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FOREWORD 

This is neither a voluminous nor a pretentious book. 
It does not even claim to be called a biography, but 

just an appreciation of the life and character of a great 
Catholic layman whose superior gifts cannot be allowed to 
sink altogether into oblivion. The author is moreover 
convinced that a true biography of Diwan Bahadur L. D. 
Swamikannu Pillai may well be considered outside the 
realm of probable achievements. However industrit>s_a 
writer may be, he must necessarily, whenever he approaches" 

the subject, find himself confronted with two insurmount- 
able difficulties. They are the uneventful character of the 
life of the hero, and the scanty material on which he has 

to depend for an accurate and complete delineation of his 
portrait. 

The author dedicates his little volume to the students 

of St. Aloysius’ College, Mangalore, to whom in no small 

measure it belongs. It was at their suggestion that he first 
wrote a character-sketch of Swamikannu Pillai soon after 

his death in September 1925. The essay was read at a 
special meeting of the Literary and Debating Society of the 
College conyened by Professor C. J. Varkey, K.S, G., to 
honour the memory of one to whom all classes of people 

seemed anxious to pay their last tribute of love and 
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2 FOREWORD 

admiration. It was later published by G. A. Natesan & Co. 
in a volume containing sketches of the lives of eminent 

Christian leaders and entitled “Indian Christians,” 
The idea to turn his original composition into some- 

thing like a biography came in response to the request of 
many friends and admirers of Swamikannu Pillai. As the 

author prided himself on being one among them, he was 
easily prevailed upon to undertake the task which hz 
completed in the course of the following year. Before, 

however, he could give the finishing touches to his work, 

other occupations, mainly connected with an extension and 

other improvements of the buildings of St. Aloysius’ 
College, supervened to divert his attention into less literary 
channels, During the last two years he has enjoyed 
occasional intervals of leisure which enabled him to unearth 
his dusty manuscripts and revise them for the press. He 
co.esses that he has spared neither time nor trouble to 

make the book as worthy of its subject as it was in his 
power to make it. Yet he offers no apology for the 

method he has followed, which, though less common in 

modern biography, is not altogether an innovation. At 

any rate, in his opinion, he had no alternative in the 
matter. 

A word on the material at his disposal may not be 
considered wholly out of place. It consisted of a) 
manuscripts of Swamikannu Pillai, viz., notes, some official 

correspondence and portions of incomplete diaries; 0) 
about three hundred private letters written to or by him; 

c) speeches and articles which appeared in newspapers at 
the time of his death and, in particular, a short account of 

his life published in the St. Joseph’s College Magazine, 
Trichinopoly.
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The author wishes to avail himself of this opportunity 
to thank all those who have helped him in his undertaking. 
More especially he offers his heartfelt thanks to Mrs. A. R. 

Swamikannu for placing at his service the papers of her 

beloved husband; to Mrs. M. Pais and Miss Julia Pais for 

allowing him the use of their correspondence with 

Swamikannu Pillai who was an intimate friend of the 

family, and for like reasons to Mr, A. Prabalanatha Pillai, 

B. A,, retired Sub-Registrar. He also wishes to thank the 

Rev. Fr. D. Fernandes, S. J., Professor of St. Aloysius’ 

College, for encouragement when it was most needed, 

and for going over the typed copy as well as the proof- 

sheets of the book, and Mr. Varkey, for his generously 

undertaking its publication. 
To conclude, the author desires to state that in writing 

this biography he has had all the while an ethical purpose 

in view. He holds that we live to sanctify ourselvés and 

to seek the progress and good of others. If, therefore, his 

Appreciation of a great and noble Catholic Indian layman 

can be the means of awakening or strengthening in any of 

its Christian and non-Christian readers even a passing 

mood, a desire after a purer life, he will deem himself 
amply repaid for the otherwise not unpleasant hours he has 
spent over it.
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INTRODUCTION! 

Seek we sepulture 

On a tall mountain, citied to the top, 

Crowded with culture! 

Browning. 

“The Hon’ble Diwan Bahadur Louis Dominic Swami- 
kannu Pillai, M. A., LL, B., I. S.O., C. I. E., President of the 
Legislative Council, died at 7 p. m. on the evening of 
Thursday, the 1oth September 1925, at his residence in 
Arathoon Road, Royapuram, Madras.’”’ 

