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Reviews of The Last Mughal

From the British reviews:

‘A book as important as it is impressive’ Diana Athill, GuardianBooks of the
Year

‘A moving and totally engrossing account’ New Statesman Books of the Year.

‘Dalrymple writes with a brio rare among academic historians. Here is history
almost novelistic in its vividness, wonderfully embodying both our closeness to,
and radical distance from, the past. Alone among his peers, Dalrymple is
producing the kind of work that, in scale, ambition and style, is like an oriental
version of Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire’ Scotsman
Books of the Year

‘A natural-born storyteller, Dalrymple recounts the dramatic history of Mughal
Delhi before, during and after the 1857 Indian mutiny with such brio and passion
that it is impossible not to be won over’ Sunday Times Books of the Year

‘Informed throughout with poignant awareness of contemporary events. His final
words are a bleak warning, and one can only hope that The Last Mughal finds its
way onto the bedtime tables of current world leaders’ Lucy Moore, Daily Mail

‘Easily Dalrymple’s most ambitious, compelling and unusual book. Here are the
stories of real people who populated those tumultuous times — heroes and
villains, saints and debauches... The Last Mughal is Dalrymple’s saddest and
loveliest work to date’ Elle

‘An exhaustive, deeply informed and compelling new book, bulging with
scholarship. The strength of this book lies in the breadth of its quotations from
unpublished primary sources. In deploying his material, Dalrymple shows he has
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the two essential gifts of the historian: a grasp of detail and an ability to see the
big picture’ Sara Wheeler, Daily Telegraph

‘A magnificent, multi-dimensional book which shames the simplistic efforts of
previous writers’ David Gilmour, Spectator

‘A riveting account... The animating spirit of the book is Delhi itself’ Economist

‘A terrific retelling of the event that ended Zafar’s reign — the Indian mutiny of
1857, “The Raj’s Stalingrad.” He has found a wonderful treasure trove of
documents at the Indian National Archives and thanks to these rich sources The
Last Mughal brims with life, colour and complexity, and it will make the most
jingoistic reader think again about the effects of British rule on India ... This is
an outstanding book, distinguished by its painstaking research, narrative flair and
imaginative sympathy. Dalrymple writes with a burning anger, but never loses
sight of his obligation to the reader. The result is one of the best history books of
the year’ Evening Standard

“Thanks to an understanding of India gained during a twenty-year familiarity
with Delhi, and an indefatigable pursuit of primary sources, Dalrymple has
produced a finely balanced account of the greatest armed challenge faced by any
European power during the 19th century, and of the bloodthirsty revenge the
British exacted on those who dared to rise up against them’ Financial Times

‘Dalrymple is an outstandingly gifted travel writer and historian who excels
himself in his latest work. One of its many merits is that it calls upon hitherto
unpublished Urdu and Persian material in Indian archives to tell the story from
an Indian as well as a British perspective. This is an angry book as well as a very
good one’ Max Hastings, Sunday Times

‘Brilliantly nuanced ... Dalrymple has here written an account of the Indian
mutiny such as we have never had before, of the events leading up to it and of its
aftermath, seen through the prism of the last emperor’s life. He has vividly
described the street life of the Mughal capital in the days before the catastrophe
happened, he has put his finger deftly on every crucial point in the story, which
earlier historians have sometimes missed, and he has supplied some of the most
informative footnotes I have ever read. On top of that, he has splendidly
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conveyed the sheer joy of researching a piece of history, something every true
historian knows’ Geoffrey Moorhouse, Guardian

‘Much more than a retelling of the 1857 Uprising, Dalrymple’s sumptuously
sourced and beautifully composed narrative follows the downfall of the Mughal
dynasty, and celebrates the perishable elegance of its culture in early 19 century
Delhi’ Boyd Tonkin, Independent

‘What marks out William Dalrymple out among other contemporary historians
of India is his relish for the subject. His love of the country permeates every
page of this new book ... His research has been prodigious, his enthusiasm is
infectious and he is an incomparable guide. Dalrymple writes with great verve,
clarity and style’ Sebastian Shakespeare, Literary Review

‘Brilliant on the repetitive cycles of history, unashamedly drawing parallels with
today, combatative on the origins of religious fundamentalism, The Last Mughal
is a passionate and angry book, fuelled equally strongly by a love of India and a
hatred of misrepresentation and repression’ Nicola Barr, Guardian

‘Diligently researched and densely informative ... Dalrymple’s work laments the
loss of an elegant tradition, a celebration of what was lost, the tone changing
from epic to elegy and back’ Aamer Hussein, Independent

‘A skilfully written, impeccably researched history’ Observer

“The Indian rebellion of 1857-8 and the deposition of the last Mughal Emperor
were events of epochal importance. William Dalrymple tells this dramatic and
tragic story with literary elegance, erudition and a wealth of new material’ C.A.
Bayly, Vere Harmsworth Professor of Imperial and Naval History, University of
Cambridge

‘William Dalrymple brilliantly evokes the tense equilibrium on the eve of the
Indian Mutiny, and with pace and panache, leads us to the explosion ...
Dalrymple’s towering achievement in providing almost hourly detail lies in his
sources. Drawing widely on Persian and Urdu manuscripts, he narrates the chaos
through memaoirs, letters, official reports and a sweeping understanding of Indian
and Muslim cultures. Dalrymple tells the story of the British retribution with
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anger and horror’ Michael Binyon, The Times

‘Dalrymple builds an urban narrative as evocative as Richard Cobb’s depiction
of Revolutionary Paris ... There is so much to admire in this book — the depth of
historical research, the finely evocative writing, the extraordinary rapport with
the cultural world of late Mughal India. It is also in many ways a remarkably
humane and egalitarian history A splendid work of empathetic scholarship ...
few reinterpretations of 1857 will be as bold, as insightful, or as challenging as
this’ Times Literary Supplement

‘No previous book has delved so deeply into the history of Delhi in those days,
nor painted such a vivid portrait of the late Mughal court’ Mike Dash, Sunday
Telegraph

‘Excellent — Dalrymple’s best book. Not only is it a fascinating biography of
Zafar, it is a portrait of this crumbling city that Dalrymple clearly knows inside
out, and confirms the author’s position as the foremost expert on India of his
generation’ Geographical

‘Mesmerising gripping and beautifully written’ Good Book Guide
From the Indian reviews:

‘Narrative history at its very best... a gripping story seen through the eyes of the
Britons and Indians who were caught up in the maelstrom. At the same time the
book provides larger insights into the nature of the uprising ... Dalrymple’s
account is both evocative and sensitive’ Swapan Dasgupta, The Telegraph

‘Dalrymple is one of the greatest historical writers of our time, and this book
will surely go down as his best so far’ Asian Age

‘Extremely well researched and vividly imagined, with a keen sense of drama
and a perceptive grip of character. An entire period comes alive — atmospheric
and immediate, elegiac, tragic and a thumping good read’ First City

‘Dalrymple narrates the story of Delhi’s capture and fall with a rare humanity, a
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zest that is infectious, and in a prose that is handsome, sure-footed and flowing
with breezy purpose’ The Hindu

‘A compelling, vivid account of the 1857 resistance ... A powerfully vivid and
tactile retelling’ Hindustan Times

‘Dalrymple brings out the poignancy and pathology of a Mughal Lear with the
ease and élan of a master storyteller ... In The Last Mughal, history is human
drama at its elemental best’ India Today

‘Monumental ... sympathetic and very accomplished. The Last Mughal will
remain a book with lasting value for three reasons. Firstly, it a vivid portrait of a
remarkable man who lived through a fascinating period of history. Secondly, it is
the most meticulous work as yet on 1857 in Delhi. And finally it is proof once
again of Dalrymple’s ability to write history in the most gripping manner’ Pavan
K Varma, DNA

‘History at its archival yet lucid best. Dalrymple combines meticulous research
with a wonderful writing style. He captures the zeitgeist of both pre— and post-
1857 brilliantly. More than anything else he has produced a book that is not just
about the past, but that has contemporary significance as well. If only other
Indian historians — both at home and abroad — emulated him, history would be
both educative and evocative, both enlightening and entertaining’ Hindu Books
of the Year

‘[The Last Mughal] shows the way history should be written: not as a catalogue
of dry-as-dust kings, battles and treaties but to bring the past to the present, put
life back in characters long dead and gone and make the reader feel he is living
among them, sharing their joys, sorrows and apprehensions ... Dalrymple’s book
rouses deep emotions. It will bring tears to the eyes of every Dilliwala’
Khushwant Singh, Outlook India

From the US reviews:

‘Deeply researched and beautifully written ... A riveting and poignant account
of the events of 1857 in Delhi’ Nation
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‘An original, important contribution to the controversies of 1857’ Booklist

‘Dalrymple excels at bringing grand historical events within contemporary
understanding’ Tobin Harshaw, New York Times Book Review

‘William Dalrymple’s captivating book is not only great reading, it contributes
very substantially to our understanding of the remarkable history of the Mughal
empire in its dying days, and also to the history of Delhi, of India, of Hindu-
Muslim collaboration, and of Indo-British relations in a critically important
phase of imperialism and rebellion. It is rare indeed that a work of such
consummate scholarship and insight could also be so accessible and such fun to
read’” Amartya Sen

From the Australian reviews:

‘An extraordinarily detailed and highly readable portrait of the last tragic months
[of Mughal Delhi]. It is also a lament for a lost Islamic civilisation at its most
tolerant and pluralistic... Dalrymple brings the Uprising alive from Indian and
British perspectives ... A monumental work that breaks new ground in the study
of one of the most important episodes in Indian history. Its lessons about the
dangers of aggressive Western intrusion and interference in the East are as
pertinent today as they were 150 years ago’ John Zubrzycki, The Australian
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

1. THE MUGHALS

THE MUGHAL IMPERIAL FAMILY

The Emperor Bahadur Shah Zafar II (1775-1862)

The elderly Mughal Emperor — eldest but not favourite son of the Emperor
Akbar Shah II — was a calligrapher, Sufi, theologian, patron of painters of
miniatures, creator of gardens and a very serious mystical poet, but by the 1850s
he held little real day-to-day power beyond the still potent mystique attached to
the Mughal dynasty and was in many ways ‘a chessboard king’. Though he was
initially horrified by the rough and desperate sepoys who barged into his palace
on 11 May 1857, Zafar ultimately agreed to give his blessing to the Uprising,
seeing it as the only way to save his great dynasty from extinction. It was a
decision he later came to regret bitterly.

The Nawab Zinat Mahal Begum (1821-82)

Zafar’s senior wife, and his only consort to come from an aristocratic
background: when they married in 1840 she was nineteen while he was sixty-
four. Having toppled her rival Taj Mahal Begum from the position of favourite
wife and provided a son in the shape of Mirza Jawan Bakht, she worked single-
mindedly to have her son — the fifteenth of Zafar’s sixteen boys — declared heir
apparent. Zafar was widely regarded to be completely under her influence, but
during 1857 the limits of her power over him became quickly apparent.

Taj Mahal Begum

The beautiful daughter of a humble court musician, Taj presided over the
celebrations that accompanied Zafar’s accession to the throne in 1837 as his
favourite wife and the head of his harem. Taj’s fall began when Zafar married
the nineteen-year-old Zinat Mahal in 1840. By 1857 she had been imprisoned
for a suspected affair with Zafar’s nephew, Mirza Kamran, and remained
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bitterly alienated from both Zafar and Zinat Mahal.

Mirza Fakhru — aka Mirza Ghulam Fakhruddin (1818-56)

When Zafar’s eldest son, Mirza Dara Bakht, died from a fever in 1849, the
British assumed that Zafar’s next son, Mirza Fakhru, would succeed him as heir
apparent. Mirza Fakhru was a talented and popular poet and historian, but
under the influence of Zinat Mahal Zafar tried unsuccessfully to block his
appointment as heir apparent in favour of Zinat’s fifteen-year-old son, Mirza
Jawan Bakht. Mirza Fakhru died in 1856, probably from cholera, but Palace
gossip attributed the death to poisoning.

Mirza Mughal (1828-57)

Zafar’s fifth son, by a sayyida [descendant of the Prophet] of aristocratic birth
named Sharaf ul-Mahal Sayyidani who was a senior figure in Zafar’s harem.
Mirza Mughal rose to prominence at court as a protege of Zinat Mahal after the
disgrace of Mirza Fakhru in 1852 and was appointed qiladar (fort keeper). After
the death of Mirza Fakhru in 1856 he was the oldest of Zafar’s surviving
legitimate sons, and may at this point have made contact with the discontented
sepoys in the Company’s army. Certainly from 12 May onwards he became the
principal rebel leader in the royal family, and worked with great industry to
keep the Delhi administration running amid the chaos of the Uprising and siege.

Mirza Khizr Sultan (1834-57)

Zafar’s ninth son, the illegitimate child of a Palace concubine. Aged twenty-
three in 1857, he was renowned for his physical beauty and had some capacity
as a poet and marksman, but after throwing in his lot with the rebels in 1857 he
did little to distinguish himself and ran away in fear from the battle of Badli Ki
Serai, so causing a panic among the rebel troops. During the siege he earned
himself a reputation for corruption, and is frequently criticised in the sources for
making arrests and collecting taxes from the town’s bankers without authority to
do so.

Mirza Abu Bakr (d.1857)

Mirza Abu Bakr was the eldest son of Mirza Fakru and Zafar’s oldest surviving
legitimate grandson; he was also the principal badmash or ruffian in the
imperial family. Within a few days of the outbreak Mirza Abu Bakr began
appearing in petitions and complaints to the Emperor, accused of whoring and
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drunkenness, whipping his servants, beating up watchmen and casually
attacking any policeman who tried to rein him in. He took nominal charge of the
rebel cavalry, looting Gurgaon and various suburbs of Delhi before leading the
disastrous expedition to Meerut which ended in the rebel defeat at the Hindan
Bridge on 30 and 31 May.

Mirza Jawan Bakht (1841-84)

Zafar’s favourite son, and the only child he had by Zinat Mahal. Though he was
the fifteenth of his sixteen male offspring Zafar was determined to try to make
him heir apparent. Spoilt and selfish, Mirza Jawan Bakht had few supporters
other than his parents and took little interest in his studies. During the Uprising
he was kept away from the rebels by his mother, who hoped that after the
sepoys’ defeat her son’s succession would be assured.

Mirza Ilahe Bakhsh

Fatherin-law of Mirza Fakhru, grandfather of Mirza Abu Bakr, and one of the
leaders of the pro-British faction in the Palace, both before and after 1857. He
was in close contact with William Hodson throughout the siege, and was
instrumental in persuading Zafar to surrender dfter the fall of the city. In the
weeks that followed he was responsible for identifying which of his relatives had
sympathised with the rebels and, having guaranteed his own life at the cost of
that of most of his family, including his own grandson, he became known as the
‘“Traitor of Delhi’.

THE EMPEROR’S HOUSEHOLD

Hakim Ahsanullah Khan

A highly intelligent, wily and cultured man, the Hakim was Zafar’s most trusted
confidant and was appointed to be both his Prime Minister and personal
physician. Before 1857 the Hakim had an uneasy relationship with Zinat Mahal,
but they made common cause during 1857, uniting against the rebel army and
opening communication with the British. When his letters were discovered by the
rebel sepoys they tried to kill him, but he was protected by Zafar. The Hakim
continued to press Zafar not to commit himself to the rebel cause, and to
surrender himself to the British, but when he ultimately did so the Hakim
betrayed him, providing evidence against his master at his trial in return for his
own pardon.
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Mahbub Ali Khan (d.1857)

The Chief Eunuch of the Palace and Zinat Mahal’s notoriously ruthless
‘enforcer’ beyond the walls of the zenana Like his mistress he was deeply
suspicious of the Uprising, and he was a leading member of the pro-British
faction in the Palace after the outbreak. His death on 14 June 1857 followed a
prolonged illness, but was widely rumoured to be the result of poisoning.

Mirza Asadullah Khan - ‘Ghalib’ (1797-1869)

The greatest lyric poet in Urdu, and from 1854 — following the death of his great
rival Zauq — the Poet Laureate of Mughal Delhi. A mystical Sufi by inclination,
self-consciously rakish and aristocratic by temperament, Ghalib in his writings
provides some of the most sophisticated and melancholy records of the
destruction of Mughal Delhi in the siege and fall of the city in 1857.

Zahir Dehlavi (1835-1911)

An attendant to Zafar at the Mughal court who had been working in the Fort
since his thirteenth birthday. By 1857 he was twenty-two and had risen to the
post of Darogah of the Mahi Maraatib, or Keeper of the Dynastic Fish Standard
of the Mughals. A pupil of Zauq, he was a highly polished and cultured courtier
and poet. His Dastan i-Ghadr, which has never been previously translated or
used in any English language account of the Uprising, gives the fullest and most
richly detailed surviving account of the course of the siege and Uprising from
the point of view of the Palace.

THE REBEL ARMY

General Bakht Khan

A subahdar of artillery prior to 1857, Bakht Khan was a much-garlanded and
battle-hardened veteran of the Afghan wars. A tall, portly and heavily built man,
with huge handlebar moustache and sprouting sideburns, Bakht Khan had been
elected General by the Bareilly troops and arrived in Delhi with a reputation as
both an administrator and an effective military leader. When he arrived in Delhi
halfway through the siege, on 2 July 1857, it initially looked as if Bakht Khan
and his 3,000 men would bring a swift victory to the rebels, but the General’s
tactless treatment of other rebel leaders — and particularly of Mirza Mughal
quickly made him enemies, as did his ‘Wahhabi’ religious views. By the middle
of August his failure to dent the British defences led to his demotion from rebel
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Commander in Chief.

General Sudhari Singh and Brigade Major Hira Singh

The leaders of the Nimach Brigade and the principal rivals of Bakht Khan. They
refused to accept the latter’s authority and worked to undermine his position,
especially after he left their troops to their fate when ambushed by Nicholson’s
column at Najafgarh on 25 August.

Brigade Major Gauri Shankar Sukul

Leader of the Haryana Regiment who became the most important British mole
and agent provocateur within the rebel ranks.

Maulvi Sarfaraz Ali

Bakht Khan’s spiritual mentor, the ‘Wahhabi’ preacher Maulvi was soon known
as ‘the imam of the Mujahedin’. Prior to the Uprising, he had spent many years
in Delhi and was well-connected to both the court and the city. He had been one
of the first clerics to preach jihad against the British in the days leading up to
the outbreak, and as the siege progressed and the number of jihadis increased,
his influence as a rebel leader grew.

OTHER DELHIWALLAHS

Munshi Jiwan Lal

Prior to the outbreak of the Uprising, Jiwan Lal had for long been the hugely fat
Mir Munshi (Chief Assistant) of Sir Thomas Metcalfe at the British Residency.
Although restricted to the cellar of his house during much of the course of the
siege, Jiwan Lal ran a highly effective intelligence operation from his hideaway,
every day sending out ‘two Brahmins and two Jats for the purpose of obtaining
news of the doings of the rebels from every quarter’, which he in due course
passed on to William Hodson, the British chief of intelligence on the Ridge.

Mufti Sadruddin Khan - ‘Azurda’ (d.1868)

Mufti Sadruddin Azurda was a close friend of both Zafar and Ghalib, and played
an important role as bridge between the British and Mughal elites in the early
days of the British ascendancy in Delhi. For thirty years Azurda balanced his
roles as chief Muslim judge (Sadr Amin) in Delhi, leading literary figure at court
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and prominent madrasa teacher with a mild Anglophilia, but in 1857, alienated
by the Company’s encouragement of missionaries, he threw in his lot with the
rebels. A natural mediator, he was responsible for reconciling the jihadis, the
court and the sepoys during the crisis over cow killing which took place during
the ‘Id of 1 August 1857, so avoiding a potential civil war within rebel ranks.

Muin ud-Din Husain Khan

At the outbreak of the Uprising, Muin ud-Din Husain Khan was the Thanadar, or
Head Police Officer, at Paharganj police station, a little to the south west of the
walled city. Muin ud-Din was from a minor branch of the noble Loharu family;
his cousins included both Ghalib and Nawab Zia ud-Din Khan. Having helped to
save Theo Metcalfe’s life, he joined the rebels and was elevated to the position
of Kotwal for most of the Uprising, before being replaced by Sa’id Mubarak
Shah. After the suppression of the Uprising, both former Kotwals survived to
write excellent Urdu accounts of life in the city during the months of the siege.

Sarvar ul-Mulk

A young Mughal nobleman, probably aged around twelve at the time of the
outbreak. During the conflict, his Afghan tutor became a jihadi and his father
had to defend the family house against the assaults of plundering sepoys. The
family escaped from the city just after 14 September and made it safely to
Hyderabad, where Sarvar ul-Mulk eventually wrote a fine description of the
siege in his autobiography, My Life.

2. THE BRITISH

THE METCALFES

Sir Charles Metcalfe (1785-1846)

The first of the Metcalfes to come to Delhi, in his first spell — initially as
assistant to Sir David Ochterlony from 1806 and as Resident from 1811 —
Charles Metcalfe had fitted in with the tone set by his principal, building himself
a house in the Mughal Shalimar Gardens and fathering three sons by a Sikh bibi
who (according to family tradition) he married ‘by Indian rites’. By the time of
his return to Delhi as Resident in 1826, Metcalfe had however jettisoned his bibi
and begun to take a very different attitude to India and its Mughal rulers. ‘I have
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renounced my former allegiance to the house of Timur, ‘he announced to Lord
Bentinck in a letter of 1832, shortly after he had left Delhi to take up a position
as Member of the Council in Calcutta.

