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ABSTRACT: This article explores the transportation of Indian convicts to the port cities
of the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean during the period  to . It con-
siders the relationship between East India Company transportation and earlier and
concurrent British Crown transportation to the Americas and Australia. It is con-
cerned in particular with the interconnection between convictism and enslavement
in the Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds. Examining the roots of transportation in
South Asia in the repressive policies of the East India Company, especially in relation
to its occupation of land and expropriation of resources, it moves on to discuss aspects
of convicts’ lives in Moulmein, Singapore, Mauritius, and Aden. This includes their
labour regime and their relationship to other workers. It argues that Indian convict
transportation was part of a carceral circuit of repression and coerced labour extrac-
tion that was intertwined with the expansion of East India Company governance
and trade. The Company used transportation as a means of removing resistant sub-
jects from their homes, and of supplying an unfree labour force to develop commod-
ity exports and to build the infrastructure necessary for the establishment, population,
and connection of littoral nodes. However, the close confinement and association of
convicts during transportation rendered the punishment a vector for the development
of transregional political solidarities, centred in and around the Company’s port cities.
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INTRODUCTION

On  August , in Moulmein, the capital of British Burma, a gang of one
hundred Indian convicts was engaged in its routine monthly task of loading
coal onto the East India Company’s paddle steamer HC Tenasserim, at the
docks of Mopoon. This ship was one of many that plied the Company’s trad-
ing routes around the Bay of Bengal, connecting port cities in South and
South East Asia. Like other Company steamers, the HC Tenasserim carried
a diverse cargo. This included men, women, and children – Company offi-
cials with their families and servants, merchants and traders, military officers
and troops, and labourers – and trade goods like cotton, spices, pepper,
opium, and betel nut. In common with other such vessels, the Tenasserim
also routinely conveyed Indian transportation convicts into sentences of
penal labour. Port cities like Moulmein, one such carceral site, were key loca-
tions through and in which the Company repressed and put to work colo-
nized populations. They were places in which convicts joined other
colonial workers in the formation of a remarkably cosmopolitan labour
force.
The Moulmein convicts working in the docks of Mapoon had, in the early

hours of the day, marched the three miles between their jail and the coal shed
wharf. The deputy jailer, Mr Edwards, with twenty-six guards, had super-
vised their work, with a half dozen armed reserve stationed a short distance
away. As usual, the convicts were close to finishing the task by the early
afternoon. But this was no ordinary day in Moulmein. Just as they were fin-
ishing loading the boat, nineteen of the convicts grabbed three of the lascars
(sailors) who were holding the ropes tethering the ship to the riverbank and
threw them overboard. Their guards approached, but other convicts kept
them back by pelting them with lumps of coal. The rest let go of the ropes
and pushed the boat off. With Moulmein sitting at the southern confluence
of the point at which the Salween River splits into four, they set sail north
towards Martaban and got behind their oars, with both the wind and the
flood tide in their favour. If port cities were places of convict repression
and coerced labour, they were also always potential spaces of collective rebel-
lion. Immediately, deputy jailer Edwards ordered a party to set off along the
river in pursuit of the convicts. It quickly caught them up, for the coal boat
was heavy, and managed to board the steamer and recapture the men. Despite
the convicts’ capitulation, the reaction of the guards was brutal. They killed

. The port cities were: Akyab, Kyouk Phyoo, Bassein, Rangoon, Moulmein, Amherst Town,
Tavoy, and Mergui (Burma); Georgetown (Penang), Malacca Town, and Singapore; Diamond
Harbour and Saugor Roads (Bengal); Fort St George and Chingleput (Madras); and Fort
George and Tannah (Bombay). Until their transfer to the Dutch in exchange for Malacca follow-
ing the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of , Amboyna and Bencoolen (Fort Marlborough) were also
included in this circuit. Note that the capital of British Burma shifted to Rangoon following
the Second Anglo-Burmese War of .
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three men, and wounded eleven, who suffered dreadful and multiple injuries,
including sabre wounds, fractured skulls, and broken legs.

The convicts’ transportation to Burma, their work at the coal shed, their
collective act of resistance, and the extreme violence countered against it
raise key themes with respect to Asian convict workers. This article will
explore the origins of Indian penal transportation in the context of earlier
and concurrent metropolitan practice in Britain’s Atlantic world and
Australian colonies, the interconnection between convictism and enslave-
ment, and the repressive policies enacted by the East India Company in
response to subaltern resistance to its expropriation of land and other
resources in the Indian subcontinent. It will trace convict journeys across
the Bay of Bengal, and further afield in the Indian Ocean, and discuss aspects
of convicts’ lives in penal locations, notably the labour that they performed
in port cities and their relationships with other workers. It argues that Indian
convict transportation was one element of a connected imperial repertoire of
repression, coerced labour extraction, and the expansion of East India
Company governance and trade. The Company used transportation as a
means of removing resistant subjects from their homes, and of supplying a
malleable labour force to build the commodity chains and infrastructure
necessary for the establishment, population, and connection of imperial
port city nodes, with each other and their hinterlands. Depending on the
availability of labour locally, as well as changing ideas about ideal forms of
punishment and rehabilitation emanating from metropolitan Europe and
Australia, convicts sometimes worked in parallel with other workers, includ-
ing slaves, lascars, migrants, and locally convicted prisoners.
Paradoxically, though the Company deployed penal transportation as a

means of quashing rebellion and resistance, the close confinement and asso-
ciation of convicts during their often long journeys to ports of departure and
ports of arrival, over land, and by river steamers and sailing ships, rendered
transportation a vector for their spread. Transportation thus enabled convicts
to develop transregional political solidarities, and as such was productive of
violent and collective anti-Company uprisings. It is now widely recognized
that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, port cities in the Bay
of Bengal and the Indian Ocean were places of cosmopolitan interaction, the
economic and social meeting places of Asian sojourners and settlers, in which
both friction could arise and syncretic cultural and political solidarities could
form. What is perhaps less appreciated is the extent and importance of

. British Library, India Office records [hereafter, IOR] P//: A. Bogle, commissioner
Tenasserim provinces to J.P. Grant, secretary to government Bengal judicial department,
 August , enc. J.P. Briggs, magistrate of Moulmein, to Bogle,  August .
. Sunil S. Amrith, Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia (Cambridge, ), especially the
introduction and ch. ; Mark Frost, “‘Wider Opportunities’: Religious Revival, Nationalist
Awakening and the Global Dimension in Colombo, –”, Modern Asian Studies, :
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convict transportation for the cosmopolitanism of these sites. Refocusing on
the turn of the nineteenth century and the decades up to the s compels
us not just to incorporate forced labour into the history of port cities and
their cultural formations, but also to root the development of transregional
anti-imperial solidarities to a much earlier period than has been previously
recognized. This provides a new perspective not just on the history of port
city workers and their solidarities, but on cosmopolitanism as an expression
of the power of the colonial state during a crucial period in the globalization
of capital. Following Britain’s loss of the American colonies, metropolitan
interests swung to the east, flinging unfree labour together and producing
new forms of labour association, particularly in the often transitory and
fluid context of port cities. These connections both cut across social hierarch-
ies grounded in civil status, ethnicity, and race, and linked together the
Company’s regional hubs.

