Within The Cellular Jail

When the Andaman Islands entered the sovereignty of independent India following
the achievement of Indian independence in 1947, the archipelago carried within its
landscape the layered memory of nearly a century of imperial history. Among the
many physical remnants of that era, none possessed greater symbolic weight than
the imposing structure of the Cellular Jail overlooking the harbour of Port Blair.
Conceived by the British colonial administration as the most formidable instrument
of punishment in the Bay of Bengal, the prison had confined hundreds of political
prisoners whose names would later become inseparable from the history of India’s
struggle for freedom. The walls of the institution bore witness to decades of suffering
endured by revolutionaries transported from different parts of the subcontinent.
After independence, the presence of this massive structure confronted the new
nation with a complex question about how to interpret and preserve the material

traces of colonial rule.

The Cellular Jail is among the most historic structures symbolic of the British atrocities in India

The transition of the Cellular Jail from a functioning prison to a national memorial
did not occur immediately and was shaped by competing interpretations of the past
during the early years of independence. When the British administration
relinquished control of the Andaman Islands in 1947, the prison no longer served the

penal function for which it had originally been constructed. Many political prisoners
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had already been transferred to mainland prisons during the late 1930s following
sustained campaigns by nationalist leaders who criticised the harsh conditions
associated with transportation to the islands. By the time independence arrived the
once notorious jail stood largely vacant, its corridors silent after decades of
confinement. The building remained physically imposing still its future role within

the newly independent nation had not been clearly defined.

The architectural design of the Cellular Jail continued to convey the intentions that
had guided its construction at the turn of the twentieth century. The structure
consisted of seven long wings radiating outward from a central watchtower, creating
a star shaped arrangement that allowed warders to monitor the entire complex from

a single vantage point.

Each wing contained rows of narrow solitary cells separated by thick walls and
secured by heavy iron doors. Small ventilators placed high above the prisoners’
reach allowed minimal light and air to enter while preventing communication
between adjacent cells. This architectural philosophy reflected the colonial belief that
psychological isolation would weaken the resolve of political dissidents and

discourage organised resistance.

After independence, the same structure stood as a powerful reminder of the
sacrifices endured by those who had resisted colonial authority. The empty cells
evoked the memory of revolutionaries who had spent years in isolation far from

their families and the political movements that had once sustained them.

For administrators of the newly independent Indian state, the presence of the prison
created a practical and symbolic dilemma. On one hand it represented a painful
reminder of the brutality associated with colonial rule. On the other hand, it also
possessed the potential to serve as a site through which the sacrifices of freedom

fighters could be remembered and honoured.

During the early decades after independence, the government of India faced
numerous urgent challenges that often overshadowed questions of historical
preservation in remote regions such as the Andaman Islands. The integration of the
archipelago into the administrative framework of the new nation required attention

to infrastructure, economic development, and the expansion of civilian settlements.

Roads, communication systems, and public institutions had to be strengthened in
order to support a growing population. Within this context the Cellular Jail did not

initially receive sustained attention from policymakers. The building remained
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standing, but its future remained uncertain as the priorities of governance focused

on development rather than historical commemoration.

Over time, sections of the prison began to deteriorate due to neglect and exposure to
the humid coastal climate. During the 1950s some parts of the structure were
demolished in order to make space for hospitals and other public facilities required

by the expanding settlement of Port Blair.

These decisions reflected the immediate needs of a community that required medical
services and modern infrastructure. At that stage historical preservation had not yet
become a central priority in national policy. The partial demolition of the prison,
however, soon generated strong reactions among individuals who believed that the

site represented an irreplaceable chapter in the history of the freedom struggle.

Former political prisoners and nationalist organisations on the mainland emerged as
some of the most influential voices calling for the preservation of the Cellular Jail.
For many veterans of the independence movement the prison symbolised the
suffering endured by generations of revolutionaries who had resisted colonial
authority. Allowing the structure to disappear through neglect or demolition would

erase a tangible reminder of those sacrifices.

Discussions concerning the future of the prison gradually intensified as memoirs and
testimonies from former inmates circulated among historians and political activists.
These accounts highlighted the brutality of the penal system and reinforced the

importance of preserving the site for future generations.

Among the most prominent figures whose experiences within the Cellular Jail
shaped public memory was Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, whose years of confinement
in the Andamans had already become widely known in nationalist narratives.
Savarkar’s imprisonment symbolised the broader experience of revolutionaries who
had been transported across the Bay of Bengal for their involvement in anti-colonial

activities.

Other former prisoners associated with underground revolutionary movements in
Bengal and Maharashtra also spoke publicly about their experiences. Their
recollections described the harsh discipline of the prison, the loneliness imposed by
solitary confinement, and the determination with which inmates maintained their
political convictions. These narratives contributed significantly to the transformation

of public perceptions regarding the historical importance of the Cellular Jail.
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As awareness of the prison’s historical significance expanded, historians and
nationalist organisations began urging the government to preserve the remaining
structure as a memorial dedicated to the freedom struggle. Campaigns supporting
preservation gained momentum during the 1960s as India entered a period in which
greater attention was directed toward documenting the sacrifices associated with
independence. Public conversations about national identity increasingly included
reflections on the sites where resistance against colonial authority had taken place.
Within this broader context the Cellular Jail came to be viewed as an important
location within the geography of the freedom movement. The pressure generated by

these campaigns eventually influenced government policy.