Sir Thomas Metcalfe (1795-1853)

Sir Thomas arrived in Delhi in 1813 as assistant to his elder brother Sir Charles
Metcalfe and stayed there for his entire career, rising to become Resident in
1835. A very particular and fastidious man, much of Metcalfe’s professional life
was dedicated to negotiating a succession settlement that would allow the
Company to expel the royal family from the Red Fort on the death of Zafar. He
had some dffection, but little real respect, for the man he was determined should
be the last of the Timurid line. Although to Zafar’s face he was always polite, in
private he was less generous. ‘[Zafar] is mild and talented,” he wrote, ‘but
lamentably weak and vacillating and impressed with a very erroneous notion of
his own importance.” Having negotiated a succession agreement with Mirza
Fakhru that entailed the Mughals leaving the Red Fort, Metcalfe died in 1853
from a digestive disorder that his doctors believed was caused by poison, which
his family believed was administered on the orders of Zinat Mahal.

Sir Theophilus Metcalfe — ‘Theo’ (1828-83)

In 1857 Theo Metcalfe was a junior magistrate in the Company’s service, and a
very different figure from his father. Where Sir Thomas was reserved and
particular, Theo was sociable and expansive and also, when he wished to be,
extremely charming. If the father liked solitude and disliked the business of
entertaining, Theo was noisy and convivial, and enjoyed parties, riding, horses
and dogs. If his father was resolutely self-disciplined and law-abiding, Theo had
a tendency to cut corners and get into what his father described as ‘scrapes’. At
the outbreak of the Uprising on Il May 1857, Theo was one of the only British
officials within the walls successfully to make his escape, and after joining the
Delhi Field Force he took the lead in the bloodthirsty work of revenge.

Sir Edward Campbell (1822-82)

Son-in-law of Sir Thomas Metcalfe and Prize Agent during the siege of Delhi.
Campbell had been a protege of Sir Charles Napier, the former Commander in
Chief of the British Army in India, with whom Sir Thomas Metcalfe had had a
serious disagreement. Moreover, despite his title, Campbell was more or less
penniless, all of which led Sir Thomas initially to try and block Campbell’s
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engagement to his daughter Georgina (known in the family as ‘GG’).
Campbell’s regiment, the 60th Rifles, was one of the first to try out the new
Enfield rifles; after his regiment mutinied, Campbell joined the Delhi Field
Force on the Ridge and at the end of the siege was voted Prize Agent,
responsible for administering the legalised looting of the captured city, a job for
which his gentle and religious temperament was quite unsuited.

THE BRITISH IN DELHI

Reverend Midgeley John Jennings (d.1857)

Padre Jennings had come out to India in 1832 and, though initially posted to
various quiet hill stations, had long dreamt of opening a mission in Delhi and
getting stuck into some serious work as ‘Missionary to the Heathen’. He finally
got the job of chaplain in the Mughal capital in 1852 and moved straight into the
front line, the Red Fort itself, having been invited to share the Lahore Gate
lodgings of Captain Douglas, Commander of the Palace Guard. His unctuous
yet tactless manner won him few friends, and he was regarded as a ‘bigot’ by
much of the British community in Delhi. The people of Delhi disliked him even
more, especially after he succeeded in converting two prominent Delhi Hindus —
Master Ramchandra and Chiman Lal — in 1852. Jennings was personally
responsible for convincing many of the people of Delhi that the Company
intended to convert them, by force if necessary.

Robert and Harriet Tytler (Robert d.1872, Harriet d.1907)

Tytler was a veteran of the 38th Native Infantry and an officer of the old school
who was close to his sepoys, concerned for their well-being and completely
fluent in Hindustani. Tytler appears to have been a kind and sensitive man, a
widower with two little children who had recently remarried, this time to the
brisk and resilient Harriet. Harriet was half his age, and as fluent in Hindustani
as her husband. Together the two Tytlers pursued their amateur artistic
enthusiasms and — unexpectedly for an army couple — became pioneering
photographers. At the outbreak, the couple escaped from Delhi to Amballa,
where they eventually joined the Delhi Field Force. Harriet’s memoirs are
among the best sources on life on the Ridge during the siege of Delhi, and on the
fate of the city after the fall.

Edward Vibart
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In 1857 Edward Vibart of the 54™ Bengal Native Infantry was a nineteen-year-
old company commander in Delhi, from an Indian army family: his father was a
cavalry officer in Kanpur. During the Uprising, Vibart’s father was killed at the
Kanpur massacre, while the son narrowly escaped from the city at the outbreak
and survived to take part in the siege and recapture. His memoirs, and
particularly his letters, are one of the best sources for the atrocities commited by
the British during the taking of the city and during the extended reprisals that
followed.

THE DELHI FIELD FORCE

General Sir Archdale Wilson (1803-74)

A small, neat, cautious gentleman of fifty-four, Archdale Wilson was one of the
station commanders of Meerut at the outbreak of the Mutiny, and later led a
column from the garrison which defeated Mirza Abu Bakr at the Hindan Bridge
on 30and 31 May. He rendezvoused with the Delhi Field Force at Alipore
shortly before fighting the battle of Badli ki Serai on 8 June. Following the death
of General Barnard and the resignation of General Reed, he took over command
of British forces at the siege of Delhi from 17 July. He quickly put in place a
defensive strategy, much criticised at the time but which successfully preserved
British strength until reinforcements arrived shortly before the assault on 14
September. During the taking of the city Wilson’s nerve finally failed him, and at
one point John Nicholson threatened to shoot him if he should order a retreat.

Brigadier General John Nicholson (1821-57)

A taciturn Ulster Protestant, Nicholson was said to have personally decapitated
a local robber chieftain, then kept the man’s head on his desk. He had ‘a
commanding presence, some six feet, two inches in height, with a long black
beard, dark grey eyes with black pupils which under excitement would dilate like
a tiger’s’. For reasons that remain unclear Nicholson inspired a religious sect,
the ‘Nikal Seyn’, who apparently regarded him as an incarnation of Vishnu.
During the Uprising Nicholson became a legend among the British in India. His
mixture of piety, gravity and courage, combined with his merciless capacity for
extreme brutality, were exactly the qualities needed to put heart into the British
troops on the Ridge, and there were few who remained immune to the hero-
worship of this great imperial psychopath. Shortly after his arrival at the siege,
Nicholson led a forced march to ambush a column of sepoys at Najafgarh on 25
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August. On 14 September he personally led the assault on the city, and was
mortally wounded the same day.

William Hodson (1821-58)

Prior to 1857 William Hodson had been regarded by most of his colleagues as a
black sheep. Hodson was the bright, university-educated son of a clergyman,
and had risen rapidly to be Adjutant of the new Corps of Guides. His fall from
grace was equally sudden. In 1854 Hodson was relieved of his command after
an investigation declared that he had embezzled regimental funds. During the
Uprising he founded an irreqular cavalry regiment known as Hodson’s Horse,
and ran the remarkably efficient British intelligence service on the Delhi Ridge.
On his own authority he negotiated the surrender of Zafar and Zinat Mahal, and
on 21 September he brought them captive into Delhi. The following day he went
back to bring in princes Mirza Mughal, Khizr Sultan and Abu Bakr; then, having
separated them from their followers and disarmed them, he told them to strip
naked and shot all three dead at point blank range. He was killed a few months
later, in March 1858, at the siege of Lucknow.

OTHER BRITISH OFFICIALS

Lord Canning (1812-62)

Canning was a handsome and industrious — if somewhat reserved — Tory
politician in his early forties, who had accepted the appointment of Governor
General of India only because of his frustration at his consistent failure to gain a
senior Cabinet berth in London. Before his departure he had had no previous
interest in India, and having only arrived in there in February 1856, had yet to
leave the heat and damp of Calcutta by the time of the outbreak. However, none
of this prevented him from taking a confidently dismissive attitude towards ‘the
farce of Mughal pretensions’ and putting in place plans to depose the Mughals
within a few weeks of his arrival. After the suppression of the Uprising he
attempted to limit the vindictiveness of the bloody British retribution, with mixed
results.

Sir John Lawrence (1811-79)

Younger brother of Sir Henry Lawrence, who in 1857 was Chief Commissioner
in Avadh, Sir John was a former deputy of Sir Thomas Metcalfe in Delhi. John
Lawrence had risen rapidly through the ranks of the Company’s civil service
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thanks to his reputation for hard work and efficiency, and in 1853 he was made
Chief Commissioner of the newly conquered Punjab. He forbade his officers
from going up to the hills for the hot weather, and made known his disapproval
of “”a cakey man”, by which he meant someone who, besides presumably liking
cakes, “pretended to much elegance and refinement’”. In 1857 he proved to be
arguably the most capable of all the British officials in North India, disarming
mutinous sepoys, raising new irregular regiments and quickly pacifying the
Punjab so that the maximum number of troops could be sent to the Delhi Ridge.
After the fall of the city he worked hard to minimise the scale of the retribution,
and personally saved Mughal Delhi from a plan to level the entire metropolis.
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INTRODUCTION

At 4 p.m. on a hazy, humid winter’s afternoon in Rangoon in November 1862,
soon after the end of the monsoon, a shrouded corpse was escorted by a small
group of British soldiers to an anonymous grave at the back of a walled prison
enclosure.

This enclosure lay overlooking the muddy brown waters of the Rangoon
river, a little downhill from the great gilt spire of the Shwe Dagon pagoda.
Around the enclosure lay the newly constructed cantonment area of the port — an
anchorage and pilgrimage town that had been seized, burned and occupied by
the British only ten years earlier. The bier of the State Prisoner — as the deceased
was referred to — was accompanied by two of his sons and an elderly, bearded
mullah. No women were allowed to attend, and a small crowd from the bazaar
who had somehow heard about the prisoner’s death were kept away by armed
guards. Nevertheless, one or two managed to break through the cordon to touch
the shroud before it was lowered into the grave.

The ceremony was brief. The British authorities had made sure not only that
the grave was already dug, but that quantities of lime were on hand to guarantee
the rapid decay of both bier and body. When the shortened funeral prayers had
been recited — no lamentations or panegyrics were allowed — the earth was
thrown in over the lime, and the turf carefully replaced so that within a month or
so no mark would remain to indicate the place of burial. A week later the British
Commissioner, Captain H. N. Davies, wrote to London to report what had
passed, adding:

Have since visited the remaining State Prisoners — the very scum of the
reduced Asiatic harem; found all correct. None of the family appear
much affected by the death of the bed-ridden old man. His death was
evidently due to pure decrepitude and paralysis in the region of the
throat. He expired at 5 o’clock on the morning of the funeral. The death
of the ex-King may be said to have had no effect on the Mahomedan part
of the populace of Rangoon, except perhaps for a few fanatics who
watch and pray for the final triumph of Islam. A bamboo fence
surrounds the grave for some considerable distance, and by the time the
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fence is worn out, the grass will again have properly covered the spot,
and no vestige will remain to distinguish where the last of the Great

Moghuls rests.!

The State Prisoner Davies referred to was more properly known as Bahadur
Shah II, known from his pen-name as Zafar, meaning ‘Victory’. Zafar was the
last Mughal Emperor, and the direct descendant of Genghis Khan and Timur, of
Akbar, Jahangir and Shah Jahan. He was born in 1775, when the British were
still a relatively modest and mainly coastal power in India, looking inwards from
three enclaves on the Indian shore. In his lifetime he had seen his own dynasty
reduced to humiliating insignificance, while the British transformed themselves
from vulnerable traders into an aggressively expansionist military force.

Zafar came late to the throne, succeeding his father only in his mid-sixties,
when it was already impossible to reverse the political decline of the Mughals.
But despite this he succeeded in creating around him in Delhi a court of great
brilliance. Personally, he was one of the most talented, tolerant and likeable of
his dynasty: a skilled calligrapher, a profound writer on Sufism, a discriminating
patron of painters of miniatures, an inspired creator of gardens and an amateur
architect. Most importantly he was a very serious mystical poet, who wrote not
only in Urdu and Persian but Braj Bhasha and Punjabi, and partly through his
patronage there took place arguably the greatest literary renaissance in modern
Indian history. Himself a ghazal writer of great charm and accomplishment,
Zafar’s provided a showcase for the talents of India’s greatest lyric poet, Ghalib,
and his rival Zaug — the Mughal Poet Laureate, and the Salieri to Ghalib’s
Mozart.

While the British progressively took over more and more of the Mughal
Emperor’s power, removing his name from the coins, seizing complete control
even of the city of Delhi itself, and finally laying plans to remove the Mughals
altogether from the Red Fort, the court busied itself in the obsessive pursuit of
the most cleverly turned ghazal, the most perfect Urdu couplet. As the political
sky darkened, the court was lost in a last idyll of pleasure gardens, courtesans
and mushairas, or poetic symposia, Sufi devotions and visits to pirs, as literary
and religious ambition replaced the political variety.?

The most closely focused record of the Red Fort at this period is the court
diary kept by a news writer for the British Resident, now in the National
Archives of India, which contains a detailed day-by-day picture of Zafar’s life.
The Last Emperor appears as a benign old man with impeccable manners — even
when treated with extreme rudeness by the British. Daily he has olive oil rubbed

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



into his feet to soothe his aches; occasionally he rouses himself to visit a garden,
go on a hunting expedition or host a mushaira. Evenings were spent ‘enjoying
the moonlight’, listening to singers or eating fresh mangoes. All the while the
aged emperor tries to contain the infidelities of his young concubines, one of
whom becomes pregnant by the most distinguished of the court musicians.>

Then, on a May morning in 1857, three hundred mutinous sepoys* and
cavalrymen from Meerut rode into Delhi, massacred every Christian man,
woman and child they could find in the city, and declared Zafar to be their leader
and emperor. Zafar was no friend of the British, who had shorn him of his
patrimony, and subjected him to almost daily humiliation. Yet Zafar was not a
natural insurgent either. It was with severe misgivings and little choice that he
found himself made the nominal leader of an Uprising that he strongly suspected
from the start was doomed: a chaotic and officerless army of unpaid peasant
soldiers set against the forces of the world’s greatest military power, albeit one
that had just lost the great majority of the Indian recruits to its Bengal Army.

The great Mughal capital, caught in the middle of a remarkable cultural
flowering, was turned overnight into a battleground. No foreign army was in a
position to intervene to support the rebels, and they had limited ammunition, no
money and few supplies. The chaos and anarchy that erupted in the countryside
proved far more effective at blockading Delhi than the efforts at besieging the
city attempted by the British from their perch on the Ridge. The price of food
escalated and supplies rapidly dwindled. Soon both the people of Delhi and the
sepoys were on the edge of starvation.

The siege of Delhi was the Raj’s Stalingrad: a fight to the death between two
powers, neither of whom could retreat. There were unimaginable casualties, and
on both sides the combatants were driven to the limits of physical and mental
endurance. Finally, on 14 September 1857, the British and their hastily
assembled army of Sikh and Pathan levees assaulted and took the city, sacking
and looting the Mughal capital, and massacring great swathes of the population.
In one muhalla* alone, Kucha Chelan, some 1,400 citizens of Delhi were cut
down. ‘The orders went out to shoot every soul,” recorded Edward Vibart, a
nineteen-year-old British officer.

It was literally murder...I have seen many bloody and awful sights lately
but such a one as I witnessed yesterday I pray I never see again. The
women were all spared but their screams, on seeing their husbands and
sons butchered, were most painful... Heaven knows I feel no pity, but
when some old grey bearded man is brought and shot before your very
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eyes, hard must be that man’s heart I think who can look on with
indifference ...*

Those city dwellers who survived the killing were driven out into the
countryside to fend for themselves. Delhi was left an empty ruin. Though the
royal family had surrendered peacefully, most of the emperor’s sixteen sons
were captured, tried and hung, while three were shot in cold blood, having first
freely given up their arms, then been told to strip naked: ‘In 24 hours I disposed
of the principal members of the house of Timur the Tartar,” Captain William
Hodson wrote to his sister the following day. ‘I am not cruel, but I confess I did

enjoy the opportunity of ridding the earth of these wretches.’>
Zafar himself was put on show to visitors, displayed ‘like a beast in a cage’,

according to one British officer.® Among his visitors was the Times
correspondent, William Howard Russell, who was told that the prisoner was the
mastermind of the most serious armed act of resistance to Western colonialism.
He was a ‘dim, wandering eyed, dreamy old man with a feeble hanging nether
lip and toothless gums,” wrote Russell.

Was he, indeed, one who had conceived that vast plan of restoring a
great empire, who had fomented the most gigantic mutiny in the history
of the world? Not a word came from his lips; in silence he sat day and
night with his eyes cast on the ground, and as though utterly oblivious of
the conditions in which he was placed... His eyes had the dull, filmy
look of very old age... Some heard him quoting verses of his own

composition, writing poetry on a wall with a burned stick.”

Russell was suitably sceptical of the charges being levelled against Zafar: ‘He
was called ungrateful for rising against his benefactors,” he wrote.

He was no doubt a weak and cruel old man; but to talk of ingratitude on
the part of one who saw that all the dominions of his ancestors had been
gradually taken from him until he was left with an empty title, and more
empty exchequer, and a palace full of penniless princesses, is perfectly

preposterous ...%
Nevertheless, the following month Zafar was put on trial in the ruins of his old

palace, and sentenced to transportation. He left his beloved Delhi on a bullock
cart. Separated from everything he loved, broken-hearted, the last of the Great
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Mughals died in exile in Rangoon on Friday, 7 November 1862, aged eighty-
seven.

With Zafar’s departure, there was complete collapse of the fragile court
culture he had faithfully nourished and exemplified. As Ghalib noted: ‘All these

things lasted only so long as the king reigned.’® By the time of Zafar’s death,
much of his palace, the Red Fort, had already been torn down, along with great
areas of the Mughal Delhi he loved and beautified. Meanwhile the great majority
of its leading inhabitants and courtiers — poets and princes, mullahs and
merchants, Sufis and scholars — had been hunted down and hanged, or else
dispersed and exiled, many to the Raj’s new, specially constructed gulag in the
Andaman Islands. Those who were spared were left in humiliating and
conspicuous poverty. As Ghalib, one of the few survivors from the old court,
lamented, “The male descendants of the deposed King — such as survived the
sword — draw allowances of five rupees a month. The female descendants if old

are bawds, and if young, prostitutes.’°

The city has become a desert... By God, Delhi is no more a city, but a
camp, a cantonment. No Fort, no city, no bazaars, no watercourses ...
Four things kept Delhi alive — the Fort, the daily crowds at the Jama
Masjid, the weekly walk to the Yamuna Bridge, and the yearly fair of the
flower-men. None of these survives, so how could Delhi survive? Yes [it
is said that] there was once a city of that name in the realm of India ...

We smashed the wine cup and the flask;
What is it now to us
If all the rain that falls from heaven

Should turn to rose-red wine?11

(0 el

Although Bahadur Shah II, the last Mughal, is a central figure in this book, it is
not a biography of Zafar so much as a portrait of the Delhi he personified, a
narrative of the last days of the Mughal capital and its final destruction in the
catastrophe of 1857. It is a story I have dedicated the last four years to
researching and writing. Archives containing Zafar’s letters and his court records
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can be found in London, Lahore and even Rangoon. Most of the material,
however, still lies in Delhi, Zafar’s former capital, and a city that has haunted
and obsessed me for over two decades now.

I first encountered Delhi when I arrived, aged eighteen, on the foggy winter’s
night of 26 January 1984. The airport was surrounded by shrouded men huddled
under shawls, and it was surprisingly cold. I knew nothing at all about India.

My childhood had been spent in rural Scotland, on the shores of the Firth of
Forth, and of my school friends I was probably the least well travelled. My
parents were convinced that they lived in the most beautiful place imaginable
and rarely took us on holiday, except on an annual spring visit to a corner of the
Scottish Highlands even colder and wetter than home. Perhaps for this reason
Delhi had a greater and more overwhelming effect on me than it would have had
on other more cosmopolitan teenagers; certainly the city hooked me from the
start. I backpacked around for a few months, and hung out in Goa; but I soon
found my way back to Delhi and got myself a job at a Mother Teresa’s home in
the far north of the city, beyond Old Delhi.

In the afternoons, while the patients were taking their siesta, I used to slip out
and explore. I would take a rickshaw into the innards of the Old City and pass
through the narrowing funnel of gullies and lanes, alleys and cul-de-sacs, feeling
the houses close in around me. In particular what remained of Zafar’s palace, the
Red Fort of the Great Mughals, kept drawing me back, and I often used to slip in
with a book and spend whole afternoons there, in the shade of some cool
pavilion. I quickly grew to be fascinated with the Mughals who had lived there,
and began reading voraciously about them. It was here that I first thought of
writing a history of the Mughals, an idea that has now expanded into a quartet, a
four-volume history of the Mughal dynasty which I expect may take me another
two decades to complete.

Yet however often I visited it, the Red Fort always made me sad. When the
British captured it in 1857, they pulled down the gorgeous harem apartments,
and in their place erected a line of barracks that look as if they have been
modelled on Wormwood Scrubs. Even at the time, the destruction was regarded
as an act of wanton philistinism. The great Victorian architectural historian
James Fergusson was certainly no whining liberal, but recorded his horror at
what had happened in his History of Indian and Eastern Architecture: ‘those
who carried out this fearful piece of vandalism’, he wrote, did not even think ‘to
make a plan of what they were destroying, or preserving any record of the most
splendid palace in the world ... The engineers perceived that by gutting the
palace they could provide at no expense a wall round their barrack yard, and one
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that no drunken soldier could scale without detection, and for this or some other
wretched motive of economy, the palace was sacrificed’. He added: ‘The only
modern act to be compared with this is the destruction of the summer palace in
Pekin. That however was an act of red-handed war. This was a deliberate act of
unnecessary Vandalism.’!?