Thus ran the obituary message which, on Telegraph 
wires, carried to all parts of the Presidency of Madras, and 
beyond it, the sad news that one of India’s distinguished 
sons was no more. With one voice the press broke forth 
into a chorus of praise of the man whom the Angel of 
Death had gathered swiftly to the grave. Outlines of his 
life of strenuous activity and unremitting toil were 

  

1 This intoduction is a reprint originally forming part of the lecture 
méntioned in our Foreword. Itsstyle,due tothe special circumstances of 
composition, is admittedly more suited to the platform than to the quiet 
mood of a reasoned essay. It was, however, thought unnecessary to 
alter if for, the author belieyes, an Introduction need not always constitute 
an integral part of the book to which it is prefixed,



6 INTRODUCTION 

published in all the leading newspapers enclosed within the 
traditional black borders which custom has made popular 
for recording our last farewell to those we have loved and 

admired on earth. 
Asa mark of respect to the memory of the deceased, 

the Office of the Madras Legislative Council was closed 
on the 11th, and the flag on the Council Chamber was 

hoisted half-mast. The Offices of the Registrar, tke 
Deputy Registrar and the Assistant Registrar of Co-operative 
Societies, over whose destinies he had presided for six 

years, were also closed. On November 5th the Sherift’s 
Memorial Meeting was held in the Victoria Public Hall. 
It was a representative gathering of the citizens of the 
metropolis convened by the Sheriff, Diwan Bahadur 
S. Bhavanandam Pillai, and presided over by H. E. Viscount 

Goschen, the Governor of the Presidency. It was a 

spontaneous, sincere and unanimous recognition of the 

sterling qualities of the late President by persons who, 
widely differing from him in creed, principles and aspira- 

tions, had met to honour in his rich personality the nearest 

approach to a moral and intellectual ideal. It was a 
deliberate and universal homage of the country to ‘goodness’ 
more resplendent, because it shone through the many 
irradiations of genius. We shall not attempt, in these 
pages, to retail all the minute occurrences of his recorded 
life, nor to catalogue his utterances; our main purpose is. 

to show that he whose loss we lament, shall long live in 
the annals of the Province, longer in the hearts of all who 
knew him intimately because of the happy blend in his 
person of intellect and character. 

L. D. Swamikannu Pillai was born into a த்ர of 
stirring events, I am not thinking of the new influences
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at play in the political arena since the time when the 
Imperial Government gave the country, in the Montagu- 
Chelmsford Scheme of diarchy, a first instalment of 
autonomy. Nor of the causes which immediately preceded 

and necessitated the Reforms. These are but side-issues of 
forces deep and vast engaged in shaking, for good or for 

evil, the hoary frame of a civilization thousands of years 

ojd. During more than half a century these forces brought, 

change into the changeless East. Young India breathed a 

new atmosphere intellectually and spiritually. It responded 

to an intense stimulus, made up of various elements, each 

of them new and inspiring. To that stimulus must be 

attributed the unparalleled upward growth in politics, 

education and social life. Unhappily the mighty 
movement of the ‘Indian Renaissance’ has taken a too 
sudden political turn which may retard in the long 
run the full realization of the achievements it was 

destined to produce. Perhaps we are mistaken. Yet it 

cannot be gainsaid that, on the whole, science and 

literature, arts and industries have been less productive 
than politics. 

The period has had its great men too. Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale, the founder of the ‘Servants of India’ and, 

perhaps, the best constructive statesman, comes first to the 
mind. To him must be added Bal Gangadhar Tilak who 
devoted his rare talents and energies to the political 
redemption of his countrymen; Romesh Chandra Dutt, 

Indian Historian; Rabindranath Tagore, the poet of world- 

_ wide renown ; Sir J. C. Bose, the international scientist ; 

Mahatma Gandhi, who, to the shame and confusion of 
many of us, has chosen to wage a war on the British not 
with armies and navies, but by prayer and fasting and
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suffering. These are some of the most outstanding figures 
among the * Builders of Modern India.” 