The turning point in the official recognition of the Cellular Jail occurred when the
Government of India decided to preserve the remaining wings of the structure and
convert the complex into a national memorial. This decision was formally
implemented in 1969 when the site was inaugurated as a memorial to the freedom
struggle during a visit by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. The declaration marked a
significant transformation in the interpretation of the prison. Rather than allowing
the structure to fade into obscurity, the government committed itself to preserving
the building as a place where the history of the independence movement could be
remembered. Restoration efforts began to stabilise the surviving sections of the
complex while adapting parts of the structure for educational and commemorative

purposes.

Visitors at the Cellular Jail throng to see the gallery
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Within the preserved wings, exhibitions were installed to narrate the history of the
penal colony and the experiences of those who had been transported to the islands.
Photographs, archival documents, and reconstructed prison cells were arranged to
provide visitors with a clear understanding of the conditions that had defined life
inside the institution. These displays illustrated the system of solitary confinement
and the punishments imposed upon prisoners who resisted the colonial

administration.

By presenting this material within the very building where the events had occurred,
the memorial allowed visitors to engage directly with the physical environment of
the past. The walls, corridors, and architectural silences became as much a part of the
narrative as the exhibits themselves. The prison itself became an important historical

artefact through which the story of colonial repression could be communicated.

Over the following decades, the Cellular Jail emerged as one of the most significant
sites of historical memory associated with India’s independence movement. Visitors
from across the country travelled to Port Blair in order to see the building where
many revolutionaries had been confined. School groups, scholars, and political
leaders walked through the corridors where prisoners had once spent years in
isolation. The experience often produced a profound emotional response as visitors
encountered the narrow cells and austere architecture that had defined the penal
regime. The physical presence of the building made the abstract narrative of the

freedom struggle more immediate and tangible.

Standing within the solitary cells allowed visitors to imagine the lives of the men
who had been confined there under harsh conditions. The iron doors, the small
ventilators high in the walls, and the long corridors created an atmosphere that
conveyed the severity of the system established by the colonial administration.
Through preservation and interpretation, the prison was transformed from an

instrument of oppression into a place of national reverence.

Commemorative ceremonies began to include references to the Cellular Jail as a
symbol of sacrifice within the broader history of India’s liberation. The names of
prisoners who had endured confinement there gradually entered the pantheon of

figures remembered in the national narrative of independence.

The reinterpretation of the Cellular Jail also reflected broader changes in how
historians approached the study of the independence movement. Increasing

attention was directed toward the diverse forms of resistance that had shaped the
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struggle against colonial rule. These included not only mass political movements
and campaigns of civil disobedience but also the activities of revolutionary
organisations operating underground networks across different regions of the
subcontinent. The Andaman penal colony had confined individuals associated with
many of these movements. As a result, the prison became a place where diverse

strands of anti-colonial resistance intersected within a single physical space.

Within the walls of the Cellular Jail, revolutionaries from Bengal, Maharashtra,
Punjab, and other regions encountered one another and exchanged ideas despite the
restrictions imposed by solitary confinement. These interactions occasionally

influenced political developments that unfolded later on the mainland.

The prison therefore represented not only a site of suffering but also an environment
in which different currents of the nationalist movement came into contact. Historians
studying these interactions began to recognise the Andaman penal colony as an
important segment within the wider story of India’s freedom struggle. The
significance of the site extended beyond individual biographies to encompass the

broader networks of resistance that connected diverse regions of the country.

A prison cell at the Cellular Jail

Today, the preserved wings of the Cellular Jail remain one of the most prominent
landmarks in Port Blair. Rising above the surrounding buildings, the structure
continues to remind visitors of the complex historical experiences associated with

the islands. Memorial plaques honour the prisoners who were transported there
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during the colonial period, while museums and archives interpret the history of the
penal settlement for visitors from India and abroad. The building occupies a central
place in the historical landscape of the Andaman Islands and has become a powerful

symbol of the nation’s collective memory.

The transformation of the Cellular Jail into a national memorial illustrates how the
meaning of historical sites can evolve over time. What began as an architectural
embodiment of imperial authority eventually became a monument dedicated to

resistance against that authority.

The same walls that once confined revolutionaries now display plaques
commemorating their courage and determination. Corridors that once echoed with
the footsteps of prison guards now host visitors reflecting upon the sacrifices that
helped shape modern India. Through this reinterpretation the building has been

incorporated into the narrative of national identity.

The story of the Andaman Islands, however, extends beyond the preservation of the
Cellular Jail. Beyond the memorial stands the contemporary city of Port Blair, where
the legacies of colonial exile, wartime occupation, and national independence
continue to intersect with the everyday lives of its residents. Modern institutions,
bustling markets, and expanding neighbourhoods coexist with monuments that
recall the archipelago’s turbulent past. The islands remain a place where history is

not confined to museums but is embedded within the landscape itself.