The barracks should of course have been torn down years ago, but the Fort’s
current proprietors, the Archaeological Survey of India, have lovingly continued
the work of decay initiated by the British: white marble pavilions have been
allowed to discolour; plasterwork has been left to collapse; the water channels
have cracked and grassed over; the fountains are dry. Only the barracks look
well maintained.

I have now divided my time between London and Delhi for over twenty
years, and the Indian capital remains my favourite city. Above all it is the city’s
relationship with its past which continues to intrigue me: of the great cities of the
world, only Rome, Istanbul and Cairo can even begin to rival Delhi for the sheer
volume and density of historic remains. Crumbling tomb towers, old mosques or
ancient colleges intrude in the most unlikely places, appearing suddenly on
roundabouts or in municipal gardens, diverting the road network and obscuring
the fairways of the golf course. New Delhi is not new at all; instead it is a
groaning necropolis, with enough ruins to keep any historian busy through
several incarnations.

I am hardly alone in being struck by this: the ruins of Delhi are something
visitors have always been amazed by, perhaps especially in the eighteenth
century, when the city was at the height of its decay and its mood most
melancholic. For miles in every direction, half collapsed and overgrown, robbed
and reoccupied, neglected by all, lay the remains of six hundred years of trans-
Indian Imperium — the wrecked vestiges of a period when Delhi had been the
greatest city between Constantinople and Canton. Hammams and garden
palaces, thousand-pillared halls and mighty tomb towers, empty mosques and
deserted Sufi shrines — there seemed to be no end to the litter of ages. “The
prospect towards Delhi, as far as the eye can reach is covered with the crumbling
remains of gardens, pavilions, mosques and burying places,” wrote Lieutenant
William Franklin in 1795. ‘“The environs of this once magnificent and celebrated
city appear now nothing more than a shapeless heap of ruins ...’ 13

The first East India Company officials who settled in these ruins at the end of
the eighteenth century were a series of sympathetic and notably eccentric figures
who were deeply attracted to the high courtly culture which Delhi still
represented. When the formidable Lady Maria Nugent, wife of the new British
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Commander-in-Chief in India, visited Delhi, she was horrified by what she saw
there. The British Resident and his assistants had all ‘gone native’, she reported
in her journal.

I shall now say a few words of Messrs. Gardner and Fraser who are still
of our party. They both wear immense whiskers, and neither will eat
beef or pork, being as much Hindoos as Christians, if not more; they are
both of them clever and intelligent, but eccentric; and, having come to
this country early, they have formed opinions and prejudices that make

them almost natives.4

Fraser, it turned out, was a distant cousin of my wife, Olivia. It was this
intriguing and unexpected period which dominated the book I wrote about Delhi
fifteen years ago, entitled City of Djinns, and which later ignited the tinder that
led to my last book, White Mughals, about the many British who embraced
Indian culture at the end of the eighteenth century. The Last Mughal is therefore
my third book inspired by the capital. At the centre of it lies the question of how
and why the relatively easy relationship of Indian and Briton, so evident during
the time of Fraser, gave way to the hatreds and racism of the high-nineteenth-
century Raj. The Uprising, it is clear, was the result of that change, not its cause.

Two things in particular seem to have put paid to this easy coexistence. One
was the rise of British power: in a few years the British had defeated not only the
French but also all their Indian rivals; in a manner not unlike the Americans after
the fall of the Berlin Wall, the changed balance of power quickly led to an
attitude of undisguised imperial arrogance.

The other was the ascendancy of Evangelical Christianity, and the profound
change in attitudes that this brought about. The wills written by Company
servants show that the practice of marrying or cohabiting with Indian wives or
bibis all but disappeared. Memoirs of prominent eighteenth-century British
Indian worthies which mentioned their Indian wives or Anglo-Indian children
were re-edited so that the consorts were removed from later editions. No longer
were Indians seen as inheritors of a body of sublime and ancient wisdom as
eighteenth-century luminaries such as Sir William Jones and Warren Hastings
had once believed; but instead merely ‘poor benighted heathen’, or even
‘licentious pagans’, who, it was hoped, were eagerly awaiting conversion.

There is an important point here. Many historians blithely use the word
‘colonialism’ as if it has some kind of clearly locatable meaning, yet it is
increasingly apparent that at this period there were multiple modes and very
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distinct phases of colonialism; there were also many very different ways of
inhabiting, performing and transgressing the still fluid notion of Britishness. It
was not the British per se, so much as specific groups with a specific imperial
agenda — namely the Evangelicals and Utilitarians — who ushered in the most
obnoxious phase of colonialism, a change which adversely affected the White
Mughals as much as it did the Great Mughals.

For, by the early 1850s, many British officials were nursing plans finally to
abolish the Mughal court, and to impose not just British laws and technology on
India, but also Christianity. The reaction to this steady crescendo of insensitivity
came in 1857 with the Great Mutiny. Of the 139,000 sepoys of the Bengal Army
— the largest modern army in Asia — all but 7,796 turned against their British

masters.'> In some parts of northern India, such as Avadh, the sepoys were
joined by a very large proportion of the population. Atrocities abounded on both
sides.

Delhi was the principal centre of the Uprising. As mutinous troops poured
into the city from all round northern India — even the rebel regiments at Kanpur
intended to head straight to Delhi until diverted to attack their officers by Nana
Sahib — it was clear from the outset that the British had to recapture Delhi or lose
their Indian empire for ever. Equally the sepoys rallying to the throne of Bahadur
Shah, whom they believed to be the legitimate ruler of Hindustan, realised that if
they lost Delhi they lost everything. Every available British soldier was sent to
the Delhi Ridge, and for the four hottest months of the Indian summer, the
Mughal capital was bombarded by British artillery with thousands of helpless
civilians caught up in the horrors.

While in the first weeks of the Uprising troops came to Delhi from all over
Hindustan, thereafter the city, and especially its besiegers, remained to a great
extent cut off from news of developments elsewhere. In that sense the siege of
Delhi was always a war within a war, relatively independent of the momentous
developments to the south and east. Until the very end of July, the British on the
Delhi Ridge were still daily expecting to be relieved by General Wheeler’s army
at Kanpur, less than 300 miles to the south-east, quite unaware that Wheeler’s
army had surrendered and been slaughtered, almost to a man, more than a month
earlier, on 27 June. Equally, the Delhi defenders were convinced they were
about to be saved by two non-existent Persian armies, one heading down from
the Khyber Pass, while the other was supposed to be making its way north-east
from a seaborne landing in Bombay.

Most narratives of 1857 cut back and forth between Delhi, Lucknow, Jhansi
and Kanpur in a way that suggests far more contact and flow of information than
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there actually was between the different centres of the Uprising. In this book I
have chosen to limit references to developments elsewhere, except in cases
where the Delhi participants were explicitly aware of them, thus attempting to
restore the sense of intense isolation and lonely vulnerability felt by both the
besiegers and the besieged engaged in the battle for control of the great Mughal
capital.

(0 el

Over the last four years, I and my colleagues Mahmoud Farooqi and Bruce
Wannell have been working through many of the 20,000 virtually unused
Persian and Urdu documents relating to Delhi in 1857, known as the Mutiny

Papers, that we found on the shelves of the National Archives of India.'® These
allow 1857 in Delhi to be seen for the first time from a properly Indian
perspective, and not just from the British sources through which to date it has
usually been viewed.

Discovering the sheer scale of the treasures held by the National Archives
was one of the highlights of the whole project. It is a commonplace of books
about 1857 that they lament the absence of Indian sources and the corresponding
need to rely on the huge quantities of easily accessible British material —
memoirs, travelogues, letters, histories — which carry with them not only the
British version of events but also British attitudes and preconceptions about the

whole Uprising; in that sense little has changed since Vincent Smith complained

in 1923 ‘that the story has been chronicled from one side only’.!”

Yet all this time in the National Archives there existed as detailed a
documentation of the four months of the Uprising in Delhi as can exist for any
Indian city at any period of history — great unwieldy mountains of chits, pleas,
orders, petitions, complaints, receipts, rolls of attendance and lists of casualties,
predictions of victory and promises of loyalty, notes from spies of dubious
reliability and letters from eloping lovers — all neatly bound in string and boxed
up in the cool, hushed, air-conditioned vaults of the Indian National Archives.

What was even more exciting was the street-level nature of much of the
material. Although the documents were collected by the victorious British from
the Palace and the army camp, they contained huge quantities of petitions and
requests from the ordinary citizens of Delhi — potters and courtesans, sweetmeat
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makers and overworked water carriers — exactly the sort of people who usually
escape the historian’s net. The Mutiny Papers overflow with glimpses of real
life: the bird catchers and lime makers who have had their charpoys stolen by
sepoys; the horse trader from Haryana looted by Gujars on the outskirts of Delhi
as he walks home from selling his wares, his pocket full of cash; the gamblers
playing cards in a recently ruined house and ogling the women next door, to the
great alarm of the family living there; the sweetmeat makers who refuse to take
their sweets up to the trenches in Qudsia Bagh until they are paid for the last

load.!8

We meet people like Hasni the dancer, who uses a British attack on the Idgah
to escape from the serai where she is staying with her husband and run off with
her lover. Or Pandit Harichandra, who tried to exhort the Hindus of Delhi to
leave their shops and join the fight, citing examples from the Mahabharat. Or
Hafiz Abdurrahman, caught grilling beef kebabs during a ban on cow slaughter
and who comes to beg the mercy of Zafar. Or Chandan, the sister of the
courtesan Manglo, who rushed before the emperor as her beautiful sister was
seized and raped by the cavalryman Rustam Khan: ‘He has imprisoned her and
beats her up and even though she shouts and screams nobody helps her ...
Should this state of anarchy and injustice continue the subjects of the Exalted
One will all be destroyed.’?

As a source for daily events, for the motivation of the rebels, for the problems
they faced, the levels of chaos in the city, and the ambiguous and equivocal
response of both the Mughal elite and the Hindu trading class of the city, the
Mutiny Papers contain an unrivalled quantity of unique material. Cumulatively
the stories that the collection contains allow the Uprising to be seen not in terms
of nationalism, imperialism, orientalism or other such abstractions, but instead as
a human event of extraordinary, tragic and often capricious outcomes, and allow
us to resurrect the ordinary individuals whose fate it was to be accidentally
caught up in one of the great upheavals of history. Public, political and national
tragedies, after all, consist of a multitude of private, domestic and individual
tragedies. It is through the human stories of the successes, struggles, grief,
anguish and despair of these individuals that we can best bridge the great chasm
of time and understanding separating us from the remarkably different world of
mid-nineteenth-century India.

As the scale and detail of the material available from the Mutiny Papers
became slowly apparent, and as it became obvious that most of the material had
not been accessed since it was gathered in 1857, or at least since it was
catalogued when rediscovered stored in a series of trunks in Calcutta in 1921, the
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question that became increasingly hard to answer was why no one had properly

used this wonderful mass of material before.? For at a time when ten thousand
dissertations and whole shelves of Subaltern Studies have carefully and
ingeniously theorised about orientalism and colonialism and the imagining of the
Other (all invariably given titles with a present participle and a fashionable noun
of obscure meaning — Gendering the Colonial Paradigm, Constructing the
Imagined Other, Othering the Imagined Construction, and so on) not one PhD
has ever been written from the Mutiny Papers, no major study has ever
systematically explored its contents.

Certainly, the shikastah (literally ‘broken writing’) script of the manuscripts
is often difficult to read, written as it is in an obscure form of late Mughal scribal
notation with many of the diacritical marks missing, and at times faded and
ambiguous enough to defy the most persistent of researchers. Moreover many of
the fragments — especially the spies’ reports — are written in microscopic script
on very small pieces of paper designed to be sewn into clothing or even hidden
within the person of the spy. Yet the collection could not have been in a better-
known or more accessible archive — the National Archives of India lies in a
magnificent Lutyens-period building bang in the centre of India’s capital city.
Using the Mutiny Papers and properly harvesting their riches as a source for
1857 felt at times as strange and exciting — and indeed as unlikely — as going to
Paris and discovering, unused on the shelves of the Bibliotheque Nationale, the
entire records of the French Revolution.

No less exciting was it to discover that Delhi’s two principal Urdu
newspapers, the wonderfully opinionated Dihli Urdu Akbhar and the more staid
and restrained Court Circular, the Siraj ul-Akbhar, had continued publication
without missing an issue throughout the Uprising, and that the National Archives
contained almost complete sets of both. Again only fragmentary translations of
these have previously been available.?!

Outside the National Archives, other libraries in Delhi turned out to contain
equally remarkable treasures. The Delhi Commissioner’s Office Archive, not far
from Zafar’s summer palace in Mehrauli, contained the full records of the
revived British administration as the officials calmly went about their business
of expelling the citizens of Delhi, rounding up and hanging any Delhiwallahs
they suspected of involvement in the Uprising, and demolishing great swathes of
the city. The documents allow for the first time the full scale of the viciousness
and brutality of the British response to 1857 in Delhi to be properly grasped. As
far as the Mughal elite were concerned, the fall of Delhi was followed by
something approaching a genocide. Only the Victorian British, one feels, would

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



keep such perfect bureaucratic records of what in many cases would today be
classified as grisly war crimes.

Several fine first-person Mughal accounts of 1857 in Delhi also turned up,
previously untranslated into English. Most memorable was the moving account
of the destruction of an individual’s entire world contained in the Dastan i-
Ghadr of the sensitive young poet and courtier Zahir Dehlavi, written on his
deathbed in Hyderabad years later, apparently from earlier notes. Unlike many
other writers on 1857 he feels no compunction about recording what he believed
to be the truth about what happened, and speaks equally frankly of the failings of
the Mughal court, the sepoys and the British.

The longer I worked, the clearer it became that there were in fact two parallel
streams of historiography, which utilised almost completely different sets of
sources. The British histories, as well as a surprising number of those written in
English in post-colonial India, tended to use only Englishlanguage sources,
padding out the gaps, in the case of more recent work, with a thick cladding of
post-Saidian theory and jargon. The Urdu histories written by contemporary
Muslim scholars in India and Pakistan, on the other hand, tend to make use of an
entirely separate and often very rich seam of Urdu primary sources. Moreover, in
the case of Delhi there exist some wonderful works of secondary scholarship,
such as Aslam Parvez’s fine Urdu biography of Zafar, which remain unknown to
English-speaking readers. One of the principal aims of this book is to bring the
voluminous Persian and Urdu primary and secondary sources on Delhi in 1857
before an English language readership for the first time.

But it was not just Delhi which turned out to have great stashes of new
material. Other almost unused repositories of documents kept turning up across
South and South-East Asia. In Lahore the spectacular Punjab Archive, kept
within the huge domed tomb of the Emperor Jahangir’s favourite dancing girl,
was the resting place not only of Anarkali herself but also of the complete pre-
Mutiny records of the British Residency in Delhi, archives that historians had
long assumed were destroyed in 1857.%2

Here could be read all the correspondence between the British Resident and
his superiors in Calcutta about their plans for extinguishing the Mughal court.
The archives also contained much material from 1857, including sets of spies’
reports and the two famous telegrams sent from Delhi on 11 May that warned
the British in Lahore of what had taken place, so allowing them to disarm the
sepoys of the Punjab before they themselves heard of the events in Meerut and
Delhi. The tomb, then as now, is part of the Punjab Secretariat complex, from
which in 1857 John Lawrence masterminded the British effort to retake Delhi.
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During the period I worked on the Delhi Residency archives in Anarkali’s tomb,
I found myself scribbling on a desk just ten feet from the marble sarcophagus
said to be that of the courtesan immortalised in the great Bollywood movie
Mughal-e Azam, and only a couple of hundred yards from the office from which
John Lawrence had planned his moves to suppress the mutiny of his sepoys and
restore British control of northern India.

An even bigger surprise was the remarkable National Archives in Rangoon
(or Yangon, as it has been rechristened by the military government). I had gone
to Rangoon mainly to visit the site of Zafar’s exile and death — and perhaps at
some level to seek the barakat (blessings) his devotees still pray for at his shrine.
I thought of attempting to visit the archives only when prompted by a friend
there, who knew someone who knew the director. Yet it turned out that here lay
all Zafar’s prison records, efficiently catalogued, scanned and digitally stored in
Acrobat PDF files — something the British Library has so far failed to achieve —
so that I was able to leave the archives at the end of one morning with a shelf full
of research contained on a single, shining CD.

(0 el

What I have found at the end of all this confirms a growing conviction of many
of the more recent historians of 1857. Instead of the single coherent mutiny or
patriotic national war of independence beloved of Victorian or Indian nationalist
historiography, there was in reality a chain of very different uprisings and acts of
resistance, whose form and fate were determined by local and regional
situations, passions and grievances.

All took very different forms in different places — which goes some way to
explain why, 150 years after the event, scholars are still arguing over the old
chestnut of whether 1857 was a mutiny, a peasants’ revolt, an urban revolution
or a war of independence. The answer is that it was all of these, and many other
things too: it was not one unified movement but many, with widely differing
causes, motives and natures. Thanks to the fine regional studies of Eric Stokes,
Rudrangshu Mukherjee and Tapti Roy, scholars have already seen how different
were the situations in Muzaffarnagar and the Doab, Lucknow and

Bundelkhand.?® The form that 1857 took in Delhi was again quite distinct from
the uprisings elsewhere.
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For Delhi has always been quite clear about its superiority to the rest of the
country. It was the seat of the Great Mughal and the place where the most chaste
Urdu was spoken. It believed it had the best-looking women, the finest mangoes,
the most talented poets. While many in the city initially welcomed the sepoys in
their endeavour to restore the Mughal to power and to expel the hated kafir
interlopers, nevertheless the people of Shahjahanabad* soon tired of hosting a
large and undisciplined army of boorish and violent peasants from Bihar and
eastern Uttar Pradesh. For the people of Avadh, the sepoys were local lads, and
for them 1857 was a genuine popular uprising that touched a chord across the

region.”* In contrast, for Delhi the incoming sepoys remained strangers, with
different dialects, accents and customs. The Delhi sources invariably describe
them as ‘Tilangas’ or ‘Purbias’T — effectively, outsiders. Neither of these words
is ever used of the sepoys in Avadhi sources.

The changing attitudes to the sepoys are well encapsulated in the shifting
views of Maulvi Muhammad Baqar, the garrulous and outspoken editor of the
Dihli Urdu Akbhar, and father of the Urdu poet and critic Muhammad Husain
Azad. At the outbreak of the Uprising, in May 1857, he was one of the most
enthusiastic cheerleaders of the new regime, writing in his columns of how the
rebellion had been sent by God to punish the kafirs for their arrogant plan to
wipe out the religions of India. For him the speed and thoroughness of the
reverse suffered by the British were proof of miraculous divine intervention, and
it was no surprise therefore that such an event should be accompanied by dreams
and visions:

One venerable man had a dream that our Prophet Mohammed, Praise Be
Upon Him, said to Jesus that your followers have become an enemy of
my name and wish to efface my religion. To this Lord Jesus replied that
the British are not my followers, they do not follow my path, they have
joined ranks with Satan’s followers ... Some people even swear that the
day the troopers came here, there were camels ahead of them on which
rode green-robed riders ... These green riders instantly vanished from
sight and only the troopers remained, killing whichever Englishman they

found, cutting them up as if they were carrots or radishes ...

Only two weeks later, however, in the edition of 24 May, after the unpaid sepoys
had looted most of the Delhi bazaars, destroyed the library of the Delhi College,
attacked the havelis of his friends and monopolised all the city’s most desirable
courtesans, Baqar’s tone had completely changed: ‘The population is greatly
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harassed and sick of the pillaging and plundering,” he wrote. ‘Great peril
confronts all the respectable and well off people of the city ... the city is being
ravaged.’?® By August he was filling the columns of the Dihli Urdu Akbhar with
details of the way the lazy and boorish Bihari sepoys — as he saw them — had
become softened by their discovery of the luxuries and sophistication of Delhi:

The moment they drink the water of the city and do a round of Chandni
Chowk and ... go around Jama Masjid and enjoy the sweetmeats of
Ghantawala [the most famous Delhi sweet shop], they lose all urge and
determination to fight and kill the enemy, and they become shorn of all
strength and resolution ... A lot of people maintain that many sepoys go
for battle without bathing after spending nights at the courtesan’s
quarters.* The setbacks they have suffered and the general mayhem we

endure is partly the result of this unseemly practice.?’

By this time, Baqgar had already secretly changed sides and become a British
informer. His intelligence reports, smuggled out of the city to the British camp
on the Ridge, still survive in the archives of the Delhi Commissioner’s Office.

A large proportion of the Mutiny Papers are the petitions of ordinary
Delhiwallahs who have suffered at the hands of the sepoys; invariably they are
addressed to Zafar, who they hope will protect them against the increasingly
desperate Tilangas. Significantly, in their petitions to the court, the words the
ordinary people of Delhi used to describe what was happening in 1857 were not
Ghadr (mutiny) and still less Jang-e Azadi (freedom struggle or, more literally,
war of freedom) so much as fasad (riots) and danga (disturbance or commotion).
For the people of Delhi, the daily reality of what happened in 1857 was not so
much liberation as violence, uncertainty and starvation. Indeed, reading through
the Mutiny Papers there are times when it seems almost as if the siege of Delhi
had become a three-cornered contest, with the sepoys and the British fighting it
out, and with the people in Delhi caught in the middle, their lives wrecked by the
violence of both. Clearly Zafar saw his job as protecting the people of Delhi
from both firangi (foreigners, Franks) and Tilanga.

