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I 
a m 

excited to 
write a brief account of 

Thomas Boologa Pandian, who was 
my great grandfather. T.B Pandian as 
he was commonly known, travelled 
extensively around the world during 
the late 19th century. He was a mis-
sionary, author, speaker, reformer 
and educationalist. Above all, he was 
a compassionate humanitarian who 
worked passionately to promote the 
plight of Dalits in Tamil Nadu.T.B 
Pandian was my dad’s maternal 
grandfather. When we were young, 
our grandmother used to say that her 
dad was relative to Maniyachi Zamin, 
and he went to England to lecture. 
On hearing this, we used to tease our 
grandmother ignorantly. Our grand-
mother did not or could not give 
more information about him. 
Though I read his book ‘Cooley Life 
in Ceylon’ when I was teaching at 
Nandanam Arts College, Chennai as 
Assistant Professor of History ( I did 
the research for my PhD on the topic 
‘Indian Migrants in Sri Lanka’). I was 
excited but did not research more 
about my great grandfather. We mi-
grated to Australia in 1985, and un-
fortunately, I could not continue my 
research. Recently, my son Emmanu-
el Martin by some intuition asked us 
whether anybody in our family used 
to wear turban those days and then 
he showed the picture of T.B Pandi-
an. That made me research more 
about him and his writ-
ings. 

T.B Pan-
dian 

was 
t h e 

author of 
several books 
including ‘Slaves 
of the Soil in Southern India’ 
which was instrumental in getting 
support for his mission. In that book,  
T.B Pandian has written his autobiog-
raphy.  After writing in detail about 
the political and social background 
of his period, he described his rela-
tionship with Maniachy Zamin, one 
of the Polygars in Tinnelveli.
T.B Pandian was born in 1863 in Pa-
rooranee, a village near Tuticorin. He 
was named  Subbiah Pandian, after 
his grandfather, who was related to 
Maniyachi Zamin.  His father was 
Boologa Pandian, and his mother was 
the daughter of Periakethappa Dhe-
var. At the age of nine, he was sent to 
a village school. His father became a 
secret Christian. He sent his son to a 
Mission School of the S.P.G.( The So-
ciety for the Propagation of the Gos-
pel )
His father took him to Palamcottah 
at the recommendation of Rev. Isaac 
Abraham of Pannevelie (he did not 
mention his relationship with him, 
but it is going to be one of my topics 
to investigate). He was then enrolled 
by his father in the Mission School 
founded by Bishop Sargent.  His father 
was treated as an outcast due to his le-
nience to Christianity and eventually 
became a Christian with a name John 
Boologa Pandian. After two years his 
father and others joined the S.P.G 
Mission Church, which was built by 
Dr G.U.Pope and my great grand-
father was given the name Thomas 

Bool-
o g a 

Pandian.
According to his ac-

count, T.B Pandian was 
playful, funny and studied 

the basics in English and Tamil. His 
early days of Gospel learning and lis-
tening to Dr Surgent had a permanent 
effect on him. He was full of praise for 
the Missionary Society, which shaped 
his vision. His father arranged his 
marriage with a relative, but it did not 
materialise as he was asked to give up 
his Christian faith. Later he went to 
Trichinopoly and married a Chris-
tian girl.  She was my grand mother’s 
mother. She passed away after a few 
years.
When he was preparing to enter into 
Medical College at Dindigul, he be-
came very ill for more than 30 days. 
He took a vow that if he recovered 
by God’s grace, he will spend all the 
remaining days of his earthly life in 
spreading the story of the powerful 
love divine, revealed in Christ Jesus.  
He was appointed as a teacher in one 
of the primary schools. He improved 
his Tamil, English and scriptural 
knowledge. After a period of proba-
tion, he was made a preacher in full 
connection with the Wesleyan Soci-
ety at the same time he was admit-
ted as a student in the Theological 
Seminary. His teachers were Rev.R.S. 
Boulter and Rev. E.J.Gloria.
When he was twenty-four, he mar-
ried second his wife, who was related 