CONVICTS , ENSLAVEMENT, AND EMPIRE

The East India Company instigated the transportation of Indian convicts in
the late eighteenth century, in the context of a two-century-long history of
British and Irish penal banishment, military impressment, and the selling
of convicts into contracts of labour indenture in the Americas.
Sixteenth-century destinations included Bermuda, Barbados, and Virginia,
including for Scottish prisoners of war and Irish rebels. Gwenda Morgan
and Peter Rushton have described other elements of this human cargo, par-
tially constituted of vagrants and capital respites, as “the uncontainable
poor”. Penal transportation became a more routine part of the criminal
justice system after the passing of the  Transportation Act, when
the government extended the punishment beyond those offenders pardoned
from execution. During the period up to the outbreak of the American War
of Independence in , Britain and Ireland shipped at least , convicts
to Atlantic world plantation colonies, including Barbados, but also and in
particular around the Chesapeake Bay. Hamish Maxwell-Stewart argues

(), pp. –; Pamila Gupta, Isabel Hofmeyr, and Michael Pearson (eds), Eyes Across the
Water: Navigating the Indian Ocean (Pretoria, ); Tim Harper and Sunil S. Amrith, “Sites of
Asian Interaction: An Introduction”, Special Issue, Modern Asian Studies, : (), pp. –
; Isabel Hofmeyr, Uma Dhupelia-Mesthrie, and Preben Kaarsholm, “Durban and Cape
Town as Port Cities: Reconsidering Southern African Studies from the Indian Ocean”, Special
Issue, Journal of Southern African Studies, : (), pp. –.
. For a discussion of “subaltern cosmopolitanism” and the concept of “littoral Asia”, see
Sharmani P. Gabriel and Fernando Rosa, “Introduction: ‘Lived Cosmopolitanisms’ in Littoral
Asia”, Special Issue, Cultural Dynamics, :– (), pp. –.
. Gwenda Morgan and Peter Rushton, Banishment in the Early Atlantic World: Convicts,
Rebels and Slaves (London, ), p. .
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that American planters’ initial preference for a supply of expendable convict
labour enabled the capital accumulation necessary for the development of
industrial slavery, rendering convictism “the ideological precursor of planta-
tion racism”. In , the North American colonies refused to accept
further transports. Subsequently, many convicts were incarcerated in prison
hulks along the river Thames, and these quickly became overcrowded. The
British sent a few batches of convicts to West African forts (including slave
trading posts), but high death rates meant that this experiment did not last
long. It was in the context of the failure of its African convict experiment
that the government took the decision to use convicts to establish a new
colony at Botany Bay, dispatching the first fleet to the southern Indian
Ocean in .

A full twenty years before the abolition of the slave trade across Britain’s
Crown Colonies in , and a year after the first fleet sailed to the
Antipodes, across two oceans from the former American colonies
Governor General of Bengal Charles Cornwallis prohibited the export of
slaves from the presidency. Subsequent to the Bengal prohibition, both
Indian and European elites continued to own slaves, but the East India
Company no longer traded in them. During this period, metropolitan abo-
litionists were arguing forcefully against the Atlantic slave trade, on the
grounds of both humanitarianism and political economy. Many such aboli-
tionists had political and economic interests connected to those of the East
India Company. Bengal’s abolition of slave exports enabled them to claim
India as a space of enlightened labour relations, and thus to seek advantage
in global markets that were increasingly sensitive to the expropriation of
slave labour.

It would be another four decades before contemporaries compared con-
victs to slaves. This came in the aftermath of the abolition of slavery in
parts of the British Empire (not including East India Company Asia), in

. Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, “Transportation from Britain and Ireland –”, in Clare
Anderson (ed.), A Global History of Convicts and Penal Colonies (London, ), pp. –.
. Ibid., p. ; Morgan and Rushton, Banishment in the Early Atlantic World; Emma
Christopher, A Merciless Place: The Lost Story of Britain’s Convict Disaster in Africa and
How it Led to the Settlement of Australia (Sydney, ).
. On the diversity of enslavement in pre-colonial and British Asia, see Indrani Chatterjee and
Richard M. Eaton (eds), Slavery and South Asian History (Bloomington, IN, ). Note that
Cornwallis had been a British general during the American War of Independence.
. Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill, NC, ), pp. –, .
. Andrea Major, Slavery, Abolitionism and Empire in India, – (Liverpool, ). The
Company expressed a desire to abolish slavery altogether during the first decade of the nine-
teenth century but, as Richard B. Allen has argued, “foundered over concern about the poten-
tially deleterious economic and socio-political consequences”. See Richard B. Allen, “Slaves,
Convicts, Abolitionism and the Global Origins of the Post-Emancipation Indentured Labor
System”, Slavery & Abolition, : (), p. .
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, and in the context of a growing anti-penal transportation lobby, active
in Britain and the Australian colonies. In the meantime, both the British state
and the East India Company remained committed to transportation as a
means of putting into motion an alternative unfree labour supply. Thus, in
the dual context of Britain’s first convict shipments to Australia in 
and Bengal’s prohibition of slave trading in , in  the Company
sent the first convoys of convicts to its trading factories. From the late eight-
eenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries the Company used Asian convict
labour as a means to develop the infrastructure necessary to link port cities
to each other, and then to build the roads and bridges vital for the connection
of land, littoral, and sea. With very few exceptions, Asian convicts worked
exclusively for the Company, and except during an early, experimental period
they were not hired out to private individuals or used in private trading.
The trading factories were a distinct feature of East India Company Asia.

From the start of the seventeenth century, the Company had sent merchants
(“factors”) from Britain to the east to strike deals with local rulers, and to
establish trading posts (or “factories”) as nodes of economic interest. The
Company founded its first factory on the coast of western Java, at Bantam.
It established others both in continental India and southward of the Bay
of Bengal, in Sumatra, Borneo, the Molucca Islands, and, in common with
the Dutch East India Company, Java (see Van Rossum in this Special
Issue). The Indian factories ultimately developed into the three “presiden-
cies” of Bengal, Madras, and Bombay, and this enabled the first Governor
General of Bengal, Warren Hastings, and his successors, including Charles
Cornwallis, to further expand the Company’s sphere of influence. The
Company defeated local rulers to extend its territories inwards over land
and outwards over sea, and seized or acquired numerous rights of govern-
ance, including the power to collect revenue and to administer justice.