Yet the growing gulf between the people of Delhi and the sepoys, so very
clear in the sources, has to date never been properly written up by any historian.
For the imperial British, the siege of Delhi was a great moment of British
heroism against the mass of ungrateful and undifferentiated natives. For the
nationalist historians since Independence, 1857 was a great unified patriotic
struggle waged by heroic freedom fighters against the wicked imperialists. The
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reality, it turns out, was far less clear cut. Ghalib was certainly not alone in

viewing the sepoys, with all the hauteur that Delhi aristocrats were capable of,

simply as troublesome and ill-mannered ‘blacks’.?®

(0 el

Nevertheless, for all the ambiguity of the equivocal Delhi responses to 1857, it is
clear how very central Delhi was to the Uprising. For despite its diffuse and
fractured nature, many of its different elements converged into a single
programme: to restore the Mughal Empire.

For a century, this fact has been partially obscured by nationalist historians
for whom the idea of Hindu sepoys flocking to Delhi to revive the Mughal
Empire was more or less anathema. Since the time of V. D. Savarkar’s book The
Indian War of Independence, 1857, published in 1909, the March outbreak in
Barrackpore has been seen as the crucial event of the Mutiny, and Mangal
Pandey its central icon. This is a position which was cemented by the recent
Bollywood film which, though known as The Rising in its Englishlanguage
avatar, was called simply Mangal Pandey in Hindi. Yet in many ways Pandey
was almost irrelevant to the outbreak which took place two months later at

Meerut in May.?

Instead the Meerut insurgents headed straight to Delhi, drawn to the court of
the Great Mughal, the one clear source of legitimacy recognised across

Hindustan.?? Even in Lucknow, which had been in rebellion against Delhi since
the late eighteenth century, the sepoys rose in the name of the Emperor, and the
Aradhi court, and sent an envoy to Delhi asking for Zafar to confirm the title
Wazir for the young heir apparent, Birjis Qadir, who was already minting his
coins in the Emperor’s name. The same was true in Kanpur, where the rebels

celebrated their victory as due to ‘the enemydestroying fortune of the

Emperor’ 3!

If Mangal Pandey was the sepoys’ inspiration, they certainly did not
articulate it, nor did they rush towards Barrackpore or Calcutta. Instead it was,
unequivocally, the capture of Delhi which was the great transforming
masterstroke for the Uprising. The fact that Zafar gave the sepoys his tacit
support instantly turned an army mutiny — one of a large number of mutinies and
acts of armed resistance that had occurred under the Company — into the major
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political challenge to British dominance of India, and sparked off what would
swiftly escalate into the most serious armed challenge to imperialism the world
over during the course of the nineteenth century.

For powerless as he was in so many ways, Zafar was still the Khalifa, God’s
Regent on Earth. When Delhi people made an oath, rather than reaching for the

scriptures they swore ‘by the throne of the Emperor’.3> When Emily Eden went
to Delhi accompanying her brother the Governor General, Lord Auckland, even
the Governor General’s own entourage bowed low before the Emperor,
irrespective of whether they were Hindu or Muslim: ‘All our servants were in a
state of profound veneration,” wrote Emily. ‘The natives all look upon the King
of Delhi as their rightful Lord, and so he is, I suppose.’3>

As his coronation portrait described him, he was ‘His Divine Highness,
Caliph of the Age, Padshah as Glorious as Jamshed, He who is Surrounded by
Hosts of Angels, Shadow of God, Refuge of Islam, Protector of the
Mohammedan Religion, Offspring of the House of Timur, Greatest Emperor,
Mightiest King of Kings, Emperor son of Emperor, Sultan son of Sultan’. From
this point of view, it was the East India Company which was the real rebel,
guilty of revolt against a feudal superior to whom it had sworn allegiance for two
centuries; after all, the Company had long governed as the Mughal’s tax
collector in Bengal, and had until recently acknowledged itself as the vassal of
the Mughal even on its own seal and coins.*

For this reason many ordinary people in northern India responded to Zafar’s
appeal, much to the astonishment of the British, who had long ceased to take him
seriously, and who, having completely lost touch with Indian opinion, were
amazed at how Hindustan* reacted to his call. Seeing only the powerlessness of
Zafar, the British had ceased to recognise the charisma that the name of the
Mughal still possessed for both Hindus and Muslims in northern India. Mark
Thornhill, the British collector in Mathura, recorded his own surprise in his diary
immediately after the rebel capture of Delhi:

Their talk was all about the ceremonial of the palace and how it would
be revived. They speculated as to who would be Grand Chamberlain,
which of the chiefs of Rajpootana would guard the different gates, and
who were the fifty-two Rajahs who would assemble to put the Emperor
on the throne ... As I listened I realised as I never had done before the
deep impression that the splendour of the ancient court had made on the
popular imagination, how dear to them were the traditions and how
faithfully, all unknown to us, they had preserved them. There was

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



something weird in the Mogul Empire thus starting into a sort of
phantom life after the slumber of a hundred years.>°

For many the appeal of the Mughal Emperor was as much religious as political.
As far as the Indian participants were concerned, the Uprising was
overwhelmingly expressed as a war of religion, and looked upon as a defensive
action against the rapid inroads missionaries and Christianity were making in
India, as well as a more generalised fight for freedom from foreign domination.
The Great Mutiny has usually been presented by the Marxist historians of the
1960s and 1970s primarily as a rising against British social and economic
policies, as both urban revolution and a peasants’ revoltsparked off by loss of
land rights and employment opportunities as much as anything else. All this
certainly played a part. Yet when the Indian participants of the Uprising
articulate the reason for their revolt — as they do with great frequency and at
some length in the Mutiny Papers — they invariably state that they were above all
resisting a move by the Company to impose Christianity and Christian laws on
India — something many Evangelical Englishmen were indeed contemplating.

As the sepoys told Zafar on 11 May 1857, ‘we have joined hands to protect
our religion and our faith’.3% Later they stood in the Chandni Chowk, the main

street of Delhi, and asked people: ‘Brothers: are you with those of the faith?’3’
British men and women who had converted to Islam — and there were a
surprising number of those in Delhi — were not hurt; but Indians who had
converted to Christianity were cut down immediately. As late as 6 September,
when calling the people of Delhi to rally against the coming assault by the
British, a proclamation issued in the name of Zafar spelled out very plainly ‘that
this is a religious war, and is being prosecuted on account of the faith, and it
behoves all Hindus and Musalman residents of the imperial city, or of the

villages in the country ... to continue true to their faith and creeds’.3® Even if
one accepts that the word ‘religion’ (for Muslims din) is often being used in the
very general and non-sectarian sense of dharma (or duty, righteousness) — so
that when the sepoys say they are rising to defend their dharma, they mean as
much their way of life as their sectarian religious identity — it is still highly
significant that the Urdu sources usually refer to the British not as angrez (the
English) or as goras (whites) or even firangis, but instead almost always as
kafirs (infidels) and nasrani (Christians).

Although the great majority of the sepoys were Hindus, in Delhi a flag of
jihad was raised in the principal mosque, and many of the insurgents described
themselves as mujahedin, ghazis and jihadis. Indeed, by the end of the siege,
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after a significant proportion of the sepoys had melted away, unpaid, hungry and
dispirited, the proportion of jihadis in Delhi grew to be about a quarter of the
total fighting force, and included a regiment of ‘suicide ghazis’ from Gwalior
who had vowed never to eat again and to fight until they met death at the hands
of the kafirs, ‘for those who have come to die have no need for food’.

One of the causes of unrest, according to one Delhi source, was that ‘the
British had closed the madrasas’.*’ These were words that had no resonance to
the historians of the 1960s. Now, sadly, in the aftermath of 9/11 and 7/7, they are
phrases we understand all too well, and words like jihad scream out of the dusty
pages of the source manuscripts, demanding attention.

(0 el

If all this has strong contemporary echoes, in other ways Delhi today feels as if it
is fast moving away from its Mughal past. In modern Delhi an increasingly
wealthy Punjabi middle class now lives in an aspirational bubble of shopping
malls, espresso bars and multiplexes. Visiting Najafgarh, 20 kilometres beyond
Indira Gandhi International Airport, and scene of one of the most important
battles in the siege of Delhi, I found that no one in the town had any knowledge
or family memories of the battle; but instead recruitment posters for call centres
were plastered all over the last surviving Mughal ruin in the town, the Delhi
Gate.

On every side, rings of new suburbs are springing up, full of back-office
processing units, software companies and fancy apartment blocks, all rapidly
rising on land that only two years ago was billowing winter wheat. This fast-
emerging middle-class India is a country with its eyes firmly fixed on the future.
Everywhere there is a profound hope that the country’s growing international
status will somehow compensate for a past often perceived as a long succession
of invasions and defeats at the hands of foreign powers. Whatever the reason, the
result is a tragic neglect of Delhi’s magnificent past. Sometimes it seems as if no
other great city of the world is less loved, or less cared for. Occasionally there is
an outcry as the tomb of the poet Zauq is discovered to have disappeared under a
municipal urinal or the haveli courtyard house of his rival Ghalib is revealed to
have been turned into a coal store; but by and large the losses go unrecorded.

I find it heartbreaking: often when I revisit one of my favourite monuments it
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has either been overrun by some slum or container park, unsympathetically
restored or reconstructed by the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) or, more
usually, simply demolished. Ninety-nine per cent of the delicate havelis or
Mughal courtyard houses of Old Delhi have been destroyed, and like swathes of
the city walls have disappeared into memory. According to historian Pavan
Varma, the majority of the buildings he recorded in his book Mansions at Dusk
only ten years ago no longer exist. Perhaps there is also a cultural factor here in
the neglect of the past: as one conservationist told me recently: ‘you must
understand’, he said, ‘that we Hindus burn our dead’. Either way, the loss of
Delhi’s past is irreplaceable; and future generations will inevitably look back at
the conservation failures of the early twenty-first century with a deep sadness.

Sometimes, on winter afternoon walks, I wander to the lovely and deeply
atmospheric ruins of Zafar’s summer palace in Mehrauli, a short distance from
my Delhi house, and as I look out from its great gateway, I wonder what Zafar
would have made of all this. Looking down over the Sufi shrine that abuts his
palace, I suspect he would somehow have managed to make his peace with the
fastchanging cyber-India of outsourcing, call centres and software parks that are
now rapidly overpowering the last remnants of his world. After all, realism and
acceptance were always qualities Zafar excelled in. For all the tragedy of his life,
he was able to see that the world continued to turn, and that however much the
dogs might bark, the great caravan of life continued to move on. In the words of
the poem commonly attributed to Zafar, and said to have been written shortly
after his imprisonment:

When in silks you came and dazzled
Me with the beauty of your Spring,
You brought a flower to bloom —
Love within my being.

You lived with me, breath of my breath,
Being in my being, nor left my side;
But now the wheel of Time has turned
And you are gone — no joys abide.

You pressed your lips upon my lips,
Your heart upon my beating heart,

And I have no wish to fall in love again,
For they who sold Love’s remedy
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Have shut shop, and I seek in vain.

My life now gives no ray of light,
I bring no solace to heart or eye;
Out of dust to dust again,

Of no use to anyone am 1.

Delhi was once a paradise,

Where Love held sway and reigned;
But its charm lies ravished now
And only ruins remain.

No tears were shed when shroudless they
Were laid in common graves;

No prayers were read for the noble dead,
Unmarked remain their graves.

The heart distressed, the wounded flesh,
The mind ablaze, the rising sigh;

The drop of blood, the broken heart,
Tears on the lashes of the eye.

But things cannot remain, O Zafar,
Thus for who can tell?
Through God’s great mercy and the Prophet

All may yet be well.*!

William Dalrymple
New Delhi, January 2006
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A CHESSBOARD KING

The marriage procession of Prince Jawan Bakht left the Lahore Gate of the Red
Fort at 2 a.m. on the hot summer night of 2 April 1852.

With a salute from the cannon stationed on the ramparts, and an arc of
fireworks and rockets fired aloft from the illuminated turrets of the Fort, the two
gates opposite the great thoroughfare of Chandni Chowk swung open.

The first to emerge were the chobdars or mace-bearers. The people of Delhi
have never much liked being restrained by barriers and were in the habit of
breaking through the bamboo railings hung with lamps that illuminated the
processional route. It was the job of the chobdars to clear a way through the
excitable crowd, before the imperial elephants — always a little unpredictable in
the presence of fireworks — appeared lumbering through the gates.

Two ministers of state on horseback began the procession proper. Shell
ornaments were plaited into the horses’ manes, and bells strung around their
necks and fetlocks, and as they rode out, the ministers were attended by servants
with punkahs (fans). Then came a troop of Mughal infantry, with polished black
shields and curved swords, long lances and fluttering pennons of green and gold.

The first six of the imperial elephants followed, caparisoned with gold and
saffron headcloths embroidered with the Emperor’s coat of arms. From the
howdabhs,* officials held aloft the dynastic insignia that had been used by the
Mughals since their arrival in India more than three centuries earlier: from one,
the face of a rayed sun; from another, two golden fish suspended at each end of a
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golden bow; from the third, the head of a lion-like beast; from the fourth, a
golden Hand of Fatima; from the fifth, a horse’s head; and from the last, a chatri
or imperial umbrella. All were made of gold and were raised on gilt staffs from
which trailed silken streamers.

There then emerged in turn a party of red-tunicked Palace servants carrying
covered trays of food and gifts for the bride’s family; a squadron of camels, with
drums beating and guns firing in the air; a small regiment of British sepoys led
by Captain Douglas, Commandant of the Palace Guards, all in tight-fitting
busbees and blue-and-saffron uniforms, and escorting two light cannon; a troop
of Skinner’s Horse in their yellow tunics and scarlet sashes, topped by armoured
breastplates and medieval-looking helmets; a group of bullock-drawn wagons on
which sat several bands of Mughal kettle drummers, shanai players, trumpeters
and cymbal clashers; and a European brougham carriage, painted kingfisher
blue, containing a party of senior princes, their gilt brocade flashing in the light
of the exploding fireworks.

After each group came parties of torchbearers, holding their flames aloft,
interspersed with men holding candles in glass bell jars. There were also gangs
of water carriers emptying their skins on to the road in an attempt to settle the
billowing summer dust kicked up by the procession.

After the brougham there came a second, smaller group of younger princes,
this time riding on horseback; and among them, in the very centre, rode the
groom. Mirza Jawan Bakht was only eleven years old, a young bridegroom even
in a society that tended to marry its offspring early in adolesence. Immediately
behind the Prince swayed the elephant on which rode the Emperor himself,
sitting in his golden howdah and decked out, despite the sweltering night heat, in
his state robes and jewels, and attended by his personal bearer holding a peacock
fan. The rest of the court followed behind on foot, a great snaking queue
stretching back through Chatta Chowk, the Fort bazaar, to the Naqgar Khana

Darwaza, or the Gate of the Drum House, in the very centre of the Fort.!
Not long before this, the Emperor and Jawan Bakht had both sat for the

Austrian artist, August Schoefft.> The portrait of Zafar depicts a dignified,
reserved and rather beautiful old man with a fine aquiline nose and a carefully
trimmed beard. Despite his height and surprisingly broad and muscular build,
there is a profound gentleness and sensitivity in his large brown watery eyes
with their unusually long lashes. As a teenage prince, Zafar had always appeared
in his portraits as a slightly awkward and uncertain figure, plump, visibly ill at
ease and thinly bearded. But as youth gave way to middle age he had grown into
his looks, and in old age — unusually — looked finer than ever. Now in his mid-
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seventies, his cheeks were sallow, his nose more pronounced and his bearing
more regal. Yet as the elderly monarch kneels, wearily fingering his beads, there
remains in the expression of his dark eyes something unmistakably melancholic;
in the set of his full lips there is still that air of sad, patient resignation visible in
the earlier pictures. Schoefft shows Zafar a little swamped under the brocade
cloth of gold which adorns him, somewhat weighed down by the huge blood-
coloured rubies and the strings of vast pearls, each the size of a partridge egg,
which seem to hang so heavily around his neck. It is a portrait of a man
imprisoned by the trappings of his office.

By contrast, the young Jawan Bakht, the Emperor’s favourite son, seems to
relish all the pearls and gems, the jewelled daggers and inlaid swords with which
he is bedecked with a lavishness almost equal to that of his father. His
expression is different too: knowingly handsome, and oddly cocky and confident
for a boy of eleven. He is as strikingly sure of himself as his father appears
wearily uncertain.>

One person missing from both the portraits and the wedding procession was
the woman who had done more than anything else to bring the marriage about.
For months, Zafar’s favourite wife, Zinat Mahal, had been preparing for this day.
In Mughal tradition, women did not accompany the barat taking the groom to
his marriage — not even mothers and queens; but every detail of the procession
had been planned by her. For Mirza Jawan Bakht was Zinat Mahal’s only son,
and her one ambition, to which she held consistently throughout her life, was to
see Jawan Bakht, Zafar’s fifteenth son, placed on the throne at the death of his
father.

The exceptionally lavish wedding she had planned was intended by her to
raise the profile of the Prince, and also to consolidate her own place in the
dynasty: Jawan Bakht’s bride, the Nawab Shah Zamani Begum,* who was
probably no more than ten years old at the time of the wedding, was Zinat’s
niece, and her father, Walidad Khan of Malagarh, an important ally of the
Queen. While so young a couple would not be expected to consummate their
marriage for a year or two, or even to live together, political considerations
meant that the marriage should go ahead immediately, without having to wait for
the couple to reach puberty.

As conceived by Zinat, the wedding of Mirza Jawan Bakht was of a scale
unparalleled in Delhi in living memory, eclipsing the weddings of all Jawan
Bakht’s elder brothers. Sixty years later, the young courtier Zahir Dehlavi,
whose job it was to oversee the care of the Mahi Maraatib or Fish Standard,T
still remembered the aroma of the trays of food from the royal kitchens that had
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been sent out to every Palace official, and the spectacular entertainments that
preceded the main celebration: ‘such beauty and magnificence had never been
seen before’, he wrote many years later, in exile in Hyderabad. ‘At least not in
my lifetime. It was a celebration I shall never forget.’*

The festivities had begun three days before the marriage with a procession
from the house of Walidad Khan to the Palace, bearing the principal wedding
gifts, followed by fireworks: ‘a brilliant train of elephants, camels, horses and

conveyances of every denomination’, according to the Delhi Gazette.® This led
on to the ceremony of the mehndi, when the hands of the couple and their guests,
including all the women of the Palace, were decorated with henna; the
celebrations would continue for a further seven days beyond the night of the
wedding ceremony.

On the evening of the great procession, at the beginning of the night vigil
known as the ratjaga, Zafar had bestowed on Jawan Bakht a wedding veil made
of strings of pearls known as a sehra, and simultaneous parties of escalating
grandeur had been arranged for the different ranks of the Palace, each with their
own musicians and troupes of dancing girls. Selected townspeople were in one
courtyard, Palace children and students in another, senior officials in a third, and
the princes in a fourth.®

Since Zafar’s financial resources rarely matched his spending, let alone that
of his wife, much of the initial work for the wedding had involved arranging
loans from Delhi moneylenders, who knew from experience what the chances
were of seeing their cash again. Since December, the British Resident’s diary of
court proceedings had been full of Zinat’s attempts to procure the large amounts
needed, something she achieved in the end with the aid of the notoriously

ruthless Chief Eunuch of the Palace, Mahbub Ali Khan.” The Palace was

repaired, spring-cleaned and superbly decorated with lamps and chandeliers.?
Getting sufficiently magnificent fireworks was another major concern, with
pyrotechnicians from across Hindustan summoned to the Palace throughout
January and February to demonstrate their skills.”

The rockets, squibs and Roman candles were still exploding around the great
red sandstone curtain walls of the Fort as the wedding procession slowly
proceeded westwards down the top of Chandni Chowk, with its trees and central
canal glittering in the light of the torches. It snaked onwards, past the gardens of
Begum Sumru’s haveli, recently taken over by the new Delhi Bank, and through
the Dariba — now in the light of ten thousand candles and lanterns haloed in dust
— before veering left and heading under the latticed windows of the courtesans’
kothis (town houses) lining the Kucha Bulaqi Begum.
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On the procession passed, turning again under the moonlit white marble
domes of the Jama Masjid. It then looped down the Khas Bazaar, before skirting
the much smaller but beautifully gilt and illuminated domes of the Suneheri
Masjid, and on through the Faiz Bazaar into Daryaganj. Here lay the city’s great
aristocratic palaces, such as the famous kothi of the Nawab of Jhajjar, which,
according to Bishop Heber, the Anglican Primate of Calcutta, ‘far exceed in
grandeur anything seen in Moscow’. Among them lay the procession’s
destination, the haveli of Walidad Khan.?