*35ok
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CHAPTER 16

Port Blair In The Present

In the earliest hours of morning, when the Bay of Bengal lies placid beneath a sky
illuminated by the tentative light of dawn, Port Blair awakens with a quiet rhythm
that reflects both the tranquillity of the sea and the layered histories embedded in the
landscape. The first rays of sunlight spread slowly across the harbour, glimmering
upon the calm waters as fishing boats move steadily across the bay. Their engines
produce a low murmur that mingles with the soft movement of the tide against the
shoreline. Along the waterfront, the city begins to stir as vendors arrange their
goods, ferries prepare to depart for neighbouring islands, and the voices of
schoolchildren echo through narrow streets that wind between hills covered with

thick tropical vegetation. These early movements of daily life create a gentle urban

cadence that belies the profound historical experiences associated with the islands.

Sunlight glimmers across the calm harbour as boats drift through the bay near Flag Point

The modern city appears far removed from the isolated penal settlement that once
existed along these shores. Contemporary buildings, bustling markets, and
expanding neighbourhoods convey the impression of a thriving administrative
centre integrated into the broader fabric of independent India. Beneath this surface

of everyday activity, however, the legacies of exile, imprisonment, and colonial
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administration remain deeply inscribed within the physical environment. Streets,
monuments, and historic sites continue to reflect the experiences of those who lived
through earlier eras of the archipelago’s history. Moments of reflection often reveal
how closely the present city remains connected to the events that once shaped its

development.

Port Blair now functions as the administrative capital of the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, serving as a vital urban hub that connects numerous islands scattered across
the eastern Indian Ocean. Its population reflects an intricate pattern of migration and
settlement that developed over many decades. Communities from mainland India
gradually arrived during different periods, joining families whose presence in the
islands extended back to the earliest phases of colonial settlement. Bengali traders
converse with Tamil and Telugu shopkeepers in crowded market lanes, while
Punjabi families and Nicobarese artisans contribute their own cultural traditions to
the evolving social landscape. The interaction of these communities has produced a

diverse cultural mosaic that mirrors the complex historical trajectory of the islands.

Despite the vitality of contemporary urban life, a subtle awareness of the past
continues to permeate the city. Residents and visitors alike recognise that the
tranquillity of the present rests upon histories marked by hardship, exile, and
resilience. This awareness is not confined to historical institutions or museums but
emerges naturally within the city’s everyday spaces. Conversations about the past
occur in homes, classrooms, and public gatherings where stories of earlier
generations remain part of collective memory. The city therefore embodies a living

dialogue between history and modernity.

No structure represents this historical consciousness more powerfully than the
Cellular Jail National Memorial, whose imposing red brick architecture rises from a
hill overlooking the harbour. The building dominates the skyline of Port Blair,
immediately drawing attention to its significance within the historical landscape.
Designed with radiating wings extending outward from a central watchtower, the
prison once served as an instrument through which colonial authorities enforced
strict surveillance and solitary confinement. Visitors often first encounter the
structure as a monumental form silhouetted against the sky before entering its
austere corridors and narrow cells. Within these spaces the architectural design

reveals the harsh conditions under which political prisoners once lived.

Walking through the corridors of the Cellular Jail often produces a profound sense of

historical reflection. The heavy iron doors, high ventilators, and long silent passages
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evoke the experiences of prisoners who were transported across the Bay of Bengal
during the colonial period. Many of these individuals had participated in
revolutionary movements that sought to challenge imperial authority. Within the
prison walls they endured isolation, punishment, and uncertainty regarding their
future. The building itself appears to retain echoes of these experiences, allowing
visitors to contemplate the personal sacrifices associated with the broader struggle

for independence.

Each evening, the memorial hosts a sound and light presentation that narrates the
history of the prison and the lives of the prisoners who were confined there.
Carefully-arranged lighting casts shadows across the red brick walls while recorded
voices recount the stories of revolutionaries who endured years of incarceration. The
performance recreates moments from the colonial era and conveys the emotional
intensity of exile and resistance. Through this presentation, the silent architecture of
the prison becomes an active medium through which historical memory is

communicated. Visitors leave the courtyard with a renewed awareness of the

sacrifices that shaped the struggle for freedom.

The Light & Sound show at the Cellular Jail is a popular draw among visitors
For many visitors, the experience of the memorial encourages deep reflection upon
the historical forces that influenced both the Andaman Islands and the Indian
independence movement. School groups often pause within the complex as teachers
explain the significance of the prison and the individuals who were once confined

there. Families examine plaques inscribed with the names of prisoners who endured
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transportation and incarceration in the islands. The solemn atmosphere encourages
visitors to contemplate the human dimension of historical events. In this manner, the
Cellular Jail functions not only as a preserved structure but also as a space of

national remembrance.