Though the Company ceded its Indonesian territories to the Dutch fol-
lowing the  Treaty of Paris, which concluded the Napoleonic Wars,
its expansive ambitions continued. It had occupied Penang in , the
Andaman Islands in , Malacca in , Singapore in , and the
Arakan and Tenasserim provinces of Burma in . The Company aban-
doned the Andamans in , due to extraordinarily high deaths rates, and

. H.V. Bowen, The Business of Empire: The East India Company and Imperial Britain,
– (Cambridge, ); A. Farrington, Trading Places: The East India Company and
Asia – (London, ); Jörg Fisch, Cheap Lives and Dear Limbs: The British
Transformation of the Bengal Criminal Law, – (Wiesbaden, ); P.J. Marshall,
“The British in Asia: Trade to Dominion, –”, in idem (ed.), The Oxford History of
the British Empire: Vol. , The Eighteenth Century (Oxford, ), pp. –; Radhika
Singha, A Despotism of Law: Crime and Justice in Early Colonial India (New Delhi, ).
. The British then named the island “Prince of Wales Island”, which was also known as Pulo
Penang, which means “betel nut island”. It was briefly a fourth Indian presidency, during the
period –.

Clare Anderson

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000129 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000129


exchanged Bencoolen for Malacca, through a second Anglo-Dutch treaty in
. In the meantime, and subsequently, the Company shipped Indian con-
victs under sentences of transportation and hard labour to each of these loca-
tions. The Company lost its monopoly over trade in , following pressure
by the free trade lobby on the British parliament. However, it retained its
administrative and revenue collecting functions until , when, following
the Indian rebellion, the British Crown assumed control of its territories.
In the intervening period, penal transportation continued unabated, as the
Company instituted this new form of mobile, coerced labour to underpin
its expansive ambitions.

During an early, experimental period the Company allowed a private mer-
chant to take twenty dacoits (gang robbers) to Penang for a period of three
years, and to employ them as he desired, on condition that he pay the cost of
their passage, accommodation, rations, and return, and do everything in his
power to prevent their escape. This was the first and last time that the
Company organized the transportation of convicts in this way, and subse-
quently it took direct control of their shipment and labour. Meantime, it
justified transportation as a punishment by claiming that Indians lost caste
during sea voyages, and so especially feared journeys over the kala pani,
or black waters of the ocean. This rendered it ideal as both a penal sanction
and as a deterrent.

The Company never sold Asian convicts into contracts of indenture, as
had been the case for the British and Irish convicts sent to the Americas.
This was the result of a paradox: the Company’s desire to position itself as
the harbinger of enlightened labour relations, compared to the British
Caribbean slave colonies, and its need for a labour force to facilitate the
acquisition and development of maritime connections and territorial spheres
of influence. Thus, penal transportation from British India followed
Australian practice, where convicts were sentenced either for a term of
seven or fourteen years, or for life, with hard labour, and the government

. Clare Anderson, “After Emancipation: Empires and Imperial Formations”, in Catherine
Hall, Nicholas Draper, and Keith McClelland (eds), Emancipation and the Remaking of the
British Imperial World (Manchester, ), pp. –.
. IOR G//: E. Hay, secretary to government Bengal public department, to Francis Light,
superintendent Penang,  January . The short duration of the experiment may have been
the result of the dire financial straits that the merchant in question found himself in the following
year. A trading partner absconded with his investment of , rupees (more than £,
today). See IOR G//: The humble petition of Julius Griffiths and Co. merchants of Prince
of Wales Island on behalf of themselves and creditors,  May .
. This idea was most extensively discussed in IOR V/// Report of the Committee on
Prison Discipline,  January  (Calcutta, ), paper C. Though in subsequent years
British administrators repeatedly invoked the idea of the horrors of the kala pani, there was dis-
sent within the  committee, which distinguished between the varying attitudes to crossing
the ocean, held by country and city dwellers, seafarers, high and low caste Hindus, and Muslims.
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determined how they should be employed. If the British had used convicts
as a means of colonizing the Australian continent, the appeal of the punish-
ment in India at this time, though partially grounded in perceptions of
“Indian” culture, was directly connected to the Company’s need for labour
in territories that it had already occupied, and in this port cities were hubs.
Moreover, the Company’s interests as a trading company intersected with
those of the British Crown as an imperial power. Indeed, convicts flowed
across the borders of Company and Crown lands, from India to Mauritius
and from Ceylon to the Straits Settlements, with convict expulsion and
exploitation of mutual political and economic benefit (Table ).
Despite the late eighteenth-century Bengal prohibition against slave

exports, slavery remained legal in areas under East India Company control
until , and in some of the early factories, convicts and enslaved people
worked together. In the Moluccas, for instance, following a devastating
smallpox epidemic that decimated both the free and the enslaved population,
in  the Company imported convicts to assist slaves and Malay labourers
(then called “coolies”) in salvaging the harvest on its nutmeg plantations. The
Company’s resident, R.T. Farquhar, lamented that since the British takeover,
five years earlier, there had been no fresh importations of enslaved people,
and this was causing unprecedented “universal distress”. During this pe-
riod, the Company also transported convicts to Bencoolen, where many
Malays had also died, for the harvesting of spices. In , the British gov-
ernor of Bencoolen, T.S. Raffles, emancipated government slaves, an act of
apparent benevolence that, in the context of the Company’s desire for global
labour advantage, was only possible because of the prospect of their replace-
ment by convicts. Indeed, in the aftermath of emancipation, convict numbers
in the factory increased fourfold.

The close relationship between convictism and enslavement that was evi-
dent on the spice plantations of Company Asia during these early decades
was also a feature of the Crown Colony of Mauritius. In , shortly
after Britain seized the island from France at the conclusion of the

. Maxwell-Stewart argues that the origin of seven- and fourteen-year penal sentences lies in
the competitive positioning of convicts, against the life value of slaves, in the eighteenth-century
Americas. Maxwell-Stewart, “Transportation from Britain and Ireland”, p. .
. IOR P//: Extract Bengal foreign department,  September  – extract from a letter
from R.T. Farquhar, Company resident at the Molucca Islands,  July . The Moluccas
comprised Amboyna and Bantam. Previously, Farquhar had served as lieutenant governor of
convict-era Penang.
. IOR P//: Walter Ewer, commissioner of Bencoolen to H. Tucker, secretary to government
Bengal public department,  April ; IOR P//: Ewer to Wellesley,  October .
. IOR P//: J.W. Rule, superintendent of convicts Bencoolen, to Edward Presgrave, offi-
ciating secretary to government Bengal judicial department,  January .
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Napoleonic Wars, Governor R.T. Farquhar, who, as Company resident in
the Molucca Islands, had overseen the introduction of convicts, requested
a supply from Bengal. The first transports arrived in , and he allocated
seventy-five of them to join enslaved men and women on the sugar planta-
tion of Bel Ombre, in which his private secretary Charles Telfair had an eco-
nomic interest. In Mauritius as in Bencoolen and Amboyna, the British
catapulted convicts into an economic system that had been established
through conditions of labour unfreedom. Convicts joined slaves as founda-
tional links in chains of commodity production and export that stretched
from imperial hinterlands to imperial ports. In this, alongside other workers,
convicts played a key role in the globalization of capital.