to Rev.Isaac Abraham ( he did 

THOMAS BOOLOGA 
PANDIAN

The champion of the downtrodden

Edward Martin

 202026    



not specify how). He left his place 
and friends and came to Madras. 
Here he equipped himself by reading 
books at the Public Library (Conne-
mara Library). He also taught Tamil 
to Europeans. He attended one free 
Congregation Church and continued 
preaching and lecturing and estab-
lished a school and formed a small 
congregation at Purasawalkam, Ma-
dras. During weekdays he held meet-
ings for domestics in European hous-
es. He used his free time to travel some 
parts of India as well as writing two 
pamphlets, one on the conditions of 
the Dalits and the other on the Mara-
vars. He underwent a change reflect-
ing on his own ignorance in treating 
the Dalits. He decided to be “friends 
of the pariahs at all times and under 
all circumstances, for it is a golden 
principle in one’s life to spend 
and be spent on behalf of his 
fellow-creatures”.He was 
happy about his accom-
plishment despite strug-
gles and obstacles.
He visited England in 
1893. The members and 
friends of the Baptist 
Churches of Madras 
held a meeting under 
Rev.Charles Hadley and 
gave him a farewell address. They 
acknowledged that during his ser-
vice at Madras for seven years he 
started Domestic Mission preaching 
the Gospel to the domestics in the 
city,and through his efforts, a room 
for the Young Men of Vepery was es-
tablished. 
T.B Pandian sailed from Bombay 
and reached England after 13 days. 
According to him, while in England, 
his religious ideas had undergone a 
significant change. During his four-
teen-month stay in England, he was 
touched by the English hospitality.  
He wrote that they even opened their 
“prophet’s chamber” ( the place for 

visiting ministers) and advised him 
how to approach in his mission, and 
assisted in “the use of press, platform 
and pulpit” in his efforts to promote 
the interests of Dalit welfare.
He visited White Hall in London on 
14th Dec 1893, where the India Office 
was situated and had an interview 
with Mr G.W.E. Rus-
sell, U n d e r 

Secre-
t a r y 
of the 
S t a t e 

for In-
d i a . 
H e 
h a d 
a n -

oth-

er meeting on 20th Dec 1893 
with Sir. Arthur Godley, the Un-
der-Secretary of State of India. Both 
officials had already read Pandian’s 
two pamphlets. They promised to 
write a private letter to His Excel-
lency Lord. Wenlock, the Governor 
of Madras. He met Sir.Charles Ber-
nard, Secretary of the State of India. 
He gave his “leaflet containing a brief 
account of the grievances of the pa-
riahs.”
This petition was signed by 
JNO.F.Fisher, General .R.E. John Mc. 
Laurin, D.D, A.B.Mission, Charles 
Hadley, M.A,, Prof.J.E.Vedanayakam 
Pillai and T.B.Pandian.The petition 

stated that ‘through T.B.Pandian, of 
Madras, South India, who has devot-
ed a great deal of time and attention 
to the disabilities under which these 
classes labor, is very desirous of bring-
ing their condition to the attention of 
their fellow-subjects of Great Britain, 
with a view, if possible, of ameliorat-
ing their sad condition.” After prais-
ing the fairness and benevolence of 
British Raj, the petitioners narrated 
the class division, pointing out that 
although slavery was abolished in 
British India yet, the Dalits “were 
practically still slaves, detested, and 
oppressed more bitterly by the caste 
classes..” The petitioners enumerat-
ed the difficulties of the oppressed 
people. They focused on three main 
issues.

Water Question: As Dalits did not 
own land, they could not dig 

wells for water. They were 
not allowed to use  the water 
sources from the public wells 
and tanks.” Cattle, hogs and 
dogs may drink of them or 
bathe in them with impu-
nity; but a Pariah though 
he became a Christian, may 
not touch the water”. They 
depended on filthy pools re-

sulted in fever, cholera, and 
dysentery.