Diwan Bahadur Swamikannu Pillai, though great, has 
no such title to fame as any one of these. He was no 

poet or scientist of the first class, no leader in state-craft ; 
he headed no political or religious movement. In brief, he 
was no hero in the accepted sense of the word. For one 

thing, as Bernard Shaw remarked in the provocative speech 

on his seventieth birthday, we moderns “have made an end 

of the Great Man as the nineteenth century knew him.” 
In England, at any rate, his cult has been abandoned since 
the days of Gladstone and Tennyson. The Englishman 
looks now upon his gifted contemporaries as comrades 
who, for one reason or another, have gained some 
importance. The days of hero-worship died with Carlyle’s 

apotheosis of the hero. Yet the term has been coupled 
with the name of Swamikannu Pillai by many friends and 
admirers standing by his remains before they were lowered 

into the grave, 
்‌ From a Memoir aiming at offering a disinterested 

appreciation of his life and character, even the appearance 
of exaggeration must be eschewed. All the same, we 
hasten to affirm that, though no hero, he had the stuff of 

which heroes are made. Was he, like Browning’s 

Grammarian, a ‘high man aiming at a million,’ and in 
the attempt missing ‘an unit’? Time is the best historian: 
no one is entitled to forestall its final verdict on 
the abiding value of the services rendered by Diwan 
Bahadur Swamikannu Pillai to his country. The history 
of Indian Chronology and the Annals of the Legislative 

Council of the Madras Presidency of which he was the first 

Secretary, the second nominated and the first elected



INTRODUCTION 9 

President, when they come to be written, will look in- 
complete and poor without a chapter dedicated to his 

name. More than this, his figure stands out prominent in 

the golden leaves of the Book of Life, which Angels keep, 

and which none but the best of us may read. If he failed to 
achieve greater things, if he must be counted one of. 

Earth’s ‘broken arcs’ which can never be made ‘perfect 
reund’, it was not for lack of genius, but because of the 
lack of patronage, or what amounts to the same thing, the 

lack of a powerful organization or body of friends to push 
him up, and because of the external circumstances of birth 

and religion, which, from the very outset, prescribed bounds 

to the possibilities of the part he was destined to play. 

For, in his case, it cannot be too much emphasized 
that he came of humble parentage. Despite his many 

lucrative appointments in after years, which sheer want 
almost forced him to court, and despite the simplicity of 

his manner of life, poverty continued, in a way, to dog his 

career throughout. As was remarked by his life-long 
friend, the late Dr, Swaminathan, his scrupulous integrity 
made it impossible for him to make a fortune while his 

generosity even to distant relations, which was sometimes 
abused by their opening accounts to his credit in the 

different shops, kept him always in debt. Ina lettertoa 
friend, dated 24th December 1923, he writes: “1 am 
frightened to think I am running so fearfully in debt with 
you. Besides the Rs. 100 which I hope to pay in January 
and in February, I hope to pay Rs. 500 in March out of 

my pay (it will be only Rs. 2,000 against Rs. 1,500 which 
I now draw). My February increment goes to X.. 
And likewise, a large share of the remaining money rene 
each month, to the many people who depended on him,
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Not less pathetic are the few lines he wrote in a foot- 
note to a page of his journal of spiritual thoughts and 
prayers: “Ican open no more accounts with Banks. 1 
cannot draw a cheque for Rs. 1,000, but I can open a fresh 

account with Heaven: I can make fixed deposits in that 

bank, and the one kind of account is easier when the other 
kind is non-existent,’ It is no wonder that this great 

man, who drew a salary of Rs. 2,000, could write in the 

last letter to his Spiritual Director on July 30th, 1925: 

«,... This morning a curious reflection occurred to me. I am 
perturbed in mind because my family is not well provided for. 
But I know as a matter of Faith that after death I shall be 

perfectly satisfied with God’s actual disposal of my family,” 
As to his religion, it would be unfair to hold that it 

stood in the way of promotion. From humble official 
beginnings he climbed in fact to all but the loftiest rung 
of the ladder of office. Yet no one will deny that to be 

a Catholic, in a country like India, is no recommendation 

to preferment. If he rose high, his success was entirely 
the outcome of personal effort. As his successor in the 
Presidential chair of the Legislative Council, Mr. M. 
Ruthnaswamy, C. I. E., put it; “L. D. Swamikannu Pillai 
like Burke could say he was not cradled and dandled into 
office. _He was challenged at every step and had to 
produce the passport of his efficient and hard work, before 
he was allowed to pass on.” 