Table . East India Company convict transportation, –.

Convict destination Dates of transportation No. of convicts

Penang 1789–1860
Singapore Straits Settlements 1826–1859 13,023
Malacca 1826–1866
Andaman Islands 1793–1796 265
∗ Amboyna and Bencoolen 1797–1823 2,823
Mauritius 1815–1837 1,462
Burma 1830–1860 6,518
Aden 1841–1850 150
Labuan 1851–1858 130

∗ It is not always possible to distinguish these destinations in the records, though note
that the Company occupied Amboyna only between 1796–1802 and 1810–1814.
Note: Under-sentence convicts remained in these penal settlements after new
importations of convicts ceased. The penal settlement in Mauritius remained open
until 1853, Burma until 1862, and the Straits Settlements (as Penang, Malacca, and
Singapore were known after 1826) until 1868, in the latter case after the India Office
transferred their general administration to the Colonial Office.
Clare Anderson, “Transnational Histories of Penal Transportation: Punishment,
Labour and Governance in the British Imperial World, 1788-1939”, Australian
Historical Studies, 47:3 (2016), Table 1, p. 382.

}}

. IOR F//: R.T. Farquhar, governor of Mauritius, to the Earl of Moira, governor general
of the Bengal Presidency,  September .
. In the aftermath of a convict uprising on the Bel Ombre estate, the Colonial Office criticized
the allocation of convicts to a private interest. See Clare Anderson, “The Bel Ombre Rebellion:
Indian Convicts in Mauritius, –”, in Gwyn Campbell (ed.), Abolition and its Aftermath in
Indian Ocean Africa and Asia (London, ), pp. –. Charles Telfair died in , at about
which time, following the abolition of slavery, he and his heir received substantial compensation
for their loss of property: over  enslaved persons. See the “Legacies of British
Slave-Ownership” compensation database, available at: http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/; last accessed
 June . Note that formerly enslaved persons never received compensation.
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COMMODITY CHAINS , INFRASTRUCTURAL LABOUR,
AND CONVICT WORKERS

If the transportation of convicts was a consequence of the Company’s
expropriation of land and resources in continental India, it enabled the
appropriation of labour and the extension of commodity chains. As one
Company merchant, R.S. Perreau, wrote in , penal transportation to
Bencoolen was “connected with the improvement of this settlement, and
the opportunity […] of relieving [the] different zillahs (districts) from a num-
ber of subjects who are burthensome and expensive”. He surveyed the trad-
ing factory’s district of Benterin, reporting on its suitability for the
cultivation of rice, cotton, mustard, hemp, Indian corn, sugar cane, sweet
potatoes, and mulberries. Noting that many of the convicts in Bencoolen
were weavers, he proposed their employment in the manufacture of cloth.
They could cultivate rice, too, he added, obviating the need for imports
and enabling ships “to be occupied by more valuable goods”. Convicts’
manufacture of gunny bags from hemp, meantime, could replace the
, or so imported from Bengal each year, necessary for packing the pep-
per grown in the factory.

Convicts were the human capital in a triangular trade that reached from the
Company’s interests in India and around the Bay of Bengal and the South
China Sea, and across the southern Indian and South Atlantic Oceans to
Britain. There were no special transportation vessels during the first half of
the nineteenth century. Convicts travelled on “country” ships carrying
cargo such as cotton, tea, indigo, and opium. They assisted in the labour
of offloading that cargo in the Company’s trading factories, and of loading
up goods like nutmeg and pepper for export. Dockside work occupied
just a small number of convicts, however. The Company employed the
majority of them in the infrastructural labour projects necessary for the
extension of trade, or in other kinds of commodity production. The concept
of “carceral circuits” – of people and objects – captures neatly the mobility
and relationality between convicts and capital in the generation of value.

. IOR P//: Ewer to Richard Wellesley, governor general of Bengal,  May , enc.
Mr Perreau’s report,  May .
. See for example IOR L/MAR/B/A, containing the log of the Lord Duncan, which sailed
from Saugor Roads (Bengal) to Bencoolen on  September , with  convicts on board.
On Company trade more generally, see Bowen, The Business of Empire.
. Nick Gill et al., “Carceral Circuitry: New Directions in Carceral Geography”, Progress in
Human Geography, : (), pp. –. They propose that a carceral circuit stretches regu-
larly from place to place, is a “route along which things pass” (p. ), is “a component of a lar-
ger system” (p. ) and entails compulsory movement. Violence, on the other hand, is a key
theme in Sven Beckert’s exploration of the relationship between capital and labour in Empire
of Cotton: A Global History (London, ).
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The labour of convicts was important from the earliest years of transpor-
tation. From the s, the Company was involved in numerous trials in
sugar production in continental India, in the hope of both supplying the
local market, and competing with Britain’s West Indian export trade to
lower prices for British consumers. Though ultimately unsuccessful, aboli-
tionist sentiment greatly encouraged the Company, for it pointed to the
east as an alternative source of non-slave-produced sugar. During the
first attempt to colonize the Andaman Islands, for example, convicts cleared
land, planted fruit trees and vegetables from Bengal, and engaged in experi-
ments in the cultivation of sugar cane, as well as rice, indigo, and other
grains. The employment of convicts in other forms of cultivation was com-
mon elsewhere too. As noted above, the Company used convicts on the spice
plantations of Bencoolen and Penang. From the s, Burma and the Straits
Settlements did not only receive Indian convicts, they also transported their
felons in the other direction, to the Madras Presidency. They were employed
on the Company’s coffee and cinchona plantations. Convicts in Mauritius
were used in experimental silk manufacture, during which time the governor
specifically requested the transportation of Bengalis with knowledge of seri-
culture. On a few occasions, the Company also conscripted convicts into
its army, and used them in expansionary warfare, for instance in the 
march to Laboon, and during the Naning War in Malacca (–).

The expansion of plantation production necessitated the development of
road networks for the conveyance of produce to the coast for export, as
well as to build infrastructure in the Company’s ports. However, in early
trading factories like Penang, the free population engaged in subsistence agri-
culture and did not have the means to pay tax to fund public works. In ,
Lieutenant Governor George Leith wrote that in these circumstances only
convicts could save the Company from “considerable expense”, especially
because roads were routinely damaged by heavy rains and thus under

. Ulbe Bosma, The Sugar Plantation in India and Indonesia: Industrial Production, –
 (Cambridge, ), ch. .
. IOR G//: Copy of the first part of a report from Major Kyd relative to the Settlements at
Prince of Wales Island and the Andamans with its appendix,  March .
. Tamil Nadu State Archives [hereafter, TNSA] Madras judicial consultations,  October
, pp. –: A.J. Arbuthnot, chief secretary to government Madras judicial department,
to O. Cavenagh, governor of the Straits Settlements,  October . Cinchona was used in
the manufacture of quinine. The Company also transported South East Asian convicts to the
Bombay Presidency, where they were employed on public works.
. Clare Anderson, Convicts in the Indian Ocean: Transportation from South Asia to Mauritius
(Basingstoke, ), pp. –.
. IOR P//: Ewer to Wellesley,  December , enc. statement of convicts hired by indi-
viduals from primo May to ulto October ; Emrys Chew, “The Naning War, –:
Colonial Authority and Malay Resistance in the Early Period of British Expansion”, Modern
Asian Studies, : (), p. .
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constant repair. During that year, it employed convicts in Penang not just on
road building, but also on the construction of a mile-long embankment
between the sea and Fort Cornwallis, necessary to prevent encroachment
from the water.