The historical landscape of Port Blair extends beyond the walls of the Cellular Jail to
encompass other sites that reveal different aspects of the islands” past. A short
distance from the harbour lies Ross Island, officially known as Netaji Subhas
Chandra Bose Island, where the ruins of British administrative buildings remain
scattered among dense tropical vegetation. The island once served as the centre of
colonial administration for the penal settlement. Today, banyan trees extend their
roots across abandoned structures, gradually enveloping walls that once formed part
of churches, officers’ residences, and government offices. These ruins evoke the

presence of an earlier colonial society that governed the islands from this location.

Visitors who explore Ross Island often move quietly through the remains of these
buildings while reflecting upon the impermanence of human institutions. The ruins
reveal how nature gradually reclaims spaces once shaped by imperial ambition and
administrative authority. Broken staircases, collapsed roofs, and overgrown
courtyards convey the passage of time in a manner that written records alone cannot
capture. The site therefore invites contemplation of the broader relationship between
history, memory, and the natural environment. Through these ruins the physical

landscape preserves traces of the colonial era.

Another significant site within the historical geography of Port Blair commemorates
the tragic events associated with the wartime occupation of the islands. The
Homfreyganj memorial honours forty-four civilians who were executed during one
of the darkest episodes of the Second World War in the Andaman archipelago. The
monument stands as a solemn reminder of the human cost of military conflict and
authoritarian rule. Each year, a few gather at the site to pay tribute to those who lost
their lives. These commemorations ensure that the memory of wartime suffering

remains part of the moral landscape of the community.

The presence of these historical sites illustrates how the landscape of Port Blair
functions as a layered record of the archipelago’s past. Colonial institutions, wartime
experiences, and post-independence transformations are all inscribed within the
physical environment. Everyday life unfolds in proximity to monuments and ruins
that recall earlier pieces of the islands’” history. The city therefore resembles a

historical palimpsest in which multiple periods remain visible simultaneously.
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Residents navigate these spaces while maintaining an awareness of the experiences

that once occurred there.

Port Blair’s contemporary society also reflects decades of demographic change and
cultural interaction. After India achieved independence, government initiatives
encouraged settlement in the Andaman Islands in order to support development and
strengthen the region’s economic foundations. Families from different parts of the
Indian subcontinent migrated to the islands seeking new opportunities and
livelihoods. These migrations introduced a wide variety of languages, cuisines, and

religious traditions. Over time these influences combined to produce a distinctive

cultural environment within the islands.

S

The clock tower at Aberdeen Bazaar has witnessed two World Wars and India's freedom struggle

Markets in Port Blair illustrate this cultural diversity in vivid detail. Vendors
converse in Bengali, Tamil, Telugu, and Hindi while selling fish freshly caught in the
surrounding seas alongside spices and produce transported from the mainland.
Religious festivals representing different traditions are celebrated throughout the
year, including Durga Puja, Pongal, Eid, and Christmas. Public celebrations bring
together communities that trace their origins to different regions of India. Through
these interactions the city has developed a cosmopolitan character that reflects the

diverse heritage of its inhabitants.

Education in the islands plays an important role in preserving awareness of the

region’s complex history. Schools regularly organise visits to historical sites such as
g P y 8 y org
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the Cellular Jail, Ross Island, and the Homfreyganj memorial. Students encounter
these places directly, allowing them to connect abstract historical narratives with the
physical spaces where events occurred. Teachers encourage discussion about the
experiences of prisoners, settlers, and residents who lived through earlier periods of
the archipelago’s history. This approach helps younger generations develop a

meaningful understanding of the past within the environment in which they live.

In recent decades, Port Blair has also become an important gateway for travellers
seeking to explore the natural beauty of the Andaman archipelago. Coral reefs, white
sand beaches, and dense tropical forests attract visitors from across India and from
many parts of the world. Tourism has introduced new economic opportunities for
local communities while encouraging broader recognition of the islands” ecological
significance. For many travellers, the experience of visiting the Andamans combines
appreciation of natural landscapes with reflection upon the human histories

associated with the region. The coexistence of serene scenery and sites of historical

suffering creates a powerful emotional contrast.

Corbyn's Cove, in Port Blair, is known for its shoreline, sands, water sports and Japanese bunkers

Among all the elements that define Port Blair’s identity, the sea remains the most
enduring presence. The waters of the Bay of Bengal have shaped the history of the
islands for centuries by connecting them to distant regions. During the colonial
period ships transported prisoners across these waters to the penal settlement.
During wartime, the same sea carried military vessels and supplies that sustained

the occupation. In the present era, ferries, fishing boats, and cargo ships continue to
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move across the harbour, linking the islands to the mainland and to neighbouring

communities.

From the promenade near Aberdeen Jetty, one can observe vessels entering the
harbour in much the same manner as they did generations ago. The movement of
ships across the turquoise waters evokes the continuity of maritime life that has
always characterised the Andaman Islands. Political authority may have shifted
from colonial governance to wartime occupation and finally to independent

nationhood, still the rhythms of the sea remain constant. Tides rise and fall along the

shoreline while distant islands appear as silhouettes against the horizon.