A combination and a form indeed, 

Where every good did seem to set his geal, 

To give the world assurance of a man. 5 
Hamlet, TIT, iv, 65-57. 

  

1 §piritual Diary, 1909.



CHAPTER I 

EARLY YEARS 

J. B. Priestley? tells us that the facts of George 
Meredith’s parentage, birth and early life were not made 

known to the public until after the death of the great 
novelist who, during his life, had not only concealed, but 

also wilfully surrounded, them with romance. This 
extraordinary ‘behaviour is not so uncommon among 
eminent men of letters. To the vast majority of our 
readers it will come as asurprise to learn that L. D. Swami- 
kannu Pillai was in a way one of them, and that the place 

of his birth has remained, up to the present, an unrevealed 
secret. Inthe customary chorus of panegyrics published 

after his death it has been consistently stated that he was 
born in Somanoor, a small insignificant village some 

fifteen miles from the town of Coimbatore, No- writer 
has taken the trouble to verify the accuracy of this state- 
ment. The Government Service Book and the Madras 
Year Book, compiled by Swamikannu Pillai himself in 
1923, give the year but not the place of his birth. 

These were suggestive omissions which from the first 
invited the attention of the writer to a more searching 

1 J, B, Priestley—George Meredith, Chap, I,
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investigation of the matter and led him eventually to 

the unveiling of the family mystery. Meredith’s romantic 

tale was probably nothing more than a gesture, though 

some critics would have us believe that throughout life 

this great philosophic poet and novelist, this subtle moralist, 

was simply ashamed of his connection with a naval 
outfitter’s shop. Be that as it may, such was not the case 

with Swamikannu Pillai. The poverty and humble 
extraction of his parents were too well known to the public 
and, in a country like India where obscurity of birth is often 
written large on one’s forehead, they could scarcely have 

been hushed up even by a man more worldly and more 

adventurous than our hero. Indeed Swamikannu Pillai 

never made any secret of his poverty nor attempted to 

weave a romance around his cradle. He was simply 

reticent, and this for reasons of an extraordinary delicacy 

of feeling towards his beloved father. 

As we shall presently narrate, the latter had fallen in 

early life under the influence of Protestants, had embraced 
their creed, and, in consequence of this step, had his first- 

born child baptized in a Protestant Church. It was this 

blot on the family’s escutcheon that weighed heavily on 

the Catholic soul of Swamikannu Pillai, and made him 

anxious to avoid any reference to the subject of his 
nativity. He resolutely made up his mind to keep from 
general knowledge a secret which the obscurity of 
his birth had helped to throw into the background. 
Personally we wish he had been less uncommunicative. 
It would, once for all, have cleared the atmosphere of mist 

and mystery which throughout his life hung around the 
legend of his early days. To screen the reputation of a 
beloved father, he was content to suffer from the gossip of
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idlers, and to draw a veil over particulars which, because 
of the uncontroverted claims of history, and because men 
like Swamikannu Pillai are public property, we do not 
think it unseemly to make known in these pages. 

Louis Dominic Swamikannu Pillai was born on the 
4th of February 1865 at Madras. His parents, like those 

of many a celebrated man, were poor. His Father Mr. 
Louis Pillai, alias Gnanapragasam Pillai, hailed from 

Somanoor. In early youth he had been a student of the 
Seminary at Pondicherry, but was compelled to abandon 
the ecclesiastical career on account of the straitened 
circumstances of his family, and in 1856, he settled down 

in his native village as a clerk in the Taluk Cutchery under 
Mr. Cherry, a Forest Officer, and was married a few years 
later to one Siluvaimuthammal. Of her, as of most women 

in India, we know practically nothing save that she was 

of a very lovable nature, of a deep religious faith and 
something ofa scholarin Tamil. Witha view to enhancing 
his small earnings, Louis Pillai undertook to teach French 
to the children of some European settlers in those parts. 
He fell at this time under Protestant influence and was 

advised to emigrate to Madras, where, after a period of 
theological training, he worked, between the years 1861 to 

1866, with the Rev. Mr. Simpson then in charge of the 
Sullivan’s Garden, Royapettah. 