In Mauritius, the expansion of road networks was spurred on in ,
when the British Parliament removed preferential tariffs on Caribbean
sugar, thus opening up competition in global trade. We have already seen
that Governor Farquhar sent Indian convicts to work on the Bel Ombre
sugar plantation; between  and  the proportion of land under
sugar cane cultivation increased from fifteen to eighty-seven per cent.
Convicts built fifty miles of brand-new road during – alone, and
another twenty-six miles in . These included routes from inland Moka
to Port Louis, and a coastal route between the south-eastern ports of
Grand Port and Mahebourg. Visiting the island during his global voyage
on The Beagle in , Charles Darwin surmised that the huge increase in
sugar production was the direct result of the construction of “excellent
roads” by convicts. Frequently, French plantation owners petitioned the
British administration for the allocation of convicts to road and bridge build-
ing and repair in the districts.

There was a high demand for cheap sugar to fuel the British workers
employed in the mills and factories of the industrial revolution, and the abo-
lition of slavery in the sugar colonies of the Caribbean and in Mauritius in
 buoyed the Company’s efforts to compete globally. In the
mid-s, it engaged in the clearance of forest land for sugar production
in the north of Province Wellesley in Malacca, on the mainland over the
straits from Penang. This required an enhanced network of communications,
and the governor of the Straits Settlements diverted an increased number of
convicts to both areas for road building projects. The convict-built roads
connected the hinterlands to convict-built ports. Indeed, all over the Bay
of Bengal convicts were engaged in the construction of bunds, docks, har-
bours, and lighthouses. Convict Bawajee Rajaram and his convict draughts-
men produced many of the architectural plans in the building of Singapore,

. IOR P//: Lieutenant Governor George Leith, Penang, to G.H. Barlow, vice president in
council Bengal,  May . Confusingly, the Company also called the first Andamans settle-
ment Fort Cornwallis, though the two sites are entirely separate from each other.
. Anderson, Convicts in the Indian Ocean, pp. –, –,  n. .
. On the relationship between the Atlantic world and the industrial revolution, see the classic
Williams, Capitalism and Slavery. On sugar cultivation in India, see Bosma, The Sugar
Plantation in India and Indonesia, ch. .
. IOR P//: W.J. Butterworth, governor Straits Settlements, to A. Turnbull, secretary to
government Bengal judicial department,  September ; IOR P//: Butterworth to
A.R. Young, undersecretary to government Bengal judicial department,  November .
Bosma estimates that India exported one third of its sugar to Britain in the late s: The
Sugar Plantation in India and Indonesia, p. .
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for example, where convicts constructed St Andrew’s Cathedral,
Government House, and the Horsburgh lighthouse.

The association between convict transportation and infrastructural devel-
opment in British Asia and the Indian Ocean was part of a larger imperial
pattern. Transportation convicts across the empire were routinely employed
in urban development and the building of communication networks, linking
port cities and their littorals to each other and to inland plantations. As
Jennings shows in this volume, this was also the case in nineteenth-century
Cuba. In Britain’s Australian penal colonies, famous convict architect
Francis Greenway designed some of the most enduring structures of the
empire, including Hyde Park convict barracks in Sydney and the lighthouse
at South Point. Indeed, in the s, the aesthetic appeal of his elaborate
designs formed part of the damning critique of transportation to New
South Wales as a too soft and non-deterrent punishment. From the
s, English and Irish convicts laboured on the construction of the great
naval dockyards of the imperial Atlantic and Mediterranean outposts of
Bermuda and Gibraltar. Convicts in the isolated penal settlement of
Mazaruni in British Guiana, set up along the Australian colonial model in
 but for locally convicted prisoners, worked in the extraction of granite
from vast outcrops of rock. Prisoners in the penal settlement, some formerly
enslaved, dispatched the slabs downriver to the capital of Georgetown,
accompanied by batches of convicts, who used them to build and repair
roads, pavements, and sea wall defences.

The question arises: why did the East India Company rely so heavily on
convicts as labour? In part, the answer lies in Perreau’s summation of the
function of transportation as a means of putting otherwise dependent and
costly prisoners to work in colonial development – within the larger context
of the metropolitan history of penal transportation and the striving for

. Anoma Pieris, “On Dropping Bricks and Other Disconcerting Subjects: Unearthing
Convict Histories in Singapore”, Fabrications, : (), pp. –. For a wonderful contem-
porary account of convict labour in the Straits Settlements, see also J.F.A. McNair, Prisoners
Their OwnWarders: A Record of the Convict Prison at Singapore in the Straits Settlements estab-
lished , Discontinued , together with a Cursory History of the Convict Establishments at
Bencoolen, Penang and Malacca from the Year  (Westminster, ). Government House is
now the national museum of Singapore.
. The Evidence to the Bigge Reports: New South Wales under Governor Macquarie, Volume :
the written evidence, selected and edited by John Ritchie (Melbourne, ). See also the excel-
lent resource available at: http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/francis-greenway-convict-architect;
last accessed  June .
. C.F.E. Hollis Hallett, Forty Years of Convict Labor: Bermuda – (Bermuda, ).
. Richard Schomburgk’s Travels in British Guiana –. Translated and Edited, with
Geographical and General Indices, and Route Maps, by Walter E. Roth [Stipendiary
Magistrate of the Demerara River District], Volume I (“Daily Chronicle” Office, Georgetown,
); The National Archives, Kew CO/  November , no. : inspection of the
Mazaruni penal settlement.
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competitive advantage described above. But the answer is also located in the
problem of the availability of alternative sources of labour following Bengal’s
abolition of slave exports in , which impacted on all of Company Asia,
and in regard to Mauritius specifically the Crown’s abolition of the slave
trade in . Places like Bencoolen were thinly populated, and with the
enslaved population in decline free labour was expensive. In the early nine-
teenth century, Company officials routinely claimed that convicts cost half
as much as local Malays and were far cheaper than other labour sources.