On the way, as the Palace diary puts it, ‘His Majesty’s officers presented their
nazrs [ceremonial gifts] as the procession passed their several dwellings, while

HM inspected the illuminations on the road.”'! The conspicuously wealthy
streets through which the procession passed were still very much a Mughal
creation. In 1852, despite 150 years of decline and political reversals, Delhi was
once again the largest pre-colonial city in India — a position it had recently
regained from Lucknow — and as the Dar ul-Mulk, the seat of the Mughal, was
the epitome of an elegant Mughal metropolis: ‘In this beautiful city’, wrote the

poet Mir, ‘the streets are not mere streets, they are like the album of a painter.’!?
A similar idea was conveyed by another Delhi writer of the period, who
compared the waters of the canals of Delhi’s gardens to the burnished border on

an illuminated manuscript page: ‘its waters, like mercury, a jadval [margin] of

pure silver running over a page of stone’.'

At the same time as the ruling houses of Murshidabad and Lucknow were
experimenting with Western fashions and Western classical architecture, Delhi
remained firmly, and proudly, a centre of Mughal style. There was no question
of Zafar turning up in durbar (court) dressed as a British admiral or even a vicar
of the Church of England, as had been heard of in the Nawab’s court in
Lucknow. Nor was there much trace of Western architectural influence in the
buildings erected by the later Mughal emperors: Zafar’s new gateway at his
summer palace, Zafar Mahal, and his delicate floating garden pavilion in Mehtab
Bagh, the scented night garden of the Red Fort, were both built in the full
Mughal style of Shah Jahan.

What was true of the court was true of the city: with the single exception of
the Delhi Bank — formerly the great Palladian Palace of the Begum Sumru — the
buildings that the marriage procession passed showed little experimentation with
Western classical pediments or square Georgian windows, though such attempts
at synthesis had long been common in Lucknow, and in Jaipur. In 1852, British
additions within the walls of Delhi were limited to a domed church, a classical
Residency building recently converted into the Delhi College, and a strongly
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fortified magazine, all of which stood to the north of the Fort and out of sight of
the path of the procession. Moreover, there were still relatively few Europeans in
Delhi — probably well under a hundred within the walls: as the poet and literary
critic Azad later put it, ‘those were the days when if a European was seen in
Delhi, people considered him an extraordinary sample of God’s handiwork, and
pointed him out to each other: “Look, there goes a European!”’

Others, it was true, took a less charitable view. So prevalent was the belief
among Delhiwallahs that Englishmen were the product of an illicit union
between apes and the women of Sri Lanka (or alternatively between ‘apes and
hogs’) that the city’s leading theologian, Shah Abdul Aziz, had to issue a fatwa
expressing his opinion that such a view had no basis in the Koran or the Hadiths,
and that however oddly the firangis might behave, they were none the less

Christians and thus People of the Book." As long as wine and pork were not
served, it was therefore perfectly permissible to mix with them (if one should for
any strange reason wish to do so) and even, on occasion, to share their food.*

Partly as a result of this lack of regular contact with Europeans, Delhi
remained a profoundly self-confident place, quite at ease with its own brilliance
and the superiority of its tahzib, its cultured and polished urbanity. It was a city
that had yet to suffer the collapse of self-belief that inevitably comes with the
onset of open and unbridled colonialism. Instead, Delhi was still in many ways a
bubble of conservative Mughal traditionalism in an already fast-changing India.
When someone in Shahjahanabad wished to praise another citizen of the city, he
would still reach for the ancient yardsticks of medieval Islamic rhetoric, cloaked
in time-worn poetic tropes: the women of Delhi were as tall and slender as
cypresses; the Delhi men as generous as Feridun, as learned as Plato, as wise as
Solomon; their physicans were as skilled as Galen. One man who was quite clear
about the virtues of his home city and its inhabitants was the young Sayyid
Ahmad Khan:* ‘The water of Delhi is sweet to the taste, the air is excellent, and
there are hardly any diseases,” he wrote.

By God’s grace the inhabitants are fair and good looking, and in their
youth uniquely attractive. Nobody from any other city can measure up to
them ...In particular the men of the city are interested in learning and in
cultivating the arts, spending their days and nights reading and writing.
If each of their traits were recounted it would amount to a treatise on

good conduct.”'®

Rather like modern New Yorkers, Delhiwallahs of the early nineteenth century
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blithely took as little interest as possible in the world beyond their own familiar
and beloved streets, and had to struggle to imagine anyone ever wishing to live
anywhere else: as the poet Zauq put it: ‘Kaun jaye Zaugq par Dilli ki galian chhor
kar’ (How could anyone, O Zaugq, forsake Delhi and its lanes?) He was speaking
in hyperbole; but behind such writing lay a real and palpable pride in a great and
civilised city whose reputation as a centre of learning, culture and spirituality
had rarely been higher, even as its political fortunes had waned.

If there was one thing in which the town was most confident, it was in the
beauty and elegance of its language. After all, Urdu was born in Delhi:T it was a
language the poet and literary historian Azad described as ‘an orphan found

wandering in the bazaars of Shahjahanabad’.!” According to Maulvi Abd ul-
Haq, ‘Anyone who has not lived in Delhi could never be considered a real
connoisseur of Urdu. It is as if the steps of the Jama Masjid are a school of fine
language.” There was no other city like this. In Delhi poetry ‘was discussed in

every house’, for ‘the Emperor himself was a poet and a connoisseur of poetry’

and ‘the language of the exalted fort was the essence of refinement’.!®

This intoxication with the elegance of Delhi’s language was common to both
men and women — there was a special dialect of Delhi Urdu used only in the
women’s quarters — and perhaps more surprisingly to all classes. Poetry in
particular was an obsession not just of the elite but also, to a remarkable extent,
of the ordinary people. The Garden of Poetry, a collection of Urdu verse
published two years before Mirza Jawan Bakht’s wedding, contains no fewer
than 540 poets from Delhi, who range from the Emperor and fifty members of
his family to a poor water seller in Chandni Chowk, a merchant in Punjabi Katra,
‘Farasu’, an elderly German Jewish mercenary — one of a surprising number of
Europeans in Delhi who had taken to Mughal culture — a young wrestler, a

courtesan and a barber.'® At least fiftythree of these Urdu poets have clearly
Hindu names.

So although Walidad Khan had laid on the best dancers in Delhi for the
marriage ceremony that night, what was remembered longest and discussed most
eagerly was not so much the festivities or the feasting or the fireworks so much
as the marriage odes recited by the poet laureate, Zauq, and his rival Mirza
Nausha, now more widely known by his pen-name, Ghalib.

(0 el

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



To the eye of an outsider such as the newly appointed Commandant of the
Palace Guards, Captain Douglas, who accompanied the procession as far as the
haveli of Walidad Khan, the wedding seemed both visually stunning and a happy
and harmonious occasion. Indeed, according to the account in the Palace diary
the only untoward incident in the whole ceremony was on the return journey to
the Fort at 10 a.m. the following morning.

Walidad Khan had just presented his guests with the bride’s marriage portion
— ‘80 trays of clothing, 2 trays of jewellery, a golden bedstead and canopy,
vessels of silver, an elephant and horses with embroidered trappings and two
riding camels’ — and Zafar had just set out back to the Palace with the bride and
bridegroom, when ‘a baker threw two or three biscuits at the elephant on which
Mirza Jawan Bakht was riding’. The elephant shied and the offending baker was
taken off to the city jail.?°

Nevertheless, the appearance of confidence and harmony was largely
deceptive. As in so many family weddings, for all the outward show of
prosperity and family unity, severe tensions lurked just beneath the surface. The
very emphasis that Zafar and Zinat put on the procession was in itself
significant. Certainly, the Mughals had always regarded processions as
important public statements of their authority. Two hundred years earlier, the
French traveller and writer Francois Bernier had described the magnificent
ostentation of the procession which took Raushanara Begum, the daughter of
Shah Jahan, on her summer outing to Kashmir in the late 1640s: “You can
conceive of nothing more imposing or grand,” he wrote in his memoirs, ‘and if I
had not regarded this display of magnificence with a sort of philosophical
indifference, I should have been apt to be carried away by such flights of

imagination as inspire most Indian poets.’?! Since then, however, the Mughals
had long since lost control of Kashmir; indeed, it had been well over a century
since the Mughals had been able to process anywhere outside the environs of
Delhi. As the famous doggerel went,

The Kingdom of Shah Alam,
Runs from Delhi to Palam.*

In the Palace itself, the greatest treasures of the Red Fort had already been
removed by the Persian invader Nadir Shah in 1739. Half a century later, in the
summer of 1788, when Zafar was a boy of thirteen, the marauder Ghulam Qadir
had taken the city, personally blinded Zafar’s grandfather, Shah Alam II, and
made Zafar’s father, the future Emperor Akbar Shah II, dance for his pleasure;
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he then threw vinegar in the wounds by carting off Shah Alam’s fabulous
library, most of which he then sold to the Nawab of Avadh, much to the

Emperor’s fury.?> A blind emperor was left ruling from a ruined palace: ‘only a
chessboard king’, as Azad put it.%>

After the death of Shah Alam II, the authority of the Mughals had contracted
further, so that Zafar did not control even as far as Palam; instead his real
authority existed only within the walls of the Red Fort, as if he were an Indian
pope within his own Vatican City. Even there it was in some ways
circumscribed. For the British Resident,* Sir Thomas Metcalfe, kept a friendly
but none the less firm eye on Zafar’s daily life and frequently forbade him from
exercising rights that the Emperor regarded as sacrosanct.

No nobleman from outside Delhi, for example, could enter the Red Fort
without Metcalfe’s permission.?* To enforce his right to rent from his own lands,

Zafar had to make an application to the British courts.”> He could not present
gems from the crown jewels even to his own family members without first
informing the Resident, and was occasionally, humiliatingly, made to ask for the

return of unauthorised gifts if the agent came to hear about them.?® Zafar could
not gift khilats (robes of honour, symbols of overlordship) on noblemen from
outside the Delhi territories without Metcalfe’s say-so: when on the day after
Jawan Bakht’s wedding Raja Gulab Singh of Kollesur paid a visit to the court,
presenting a nazr (or offering of fealty) of ‘a horse and 7 gold mohurs’, in return
for which Zafar gave him a khilat, Metcalfe promptly made the Raja return it: in
the eyes of the Resident, the Raja was a British subject, and had no business
publicly offering his fealty to a foreign ruler.?’

How far Zafar felt the humiliation of this is evident in his verse, into which
he learned to sublimate his feelings of profound frustration and imprisonment.
His ghazals are full of the imagery of the caged bird, of the bulbul longing for
the garden visible through the bars of his prison:

I want to shatter the bars of my cage,
With the flutterings of my wings.

But like a caged bird in a painting,
There is no possibility of being free.

Morning breeze, tell the garden
That Spring and Autumn for me are alike.
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How should I know,
When one comes, and the other goes??8

Elsewhere, he expressed the same thought more explicitly:

Whoever enters this gloomy palace,
Remains a prisoner for life in European captivity.?’

The degree of loss of control experienced by Zafar was something quite new.
When the British first came to Delhi in 1803, defeating the Maratha confederacy,
who were then the masters of much of Hindustan, they posed as Shah Alam’s
protectors and saviours:* ‘Notwithstanding His Majesty’s total deprivation of
real power, dominion, and authority,” wrote the Governor General, Lord
Wellesley, ‘almost every state and every class of people in India continue to
acknowledge his nominal sovereignty. The current coin of every established

power is struck in the name of Shah Alam ...’ 3°

He did not add, though it was true, that this included the rupees of the East
India Company itself; moreover, the Company’s seal also directly acknowledged
its position as the Mughal’s legal vassal, and was inscribed to that end: ‘Fidvi
Shah Alam’ (Shah Alam’s devoted dependant). Wellesley wrote that he ‘recoiled
from the thought of it being suspected in England’ that he wished to ‘place the
East India Company, substantially or vicariously, on the throne of the Moghuls’,
and Lord Lake was instructed to offer his ‘loyalty ...and every demonstration of
reverence, respect and attention’ to the aged monarch. The new Resident also

received strict instructions that he too was to use all the forms ‘considered to be

due to the Emperors of Hindustan’.3!

The honeymoon did not last long. The man who began the erosion of the
Mughal’s status was Thomas Metcalfe’s cold elder brother, Sir Charles, who
preceded him as Resident. ‘I have renounced my former allegiance to the house
of Timur,” he announced in a letter of 1832, before persuading the Governor
General unilaterally to declare an end to the old tradition of giving the Emperor
the ceremonial gift or nazr — which represented a public confirmation of the
status of the British as liegemen of the Emperor. Charles Metcalfe accepted that
the British were technically still the feudal inferior of the Mughal, but was
determined that given the reality of British power and Mughal weakness, this
must no longer be acknowledged in public: ‘We have on the whole behaved
generously to the King from the first,” he wrote to the Governor General, ‘and I
never found him unreasonable or assuming.” But, he continued, if the Emperor
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refused to accept the new realities, ‘I think it is our best policy in future to let
him sink into insignificance instead of upholding his dignity as we have done.’3?

The following year the Emperor’s name was removed from East India
Company rupees, and when Lord Auckland visited Delhi he did not even bother
to pay a courtesy call on the Emperor Akbar Shah II. By 1850 his successor,
Lord Dalhousie, was banning any British subject from accepting titles from the
Mughal: ‘covering the English with the Mughal ceremonial mantle’ was

dismissed as ‘a solemn farce’.3® It was a very different approach from that
promised by Lord Wellesley, and amounted to an attempt by the British to try to
demote their feudal lord to the status of a subject nobleman. Henceforth, more
and more of the Mughal’s rights and privileges were stripped away, until by
1852 Zafar was left with nothing but his palace and the lingering reputation of
his dynasty.

But despite everything Zafar was still allowed his processions. Deprived of
most other ways of expressing his increasingly in- tangible sovereignty, he took
full advantage of the right, and the miniatures of Zafar’s reign contain an almost
touching number of scrolls showing processions: trips to Sufi shrines, the annual
exodus to the summer palace in Mehrauli, journeys to celebrate the festival of
‘Id at the old Id Gah, and expeditions to watch the Flowersellers’ Fair, the
Phulwalon ki Sair, at the ancient Jog Maya temple and the Sufi shrine of Qutb
Sahib.

Seen from this point of view, the spectacular marriage procession of Jawan
Bakht was less a symbol of strength than the last desperate fling of a terminally
ill dynasty.

(0 el

Understandably, the surviving official accounts of the wedding do not dwell on
the various squabbles that we know erupted in the course of the night.

The least surprising of the spats that took place was the one between the two
great court poets, Ghalib and Zaug. Almost everything about the two men’s
styles and backgrounds contained possibilities for disagreement. Zauq wrote
verse of startling simplicity; while Ghalib’s verse was notoriously complex.*
Zauq was from a humble background — his father had been a common
footsoldier; but it was he, not the self-consciously aristocratic Ghalib, who had
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been made Zafar’s ustadt in poetry, and so Poet Laureate of Mughal Delhi.
Moreover, while Zauq led a quiet and simple life, composing verse from dusk
until dawn, rarely straying from the tiny courtyard where he worked, Ghalib was
very proud of his reputation as a rake. Only five years before the wedding,
Ghalib had been imprisoned for gambling, and subsequently wore the affair —
deeply embarrassing at the time — as a badge of honour. When someone once
praised the poetry of the pious Sheikh Sahbai in his presence, Ghalib shot back,
‘How can Sahbai be a poet? He has never tasted wine, nor has he ever gambled;
he has not been beaten with slippers by lovers, nor has he once seen the inside of

a jail.’3* Elsewhere in his letters he makes great play of his reputation as a
ladies’ man. To one close friend whose mistress had just died and who had
written to Ghalib from the depths of misery, he replied:

Mirza Sahib, I don’t like the way you are going on. In the days of my
lusty youth a man of perfect wisdom counselled me, ‘Abstinence I do
not approve: dissoluteness I do not forbid. Eat drink and be merry. But
remember that the wise fly settles on the sugar and not on the honey.’
Well T have always acted on his counsel. You cannot mourn another’s
death, unless you live yourself ...Give thanks to God for your freedom,
and do not grieve ...When I think of paradise and consider how if my
sins are forgiven me and I am installed in a palace with a houri, to live
forever in the worthy woman’s company, I am filled with dismay and
fear ...How wearisome to find her there — a greater burden than a man
could bear. The same old palace, all of emerald made; the same fruit tree
to cast its shade. And — God preserve her from all harm — the same old
houri on my arm. Come to your sense, brother, and take another.

Take a new woman each returning spring
For last year’s almanac is a useless thing.3°

The squabble at the wedding was over a single verse in Ghalib’s sehra (or

wedding oration3®) where he appeared — characteristically — to suggest that no
one in the gathering could write a couplet as well as he. Most critics today would
argue that it was a well-justified boast, but at the time it was taken to be a slight
not just to Zauq, but also to Zafar, who was of course a considerable poet
himself, and who had expressed his belief in the superiority of Zauq’s talents
when he appointed the latter to correct his own verses. Zafar quickly made his
views apparent, presenting to Zauq a khilat and the honorary position of
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Superintendent of the Palace Gardens, while ostentatiously neglecting to provide

an honour of any sort for Ghalib.3” Zafar also encouraged Zauq to reply to
Ghalib’s unprovoked sally. The fine sehra that the Poet Laureate came up with
ended with a couplet tossing the challenge back to Ghalib:

The person who claims poetic skills,
Recite this to him and say,

‘Look — this is how a poet

Weaves a real wedding veil.’

According to the account of Azad, who was admittedly a pupil and adoring
partisan of Zaug’s: ‘Singers were in attendance and the verse was at once given
to them. By evening it had spread through every street and lane of the city, and

the next day it was published in the newspapers.’3
This particular round of the feud between the two poets went to Zaugq.

(0 el

One of the principal trials in Zafar’s old age appears to have been the strains that
existed between his different queens and concubines, and the degree to which
they all seem to have been perennially conducting intrigues with younger men.
These were serious tensions which formed a strong undercurrent to the wedding
celebrations of 1852.

Fifteen years earlier, at the time of Zafar’s accession to the throne in 1837,
his chief wife had been Taj Mahal Begum, the beautiful daughter of a humble
court musician, and it was she who presided over the celebrations that

accompanied his accession ceremonies.>°It was not, however, a position she was
able to retain for long. Only three years later the relatively aristocratic nineteen-
year-old Zinat Mahal was presented to Zafar; he was sixty-four. Within a few
months she had married him, effectively toppling Taj from her position as head
of the harem.

Thereafter Zinat Mahal managed to retain her position as Zafar’s favourite
wife until his death. This did not, however, stop the septuagenarian Zafar from
contracting four further marriages in the years that followed, all to wives of
relatively low status, as well as taking several new concubines: in 1853 there
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seem to have been at least five such women attached to the imperial
bedchamber, judging by the fact that in July that year Zafar had five sets of

silver feet made for their beds.*? Zafar’s harem seems in general to have been a
remarkably active place, even into the Emperor’s early eighties. Zafar fathered in
all no fewer than sixteen sons and thirty-one daughters, his last son, Mirza Shah
Abbas, being conceived as late as 1845 when the emperor was fully seventy
years old.

There is no record of Zinat Mahal taking against any of the concubines —
indeed, when one of them became pregnant by Tanras Khan, the court musician,

Zinat intervened to spare her severe punishment.*! But she seems to have
remained permanently in a state of war with Taj Begum, and at one point even
managed to have the latter imprisoned on suspicion of having an affair with one

of Zafar’s nephews, Mirza Kamran.*? Taj denied the charge, but her conduct was
widely believed to have been suspicious, and judging from the Palace diary she
certainly seems to have spent more time at her house in the city, and to have
come and gone from it at night by the back door more frequently than might
have been wise for a queen concerned about maintaining proprieties.*

Zafar’s harem was in general notoriously lax as far as discipline and security
were concerned: as well as Piya Bai, who became pregnant by Tanras Khan,
several other of his concubines were publicly accused of ‘improprieties’ at
various times, and at least one other illicit pregnancy occurred: two months
before Jawan Bakht’s wedding, one of the sepoys stationed at the water gate on
the Yamuna river frontage just below the Palace took advantage of his station to
conduct an affair with another unnamed slave girl who may well have been one
of Zafar’s concubines, and was sentenced to ‘a whipping and confinement with

irons’ for his pains. The girl got off relatively lightly: she was merely ‘sentenced

to grind grain’.**

Only three days after the discovery of the pregnant slave girl, other strangers
were found to be defying the guard eunuchs. According to the diary entry for 1
February 1852, Zafar immediately sent for the chamberlain, telling him ‘he was
much displeased at the arrangements of the zenana [harem]; that the chaukidars
[guards] and chobdars [mace-bearers] were never present and that strangers
were allowed access to the zanan-khana; that it was represented to him by
Chand Bai Concubine that Nabi Bakhsh had forcibly entered the house of Sultan
Bai, although the eunuch tried to prevent his doing so ...’. The general
impression is one of complete chaos, of a once-great establishment unable to
maintain basic proprieties in reduced circumstances; it is certainly a very
different picture to the closely guarded and impenetrable Mughal harem of
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orientalist myth. Whatever his other qualities, running the domestic
arrangements of the Red Fort was clearly not one of Zafar’s talents, at least in
his old age.