1 There are at least five different dates claiming the privilege of 
Swamikannu Pillai’s birth. They are: 4th February, 1st April, 4th 
April, 6th and 10th April 1865. They have all appeared in print, ‘lhe 
first of them, 4th February 1865 is, according to some letters received 
by, the author from near relatives of Mr. Swamikannu Pillai, the most 
probable. We have adopted it against the authority of the Madras Year 

Book for 1923 of which L. D. Swamikannu Pillai was the editor, and 
which gives as date of his birth, the 1st of April 1865. It may be that 
the editor of the Year Book did not think it worth while to alter a date 
that had already found its way in public documents,
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Through the exertions of Mr, N. Subramanian—a 
former Administrator-General of Madras and a devout 
Protestant—who at thetime was preparing forhis Arts course, 

the child Swamikannu Pillai was baptized in the Protestant 
church. There is one living authority, Mr. Thamby 

Pillai, Secretary of the Catholic Indian Association of 

Southern India, who had heard from the lips of Dr. 

Subramaniam himself the circumstances attending the birth 

as well as the Baptism of the new-born infant. In vain were 

the protests of the mother, unwilling to see any -of her 

children brought up outside the Catholic Faith. She, in 

the end, wrote to her brother-in-law, the Rev. Rayappa 
Nather of Coimbatore, acquainting him with all the 

particulars of the event. The priest came to Madras and 
succeeded in having the boy, then one year and a half old, 

re-baptized in St. Peter’s Church, Royapuram. He also 

recommended Mr, Louis Pillai to Rev. Fr.T. A. Duraisamy 
Nather, parish priest of Vepery. The latter had known the 

ex-seminarist very well at Pondicherry, and was glad to 
employ him as a teacher in the parochial school. 

In 1870, the whole family, consisting of father, 

mother, two sons, Muthukannu and Swamikannu, and a 

daughter, Gnanatheebathammal, left Madras for good, and 

returned to their native village. Mr. Louis Pillai was first 
employed for a short time in a transit service which was 

plying between Podanur and Mettupalaiyam: he, later, 
emigrated with the children to Ootacamund, and was 
entertained as a low-paid teacher in the Bregks Memorial 

School of that town. Young Dominic was sent to learn . 

the three R’s in the Catholic parochial school managed by 
the Rev. C. Biolley, a venerable priest now over ninety 
years old. Let us, in passing, pay a tribute of love,
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perehance the only one recorded in print, to this dear 
veteran soldier in God’s army, who spent the best and 
longest portion of his days in the mission field without 

once revisiting France, his beloved country. We do it the 
more willingly, because there is reason to believe that 

Fr. Biolley took a special interest in young Swamikannu 

and recommended him and his brother Muthukannu to the 

Jesuits at Negapatam on the East Coast. The two boys- 
travelled from Ootacamund to Coimbatore on foot—there 
was no railway in the early seventies—and the story goes 
that the amusement of rolling limes along the road helped 
them to walk the long distance. They joined St. Joseph’s 
College at the beginning of 1874. 

* 

* * 

St. Joseph’s had not in those days acquired the fame and 
reputation which it enjoys at present. It is now one of the 

most flourishing Colleges of Southern India and compares 
favourably with the very best of the Madras Presidency 
in numerical strength, in excellence of mental and moral 

education and in the glorious record of academic achieve- 

ments. But allthis was as yet far off. When in September 
1844, six years after the New Mission of Madura was 
started, Fr. Audibert went to Negapatam to open a school 

for Europeans, he had but one pupil in the boarding 

house which made the good Rector remark with a 
touch of humour: “La maison marche comme un seul 

. homme,” 
This is not the place to enter into an historical account 

of the humble infancy of St. Joseph’s at Negapatam whose 
progressive career has been chequered beyond the ordinary.
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In 1858 Fr. Bedin was appointed Rector of the School, It 
had been raised, by this time, to the status of College. 
He extended the sphere of studies and harmonized them 
with the movement and progress of education which in 
Southern India dates especially from this epoch, It is well 
known how, in 1835, Lord Macaulay advocated the 
education of India by imparting to her the science and 
language of her rulers. In pursuance of the new poligy 

‘schools and colleges were multiplied all over the land and, 

in 1857, the first Universities of Calcutta, Bombay and 
Madras were founded. But in spite of the modifications 
introduced by Fr. Bedin, the plan of studies at St. Joseph’s 
remained essentially the same, The order of classes and 

the course of studies resembled those of Jesuit Colleges in 

France. Independent ef Government and the University 
of Madras, the College had all liberty as to its methods of 
teaching and the choice of authors to be explained. But 
these were dear-bought privileges, for they deprived it of 
all subsidy from Government and of the prestige which the 

patronage of the civil authorities gave to the other schools. 
Moreover the pupils of St. Joseph’s were incapable, at the 
end of their course, of passing the University examinations. 