Indeed, in Burma in the s, the Company found it impossible to get
locals or migrants to accept the wages on offer. The commissioner of
Arakan wrote in  that the former owned land, and so lacked skills in
public works, and would only hire themselves out at very high rates. The lat-
ter, largely Bengali labourers from Chittagong, moved south only during the
harvest and returned to India as soon as the monsoon arrived. They were
only available in very limited numbers. Though he had been able to employ
free labourers in parallel with convict gangs, the commissioner made obser-
vations in the following terms:

I never met a Chittagong cooly who could […] line out a road properly, preserve
an even surface, rand down and consolidate the earth, keep the proper slope, or
excavate with neatness and regularity; in fact [,] the difference between the labour
of a convict and cooly was all the difference between skilled and unskilled
labour.

The appeal of convict labour was also connected to the coercive means at the
Company’s disposal in its management. A combination of confinement, sur-
veillance, and restrictions on mobility deterred convicts from running away.
The Company paid local residents to return any who attempted to escape.
Otherwise, it compelled convicts to work, and overseers could punish
those who refused or resisted work: with confinement in the stocks,
enhanced labour tasks, reduced rations, flogging, or work in chain gangs.
This was not the case for free laborers, who if unhappy with their conditions
could simply desert their work. Threatened by the Company with the with-
drawal of transportation convicts, the second principal assistant commis-
sioner of Arakan wrote in : “We should not have the hold over
coolies that we have over the convicts”. In addition, convicts were highly
mobile, and could be sent out to labour wherever required, and moved
around the trading factories according to need. Indeed, the Company

. For example, IOR P//: Ewer to Wellesley,  June .
. IOR P//: Henry Hopkinson, commissioner of Arakan, to Gordon Young, secretary to
government Bengal judicial department,  August .
. IOR P//: W.J. Law, second principal assistant commissioner Arakan, to Hopkinson,
 July .
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codified such mobility in one of its regulations on transportation, which
passed into law in .

The supply of convicts was always limited to the outcome of judicial sen-
tencing, however, and where local labour was either unavailable or in short
supply the Company made efforts to induce free migration. Until the
s, these attempts met with only limited success. For instance, in the
s, the Company shipped free Bengali artificers (skilled craftsmen) and
tradesmen to the Andamans, and artificers and cultivators to Penang. At
this time it could not persuade skilled laborers to go to a third site:
Bencoolen. This was part of a larger problem during the early settlement
of trading posts, when potential labour migrants were unwilling to go to
unknown locations. Still, as Company factories developed into port cities
during the first half of the nineteenth century they accommodated numerous
kinds of mobile labour. This included Chinese workers in Bencoolen, the
Moluccas, and Penang, who, during the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, the Company persuaded to migrate on the promise of land grants.

By the s, Chinese labourers had also settled in Malacca. More gener-
ally, the need to bring complementary skills together with raw labour
power meant that transportation convicts were sometimes one element of a
much larger workforce. This was the case in Mauritius, for instance, when
Indian convicts laboured on the construction of the Port Louis citadel along-
side government slaves, liberated Africans, locally raised corvée (compul-
sory) workers, and locally convicted prisoners. A strikingly similar
mixed labour force, including the use of liberated Africans, was engaged in
building the Rio de Janeiro penitentiary in the mid-nineteenth century (see
Jean’s article in this volume). In Burma, convicts and Chinese worked in
mines following the discovery of tin in , up the Tenasserim River

. Regulation IX , cited in Fisch, Cheap Lives, . Turnbull wrote Butterworth in 
that under this regulation “you may transfer transported convicts from settlement to settlement,
in anticipation of sanction, wherever circumstances may render such a step advisable”. See IOR
P//: Turnbull to Butterworth,  January .
. IOR G//: Captain Light returns to Prince of Wales Island from Calcutta with “Bengali
farmers”,  February ; IOR P//: Kyd to Hay,  November ; IOR P//: Note
from John Shore, governor general of Bengal,  March .
 IOR P//: Proceedings of the vice president in council in the Bengal military department,
 January .
. IOR P//: Minute of W.E. Phillips, governor of Penang,  April , detailing the
 report of former superintendent Major Forbes Ross McDonald.
. Allen, “Slaves, Convicts, Abolitionism”, pp. –.
. IOR P//: Butterworth to Young,  November .
. The British sometimes referred to Liberated Africans as “prize negroes” or “apprentices”.
They were the illegally enslaved men, women, and children “liberated” into compulsory govern-
ment service following their removal from slave ships, by the Royal Navy, after the abolition of
the slave trade in .
. Anderson, Convicts in the Indian Ocean, p. .

Convicts, Commodities, and Connections in British Asia 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000129 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000129


from Mergui. Ultimately, the Chinese were willing to take low “coolie”
wages, and so displaced the convicts.

In the s, the British employed Bombay convicts in Aden on the works
necessary to carve a military post out of a vast outcrop of barren rock.
Balancing the cost of shipment, accommodation, and the jail establishment
against the value of convict labour, in  the Bombay political agent in
the port claimed that convicts did more work than free laborers, because
he put them to task work, and that excepting the cost of their initial passage
they cost him less. Administrators elsewhere spent a great deal of time esti-
mating convict labour value, and were frequently in dispute with each other
about how best to construct their accounts – including how to divide over
the years the cost of a convict’s passage, and how to factor in the cost of
employing overseers and guards. Clearly, convict labour was at a premium,
where there was no alternative supply of workers (and thus labour was
unattainable or wages were high). But administrators disputed the amount
of work that they completed each day. Perhaps most importantly, however,
and as administrators recognized, convicts performed work that would not
otherwise have been completed, for the Company did not allocate sufficient
resources for the hire of free workers. W.J. Butterworth, governor of the
Straits Settlements, noted in  that for this reason it was impossible to cal-
culate the true value of convict labour. The port of Singapore, he wrote,
“owes all and everything” to convicts, and Penang and Malacca were simi-
larly indebted to them for the building of roads and canals, and the draining
of swamps. Their value, he concluded, was always greater than statistical
comparisons with free labourers implied.

REPRESS ION AND REBELLION

Most of the convicts involved in the  outbreak in Moulmein, a descrip-
tion of which opened this article, were from the Punjab, which the Company

. G.B. Tremenheere, executive engineer Tenasserim division, “Second Report on the Tin of
Mergui”, Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal,  (), pp. –.
. IOR P//: J.B. Haynes, political agent Aden, to L.R. Reid, secretary to government
Bombay judicial department.,  April . The calculations were as follows. Daily expense
of maintaining one convict,  oz dhal,  oz flour,  oz vegetables,  oz firewood, / oz
curry stuff, salt –  anna  pice. Yearly expense of one convict:  cumlies (blankets)  rupee,
 pugree (turban)  annas,  dhoti (long waistcloth)  annas, soap  piece per month  annas,
contingent for cooking pots  rupees.  convict’s yearly expense =  rupees  annas + cost of
passage,  rupees. Free labour: daily expense paid by executive engineer  annas  pice.  free
labourer’s yearly expense =  rupees  annas  pice. Excepting the one-off expense of the pas-
sage, Haynes noted the cost per year of each convict was  rupees  annas  pice less than
the hire of a free labourer.
. IOR P//: Butterworth to Young,  December ; P//: Butterworth to Young,
 November .