Life for the senior princes could be extremely comfortable and Zafar’s own
children had a fair degree of freedom to live their own lives and follow their own
interests and amusements, whether these lay in scholarly and artistic directions,
or in hunting, pigeon flying and quail fighting. But the options open for the
junior salatin, or Palace-born princes and princesses, could be extremely limited.
Besides the senior princes, there were over two thousand poor princes and
princesses — grandchildren and great-grandchildren and great-great-
grandchildren of previous monarchs — most of whom lived a life of poverty in
their own walled quarter of the Palace, to the south-west of the area occupied by

Zafar and his immediate family.*> This was the darker side of the life of the Red
Fort, and its greatest embarrassment; for this reason many of the salatin were
never allowed out of the gates of the Fort, least of all on so ostentatious an
occasion as the very public festivities in Daryaganj. According to one British
observer:

The salatin quarter consists of an immense high wall so that nothing can
overlook it. Within this are numerous mat huts in which these wretched
objects live. When the gates were opened there was a rush of miserable,

half naked, starved beings who surrounded us. Some men apparently

nearly 80 years old were almost in a state of nature.*,

Zafar, absorbed in his other worries, seems to have had fairly limited patience
with the sufferings and misdemeanours of his more distant relatives. They
tended to be responsible — so he believed — for most of the thefts and
disturbances that took place within the Palace: on one occasion, when a thief was
spotted darting along the walls of the Red Fort, Zafar remarked that ‘it must
have been one of the salatin’; on another Zafar was quoted as remarking that
‘the salatin were in the habit of stealing from one another’ and ‘of drinking and

creating a disturbance’.*” When Zafar was informed that one of the junior
salatin, ‘Mirza Mahmoud Sultan had become insane and was in the habit of

wandering around the Palace at night’, he did not hesitate to order that he should

be ‘confined with chains upon his feet’.*®

Occasionally, however, the salatin broke their silence and created a more
serious embarrassment for Zafar. Twice they had put together mass petitions
addressed to the British Resident claiming that their basic rights were being
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abused. Ten years into Zafar’s reign, in 1847, one hundred salatin signed a
petition complaining to Metcalfe of oppression:

Our conditions have approached to the extreme of humiliation and
poverty owing to the character and conduct of the King of Delhi who is
entirely subject to the control of his servants and bad advisers ... the
subordinate members are exposed to every species of degradation and
insult by [the chief eunuch] Mahbub Ali Khan and the favourites of the

king.’49

A second revolt of the salatin took place a year later and was timed to coincide
with the visit to Delhi of the British Lieutenant Governor of the North West
Provinces. This time a large piece of parchment containing the seals of more
than 150 salatin was presented to the governor asking for protection, and
claiming that Zafar was trying to dissuade the heir apparent from meeting

Metcalfe to discuss their grievances.”®

This second petition touched on the most sensitive of the tensions within
Zafar’s household. For of all the restrictions that the British had imposed on
Zafar, the one that rankled most of all was the withdrawal of his right to choose
his own successor. Instead the British had imposed on the Mughals the alien
European notion of primogeniture.

Zafar’s attempts to appoint his own choice as heir apparent first surfaced
when his oldest living son, Mirza Dara Bakht, died from a fever in 1849. The
British assumed that Zafar’s next son, the talented and popular poet, calligrapher
and historian Mirza Fakhru, should become the heir apparent in Dara’s place;
but Zafar, pressed by the increasingly domineering Zinat Mahal, tried instead to
insist on the succession of Mirza Jawan Bakht, then barely a boy of eight years
old, and the fifteenth of Zafar’s many sons.”’ As Zafar explained it in a letter
written to the Lieutenant Governor:

among my other sons, no one appears to me so fit for the office as Mirza
Jawan Bakht, who I am glad to say is endowed with natural good
propensities. He has not as yet attained the age of maturity and has not
been allowed to mix with people who are not upright. Besides, he is
from my lawful wife, who is of very high family, Nawab Zinat Mabhal...
Under these circumstances therefore, he is most fit for the high office of
Heir Apparent and he always remains under my Eyes, and devotes all his
time to learning in different branches of education. I feel satisfied that he
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will never do anything contrary to my wishes.>?

Zafar’s objection to primogeniture was somewhat ironic, given that it was solely
thanks to the British insisting on this principle that Zafar had himself come to the
throne, much against the will of his father, Akbar Shah II. The latter had strived
instead for the succession of Zafar’s raffish younger brother Mirza Jahangir, and
in the process developed so strong an objection to his eldest son that on 21
March 1807 he wrote a letter to the then British Resident, Archibald Seton,
which closely prefigured that written by Bahadur Shah about Mirza Fakhru
forty-two years later: ‘My eldest son [i.e. Zafar]’, wrote Akbar Shah, ‘is wholly
devoid of every qualification for occupying the throne.” He also accused him,
without giving any evidence or details, ‘of an offence against nature too delicate
to admit explanation from us’.*

Zafar now acted just as his father had done to him, and continued to push for
Mirza Jawan Bakht. Meanwhile his passed-over eldest son, Mirza Fakhru, began
learning English, and along with his ambitiously Anglophile father-in-law,
Mirza Ilahe Bakhsh, began to ingratiate himself with both Metcalfe and the
senior officers of the British military stationed in Delhi. It was in the end a
successful campaign. After much negotiation, Mirza Fakhru met with Metcalfe
and the Lieutenant Governor in January 1852, three months before the wedding,
and signed a secret understanding: the British agreed formally to recognise him
as heir apparent, contrary to his father’s wish; but there was a quid pro quo.
After more than two centuries, Mirza Fakhru would move the court from the Red
Fort to the distant suburb of Mehrauli, handing over the old fort of Shah Jahan to
the British, who would use it as a barrack and a powder magazine; and when he
became Emperor, Fakhru would drop the Mughal’s long-standing claim of
superior status to the British Governor General, and would henceforth meet him
on terms of equality.>>

When Zafar came to hear rumours about the terms of the agreement, he
reacted with fury, believing that his son had bargained away two of the most
sacred cornerstones of Mughal prestige: ‘A tawny coloured dog may be
mistaken for a jackal’s brother,” he spat angrily — if somewhat enigmatically — to
his attendants.”* Mirza Fakhru was quickly subject to a boycott at court: ‘anyone
professing friendship with Mirza Fakhru was his declared enemy’, announced
Zafar — and Mirza Fakhru’s various positions at court, his allowances, houses
and estates, were all one by one given to his younger brothers, notably his
ambitious and hard-working younger brother Mirza Mughal, the leading

Anglophobe among the princes.>”
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As it gradually became clear, however, that nothing was going to change the
British position, Zafar sank increasingly into impotent gloom, as he often did
when frustrated. He announced that if his wishes were to be so blatantly ignored,
he desired to abdicate and go on the haj: ‘It is plain ... that to this House nothing
remains now but the bare name,’ he wrote to Metcalfe.

It is to be regretted that my wishes do not meet the sanction of
government & I feel greatly distressed on this account. I therefore feel
anxious that I should no more prove troublesome to the government and
go on a pilgrimage to Mecca & pass the few remaining years of my life
there. Because I see that I have lost this world, [but] I may not lose the

other also, and I find myself unable in my old age to suffer grief.>®

Metcalfe was at a loss how to react, and blamed what he saw as the increasingly
baleful influence of Zinat Mahal: ‘Hitherto when alone with HM I have always
found him most plausible and rational,” Metcalfe wrote to Calcutta. ‘But he has
of late surrendered himself so completely to the guidance of the favourite wife,
the Nawab Zinat Mahal, and her confidential advisor, the Chief Eunuch Mahbub

Ali Khan, [that he] is induced to commit many unreasonable acts.”>’

By the middle of March 1852, however, Zafar seems to have cheered up
slightly, and to have pinned his hopes on one last attempt to change the
Resident’s mind. He abandoned his plan to go on the haj and threw himself into
making arrangements for the wedding of Jawan Bakht. He seems to have
believed — or to have been persuaded by Zinat Mahal — that if the wedding were
made sufficiently magnificent, such would be the prestige of the bridegroom that
the British might yet be forced to take Zafar’s choice of successor seriously.
Certainly contemporaries assumed that the magnificent wedding was Zafar’s
last-ditch attempt at persuading Metcalfe to recognise Jawan Bakht, and it did
result in the Delhi Gazette openly referring to the young groom as the heir
apparent.®®

Yet in the end, the whole ruinously expensive strategy — and indeed the
whole project of the marriage — was a catastrophic failure. For Metcalfe, well
aware of what was going on, did not make an appearance at any point during the
twelve days of the wedding celebrations, thus comprehensively snubbing the
entire affair.
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Sir Thomas Theophilus Metcalfe had been in Delhi nearly forty years by 1852,
and knew well both the city and its ruler.

He was a slight, delicate, bookish figure with an alert, intelligent expression,
a bald pate and bright blue eyes. His daughter Emily thought ‘he could not be
said to be handsome’ but believed he did have the redeeming feature ‘of
beautifully small hands and feet’. Certainly he was a notably fastidious man,
with feelings so refined that he could not bear to see women eat cheese.
Moreover he believed that if the fair sex insisted on eating oranges or mangoes,
they should at least do so in the privacy of their own bathrooms.

He would never have dreamt of dressing, as some of his predecessors had, in
full Mughal pagri and jama. Still less would he have dreamt of imitating the
example of the first British Resident at the Mughal court, Sir David Ochterlony,
who every evening was said to take all thirteen of his Indian wives on a
promenade around the walls of the Red Fort, each on the back of her own

elephant.59 Instead, a widower, he lived alone, and arranged that his London
tailors, Pulford of St James’s, should regularly send out to Delhi a chest of sober
but fashionable English clothes.

His one concession to Indian taste was to smoke a silver hookah. This he did
every day after breakfast, for exactly thirty minutes. If ever one of his servants
failed to perform his appointed duty, Metcalfe would call for a pair of white kid
gloves. These he would pick up from their silver salver and slowly pull on over
his delicate white fingers. Then, ‘with solemn dignity’, having lectured the

servant on his failing, he ‘proceeded to pinch gently but firmly the ear of the

culprit, and then let him go — a reprimand that was entirely efficacious’.®°

Sir Thomas had enjoyed an exceptionally happy marriage, but his wife
Felicity died quite suddenly of an unexplained fever in September 1842, at the
age of only thirty-four. In the decade that followed, with his six children all in
boarding school in England, Metcalfe withdrew in his grief into himself. He
became so set in his ways that by the time his children began returning to India
in the early 1850s, they found that their father had became a stickler for
propriety and punctuality, and greatly resented any disruption to his routine. By
the early 1850s this routine was so firmly established as to be something almost
set down in stone: ‘He always got up at five o’clock every morning,” wrote his
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daughter Emily,

and having put on his dressing gown he would go to the verandah and
have his chota haziri [small breakfast]. He used to take a walk up and
down the verandah, and his different servants came at that time to
receive their orders for the day. At seven o’clock he would go down to
the swimming bath which he built just below the corner of the verandah,
and then having dressed and had prayers in the oratory, he was ready for
breakfast at eight o’clock.

Everything was ordered with the greatest punctuality, and all the
household arrangements moved as if by clock work. After he had his
breakfast, his hookah was brought in and placed beside his chair...
When he had finished his smoke he went to his study to write letters
until the carriage was announced. This always appeared at exactly ten
o’clock under the portico, and he passed through a row of servants on his
way to it — one holding his hat, another his gloves, another his
handkerchief, another his gold headed cane, and another his despatch
box. These having been put into the carriage, his Jamadar mounted

beside the coachman and drove away, with two syces standing up behind
61

With no family to soften him, and a dislike for the noise of society, Metcalfe
threw himself into his work, in particular negotiating a succession settlement that
would allow the Company to expel the royal family from the Red Fort on the
death of Zafar. He had some affection, but little real respect, for the man he was
determined should be the last of the Timurid line. Although to Zafar’s face he
was always extremely polite, and would write to the Emperor as ‘my Royal
[lustrious friend ... I beg to express the high consideration I entertain for your
Majesty and subscribe myself as your Majesty’s sincere friend’, in private he

was sometimes less generous.62 ‘[Zafar] is mild and talented,” he wrote to Emily,
‘but lamentably weak and vacillating and impressed with very erroneous notions
of his own importance, productive of great mortification to himself and
occasionally of much trouble to the local authorities.’®3

Yet Metcalfe’s attitude to Delhi and its Emperor was much more ambiguous
than this might suggest. He was very proud of the resounding Persian titles given
to him by Zafar, and commissioned various calligraphed versions of them which
he later had bound into an album.* Moreover, almost against his better instincts,
he slowly came to be fascinated with the fabulous city he presided over: ‘There
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is something in this place to which the mind cannot be indifferent,” he wrote.

The ruins of grandeur that extend for miles on every side fill it with
serious reflection. The palaces crumbling into dust... the myriads of vast
mausoleums, every one of which was intended to convey to futurity the
deathless fame of its cold inhabitant, and all of which are now passed by,
unknown and unnoticed ... These things cannot be looked at with

indifference ...%*

In due course, Metcalfe systematically visited all the different antiquities of the
city and founded a Delhi Archaeological Society dedicated to uncovering the
history behind Delhi’s monuments, of which the young Sayyid Ahmad Khan
was an enthusiastic and energetic member. The society had its own journal, most
of whose articles Metcalfe personally commissioned from the intelligentsia of
the city, and duly translated himself from Urdu into English.

Unlike most British officials — who regarded their stay in India as a
temporary affair, and who waited eagerly for the moment when they could sail
home with their accumulated savings to set themselves up back in Britain —
Metcalfe took the decision to bring all his family possessions to India, and in
Delhi built for himself not one but two large country houses, in addition to his
new Residency office, known as Ludlow Castle,* which stood outside the city
walls in the recently built British Civil Lines to the north of the city.

In his letters, Metcalfe sometimes envisaged himself as an English country
squire. In reality, however, he seems to have had slightly more exalted
ambitions, and to some extent he set up his establishment as a rival court to that
of Zafar, with the Metcalfes as a parallel dynasty to the Mughals. Metcalfe
House, also known as Jahan Numa (‘World Showing’), his expansive and
palatial Palladian bungalow on the banks of the Yamuna to the north of the city,
was an indirect challenge to the Red Fort, a little downstream of it. If the Red
Fort had its marble domes, its scented night gardens with their bubbling
irrigation runnels and floating pavilions, then Metcalfe House had its flower
beds with its English blooms, its marble columns and its swimming pool, its
cypress avenues and orange groves, a library of 25,000 books, fine oil paintings
and rosewood Georgian furniture. It also had a Napoleon Gallery filled with
memorabilia of Bonaparte, including the Emperor’s own diamond ring and a
bust by Canova.

To the south of Delhi, Metcalfe established a second country house, Dilkusha
(or Delighter of the Heart), in a converted octagonal Mughal tomb near
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Mehrauli, which became Metcalfe’s answer to the nearby Mughal summer
palace of Zafar Mahal; a Mughal garden — a four-part char-bagh — was laid out
in front of the tomb house just to emphasise the parallel. Both Metcalfe’s houses
were surrounded by extensive estates, and were entered through colossal
Georgian gateways; both were decorated with follies, and even, in the case of
Dilkusha, a lighthouse, a small fort, a pigeon house, a boating pond and an
ornamental ziggurat.

Like Zafar, Metcalfe was a generous patron of Delhi’s artists. Between 1842
and 1844 he commissioned a whole series of images of the monuments, ruins,
palaces and shrines of the city from a Delhi artist named Mazhar Ali Khan, who
was also a favourite artist of Zafar’s. Metcalfe had the images bound into an
album, entitled The Dehlie Book, and wrote a long descriptive text as an
accompaniment. This in due course he sent to his daughter Emily as she made
her way home from an English schooling to join her father in Delhi. He also
commissioned a remarkable panoramic scroll of the city, some 20 feet long.
Together the two commissions remain the most complete visual picture of pre-
Mutiny Delhi now extant.®°

The commissions are also great works of art in their own right. Mazhar Ali
Khan had clearly been trained in the old Mughal techniques, but working for
Metcalfe, using English watercolours on English paper, and taking English
architectural elevations as his models, an extraordinary fusion of English and
Indian artistic impulses took place, a fusion that resulted in a new type of
painting, known today as the Company School.

The brilliance and simplicity of the colours, the meticulous, almost hypnotic
attention to detail, the gem-like highlights, the way the picture seems to glow, all
these point unmistakably towards Mazhar Ali Khan’s Mughal training: no
English artist would have thought of using the astonishing palette of colours that
still stands out like a small aesthetic firework display; the tentative washes of a
memsahib’s watercolour are a world away from this work. Yet the almost
fanatical Mughal attention to fine detail is fused with a scientific European
rationalism to produce an architectural painting that both observes and feels the
qualities of a building. Thus while the picture of the tomb of Ghazi ud-Din in the
Delhi College complex minutely reproduces the proportions and detail of the
Mughal domes of the mosque behind it, the artist has also understood the ideal
of lightness and delicacy that the architect was aiming at, and has produced an
image of the building as fine and as fragile as a lace ruff: the tomb is so delicate
and ethereal it could almost be blown away with a breath.

But it was not just as a patron of the arts that Sir Thomas had much in
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common with Zafar: in many other ways too their situations shared unexpected
parallels. Politically, they both had a faint sense that they had somehow been
passed over: however grandly Metcalfe might swagger through the muhallas of
Delhi, the truth was that many of Metcalfe’s juniors had long since shot past him
in the Company’s service: John Lawrence, for example, once one of Metcalfe’s
assistants, had now risen several ranks above him and was Governor of the
newly conquered Punjab. More galling still, Metcalfe’s elder brother Charles,
who had preceded him as Resident in Delhi, had now acquired a peerage and
been promoted from acting Governor General in Calcutta to actual Governor
General in Canada. Thomas Metcalfe, meanwhile, remained firmly ensconced in
his old position in Delhi. It was a good but hardly very senior position in the
Company’s civil service, despite Delhi’s long history as the capital of Hindustan
and the centre of the Mughal Empire. This was especially so after 1833 when the
new Presidency of the North West Provinces was created, administered by a
lieutenant governor based in Agra, so further reducing the authority of the Delhi
Resident.*

Moreover, the family situations of Metcalfe and Zafar were in many ways
surprisingly similar. If Zafar increasingly found himself at odds with his eldest
son and heir, then so too did Metcalfe. For Metcalfe’s son Theophilus (or Theo
as he was known), a junior magistrate in the Company’s service, newly returned
to India after ten years’ absence at school in England, was a very different figure
from his father. Where Sir Thomas was reserved and particular, Theo was
sociable and expansive and also, when he wished to be, extremely charming. If
the father liked solitude and disliked the business of entertaining, Theo was
noisy and convivial, and enjoyed parties, riding, horses and dogs. If his father
was resolutely self-disciplined and law-abiding, Theo had a tendency to cut

corners, and get into what his father described as ‘scrapes’.®® It was hardly
surprising, therefore, that the two had a somewhat strained relationship.

For this reason, Sir Thomas was more than a little alarmed when in April
1851, exactly a year before Jawan Bakht’s marriage, he received a letter from
Theo announcing that he had just been posted to Delhi. ‘I tell you candidly that I
fear our reunion,” Sir Thomas wrote to his middle daughter Georgina, known in
the family as GG.

At my time of life, I do not wish to be put out of my way and play
second fiddle in my own house. Your brother I know from experience:
all must give way to his wishes. My temper is hasty too, and I keep it
always under control. But I feel the result [of this]. [Moreover] I shall
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have to set him up with buggy and horses. I was snubbed the other day
by a friend of mine who said — ‘if you do not insist on his living within
his salary, he is quite right to draw upon you’. This is a troubling letter

[to write] — but my bile will evaporate 57
In the postscript, however, Metcalfe’s tone grew more apprehensive still:

After I wrote to you yesterday, dearest GG, the Delhi Gazette came in
and in a paragraph of the ‘Calcutta correspondents” letter, is one allusion
to an illegal act of a civil nature which, I fear has reference to your
brother. If so, he has not only angered Lord Dalhousie and will be
removed, but also in all probability will be prosecuted in the Supreme
Court, and is likely to be [fined] cash in damages of some 10 or 12,000
rupees, which I of course, shall have to pay rather than he have to go to
jail. This is a precious mess and if all I fear takes place, I cannot afford
to bring out your sister [from England]. How frightening it is that Theo
could not act with discretion and judgement. His extravagance is bad

enough.®®

Sir Thomas had always found his relationships with his daughters easier than
those with his sons, and his correspondence with both Emily and GG was
invariably warm and intimate. In 1852, however, at the same time as Zafar was
struggling with the affairs taking place in his harem, Sir Thomas was busy trying
to forbid the passionate love affair of the twenty-one-year-old Georgina.

Much to Metcalfe’s horror, Georgina had fallen for a young Scottish army
captain named Sir Edward Campbell. Campbell was a protégé and former ADC
to his fellow Scot, Sir Charles Napier, the former Commander-in-Chief of the
British Army in India, with whom Sir Thomas had had a serious disagreement;
to make matters worse, despite his title, Campbell was more or less penniless.
He and Georgina had met one morning in the house of the Company’s medical
officer in Delhi, Dr Grant, over a pianoforte which GG had gone to tune; and by
evening they were singing parlour songs together, chaperoned by Captain
Douglas, Commander of the Palace Guards.®’

As soon as Sir Thomas found out about the affair he forbade the couple from
corresponding and GG promptly went on a hunger strike. When Metcalfe took
her up to the newly built hill station of Mussoorie for a change of air, she sat
waiting for her lover’s letters, each of which was promptly confiscated by her
father on arrival. ‘My beloved,” wrote the lovesick GG to Campbell from her
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Mussoorie bedroom after her father had retired for the night,

It is so hard to see letters come from you & to feel I may not read or see
them since I know they are come! Oh! Edward! I should be so purely
happy if I might write to and hear from you! One little note a week
Edward would give me such intense joy. I cannot see the indelicacy and
find it appears to me incomprehensible how anyone can entertain such
an idea under existing circumstances. Are we not sure? Oh yes in

everything now ... 7

Metcalfe, who was so adept at controlling the many princes of the House of
Timur, found himself powerless in the face of the pain and despair of a single
twenty-one-year-old girl. He returned to Delhi, leaving GG in the hills, writing
helplessly from Dilkusha that

I trust you will allow the fine climate to have fair play with you and that
you will eat and recollect that you have a father who loves you and is
grieved to witness your present state both of body and mind, and that
whatever annoyance he may have caused you proceeded from sincere

affection and a sense of duty. No father can do more.”!
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BELIEVERS AND INFIDELS

The Reverend Midgeley John Jennings, the chaplain of the Christian population
of Delhi, was not a man to flinch from speaking his mind.