The land Question: Another major 
problem was getting the land. The 
native officials and landlords were 
against them to get the government 
unoccupied land. By using the Mira-
si System, the landlords prevent the 
Dalits to acquire a property.
The School System: The petition re-
quested to start schools for them as 
these people could not enter the pub-
lic schools by the harassment of the 
Caste people. In short, the petitioners 
requested through  T.B Pandian the 
emancipation of Dalits from the dis-
abilities.
To achieve these demands, T.B Pan-
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dian, held public meetings, lecturing 
and circulating pamphlets. Dr G. U. 
Pope presided Pandian’s first meet-
ing held in Ealing, London. He also 
sought the connection to influential 
people in England to lend their ears 
and mind to this cause. He was hap-
py to receive replies from the Prince 
Wales, Mr.W.E.Gladston,the then 
Prime Minister of England and Lord 
Frederick,former Colonial Secretary, 
apart from some Members of Par-
liament of both Houses. He received 
warm responses from those people, 
and many promised to address these 
issues in proper forums. The Mayor 
of Leicester informed Pandian that 
six members of Parliament agreed 
to raise the issue on Indian affairs. 
Though these Members of Parliament 
acknowledged the need for reform, 
they realised the difficulties due to 
the deep-rooted prejudice against 
these people. 
T.B Pandian raised the Dalit ques-
tion through press interviews to 
build public opinion for his cause. 
He had several discussions with the 
editors of the Daily Chronicles, The 
Pall Mall Gazette, The Westminster 
Gazette and The Star. Through these 
interviews, he described the horrible 
condition, the once-great pariah peo-
ple who were mistreated at that time. 
His aim was to bring the awareness 
in the public view of  the wretched 
condition in which the oppressed 
people lived. Pandian tried through 
his persuasive arguments the dichot-
omy that the British have abolished 
slavery in British Raj, but still, the 
Dalits were living more like slaves. 
He attacked the caste system, which 
resulted in the horrible condition 
and disabilities of the Dalits,  main-
ly the lowest mortality, the need for 
basic living conditions. He stressed 
they should be given sepa- r a t e 
wells, educational facili-
ties and land ownership.  

The responses from the editors were 
encouraging. 
Due to his convincing arguments, 
the media supported the need for re-
forms and concessions for the Dalits. 
The Daily Chronicle, in its issue of 
2nd Jan 1894, wrote that “the Pariahs 
were treated worse than street dogs”.
The editorial expected that due to 
T.B Pandian’s efforts, the officials and 
sympathisers would help to amelio-
rate the problems. The Spectator of 
11th Nov 1893 also stressed the need 
to remove the hardships faced by the 
people, especially the need for wells.
The Christian Commonwealth on 
the 3rd Aug 1893 described him as a 
champion for the downtrodden class. 
The paper acknowledged that through 
his powerful description on the tragic 
plight of Dalits, the Members of Par-
liament should look seriously these 
conditions, especially the deprivation 
of water. The South London Press on 
the 24th March observed that “He 
is a gentleman in every sense of the 
term, and his zeal in the cause of the 
suffering humanity and the cause of 
Christ is in every way commendable”. 
The paper further said that “He is the 
first Indian Christian who has the 
honour of laying the social grievanc-
es of his countrymen before the lead-
ing officials at the India Office, White 
Hall.” The Westminster Gazette on 
the 26th Dec 1893 commented that 
Pandian through his book ‘Slaves of 
the Soil’ stirred up “the interest in the 
Pariahs and other kindred races”.  The 
St. James’ Gazette on 30th Sept com-
mented that through his writings and 
travel T.B Pandian brought interest in 
the public regarding the social condi-
tion of ‘these outcastes’ through them 
the British Parliament.
Through his, travel, lectures, ser-
mons, meetings, visits to officials and 
prominent personalities T.B Pandi-
an achieved to form two societies in 
England for the cause of Dalits. The 

Society for the Elevation of the Pariah 
was organised on the 13th Aug 1894. 
The British Women’s Pariah Eman-
cipation Society was also formed on 
similar lines. Great Thoughts, 24th 
Nov 1894 published that “The society 
for the Redemption of the Pariahs was 
founded through the efforts of a Ma-
drasie evangelist, the Rev. T.B.Pandi-
an .” He was given a farewell address 
in London and presented a parch-
ment mounted on a gilt frame mea-
suring about 4 by 3 feet. The proceed-
ings on this occasion were reported 
in the Christian Commonwealth. A 
meeting took place on 27th Jun 1894 
under the presidency of Sir. Mark 
John Stewart, M.P.who commented 
on the great work of T.B Pandian for 
downtrodden and oppressed people. 
Mr.Caine M.P expressed his great 
sympathy to Pandian’s cause. Pandian 
thanked for the hospitality and soli-
darity shown towards him. In their 
address, the committee tendered 
their congratulations and support for 
the continuation of his work in India. 
They also addressed him that “you 
have aroused the public conscience in 
this country on the burning question 
of Pariah oppression…” They prom-
ised to continue to support him. 
After returning from his visit to En-
gland, my great grandfather knew 
that the Dalit problem was not an 
easy one to solve in a short period. 
However, he was satisfied that the 
Madras Government started to work 
for the improvement of the neglected 
people. He noted that he had already 
begun three schools in Madras with 
the support of the societies organ-
ised in England. Unfortunately, after 
supporting him for nine months, the 
committee could not continue to help 
him for denominational interests. He 
was discouraged further by negative 
propaganda as well. 
T.B Pandian again toured England, 
and through the help of his old ac-