Clare Anderson

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000129 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000129


had annexed in  following its victory in the first and second Anglo-Sikh
Wars of – and – (Figure ). In the aftermath of these
wars, the British convicted, jailed, and transported dozens of former soldiers
to mainland prisons or penal settlements in South East Asia (Figure ), many
under charges of “treason”. These military men were well trained, drilled,
and experienced in handling weapons. In later years, particularly after
remaining loyal to the East India Company during the Indian rebellion of
, the British came to favour men of this region for employment in
both the Bengal army and the Indian police service. They constituted one
of India’s “martial castes”, for their alleged physical superiority and military
prowess. During the intervening decade, however, they were certainly not
preferred prisoners or transports. Defeated, demoralized, and dispossessed,
Punjabi soldier convicts carried anti-imperial sentiment with them into trans-
portation, and agitated continuously against their penal confinement, some-
times in concert with ordinary convicts.
In Burma, for instance, convicts organized mass escapes after a general

tightening up of discipline, including the introduction of common messing.
The new rules prescribed that convicts should cook and eat their rations

Figure . Arracan [Arakan] th February [] Kyook Phoo [Kyaukpyu] Ghat & Prisoners
Carrying Water in Buckets, Isle of Ramree. Watercolour by Clementina Benthall.
Benthall Papers, Centre of South Asian Studies, University of Cambridge.

. J.S. Grewal, The Sikhs of the Punjab (revised edition) (Cambridge, ), ch. .
. Heather Streets, Martial Races: The Military, Race and Masculinity in British Imperial
Culture, – (Manchester, ).
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Figure . Indian Ocean Penal Settlements.
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together, rather than in self-selecting groups, according to their own desires
or cultural and religious imperatives. In November , convicts attempted
to break out, and when they failed instead burnt down their wards and guard
rooms. A month later, a road gang of  mounted but did not succeed in
another mass escape attempt. Clearly pre-organized, the jemadar (head over-
seer) heard one convict say to another shortly before giving the signal to
attack the tindals (overseers), “Are you ready?” The commissioner of
Arakan claimed that the outbreak was at least partly the consequence of
the convicts’ knowledge that he had no power to sanction them, for they
were already subject to the severe punishment of hard labour in chains for
life. In , there was a mutiny at the Moulmein coal depot in Mopoon
(which preceded the event that opened this chapter by two years). One hun-
dred convicts employed in preparing coal for delivery to the Company
steamer rose against their guards. They, too, failed in their bid to escape,
with the Company guard killing three and severely wounding eight men in
an effort to prevent their flight. British commissioner Bogle reported: “the
Secks had […] bound themselves by an Oath never to return to the prison
and to eat beef sooner than abandon their purpose […] Bold men will ever
be found keen to emancipate themselves from thraldom, and when deter-
mined upon it, they are not to be restrained […]”.

The following year, , a military general named Narain Singh led a vio-
lent mutiny among thirty-nine convicts on board a river steamer on the way
to Alipur jail, in Calcutta, which was the holding depot for transportation to
Burma. After quelling the outbreak, and securing the convicts, they contin-
ued to plot their escape, including in prison stops along the way. There
were significant logistical challenges both in moving convicts securely into
transportation, and in keeping them to labour in relatively open environ-
ments, which often bordered rivers or the sea. This was of course most not-
ably the case in ports. Though convicts failed in their bid for freedom on that
occasion, there and in the other cases noted above, their penal mobility –

across land, along water, and in outdoor working gangs – put them into
close physical contact, which was necessary for the planning of collective
action. Paradoxically, whilst the Company effected transportation as a

. IOR P//: E. Money, executive officer Arakan division, to Major William Sage, super-
intending engineer south-eastern provinces,  November .
. IOR P//: J.R. Colvin, commissioner Tenasserim provinces, to F.J. Halliday, secretary
to government of Bengal judicial department,  February , enc. Inquiry into an outbreak of
convicts on the Nyoung Ben Zeik Road,  December .
. IOR P//: Bogle to Grant,  November .
. For the extraordinary life history of Narain Singh, who eventually rose to the position of
chief warder of Moulmein jail, see Clare Anderson, Subaltern Lives: Biographies of
Colonialism in the Indian Ocean World, – (Cambridge, ), ch. .
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punishment, it also put into motion the spread of rebellious sentiments to the
port cities of South East Asia.
The penal transportation of the soldiers of a defeated army following the

Anglo-Sikh Wars was entirely consistent with Company justice, which can
be dated in this regard to the turn of the nineteenth century. Following
the loss of their kingdom during the wars of –, Polygar chiefs,
for instance, were shipped by the British from south India to both Fort
William (Calcutta) and Penang. Repressive penal transportations also fol-
lowed the final crushing of the Chuar rebellion in , the second and
third Maratha Wars (–, –), the Kol revolt of , the
 Ghumsur war against the Konds in Orissa, the  anti-Company
revolt in the princely state of Kolhapur, and the Santal hul (rebellion) of
. During this entire period, the East India Company also used trans-
portation to expel peasant rebels, particularly low caste and tribal subjects
resistant to the Company’s occupation of land, extraction of natural resources
(notably the timber used for railway sleepers), and taxation regime.

The political convicts of Company Asia joined forces with ordinary,
“criminal” convicts to resist their situation at every turn. In , for
instance, a dozen convicts rose up and escaped from the Bel Ombre planta-
tion in Mauritius. Some of these men had been sepoys (soldiers), others were
low-caste Kols or Chuars who had been convicted of offences relating to
peasant rebellion in the Bengal Presidency. They had been confined together
to await their transportation in Calcutta’s Alipur jail, where a few of the men
had been involved in serious riots and were transported in groups on three
separate transportation ships. These men were religious rebels of sorts, pro-
testing against the contravention of caste norms regarding the sharing of cook-
ing and eating pots. They stole weapons and escaped into the mountains,
allegedly joining a band of maroon (runaway) slaves. In the ensuing trial at
the Court of Assizes, they called each other camarade (in French or

. IOR P//: R. Rickards, principal collector Malabar, to George Buchan, chief secretary
to government Madras judicial department,  October .
. TNSA, Madras judicial proceedings, Vol. B: H.G.A. Taylor, commander Northern
Division, to H. Chamier, secretary to government Madras judicial department,  January
. See also Felix Padel, The Sacrifice of Human Being: British Rule and the Konds of
Orissa (New Delhi, ), ch. .
. Richard Gott, Britain’s Empire: Resistance, Repression and Revolt (London, ),
pp. –.
. See the classic account, Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial
India (New Delhi, ).
. IOR P//: Political agent Aden to W. Escombe, secretary to government Bombay,
 June ; governor’s minute, n.d. On the history of Kolhapur in the nineteenth century,
see Imperial Gazetteer of India, Vol. XV (Oxford, ), p. ; Anderson, Convicts in the
Indian Ocean, pp. –.
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Mauritian Kreol, comrade) or bhai (Hindustani for brother). Kolhapur
rebels transported to Aden in the mid-s likewise led repeated escape
attempts, including one collective effort in which Company guards shot
dead three convicts, whilst at least ten others drowned in their bid to escape.