Vessels still enter the harbour near Aberdeen Jetty, like they did decades ago

Today, Port Blair stands not only as an administrative centre or a gateway for
tourism but also as a living repository of historical memory. Children play in parks
located near buildings that once housed colonial offices, while ferries depart from
harbours where convict labourers once worked under supervision. Visitors
photograph the Cellular Jail from hillsides that were once watched by colonial
guards. Through these juxtapositions, the city reveals the remarkable ways in which

past and present coexist within the same environment.

A place once associated with exile and punishment has gradually evolved into a
community defined by resilience and cultural diversity. The story that began with
prisoners transported across distant seas now continues through the lives of
residents who have transformed the archipelago into a thriving society. Port Blair
therefore stands as a testament to endurance, memory, and renewal within the wider

narrative of the Andaman Islands.

113



Port Blair In The Present 10/3 ... by Gajanan Khergamker

Dates, in the discipline of history, are often treated as anchors. They mark
beginnings, endings, victories, defeats. They lend structure to narrative and clarity to
chronology. Some, however, acquire the weight of national memory, commemorated
with ritual and recognition. Others, no less significant, recede into obscurity, their
meanings dispersed across archives, their resonance confined to specialist discourse.

March 10 occupies a curious position within this spectrum.

On that day in 1858, the first batch of convicts arrived in the Andaman Islands
aboard the Semiramis, inaugurating what would become one of the most formidable
instruments of colonial punishment in the British Empire. It was, by any measure, a
foundational moment. It signalled the extension of imperial authority into a remote
archipelago. It initiated a process through which the islands would be inscribed into

the cartography of colonial control.

March 10, however, does not occupy the place in India’s collective memory that one
might expect. It is not commemorated with the same intensity as other dates

associated with the struggle for independence. It does not command the same

symbolic recognition as the day Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose hoisted the tricolour in
Port Blair in December 1943.
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A colossal statue of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose at Marina Park in Port Blair

This relative obscurity invites reflection. What does it mean for a date so central to

the history of colonial repression to remain at the margins of national memory?
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What does it reveal about the ways in which histories are selected, curated, and

commemorated?

Part of the answer lies in the nature of the event itself. March 10, 1858, does not lend
itself easily to narratives of triumph. It is not a moment of victory, but of
displacement. It marks the beginning of exile, not the culmination of resistance. The
men who arrived on that day were not celebrated heroes at the time of their
transportation. They were, in the eyes of the colonial state, convicts, rebels, subjects

to be disciplined and contained.

Over time, of course, the moral valence of their actions would be reassessed. The
uprising of 1857 would come to be understood as the First War of Independence. The
individuals who participated in it would be recast as freedom fighters. The
Andaman Islands, once a site of punishment, would be reimagined as a site of
sacrifice. The Cellular Jail, in particular, would emerge as a powerful symbol of

nationalist suffering and resilience.

This retrospective revaluation has not fully translated into a reconfiguration of
commemorative practice. March 10 remains overshadowed by dates that align more
readily with narratives of assertion and agency. It is easier, perhaps, to
commemorate the hoisting of a flag than the arrival of prisoners. It is more
straightforward to celebrate acts of defiance than to dwell on the mechanisms of

repression.

There is, however, a compelling argument to be made for reclaiming March 10 as a
site of memory. To do so is not merely to add another date to the calendar of
national observance. It is to acknowledge the full spectrum of the historical
experience, including those aspects that are uncomfortable, complex, and resistant to

simplification.

The story of the Andamans is not solely a story of resistance. It is also a story of
coercion, of labour extracted under duress, of lives lived in conditions of extreme
constraint. The convicts who arrived in 1858 were subjected to regimes that sought
to break both body and spirit. They cleared forests, built infrastructure, and laid the
foundations of a colonial presence that would endure for decades. Their
contributions were not voluntary. Their suffering was not incidental. It was integral

to the functioning of the penal system.

To remember March 10 is, therefore, to engage with this history in its entirety. It is to

recognise that the making of modern India was not only the result of heroic acts of
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resistance, but also of the endurance of those who were subjected to the harshest
forms of colonial control. It is to bring into focus the experiences of individuals who

have often been subsumed into broader narratives, their specific stories lost in the

sweep of history.
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Chatham Memorial was built to commemorate the 150th year of the arrival of the first batch of 200

freedom fighters, of India's First War of Independence, who landed on 10 March 1858

In contemporary India, where questions of memory and identity continue to shape
public discourse, the Andamans offer a unique vantage point. They are, in many
ways, a living archive. Their landscapes bear the imprint of multiple historical
layers, from indigenous habitation to colonial occupation, from wartime disruption
to post-independence integration. The Cellular Jail stands as a monument, but the

history of the islands extends far beyond its walls.

March 10, as a point of entry into this history, has the potential to function as more
than a date. It can serve as a conceptual lens through which the complexities of the
past are examined and understood. It invites us to consider not only what is

remembered, but also what is forgotten, and why.