 202028    



q u a i n - tances, he was 
able to lecture in En-
gland, Ger- many, Sweden 
and the Neth- erlands. Wher-
ever he went, he was touched by 
their hospitality and support. Many 
public personalities supported in or-
ganising meetings and funds were 
raised for his mission. 
T.B Pandian went to the U.S.A. in 
1899 and visited several cities includ-
ing Philadelphia, and he stayed as 
the guest of the Rev. Charles Henry 
Arndt, rector of Christ Church. The 
American Journal, on 8th Dec 1899, 
under an article ‘A Hindoo Noble-
man’ stated that Wilfred Powell, Brit-
ish Consul, stationed in Philadelphia 
endorsed Pandian’s commitment to 
Dalit improvement. It observed that 
he “deserves of all support and con-
sideration”.
On 30th Jun 1900 Indianapolis News 
published his photo and wrote a short 
account of his work. It noted that 
‘The object of his visit to this coun-
try is to interest charitable persons to 
contribute to a fund which shall go 
to the putting down of wells or foun-
tains for the use of the Pariahs’. Three 
days after he preached in the Second 
Presbyterian Church, a collection was 
taken, and the church also contribut-
ed to digging two wells.’
T.B.Pandian has written several books 
including. ‘Indian Village Folks Their 
Work and Ways’ published in London 
1897 was a social, economic, religious 
and cultural history of the villages 
of Tamilnadu. Though he was not a 
trained historian, he used his insight 
and first-hand knowledge in describ-
ing the customs, manners and way of 
life of every section of the village so-
ciety.   He gives a vivid picture of all 
aspects of village people,their mar-
riage customs, festivals, food, coex-
istence, community obligations and 
relationships within the family and 

outside. T.B Pandian focused more 
on the farmers’ life, their land tenure, 
cultivation methods, farm labourers, 
joys and sorrows which blended in 
their lives. 
‘England to an Indian Eye or English 
Pictures from an Indian Camera’ is a 
travel book which Pandian dedicated 
to the enlightened daughters of Great 
Britain who supported him in his 
mission. In this travel book, he used 
his pen as a camera to describe what 
he saw and experienced in England.
My great grandfather stayed for more 
than 14 months and visited England 
twice.  He had the opportunity to 
visit St. Paul’s Cathedral, West Min-
ster Abbey, Parliament House, White 
Hall Exeter Hall, Windsor Hampton 
Court Castle, Round Tower, Hamp-
ton Tussaud Expositorium and oth-
er places of interest. He was thrilled 
about his visit to Crystal Place on the 
eve of the First Jubilee of Queen Vito-
ria, Empress of India. He commented 
‘No sight-seer will think of leaving 
London without looking in at the 
world-famed ‘Palace of Glass’. Mod-
ern Art and Travel Historians use his 
observations for its variety and accu-
racy. 
The Cooly Life in Ceylon (Palamcot-
tah, 1918) was his last book which was 
his only book I read while I was doing 
my research on Indian Migration to 
Srilanka.  In this book, he described 
the recruitment procedure, including 
transportation, sea travel and the liv-
ing conditions in the plantations. He 
pointed out that The Kangani system 
through which the coolies were re-
cruited to go to the tea plantations re-
sulted in indebtedness and informal 
bondage.
T.B.Pandian’s most influential book 
‘The Slaves of the Soil in Southern 
India’ focuses on his whole mission 
and passion in the upliftment of Dal-
its. He wrote that   ‘in appreciation of 