Though it succeeded in the expulsion of undesirable imperial subjects,
transportation failed as a means of containing anti-imperial sentiment and
action. Rather, it facilitated its spread, with subaltern action often turning
on the same socio-political grievances that had underpinned convicts’ initial
transportation. As noted above, the close confinement of convicts’ river jour-
neys enabled them to plot collective action. The same was true of sea voyages,
and there were over a dozen convict mutinies in the period to . Many
were both effected and repressed with spectacular levels of violence. The lar-
gest of all was the seizure of the Clarissa by more than one hundred convicts
in . This failed when the convicts ran aground off the coast of Burma
and attempted to sign a treaty with a local ruler, in the false belief that he
was holding out against the East India Company. In fact, he had already
signed a treaty with the British. In regard to the importance of often
long journeys into transportation as spaces of rebellion, it is significant
that the Company often referred to transportation convicts as transmarine,
that is to say, from the other side of the sea. This connected together convicts’
place of origin to their journeys and destinations in a way that suggested,
implicitly at least, a close relationship between the three.
The  revolt in India proved a turning point in the history of Indian

convict transportation, as the British recognized and feared the consequence
of the spread of transregional solidarities of resistance in their Asian settle-
ments. One of the Punjabi convicts sent to Singapore following the
Second Anglo-Sikh War, for example, Nihal Singh, had led anti-British
forces and was widely regarded as a “saint-soldier”, known by the honorific
title Bhai Maharaj (“brother ruler”) Singh. The British deputy commissioner
wrote at the time: “He is to the Natives what Jesus Christ is to the most zeal-
ous of Christians. His miracles were seen by tens of thousands, and are more
implicitly relied on, than those worked by the ancient prophets […] This
man who was a God, is in our hands”. Afraid of his influence in the

. Anderson, “The Bel Ombre Rebellion”.
. IOR P//: S.B. Haines, political agent Aden, to W. Escombe, secretary to government
Bombay judicial department,  June .
. IOR P//: Deposition of Captain F.N. Pendygrass,  January ; J.A. Forbes, acting
senior police magistrate, to J.P. Willoughby, secretary to government Bombay,  January ;
IOR P//: H. Fergusson, superintendent Alipur jail, to A.W. Russell, undersecretary to
government Bengal,  January . See also Clare Anderson, “The Age of Revolution in
the Indian Ocean, Bay of Bengal, and South China Sea: A Maritime Perspective”,
International Review of Social History,  (), pp. –.
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cosmopolitan working environment of the port, the British did not put Nihal
Singh to ordinary labour, and attempted to keep him away from both con-
victs and free workers. He had been transported to Singapore with
Khurruck Singh, who the British described as his “disciple”. By the time
of the outbreak of rebellion in  Nihal Singh had died, but the British
expressed grave anxieties about Khurruck Singh’s influence on the convicts
and Indians then in Singapore. The British had formerly allowed him to
live at large, under police surveillance, and he had gone to live with a free
Parsee spice merchant. After the outbreak of revolt in the mainland, however,
the governor of the Straits Settlements ordered his confinement in the civil
jail, and no longer allowed him freedom of movement. Meantime, fearing
revolutionary contamination, they evacuated all the “Sikh” convicts then in
Singapore, some to the penal settlement of Penang.

In the port city of Moulmein, too, the British feared the spread of rebellion.
In July , the superintendent of the jail reported that the convicts possessed
“a most unsteady feeling”. A shipload of fifty convicts had arrived on the Fire
Queen, bringing, he claimed, “exaggerated stories” with them. The Company
had put them in heavy chains, and in distinction to routine transportation
practice they were guarded by Europeans, not Indians. The officiating com-
missioner refused to land them, however, directing them back to Calcutta.
He wrote that, like the newly arrived convicts, the jail peons and town police
were nearly all “up countrymen” (i.e. from northern India). Moreover, there
were  ticket-of-leave convicts in the port. “From conversations which
have been overheard”, he reported, “it is not impossible that they and a por-
tion of the Mahomedan population of the Town might form a collusion for a
general outbreak of the Jail”. This fear was certainly not groundless, for one
of the key features of the  revolt was the breaking open of prisons. The
consequence of this alliance between rebels and prisoners was the serious dam-
age or destruction of over forty jails, and the escape of over , inmates.

. J. Cowper, assistant surgeon Singapore, to R. Church, secretary to governor Straits
Settlements,  July , and note of E.A. Blundell, governor Straits Settlements,  July
, cited in Nahar Singh (ed.), Documents Relating to Bhai Maharaj Singh (Ludhiana,
), pp. –. See also Anderson, Subaltern Lives, pp. –; Anoma Pieris, “The
‘Other’ Side of Labor Reform: Accounts of Incarceration and Resistance in the Straits
Settlements Penal System, –”, Journal of Social History, : (), pp. –;
Rajesh Rai, “The  Panic and the Fabrication of an Indian ‘Menace’ in Singapore”,
Modern Asian Studies, : (), pp. –.
. IOR P//D: A. Fytche, officiating commissioner Tenasserim and Martaban provinces,
to E. Lushington, officiating assistant secretary to government Bengal,  July .
“Ticket-of-leave” convicts were released on probation, with relative freedom of movement and
employment subject to continuing good behaviour.
. Clare Anderson, The Indian Uprising of –: Prisons, Prisoners and Rebellion (London,
).
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CONCLUSION

During the period  to , transportation was linked to the repressive
policies of the East India Company. Underpinned by representations of its
peculiar appropriateness as a punishment in India, the Company used it as
a means of removing rebels and undesirable criminal offenders from their
home localities. Following their arrival in the Company’s trading factories,
Indian convicts played a vital role in building infrastructures of connection
that linked port cities of the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean to each
other and to their hinterlands. Grounded in wider imperial practice, extend-
ing across Britain’s empire in the Americas and Australia, convict transpor-
tation in this regard was connected to enslavement in the Atlantic and
Indian Ocean worlds. However, Britain’s Asian system was distinct from
other imperial convict flows because the Company’s trading factories were
hubs in and through which the convict workforce was employed and distrib-
uted. The Company used convicts as a means of supplying the workforce
necessary to create new circuits of connection to expand commodity produc-
tion and export. Convicts were one element of the cosmopolitan port city
labour force during this vital period in the development of imperial trade.
One of the unintended consequences of penal transportation in British
Asia was that the close confinement and association of convicts during trans-
portation rendered the punishment a vector for the development of transre-
gional political solidarities, centred in and around the Company’s port cities.
These created new kinds of unanticipated subaltern connections, in which
the violence of penal transportation could be met with the violence of resist-
ance against it.
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