There is, in this, an unfinished task. The archive of the Andamans is not complete. It
continues to evolve, shaped by new research, new interpretations, and new
engagements with the past. The stories of the first convicts, the transformations
wrought by war, the shifting meanings of place and memory, all remain open to

exploration.
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To foreground March 10 is to acknowledge this incompleteness. It is to accept that
history is not a closed narrative, but an ongoing process of inquiry and reflection. It
is to recognise that the past, in all its complexity, continues to inform the present,

and that the act of remembering is itself a form of engagement.

March 10 stands as both a beginning and a question in the final analysis. It marks the
start of a journey that would reshape the Andaman Islands and, in subtle ways,
contribute to the broader history of the Indian subcontinent. At the same time, it
challenges us to reconsider how that history is told, what is emphasised, and what is

left unsaid.

In bringing this date to the forefront, we do not merely revisit an event. We reopen
an archive. We restore to visibility a moment that has long existed in the margins.
And in doing so, we take a step towards a more nuanced and inclusive
understanding of the past, one that recognises the multiplicity of experiences that

have shaped the nation.

March 10, then, is not just a date. It is an invitation.

*%
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Epilogue
From Exile To Memory

There are moments in the historical calendar that acquire significance not because a
single dramatic event unfolded upon them, but because they gradually come to
represent the deeper arc of human experience. Such dates gather meaning through
memory, reflection, and the passage of generations that reinterpret the past. For the
Andaman Islands, March 10 represents one such symbolic moment. It invites
contemplation of a remarkable transformation through which an archipelago once
feared as the empire’s distant place of exile has evolved into a landscape of national
memory and collective pride. The date encourages reflection upon how suffering,
resistance, and remembrance have shaped the identity of the islands and the people
who inhabit them.

To contemplate the significance of this date in Port Blair today is to follow a journey
that began more than a century and a half ago, when British authorities first
conceived the Andaman Islands as a penal colony in the aftermath of the Indian
Rebellion of 1857. Within the imperial imagination the islands were not intended to
become a thriving community or an administrative city linked to the future of a
nation. They were designed to serve as a place of permanent removal where rebels
and dissidents could be separated from the political life of the Indian mainland.
Transportation across the Bay of Bengal was intended to sever prisoners from their
past and render them invisible within the imperial order. For the administrators who
developed this system, exile to the Andamans represented the ultimate punishment

short of execution.

Ships departing from Calcutta carried prisoners in chains toward an uncertain
destination surrounded by unfamiliar seas and dense tropical forests. Official
records described the process with bureaucratic precision, but the experience of the
prisoners themselves was far more profound. For those who endured the journey,
transportation signified the severing of personal ties with families, communities, and
political movements that had once defined their lives. The isolation of the
archipelago reinforced an overwhelming sense that the mainland world had been
left behind. Arrival in the Andamans marked the beginning of an existence defined

by distance, uncertainty, and enforced labour.

The earliest prisoners who reached the islands during the late 1850s were survivors
of the great upheaval that had shaken British rule during the rebellion of 1857. In the
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aftermath of that conflict, imperial authorities sought new methods to prevent future
resistance. The establishment of the Andaman penal settlement emerged as one of
the most dramatic expressions of that determination. Administrators believed that
the combined forces of isolation, labour, and surveillance would discourage
rebellion among future generations. The archipelago therefore became an
experimental space in which colonial punishment could be imposed with unusual

severity.

Over time the settlement expanded beyond its initial encampments. Convict labour
cleared large tracts of forest and constructed roads, storehouses, barracks, and
administrative buildings along the shoreline of Port Blair. The gradual
transformation of the landscape created the foundations of a colonial town. Across
the water, the British administrative headquarters on Ross Island, now known as
Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose Island, emerged as the centre of authority within the
archipelago. From this vantage point colonial officials governed a penal system

designed to enforce discipline and exile.

The most enduring symbol of this system eventually appeared in the form of the
Cellular Jail. Constructed at the turn of the twentieth century, the prison embodied
the theory of solitary confinement that British penal reformers believed would
suppress political dissent. Each narrow cell was designed to isolate prisoners from
one another, preventing communication and reinforcing silence. The architectural
arrangement of radiating wings allowed warders to maintain strict surveillance
across the complex. In the colonial imagination the structure represented the

triumph of order over rebellion.

History, however, often produces outcomes that diverge from the intentions of those
who exercise power. When political prisoners began arriving at the Cellular Jail, they
brought with them the ideas and convictions that had originally led them to
challenge colonial authority. Revolutionaries from Bengal, Punjab, Maharashtra, and
other regions entered the prison carrying the intellectual traditions of resistance that
had developed across the subcontinent. The institution intended to extinguish
political defiance gradually became a place where determination and resilience were
reinforced. Within the confines of solitary cells, the struggle for freedom continued

in quieter but equally powerful forms.

Life inside the prison demanded extraordinary endurance. Prisoners faced forced
labour, physical punishment, and the psychological strain of prolonged isolation.