His Highness generous aid in upport 
of my mission in England’ dedicated 
this book to His Highness Bashkara  
Sethupathy, the Rajah of Ramnad. 
One should appreciate that His High-
ness Bashkara Sethupathy who sup-
ported Swami Vivekananda to go to 
Chicago to attend the Parliament of 
World Religions also helped, in the 
same year, T.B.Pandian to promote 
the welfare of Dalits. The celebrated 
scholar Rev. G.U.Pope,M.A; D.D in 
his introduction, acknowledged the 
hardships faced by the Dalits that 
were unbearable. He appreciated 
Pandian’s aim to convince the British 
public the horrible conditions of the 
Dalits and this problem should be ad-
dressed.
At the beginning of his book, he nar-
rated “The Golden Age of the Slaves 
of the Soil” who were once great, pro-
duced eminent men like Thiruvallu-
var the great Tamil poet and Nandan 
who was a king and Siva devotee were 
Dalits. Pandian used evidence from 
scholars like Bishop Caldwell to show 
that once Dalits hold esteemed posi-
tions. He explained due to the caste 
system, the life of the Dalits was ru-
ined under the yolk of his master the 
caste Hindus. The Dalits whole life is 
centred on satisfying the whims and 
needs of his master, his endless work 
In his master’s fields, sheds, hous-
es. The same with the Dalit women. 
More like a slave, they fulfilled all the 
needs of their masters. 
Pandian pointed out that though 
slavery was abolished elsewhere and 
though English law declared freedom 
all to her subjects including Dalits 
yet “his  rights are not accorded to 
him; his wrongs are overlooked and 
his emancipation, in practice, is still 
to come”. He enumerated the list of 
evils such as ‘oppressive usury, the 
mortgaging of persons for money, in-
discriminate beating, false tenure, the 
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seizure of crops’. Dalits according to 
T.B Pandian live as bonded labourers. 
They lived away from caste Hindu 
villages.  Dalits were ‘caned, wrong-
fully confined, bound down to pillars 
for a whole day or their limbs are fas-
tened iron weights’. They worked in 
the master’s farm without pay or for 

a pittance. In many instances, the 
village  Karnam along with the 

landlords cheated the Dalits 
with the promise of getting 

free land but after getting his 
free service in improving the dryland 
denied the ownership of land.
After elaborating all their hardships 
and miserable conditions, T.B Pan-
dian urged the readers to support the 
cause of the neglected British subjects 
by giving them primary education.He 
stressed his audience to look at these 
issues with Christian compassion. 
My great grandfather urged them 
to visualise the painful sight of their 
suffering, including ill-fed Dalit preg-
nant women working long hours in 
stooping position in the paddy fields. 
He described  another example of a 
Dalit wife leaving her sick baby to get 
a cup of water for her dying husband, 

but  was refused to take water from 
the common well.This book was very 
effective to promote his cause.
T.B.Pandan gave importance to Dal-
it education. He established a day 
school, a night school and technical 
schools for his Dalit brothers. Due 
to his arguments and the D.P.I. rec-
ommendation to the Governor of 
Madras, the government issues a 
Government Order in 1893 which 
was considered by some as the ‘Mag-
na Carta of Panchama education in 
South India.’ Historians who focus on 
Dalit Questions praised his efforts in 
bringing change in the living condi-
tion of oppressed people.
His major project was digging wells 
for the Dalit people. Due his per-
sonal experience and through his 
accounts in his writings and speech-
es, he focused the need for wells for 
the oppressed people. He appealed 
to the people mainly in Europe and 
the U.S.A. to contribute money to dig 
wells for them.  Y.M.C.A in its report 
titled ‘The Making of Modern India’ 
noted that “Mr.T.B.Pandian has suc-
ceeded in raising money to dig sev-
eral wells for outcastes in the Tamil 

country”.   Mr Subramania Aiyer in 
the newspaper ‘the Swadesamitrane’ 
wrote in 1905 “Just like our PANDI-
AN digging wells for Dalits (he used 
some other term) we should also do 
such social works”.
The achvievments of T.B.pandian are 
remarkable in many ways. From his 
humble origin,with a modest educa-
tion and experience he could trav-
el to many countres, wrote a num-
ber of books and devoted his time 
and effforts to promote the welfare 
of oppressed people. Our Lord Je-
sus Christ said in his last sermon in 
Matthew 25:35” I was thirsty and you 
gave me something to drink”, and 
then He clarified”in 25:40‘Truly I tell 
you, whatever you did for one of the 
least of these brothers and sisters of 
mine, you did for me.” It was appro-
priate that T.B.pandian focused on 
digging wells. Through his writings, 
travel and public appeal for the pro-
motion of Dalits, he tried to establish 
the kingdom of God here on earth. 
Rev. T.B.Pandian not only preached 
but practised in action for the uplift-
ment of his neglected brothers.

        .. 
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