Ever since he had arrived in Delhi three months before Jawan Bakht’s
wedding, Jennings had been working on his plan to convert the people of Delhi
to Christianity. For the Mughal capital, Jennings had concluded, was nothing
less than the last earthly bastion of the Prince of Darkness himself: “Within its
walls’, he wrote,

the pride of life, the lust of the eye and all the lusts of the flesh have
reigned and revelled to the full, and all the glories of the Kingdoms of
this portion of the earth have passed from one wicked possessor to
another. It is as though it were permitted the Evil One there at least to
verify his boast that he giveth it to whom he will; but of truth, of

meekness and of righteousness, the power has not been seen ...!

Jennings’ plan was to rip up what he regarded as the false faiths of India, by
force if necessary: ‘The roots of ancient religions have here, as in all old places,

struck deep and men must be able to fathom deep in order to uproot them.’? His
method was simple: to harness the power of the rising British Empire — clearly
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the instrument ‘of the mysterious sway of God’s Providence’ — towards
converting the heathen.

The British Crown, argued Jennings in his prospectus for his proposed Delhi
Mission, was now the proud possessor of the Kohi-noor diamond, once the
property of the Mughals, India’s greatest dynasty. In gratitude, the British should
now endeavour in earnest to bring about the conversion of India and so ‘give in
return that “pearl of great price” [the Christian faith]... As the course of our
Empire is so marvellously taking its course from the East of India towards its
West’, so should the British be preparing to conquer the subcontinent for

Anglicanism and the one true God.> There should, he believed, be no
compromise with false religions.

Jennings had come out to India in 1832 and had quickly gained a reputation,
in the words of his daughter, for ‘striving against carelessness and neglect in
religious observance’. Having initially been posted to various quiet hill stations,
and forced to focus his energies on such peripheral concerns as designing
suitably modest headstones for the Christian cemeteries there, he had long
dreamt of opening a mission in Delhi and getting stuck into some serious work

as ‘Missionary to the Heathen’.# He finally got the job of chaplain in Delhi in
1852 and moved straight into the front line, the Red Fort itself, having been
invited to share the Lahore Gate lodgings of ‘the peculiarly upright’ Captain
Douglas and his invalid wife, whom Jennings described as ‘as churchy as
myself... a warm supporter of the mission’.”

The Douglases apart, however, Jennings’ brash and insensitive yet silkily
unctuous manner — strikingly similar to that of Obadiah Slope in the Barchester
Towers — won him few friends. He was strongly disliked by the Metcalfes: Sir
Thomas regarded him as ‘duplicitous’ and badly mannered (‘He returned a book

of mine through Douglas without a word or line of thanks’) while Theo thought

him simply ‘a bigot’.® If Jennings was a rare subject on which Sir Thomas and
Theo could wholeheartedly agree, he was also, even more remarkably, a rare
point of agreement between the English-language and very British Delhi Gazette
and the Urdulanguage and wholeheartedly Mughal Dihli Urdu Akbhar.

While it was hardly surprising that the pious Maulvi Muhammad Bagar,
editor of the Dihli Urdu Akbhar, would think Jennings a ‘fanatic’, it was more
surprising that the Delhi Gazette would find Jennings’ missionary activities a
touch over-enthusiastic.” Yet when Jennings went to the great Hindu festival, the
Kumbh Mela, and began trying to convert the millions of pilgrims who had
collected by the banks of the Ganges, loudly denouncing their ‘Satanic
paganism’, the Gazette was moved to point out that Jennings and his two
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assistants should perhaps be a little more restrained in their approach: ‘The zeal
of the missionaries is greater than their discretion in selecting this Heathen
pandemonium as the theatre of their exertions,” wrote a correspondent to the
Gazette. ‘“They have been daily preaching to the masses, but I should say without
a shadow of success, having to compete with the four great anti-Christian
powers — trade, crime, pleasure and idolatry — in all their most frantic forms.’
Especially angered by Jennings’ appearance were the militant naga sadhus, ‘a
particularly impudent clan of mendicants who wear no garb but that of nature’,
who were to be found ‘stalking about in the thick of the congregation, abusing or
driving out any non-Hindoo interloper who crosses their presence’.®

Jennings was not much more popular with his own flock. According to Sir
Thomas, he told one old lady who complained of the winter cold in St James’s

Church that ‘if her heart was warmer her feet would be so also’.? Nor was
Jennings known in Delhi as an especially engaging preacher: ‘I went to evening
service at the church,” wrote a British magistrate around this time. Jennings’
face, he noticed, wore a

dogged expression ... as of one who should say ‘I know this is a little
burdensome but I think you must bear it...” [By the time he was well
into his lengthy sermon] it was growing dark, and soon a candle had to
be sent for. This slender, solitary light in the darkening church and the
loud voice proceeding from the figure partially occupying the small disk
of brightness, had a most singular effect. The sermon, which the
preacher would not curtail by a syllable on account of the lateness, dwelt
as far as I remember on the vicissitudes of life, and urged how unwise
was the postponement of repentance in the face of the absolute
uncertainty of the future. I felt at the time a most unaccountable sinking

of spirits.!?

Whatever his personal failings, however, Jennings’ views and outlook were
shared by increasing numbers of the British in India. When the indomitable
Indophile Fanny Parkes had visited Hindustan a decade earlier she had found
that attitudes were changing and that extreme religiosity was ‘gaining ground
very fast in Cawnpore. Young ladies sometimes profess to believe it is highly
incorrect to go to balls, plays, races, or to any party where it is possible there
may be a quadrille. A number of the officers also profess these opinions, and set

themselves up as New Lights’.!!

India in the 1840s and 1850s was slowly filling with pious British
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Evangelicals who wanted not just to rule and administer India, but also to
redeem and improve it. In Calcutta Jennings’ colleague Mr Edmunds was vocal
in making known his belief that the Company should use its position more
forcibly to bring about the conversion of India. ‘The time appears to have come’,
he wrote in a widely read circular letter, ‘when earnest consideration should be
given to the subject, whether or not all men should embrace the same system of
religion. Railways, steam vessels and the electric telegraph are rapidly uniting all
the nations of the earth ... The land is being leavened and Hinduism is being
everywhere undermined. Great will some day, in God’s appointed time, be the

fall of it.”12

Nor was it any longer just the missionaries who dreamt of converting India.
To the north-west of Delhi, the Commissioner of Peshawar, Herbert Edwardes,
firmly believed an empire had been given to Britain because of the virtues of
English Protestantism: “The Giver of Empires is indeed God,’ he wrote, and He
gave the Empire to Britain because ‘England had made the greatest effort to

preserve the Christian religion in its purest apostolic form’.!3 It followed that the
more the British strove to propagate that pure faith, the more Providence would
smile on their efforts at empirebuilding. In this spirit, the district judge of
Fatehpur, Robert Tucker, had recently set up large stone columns inscribed with
the Ten Commandments in Persian, Urdu, Hindi and English and used ‘two or

three times a week to read the Bible in Hindoostanee to large numbers of natives

who were assembled in the compound to hear him’.™

Such Evangelical enthusiasms had even spread to the British Army in India.
According to one trooper of the Dragoon Guards, ‘a religious mania sprang up
and reigned supreme ... the adjutant and sergeant major having become quite

sanctimonious, attending religious meetings every morning’.!® It became a
watchword in such regiments that ‘no soldiers ever show themselves more

invincible than those who can pray as well as fight’.!° It was a similar case in the
Company’s own army, where officers like Colonel Steven Wheler, commanding
officer of the 34th Native Infantry, were in the habit of reading the Bible to his
sepoys as well as proselytising to ‘natives of all classes ... in the highways,
cities, bazaars and villages ... [hoping that] the Lord would make him the happy

instrument of converting his neighbour to God or, in other words, of rescuing

him from eternal damnation’.l”

Similar views were also echoed by the growing band of Evangelicals among
the Company’s directors, the first and foremost of whom was Charles Grant.
Believing that ‘it is hardly possible to conceive any people more completely
enchained than they [the Hindus] are by their superstitions’, Grant proposed
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hugely to increase missionary activity so as to convert a people whom he
characterised as ‘universally and wholly corrupt ... depraved as they are blind,

and wretched as they are depraved’.'® Providence, he believed, had clearly
brought the British to this sink of iniquity for a higher purpose:

Is it not necessary to conclude that our Asiatic territories were given to
us, not merely that we might draw an annual profit from them, but that
we might diffuse among their inhabitants, long sunk in darkness, vice

and misery, the light and benign influences of Truth?'?

The missionaries’ main ally within India itself had been the bishop of Calcutta,
Reginald Heber. Heber had worked hard offering encouragement to the different
missionary societies and cooperating with Company officials across India to
allow the missionaries to spread throughout British-controlled territory. This was
something that had been explicitly banned by the Company charter as recently as
1813, and only altered after a mass petition of Parliament organised in London
by the Evangelical ‘Committee of the Protestant Society’, which demanded the
alteration of the charter to allow ‘the speedy and universal promulgation’ of
Christianity ‘throughout the regions of the East’.

Heber was the man who oversaw the process of putting this regime into
place; he also wrote a series of hymns which acted as rallying cries for the
aggressively self-confident new mission. His stirring verses, still sung today, are
full of the imagery of Holy War and Christian militarism, as Christian Soldiers
battle their way to Salvation, Fighting the Good Fight ‘through peril, toil and
pain’: ‘The Son of God goes forth to war,” begins one hymn, ‘his blood red
banner streams afar.” Heber’s hymns are also revealing of the attitude of the
missionaries towards their potential converts:

From Greenland’s icy mountains,
From India’s coral strand ...
They call us to deliver

Their land from error’s chain.

What though the spicy breezes,
Blow soft o’er Ceylon’s isle;
Though every prospect pleases,
And only man is vile.
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In vain with lavish kindness
The gifts of God are strewn;
The heathen in his blindness,
Bows down to wood and stone.

Heber’s views about the vile heathen of India exactly echoed those of Padre
Jennings. ‘A strong attack must be made somewhere,” wrote Jennings soon after

arriving in Delhi, ‘and I hope we shall see it made here.’?"

(0 el

The learned Muslim ‘ulama* had initially been ambiguous in their response to
the arrival of the British in Hindustan at the end of the eighteenth century. While
some had discussed the notion of whether Hindustan was now Dar ul-harb, the
Abode of War, and so a legitimate focus for a Muslim jihad, most had taken the
view that the British could only be an improvement on the Hindu Marathas who
preceded them as the dominant power in the north, and so accepted work in the
Company’s employment as lawyers, munshis and teachers.?!

There were a number of high-profile marriages between leading maulvis
(Muslim clerics) and British women, most of whom converted to Islam.?? There
was also a degree of genuine intellectual interest in Christianity in learned circles
in Delhi: the Mughal court was so pleased to receive an Arabic version of the
New Testament in 1807, soon after the arrival of the British in Delhi, that they
‘returned their thanks and requested that the supply might be continued’.?>

Moreover, many of the Delhi ‘ulama quickly formed friendships with the
notably Indophile officials who filled the British Residency in the early days of
the British ascendancy: Shah Abdul Aziz, for example, had developed a great
affection for Sir David Ochterlony’s assistant, William Fraser, who came to him

twice a week to improve his Persian and Arabic.>* A linguist and scholar from
Inverness, Fraser pruned his moustaches in the Delhi manner and fathered ‘as
many children as the King of Persia’ from his harem of ‘six or seven legitimate

[Indian] wives’.?> Shah Abdul Aziz was impressed by Fraser’s sympathetic
understanding of Muslim ways, and gave him advice on subjects as diverse as

what shrines to visit on the road to Peshawar and the finer points of sharia law.?%
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Fraser returned the affection. Soon after his arrival in Delhi he began seeking
out ‘learned natives ... [of whom] there are a few, and in poverty, but those I

have met with are real treasures’.>” Among them was the poet Ghalib, who later
wrote that when Fraser was assassinated, he ‘felt afresh the grief of a father’s

death’.?® Fraser gave up eating pork and beef so that he could share his table
with both Hindu and Muslim guests. He also wore Mughal clothes, and lived in a
wholeheartedly Mughal style. Before long he gained a reputation for ‘consorting
with the grey beards of Delhi... almost all of them Musalmans of Mogul
extraction, the wreck of the nobility of that court’.>® As the French traveller and
botanist Victor Jacquemont put it:

[Fraser is] half-asiatick in his habits, but in other respects a Scotch
Highlander, and an excellent man with great originality of thought, a
metaphysician to boot ... His mode of life has made him more familiar,
perhaps, than any other European with the customs and ideas of the
native inhabitants. He has, I think, a real and profound understanding of
their inner life, such as is possessed by few others. Hindustani and

Persian are like his two own mother tongue ...3°

As Fraser wrote home to his parents on 8 February 1806, in his first letter
describing Delhi: ‘My situation is as desirable as any one I could hold ... I read
and study with pleasure the languages. They are the chief source of my
amusement, [although] Delhi affords much [other] food besides. I am also

making a good collection of oriental manuscripts.’3!

He was not alone in these Mughal enthusiasms. Fraser’s superior, Sir David
Ochterlony, was equally enamoured of Delhi courtly culture. With his fondness
for huggas and nautch girls* and Indian costumes, Ochterlony alarmed Bishop
Heber, when the two met by chance in the wilds of Rajasthan, by receiving him
sitting on a divan wearing Hindustani pyjamas and a turban, while being fanned
by servants holding a peacock-feather punkah. To one side of Ochterlony’s own
tent was the red silk harem tent where Ochterlony’s women slept, and on the
other side the encampment of his daughters, all, according to the amazed bishop,
‘hung around with red cloth and thus fenced in from the eyes of the profane ... it

was [as if] an Eastern prince [was] travelling ...’3?

Ochterlony was reputed to have had thirteen wives, but one of these, a former
Brahmin dancing girl from Pune who converted to Islam and was referred to in
his will as ‘Beebee Mahruttun Moobaruck ul Nissa Begume, alias Begum
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Ochterlony, the mother of my younger children’,3® took precedence over any

others.3* Much younger than Ochterlony, she certainly appears to have had the
upper hand in her relationship with the old general, and one observer remarked

that ‘making Sir David Commissioner [of Delhi was the same as] making

Generallee Begum’.>°

In such mixed households, Islamic customs and sensitivities were clearly
understood and respected: in one letter, for example, it is recorded that ‘Lady

Ochterlony has applied for leave to make the Hadge to Mecca’.® Indeed,
Ochterlony even considered bringing up his children as Muslims, and when his
children by Mubarak Begum had grown up, he adopted a child from the family
of the Nawabs of Loharu, one of the leading Delhi Muslim families.3” Brought
up by Mubarak Begum, the girl eventually married her cousin, a nephew of
Ghalib.38

In addition to the mixed households of the British Residency, in the vicinity
of Delhi there were a number of landed dynasties who also tried with varying
success to bridge the gap between Islam and Christianity, between Mughal
culture and that of the British. The Skinners of Hansi, the Gardners of
Khasgunge and the circle around the Begum Sumru of Sardhana were all
descended from eighteenth-century European mercenaries who had married into
the Mughal elite of Delhi and developed a hybrid lifestyle, so forming a sort of
Anglo-Mughal Islamo-Christian buffer zone between the Mughal world of the
court and the world of the Company’s Residency. All three dynasties nominally
professed Christianity, while speaking mainly Persian and Hindustani, and living
in an almost entirely Islamicised Mughal style.

This fusion of civilisations could sometimes be confusing. The American-
born William Linnaeus Gardner had married a begum of Cambay, while his son
James had married Mukhtar Begum, a first cousin of Zafar. Together they
fathered an Anglo-Mughal dynasty, half of whose members were Muslim and
half Christian; indeed, some of them, such as James Jahangir Shikoh Gardner,

seem to have been both at the same time.*3° In 1820, Gardner’s begum came to
Delhi to negotiate a marriage alliance between her dynasty and that of the
Begum Sumru, using Sir David Ochterlony as intermediary: ‘I believe James
[Gardner’s eldest son] is to be contracted at the next Ede,” wrote William
Gardner to a cousin,

but can say nothing certain as I am not in the secret. Eunuchs and old
women are going between daily [between the two households] ... The
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only thing I have interfered in was to place my veto on the whole Royal
Family coming to the shadee [marriage] as I cannot afford it ...4°

Finally, just as everything seemed to be arranged, there was a death in the
entourage of the Begum Sumru, who did not hesitate to declare forty days’
mourning, in the Muslim manner: ‘the Old Begum has thought proper to make a
very expensive and tedious mourning,” reported an increasingly irritated
Gardner, ‘and has been feeding all Delhi besides beating herself Black and Blue,
and expects Sir David as hakim ... to take off her sogh [mourning clothes] at the
end of the 40 days’. Ochterlony duly offered his assistance at the mourning
rituals, but confided to one friend ‘that the old Begum so mixes Christian
customs with the Hindoostanee that though anxious to do that which would

please the old lady, he simply did not know what was required.’*!

The way in which the Christian converts continued doggedly to keep to their
old Mughal customs was not necessarily to everyone’s taste. Father Angelo de
Caravaggio, the Capuchin who was sent to minister to the Begum Sumru, found
it a particular struggle: ‘My four years at Sardhana saw the construction of a
church and a house,” he wrote to his superiors in Rome. ‘Since I was unable to
bring about the abandonment of Muslim customs, and seeing no chance of
improvement, I took the decision to devote myself to the education of children
... seeing that despite my efforts, Christianity did not affect the customs of the
Muslims, I [eventually] returned to Agra with the children.’#?

In contrast to the mild tut-tutting of Father Angelo, the intrusion of Jennings
and his overtly Islamophobic mission into this overwhelmingly hybrid landscape
was something quite new, and it dramatically changed the atmosphere. It
undermined the hopes of those in the Mughal elite who had endeavoured to
create a working relationship with the Christians, while confirming the
prejudices of those who had argued all along against any attempt at
accommodation with the infidel kdfirs.

For while there had been several other missionaries passing through Delhi in
the course of the early nineteenth century, preaching, debating and distributing
pamphlets, none had adopted quite such a blatantly confrontational approach as
Jennings. In his first report to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel
(SPG), Jennings had talked of his relish in taking on Delhi’s ‘261 mosques and
200 temples’ and had made no secret of his willingness openly to attack both

Islam and the Prophet.*> Nor did the earlier missionaries have the same degree
of official patronage as Jennings, who had, among others, the Governor of the
North West Provinces and the Commissioner of the Punjab on his Mission
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Committee. As Delhi chaplain, he also had his salary and travel arrangements
paid for by the Company.

Moreover, Jennings arrived in Delhi at a time when both Muslims and
Hindus were beginning to feel increasingly alarmed by the degree to which the
British were beginning to use their new power to curb what had previously been
regarded as legitimate religious activities, and instead to aggressively and
insensitively promote Christianity. Sati, the burning of Hindu widows, had been
outlawed in 1829, alarming many orthodox Hindus; another law allowing the
remarriage of Hindu widows horrified many more. Since then stories had been
circulating of the ways in which the British were using government orphanages
to convert parentless children, a tendency that seemed to be confirmed by the
legislation introduced in 1832 allowing converts to inherit ancestral property,
something explicitly forbidden by the sharia. There were also claims that
missionaries had been allowed a free hand to preach to the (literally) captive
audience in the Company jails: not an unlikely charge, since the Superintendent
of Jails for the region was also on Jennings’ committee.**

More seriously still, in the British land settlement that had followed the
conquest of Hindustan, many hundreds of temples, mosques, madrasas and Sufi
shrines had had their endowments ‘resumed’ — effectively confiscated — on a
variety of pretexts, and wherever documents proving the grantees’ rights could
not be produced; among the land grants resumed were the revenues bequeathed
to no fewer than nine mosques in Delhi. There were other cases where the
Company casually demolished revered temples and mosques to make roads —

something that especially upset the influential theologian Shah Abdul Aziz.**
In a few cases land was taken from mosques and awarded to missionaries in
order for them to build churches; on other occasions, with equally astonishing
insensitivity, missionaries and the regular Christian clergy were given
confiscated or ruined mosques to live in.*®

Although the missionaries were in general notably unsuccessful in their trawl
for conversions in northern India, such was the atmosphere of suspicion
generated by the growing missionary phobia that even quite innocent British
initiatives began to generate alarm: the construction of a hospital in Saharanpur
to the north of Delhi led to a wave of anxiety that the British were going to
abolish the purdah system, since veiled women had been asked to go there rather
than being treated at home. By the same token, all British schools and colleges

came to be regarded as covert organs of missionary activity.*’

It was no accident that it was in 1852, the year of Jennings’ arrival in Delhi,
that the first signs emerged of an intellectual counterattack by the Delhi ‘ulama.
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It was in this year that the learned Maulana Rahmat Allah Kairnawi wrote a
widely circulated tract, Izalat al-awham (The Remover of Doubts), in which he
provided a very articulate defence of Islam and an attack on the scriptural
inconsistencies and corruptions of the Christian Gospels, based partly on the new
findings of German biblical scholars. As the Maulana explained:

For a time the ordinary Muslims shrank from listening to the preaching
[of the missionaries] and from studying their books and pamphlets,
therefore none of the Indian ‘ulama paid any attention to the refutation
of these pamphlets. But after some time had passed there began to be a
weakening in some of the people, and some of the illiterate [Muslims]
were in danger of stumbling. Therefore some of us scholars of Islam

turned their attention to their refutation ...4?