Some individuals succumbed to despair under these harsh conditions, while others
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preserved their resolve through acts of quiet resistance and intellectual reflection.
Despite strict regulations, ideas circulated among inmates through subtle exchanges
and shared experiences. Over time these acts of endurance shaped a collective

memory that extended beyond the walls of the prison.

Stories of life in the Cellular Jail gradually reached the mainland through memaoirs,
newspaper reports, and the testimonies of former prisoners who were eventually
released. These narratives revealed the realities of the penal system to a wider
audience across India. The prison entered the national imagination as a symbol of
sacrifice within the struggle for independence. Names that had once appeared only
in colonial prison registers became associated with courage and determination.
Among these figures were revolutionaries such as Vinayak Damodar Savarkar and
many others whose experiences became woven into the broader narrative of

resistance.

The Andaman Islands therefore underwent a profound symbolic transformation. A
place that had been designed to erase dissenters from public life gradually became a
repository of historical memory. The very isolation that colonial authorities had
intended as punishment allowed later generations to recognise the extraordinary
sacrifices endured by political prisoners. Through remembrance, the islands
acquired a new significance within the story of India’s freedom movement. Exile had

been transformed into a powerful symbol of endurance.

The archipelago encountered another dramatic chapter during the Second World
War. In 1942 the rapid expansion of Japanese military power across Southeast Asia
brought the Andaman Islands under occupation following the collapse of British
defences. For residents of Port Blair this period introduced new hardships marked
by surveillance, shortages, and uncertainty. Military authority replaced colonial
administration while the civilian population attempted to navigate the realities of
wartime life. The islands once again became a strategic outpost within a global

conflict.

The violence associated with wartime occupation left enduring marks upon the
historical landscape. One of the most poignant reminders stands at Homfreyganj,
where the victims of the Homfreyganj Massacre are commemorated. The monument
honours civilians who lost their lives during one of the darkest episodes of the war
in the islands. Their memory serves as a reminder that the history of the archipelago

includes not only the suffering of political prisoners but also the tragedies of global
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conflict. Through commemoration the community acknowledges the human cost of

these events.

Following Japan’s surrender in 1945 the Andaman Islands entered a transitional
period as British administration briefly returned. The imperial system that had
governed the archipelago for decades was nearing its conclusion. Within two years,
the political landscape of the subcontinent changed with the achievement of Indian
independence. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands became part of the newly
sovereign Indian nation. This transformation altered both the political status of the

archipelago and the meaning attached to its historical institutions.

Among these institutions the Cellular Jail acquired a new interpretation. Once
regarded as a symbol of colonial authority, the structure gradually came to represent
the sacrifices made during the freedom struggle. Former prisoners, historians, and
public figures advocated for the preservation of the building as a memorial. Their
efforts eventually led to the recognition of the prison as a national monument
dedicated to the memory of those who had endured exile there. Through this

process the meaning of the building changed fundamentally.

The transformation of the Cellular Jail represents one of the most remarkable
reversals in the history of the islands. A prison constructed to silence dissent now
speaks continuously to visitors who walk through its corridors. The solitary cells
that once confined revolutionaries now contain exhibitions recounting the story of
their courage. The watchtower that once supervised prisoners now overlooks a city
belonging to an independent nation. Architecture that once symbolised oppression

has been reinterpreted as a monument to resilience.

Within this long historical perspective, the symbolic resonance of March 10 becomes
clearer. The date functions as a moment of reflection that gathers together the many
strands of the Andaman story. It recalls the arrival of prisoners transported in chains,
the endurance of revolutionaries within solitary cells, the upheavals of global war,
and the eventual emergence of remembrance within an independent nation. Each of
these experiences contributes to the meaning associated with the islands today. The
date encourages contemplation of how historical suffering can evolve into collective

memory.

In contemporary Port Blair, the observance of March 10 represents more than a
simple calendar marker. It provides an opportunity to recognise the continuity

between past and present within the landscape of the islands. Fishermen launching
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their boats at dawn, students visiting historical memorials during the day, and
travellers watching the sunset over the Bay of Bengal all inhabit a place shaped by
earlier sacrifices. Everyday life unfolds within an environment where memory
remains closely connected to physical surroundings. The past therefore remains

visible within the routines of the present.

The Andaman Islands have travelled an extraordinary historical journey. Once
imagined as the farthest boundary of imperial punishment, the archipelago has
become a place where the story of freedom is remembered with clarity. The
transformation occurred through the resilience of those who endured exile and
through the determination of later generations to preserve their memory. Historical
suffering has not been forgotten but has been incorporated into the national

narrative. Through remembrance, the islands have gained a symbolic significance.

This transformation is visible throughout modern Port Blair. Spaces that once
enforced silence now host visitors who listen to the voices of history. Areas where
prisoners once laboured under harsh supervision now serve as places where citizens
gather to honour their sacrifices. The harbour that once received ships carrying
convicts now welcomes travellers who arrive seeking to understand the past. Each of

these changes reflects the broader evolution of the islands’ identity.