These were grave inconveniences. It was not, however, 

till the year 1866, under the Rectorship of Fr. Batut, that 

St. Joseph’s College sought and obtained affiliation to the 
University of Madras.? 

Swamikannu Pillai joined St. Joseph’s at the beginning 
of 1874 and was placed in the second class, A section, 
corresponding to the Second Form of the modern system 
ofeducation. It is here that the nine-year old lad began - 
to lay the foundation of that deep scholarship for which 

1 The Mangalore Magazine, Vol. II, No, 10.
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he has been deservedly praised. There was nothing very 
remarkable in hisoutwardappearance. One ofhis teachers 
has left a description of him at this period. “ He was not 

a very big man then, just a sprightly little boy with a pair 

of sparkling eyes full of life and cheerfulness, who had 

already contracted the inveterate habit of being, though 

the smallest of the lot, the first boy of his class,” 

உ From the first, two influences were at work in, 
moulding his intellect and character. He soon felt the 
strength of the classical tradition built up by such humanists 
as were the Jesuit Fathers at Negapatam. The names of 
Fr. Bernard, or Dr. Barrow, who had been a Don of high 

distinction at Oxford, of Fr. Bruni, Fr. Gallo and Frs. Abreu 

and Bangaru were often on his lips in after life. A charm- 

ing little story which was then current at Negapatam 

will not be unwelcome. Dr. Barrow had undertaken 

to teach Latin to a class of Matriculation students, and set 

about the task in the regular Oxford style with the result 

that the students, who found his learning much above their 

heads, petitioned that a young Indian scholastic, Fr. Bangaru, 
should teach them instead. It was further added that the 

change was made much to the chagrin of poor Dr. Barrow, 

but greatly to the advantage of the students, all of whom 

passed. 
_ From the list of eminent men who exercised a powerful 

influence on Swamikannu Pillai, we must not omit the name 

of the late Fr. Auguste Jean, one of the most enthusiastic 

Latin scholars of the day. As Rector of the College Fr. 

_ Jean had ample opportunities to come in contact with the 
young student : he was struck by his extraordinary mental 

gifts, and greatly encouraged him in the study of Latin. 
He seems to have contributed the largest share to the boy’s 

2
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intellectual development, so much so that, despite all 
the honours heaped upon him in mature life, Swamikannu 

Pillai continued to take pride in having been the pupil 

of the Rev. Fr. A. Jean. On September 18, 1921 he 

wrote to his life-long friend Mr. A. Prabalanatha Pillai: 

“Tf you have read the Madras Mail of 17—9—1921, you 

will have learnt that dear Fr. Jean passed away at 

Shembaganur on 16—9—1921. With him passed away 
a great deal that I have loved and honoured.’’! 

The other influence, altogether spiritual, was derived 

from his bond of union with the Sodality of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary, of which he became from the start a junior 

member, and with its Director, the Rev. Fr, Eyraud. 

For, it must be well borne in mind, that no appreciation 
of Mr. Swamikannu Pillai can be complete, if it neglects 

to take stock of the spiritual aspect of his life. Intellect 
and religion were the two pillars on which rested the 
structure of his future greatness, 

The Jesuits were quick to realize that young Swami- 
kannu was not to be ranked with the average boys one 
meets at College, and that, even thus early, he was a 
coming man. His splendid abilities made an impression 

also on his fellow students. He was the quickest learner 
ever seen at the school. and this coupled with the fact that 

he had already received from his father a good grounding 
in Latin and French made him often the centre of wonder 
and admiration. He was full of life and heartiness withal, 
of fun and frolic, the pleasantest comrade whqse company 
was much sought after by everyone. : 

1 Fr, A, Jean is the author of a popular Latin Grammar which 
has gone through three editions and also of a Companion to the School 
Grammar in the form of exercises,