As evening descends upon the Bay of Bengal and the sky above the harbour
gradually darkens, the silhouette of the Cellular Jail stands quietly against the fading
light. The building no longer functions as a prison but continues to safeguard
something more enduring than walls or iron gates. Within its preserved corridors
rests the memory of individuals who believed that freedom justified every sacrifice.
Visitors who pause before its red brick walls encounter not only a historical structure

but also a testament to human resilience.

March 10, therefore, represents a reminder that history is more than a record of
events arranged in chronological order. It reflects an ongoing journey through which
communities interpret the meaning of their past. From the first ships that carried
prisoners across the sea to housing Port Blair, the modern city that now thrives
beside the harbour, the Andaman Islands have witnessed a transformation from
imperial exile to national remembrance. This journey illustrates the power of
memory to reshape the meaning of places once associated with suffering. Through
reflection and commemoration, the islands continue to illuminate the enduring

relationship between history, identity, and hope.
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Afterword

This book does not claim finality. It is, in many ways, a work in motion, an evolving
document that seeks to capture only the first outlines of a far larger, more layered
narrative. As the inaugural volume in an ongoing series on the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands, it marks a beginning rather than a conclusion; an opening into a
region whose past, present, and unfolding future demand far deeper engagement

than any single work can contain.

The islands today stand at the cusp of transformation. With policy attention
sharpening and development poised to accelerate, the Andaman and Nicobar
archipelago is increasingly being positioned at the forefront of India’s strategic and
economic imagination. These shifts carry with them the potential to alter not merely
the trajectory of the islands, but to influence the wider contours of India’s growth
story. And yet, within this moment of anticipation lies a responsibility that cannot be

overstated.

For what renders these islands exceptional is not only their geopolitical significance,
but the fragile, largely untouched ecosystems that have endured through time with
minimal disruption. Their dense forests, pristine coastlines, and intricate marine life
systems are not resources to be expended, but inheritances to be safeguarded.
Development, when it arrives, must do so with restraint, sensitivity, and an
uncompromising commitment to ecological balance. The question is not whether
progress should occur, but how it can proceed without eroding the very essence of
what makes these islands irreplaceable.

Beyond their environmental wealth lies an even deeper reservoir, one that is
cultural, historical, and profoundly human. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands hold
within them a confluence of communities, memories, and lived experiences that
span indigenous traditions, colonial encounters, post-independence migrations, and
contemporary adaptations. This is a landscape where history is not confined to
archives, but lives on in language, practice, and everyday rhythms. It is, in every
sense, a vast and largely underexplored field of study across disciplines: history,
sociology, anthropology, ecology, and beyond. The world has, thus far, only
glimpsed fragments of this richness. Much remains to be documented, understood,

and shared.

It is in this context that The Draft’s ongoing engagement with the islands assumes

significance. Conceived as both a professional and educational initiative, this venture
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seeks to move beyond observation into immersion. It offers a rare opportunity for
individuals to encounter the islands not as distant spectators, but as active
participants - learning, documenting, and contributing in ways that are both

meaningful and responsible.

Students, researchers, writers, photographers, filmmakers, legal minds,
environmentalists, and professionals across disciplines are invited to be part of this
endeavour. The programmes envisioned are not confined to conventional classrooms
or curated experiences; they are rooted in direct engagement with communities, with
landscapes, and with the lived realities that define the islands. To learn here is to
step into an environment where theory meets practice, and where knowledge is

shaped as much by observation as by participation.

This is, therefore, a call to those who seek to understand, to document, and to
contribute. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands are not merely a subject of study; they
are a living, evolving entity that demands careful attention and thoughtful
involvement. As this series unfolds, it will continue to build upon these foundations,
drawing from those willing to invest their time, expertise, and curiosity into a shared

pursuit of knowledge.

The journey, much like this book, has only just begun.

124



About The Author

Gajanan Khergamker is an Editor, Solicitor, and documentary filmmaker with over four
decades of professional experience spanning media, law, and visual storytelling. Over the
course of a career that began in 1984, he has worked across leading national publications,
shaping reportage, editorial direction, and newsroom processes while engaging deeply with

questions of law, policy, and public interest.

The author outside Cellular Jail in Port Blair,
during his visit to Andaman & Nicobar Islands . |

In 2001, he founded DraftCraft, a media-legal platform conceived to advance affirmative action
through informed discourse and to make the law accessible to wider and often marginalised
audiences. This initiative has since evolved into DraftCraft International, extending its
footprint across multiple countries. Later, he launched The Draft, an international news and

media platform committed to independent, analytical, and fearless journalism.

Khergamker’s work operates at the intersection of media and law. Through his writings, films,
and legal interventions, he examines complex issues ranging from jurisprudence and civil
rights to international affairs, state policy, and social change. His works have appeared across
prominent national and international publications, reflecting a sustained engagement with

contemporary global discourse.

As a legal practitioner, he leads an international law firm based out of Mumbai, offering cross-
border legal solutions, while conducting lectures, workshops, and training programmes for
professionals, institutions, and civil society groups worldwide. His body of work,
encompassing books, white papers, and documentaries, reflects a continued commitment to

inquiry, documentation, and meaningful intervention.

125