(0 el

The new attitudes of the Evangelicals were only part of a more widespread and
visibly growing arrogance on the part of the increasingly powerful British. Since
they had finally succeeded in conquering and subduing the Sikhs in 1849, the
British finally found themselves the masters of South Asia: every single one of
their military rivals had now been conquered — Siraj ud-Daula of Bengal in 1757,
the French in 1761, Tipu Sultan of Mysore in 1799, and the Marathas in 1803
and again, finally, in 1819.

For the first time there was a feeling that technologically, economically and
politically, as well as culturally, the British had nothing to learn from India and
much to teach; it did not take long for imperial arrogance to set in. This
arrogance, when combined with the rise of Evangelical Christianity, slowly
came to affect all aspects of relations between the British and the Indians.

The Delhi College, initially more a madrasa than a Western university, was
remodelled by the Company in 1828 to provide, in addition to its oriental
studies, an education in English language and literature. The object was ‘to
uplift’ what the new college committee now saw as the ‘uneducated and half-
barbarous people of India’. Behind the move was Charles Trevelyan, the
brother-in-law and disciple of Thomas Babingdon Macaulay, the same Macaulay
whose minute famously declared that ‘a single shelf of a good European library
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was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia’:

the historical information which has been collected from all the books
written in the Sanscrit language is less valuable than what may be found
in the most paltry abridgments used at preparatory schools in England ...
The languages of Western Europe civilized Russia. I cannot doubt that
they will do for the Hindoo what they have done for the Tartar.

Trevelyan now put such views into action at Delhi College, declaring that: ‘Only
the pure fount of English literature [can make] headway against the impenetrable

barrier of habit and prejudice backed by religious feeling.’*® Shortly afterwards,
in 1837, the British abolished Persian as the language of government and
replaced it with English (and occasionally the regional language as well). From
now on, it was clear, the British were setting the agenda and India would be
governed entirely according to their tastes, traditions and judgements.

Yet even Indians who were educated in the new English college found it did
little to improve their treatment at British hands. According to Mohan Lal
Kashmiri, who was a pupil in the first batch of students taught in the Delhi
English College, ‘the distant and contemptible manner with which we are treated
by the generality of English gentlemen, wounds our hearts and compels us to
forget the blessings of the British rule’. He added a word of warning: ‘you may
crush down the populace and keep them in awe with your arms, but until you
conquer and win the hearts of the people, the peace and affection will be more an
outward word of talk’ than reality.®

To the White Mughals who had tried to bridge the two cultures, the change in
tone and the sheer ever—growing rudeness of the British were deeply dispiriting.
William Gardner was profoundly embedded in the tolerant and hybrid court
culture of the Mughals; to him, attempts by missionaries like Jennings to force
their customs and religions on an unwilling India were as horrifying as they were
inexplicable. He was especially irritated by the degree to which the British
seemed to have lost touch with Indian opinion. As he wrote to a cousin, over and
over again the British succeeded in giving offence ‘for want of knowledge of the
natives ... Injustice and Tyranny were never exceeded by any government that

ever existed’.°! His feelings were shared by Ochterlony, who in his old age was
equally horrified by the way his younger colleagues treated the Emperor and his
family: ‘the House of Timoor far from being thought worthy to command the
least consideration,” he wrote to a sympathetic William Fraser, ‘is apparently
sinking into the very lowest state of contempt. I fear ... we do not gain much
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Popularity in the eyes of the natives by such marked degradation’.>?

When Fanny Parkes was in Delhi, she paid a call to an old princess who was
a cousin of the Gardners in the zenana of the Red Fort. At the beginning of the
British ascendancy, such visits would have been routine and unremarkable. But
by the late 1840s the reaction from the British community in Delhi was one of
nearhorror. ‘I heard that I was much blamed for visiting the princess,” wrote
Fanny afterwards.

Look at the poverty, the wretched poverty of these descendants of the
Emperors! In former times strings of pearls and valuable jewels were
placed on the necks of departing visitors. When the Princess Hyat-ool-
Nissa Begum in her fallen fortunes put the necklace of freshly gathered
white jasmine flowers over my head, I bowed with as much respect as if
she had been the Queen of the Universe. Others may look upon these
people with contempt, I cannot. Look at what they are, what they have
been. One day a gentleman, speaking to me of the extravagance of one
of the young princes, mentioned that he was always in debt, he could
never live upon his allowance. The allowance of the prince was twelve

rupees a month! Not more than the wages of a head servant.

By the late 1830s, White Mughals like Fraser, Gardner and Ochterlony were
becoming few and far between; they and their way of life were beginning to die
out. The wills of Company officials show that it was at this time that the number
of Indian wives or bibis (consorts or girlfriends) being mentioned begins to
decline: from turning up in one in three wills in the period 1780-85, the practice
had gone into steep decline. Between 1805 and 1810, bibis appear in only one in
every four wills; by 1830 it is one in six; by the middle of the century they have

all but disappeared.>*

The speed of the decline of such liaisons far outstrips the speed of the arrival
of the white women, whose numbers really increased dramatically only after,
rather than before, 1857. This was a result of a changing pattern of Company
recruitment: reforms to the Civil Service in 1856 meant that after 1857 civil
servants began to come out in their mid-twenties, after undergoing competitive
examinations following university, and by that time often arrived in India
already married; in contrast, in the earlier period young men had to apply to join
the Company before their sixteenth birthday, and thus arrived still malleable and
unattached. The drift apart cannot therefore be blamed on the memsahibs, as
generations of schoolchildren have been taught.
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More than twenty years earlier, by the early 1830s, Englishmen who had
taken on Indian wives or customs had already begun to become objects of
surprise and even derision. By the mid-nineteenth century there was growing
‘ridicule’ of Company servants ‘who allow whiskers to grow and who wear
turbans &c in imitation of the Musalmans’. Pyjamas — common dress in
eighteenth-century Calcutta and Madras — for the first time became something
that an Englishman slept in rather than something he wore during the day. As the
Delhi Gazette put it in an editorial of 1856:

Instances have been known of Englishmen coming out to India early in
life and becoming in the course of time so throughly Indianized, so
identified with the natives (usually with the Mohammedan natives) in
habits and feelings as to lose all relish for European society, to select
their associates and connections from among the Muslims, to live in
every respect in Mussalman fashion, and to either openly or tacitly adopt
the Mussalman creed, at any rate ceasing to manifest any interest in
Christianity ... These have frequently been men of very superior ability
... and their familiarity with the ways of the natives may have paved the
way for successes otherwise dubious or impracticable.

It is evident however that such time has gone by, and we must be
careful not to be misled by their opinions, however applicable to the task
of their day. It is now clear that the present practical influence of such a
class, a class fast dying out, can only be to retard the progress of
knowledge in India, to abet the native in his adherence to his ancient
ways, to keep him tenacious to his old ideas of Oriental conservatism

and hostile to all innovation ...>°

Comfortably settled in his rooms in the Red Fort, Padre Jennings was clear in his
own mind that he represented the new broom that was needed to sweep away
such morally corrupt attitudes. Before long he was joined by two junior
assistants, one of whom learned Urdu and Persian with a view to targeting the
Muslims, and the other Sanskrit, aiming at the Hindus. Together they quickly
realised all the fears and suspicions of the Delhi elite by beginning secret Bible

classes in the officially secular Delhi College.”®

For several months, however, there was a notable absence of conversions and
a growing hostility to Jennings’ attempts to produce some. Then in July 1852,
four months after the wedding of Jawan Bakht, Jennings pulled off a major coup.
Two prominent Delhi Hindus, Dr Chaman Lai, one of Zafar’s personal
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physicians, and his friend Master Ramchandra, a talented mathematics lecturer at
the Delhi College, both announced they wished to convert. Jennings was only
too anxious to oblige, and arranged to baptise them in a very public ceremony at
St James’s Church on Sunday, 11 July. As Jennings wrote to the SPG soon
afterwards, in a report glowing with self-satisfaction,

Never was a field riper for missionary efforts than this one ... These men
have many connections in Delhi and were high in esteem, and their
baptism consequently caused the greatest excitement throughout the city
... The whole Hindu population assembled around the church on Sunday

evening ...>’

Soldiers were on hand in case of trouble, but there was no immediate uproar,
although there was, for many days afterwards, a ‘violent agitation throughout the

city’.>® Respectable families quickly removed their children from the Delhi
College where Master Ramchandra worked. Meanwhile even the most pro-
British of the ‘ulama now began to have second thoughts about their
increasingly militant Christian masters.

One of these was Mufti Sadruddin Azurda, a close friend of both Zafar and
Ghalib, who had played an important role as bridge between the British and the
Mughal elite in the early days of the British ascendancy in Delhi, and who had
been a friend and protégé of Sir David Ochterlony. For thirty years Azurda had
balanced his place as the chief Muslim judge (Sadr Amin) in Delhi and a leading
literary figure and mufti at court, with a mild Anglophilia: a natural mediator, he
had argued that employment by the Company was entirely legitimate in Muslim
law, and that any notion of jihad was quite inappropriate since the British had
allowed full religious freedom.”® Now, however, even Azurda began to have
serious doubts about the direction British policy was taking, and quietly went
about dissuading his students at Delhi College from paying any attention to
‘Christian propaganda’.®® Others were more outspoken. According to one
missionary: “The Muslims would gladly overthrow the English. They tell [us]
plainly, “If you were not the rulers, we would soon silence your preaching, not
with arguments but with the sword.”6?

(0 el
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Just as militant Christians were a growing force among the British in the early
1850s, so among Delhi’s Muslims there was a parallel rise in rigid
fundamentalism that displayed the same utter certainty and disdain for the faiths
of others, as well as a similar willingness to use force against the infidel.*

If the great abolitionist William Wilberforce and the Clapham Sect had
helped generate the spread of fundamentalist Evangelical attitudes in English
Christianity, on the Muslim side the father of the radical Islamic Reform
movement was Shah Waliullah, an eighteenth-century Delhi divine who had
gone to study at Medina in the Hejaz at the same time as Ibn Abd al-Wahhab,
the founder of the Arabian Wahhabis.T While there is no evidence that the two
ever met, they shared an almost identical theology, and when he returned to
India, Shah Waliullah quickly declared war on what he saw as the perverted and
deviant interpretations of Islam practised in Delhi.%?

Shah Waliullah and his sons — notably William Fraser’s friend Shah Abdul
Aziz — strongly opposed the Sufi veneration of saints, which they likened to idol
worship, and were especially outspoken about the syncretic practices they
believed Indian Muslims had picked up from their Hindu neighbours: making
pilgrimages to Hindu holy places, consulting Hindu astrologers, piercing the
noses of women for nose studs, lighting lamps on tombs, playing music in holy
places, and celebrating Hindu festivals. Even the practice of eating on banana
leaves was anathematised. The Shah’s solution was to strip out all non-Islamic
accretions and innovations, and to emphasise instead a strictly Koranic
monotheism in which prayers could be directed only to God, and never through
any saintly intermediary.%3

Judging human reason to be incapable of reaching divine truth on its own,
Shah Waliullah emphasised the importance of revealed divine revelation and
urged a return to the text of the Koran and the Hadiths. In order to make those
texts easily available to ordinary people, the Shah translated the Koran into
Persian while his sons later translated it into Urdu and disseminated both

translations through the new Delhi printing presses.%* Like the Wahhabis, Shah
Waliullah also opposed what he saw as the corrupt Muslim rulers of his day, and
from his family stronghold in the Madrasa i-Rahimiyya he and his sons and

grandsons encouraged Delhiwallahs to defy what he perceived as the decadence

of the Mughals and not behave like ‘camels with strings in their noses’.°

Shah Waliullah’s dislike of the Mughals was as much theological as political.
For generations the Mughal emperors had intermarried with Hindus — Zafar was
quite typical in having a Rajput mother — and the slow seepage of Hindu ideas
and customs from the harem into the rest of the Palace had led the later Mughal
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emperors to subscribe to a particularly tolerant and syncretic form of Sufi Islam,
aligned to the liberal Chishti brotherhood, at the very opposite end of the
theological spectrum from the hard-line views of Shah Waliullah; many
fundamentalists regarded such liberal views as bordering on infidelity — kufr.%°

In orthodox Islam, the object of creation is the worship of God — a
relationship of subordination in which God is the master and the devotee is the
slave. This relationship is a very straightforward one: if you worship God in the
proper way you will be rewarded — on the Day of Judgement you will go to
paradise — and if you do not, you will go to hell. The Sufi-minded poet-princes
of the Mughal court and their circle in the Delhi ashraf elite completely rejected
this idea. They argued instead that God should be worshipped not because he
had commanded us to it, but because he was such a lovable being. As a result all
traditions were tolerated: anyone was capable of expressing his or her love for
God, and that ability transcended religious associations, gender or indeed one’s
place in the social order. This was one of the reasons why the Sufi Islam
practised so enthusiastically in the court was also so popular across the city, and
also why the court circle were so violently anathematised by the more Orthodox
‘ulama.

Visits to Delhi’s ancient Sufi shrines — which then as now are venerated by
Delhi’s Hindus every bit as much as by Delhi’s Muslims — are an almost weekly
occurrence in the court diary of Zafar’s reign, and far outhumber any mention of
visits to mosques. Zafar also gave generously to the shrine keepers whenever
they presented themselves at court, and paid to have flowers placed on saints’
graves, something of which the school of Shah Waliullah especially
disapproved.®”

Indeed, Zafar was himself regarded as a Sufi pir, and used to accept pupils or
murids.%® The loyal Dihli Urdu Akbhar went so far as to call him ‘one of the
leading saints of the age, approved of by the divine court’.%” Zafar even dressed
the part, and in his youth, prior to his accession, made a point of living and
looking like a poor scholar and dervish, in striking contrast to his three notably
dressy younger brothers, Mirzas Jahangir, Salim and Babur: ‘he was a man of
spare figure and stature, plainly apparelled, almost approaching to meanness’,
reported Major Archer in 1828, when Zafar was fiftythree, and still a decade
away from succeeding to the throne. ‘His appearance was that of an indigent
munshi, or teacher of languages.’”°

Zafar’s Sufism took two very distict forms. As a poet and dervish, he imbibed
the highest subtleties of mystical Sufi writing. But he was also deeply
susceptible to the magical and superstitious side of popular Islam. He seems to
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have believed, for example — as did many of his people — that his position as
both Sufi master and Emperor gave him tangible spiritual powers. Thus when
one of his followers was bitten by a snake, Zafar attempted to cure him by
sending ‘a Seal of Bezoar [a stone antidote to poison] and some water on which

he had breathed’, and giving it to the man to drink.”"
The Emperor also had a great belief in charms or ta’wiz, especially as a

palliative for his perennial complaint of piles, or to ward off evil spells.”? During
one period of illness, he gathered a group of leading Sufi pirs and told them that
‘several Begums suspected that some party or other had cast a spell over him. He
therefore requested them to take steps to remedy this so as to remove all
apprehensions on this account. They replied that they would write out some
charms &c for his Majesty. They were to be mixed in water which when taken

[i.e. drunk] would guard him from all evil’.” Such pirs, wonder workers and
Hindu astrologers were in constant attendance on the King, and on their advice
he regularly sacrificed buffaloes and camels, buried eggs, and arrested supposed

black magicians, as well as wearing a special ring to cure indigestion.”* He also,
on their advice, regularly donated cows to the poor, elephants to Sufi shrines and
a horse to the khadims (clergy) of the Jama Masjid.”>

Zafar’s poetry, however, existed on a higher plain than this. Like much verse
of the period, it was deeply imbued with the Sufi ideals of love, which were
regarded as much the surest route to a God who was seen to be located not in the
heavens, but deep within the human heart. For if the world of the heart lay at the
centre of Sufism, it also formed the cornerstone of the principal literary form in
late Mughal Delhi — the ghazal, which derived its name from the Arabic words

‘talking to a woman about love’”® The love of the ghazal poet was ambiguous —
it was rarely made entirely clear whether it was sacred or worldly love to which
the poet referred. This ambiguity was deliberate, for just as the longing of the
soul for union with God was believed to be as compelling and as all-embracing
as the longing of the lover for the beloved, both loves could be carried to the
point of insanity or what Sufis called fana — self-annihilation and immersion in

the beloved.”” In the eyes of the Sufi poets, this search for the God within
liberated the seeker from the restrictions of narrowly orthodox Islam,
encouraging the devotee to look beyond the letter of the law to its mystical
essence. As Ghalib put it,

The object of my worship lies beyond perception’s reach;
For men who see, the Ka’ba is a compass, nothing more”®
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Look deeper, he tells the orthodox: it is you alone who cannot hear the music of
His secrets. Like many of his Delhi contemporaries, Ghalib could write
profoundly religious poetry, yet was sceptical about literalist readings of the
Muslim scriptures. Typical were his bantering meditations on paradise, which he
wrote in a letter to a friend: ‘In Paradise it is true that I shall drink at dawn the
pure wine mentioned in the Koran,’ he wrote,

but where in Paradise are the long walks with intoxicated friends in the
night, or the drunken crowds shouting merrily? Where shall I find there
the intoxication of Monsoon clouds? Where there is no Autumn how can
Spring exist? If the beautiful houris are always there, where will be the
sadness of separation and the joy of union? Where shall we find there a

girl who flees away when we would kiss her?”?

In the same spirit in Ghalib’s poetry the orthodox Shaikh always represents
narrow-mindedness and hypocrisy:

The Shaikh hovers by the tavern door,
But believe me, Ghalib,

I am sure I saw him slip in,

As I departed.

In his letters too Ghalib frequently contrasts the narrow legalism of the ‘ulama,
‘teaching the baniyas and brats, and wallowing in the problems of menstruation
and post-natal bleeding’, with real spirituality, for which you had to ‘study the

works of the mystics and take into one’s heart the essential truth of God’s reality

and his expression in all things’.°

Like the rest of the court circle, Ghalib was prepared to take this insight to its
natural conclusion. If God lay within and could be reached less by ritual than by
love, then he was as accessible to Hindus as to Muslims. So it was that on a visit
to Benares he could playfully write that he was half tempted to settle down there
for good, and that he ‘wished he had renounced the faith, put a sectarian mark on
my forehead, tied a sacred thread around my waist and seated myself on the

bank of the Ganges so that I could wash the contamination of existence away
from myself and like a drop be one with the river’.8!

This was an attitude to Hinduism that Zafar — and many of his Mughal
forebears — shared. It is clear that Zafar consciously saw his role as a protector of

his Hindu subjects, and a moderator of extreme Muslim demands and the
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chilling Puritanism of many of the ‘ulama.? One of Zafar’s verses says
explicitly that Hinduism and Islam ‘share the same essence’, and his court lived
out this syncretic philosophy, and both celebrated and embodied this composite
Hindu-Muslim Indo-Islamic civilisation, at every level. The Hindu elite of Delhi
went to the Sufi shrine of Nizamuddin, could quote Hafiz and were fond of
Persian poetry. Their children — especially those of the administrative Khattri
and Kayasth castes — studied under maulvis and attended the more liberal

madrasas,* bringing offerings of food for their teachers on Hindu festivals.?3 For
their part, Muslims followed the Emperor in showing honour to Hindu holy men,
while many in the court, including Zafar himself, followed the old Mughal

custom, borrowed from uppercaste Hindus, of drinking only Ganges water.?*
Zafar’s extensive team of Hindu astrologers rarely left his side.?°

The court diary records how Zafar would play the spring festival of Holi,
spraying his courtiers, wives and concubines with different-coloured paints,

initiating the celebrations by bathing in the water of seven wells.?6 The autumn
Hindu festival of Dussera would be marked in the Palace by the distribution of
presents and nazrs to Zafar’s Hindu officers, and (more unexpectedly) the
colouring of the horses in the Royal Stud. In the evening, the King would then
watch the Ram Lila — the celebration of the Hindu godking Ram’s defeat of evil
in the shape of the demon Ravana, annually celebrated in Delhi with the burning

of giant effigies of the demon and his brothers.?” Zafar even asked for a change
in the route of the Ram Lila procession so that it would skirt the entire flank of

the Palace, allowing it to be enjoyed in all its glory.®® On Diwali, Zafar would

weigh himself against ‘seven kinds of grain, gold, coral &c and directed their

distribution among the poor’.8°

The diary is full of the daily consequences of this marked sensitivity to Hindu
feelings. One evening, when Zafar was riding out across the river ‘for an airing
. a Hindoo waited on the King intimating his wish to become a Mussalman.
Hakim Ahsanullah Khan [Zafar’s prime minister] represented that it would not
be proper to attend to his request and HM directed that he should be removed

from the place’.”® During the Flower-sellers’ Fair, the Phulwalon ki Sair held
annually at the ancient Jog Maya temple and the Sufi shrine of Qutb Sahib in
Mehrauli, Zafar announced that ‘he would not accompany the pankah into the
shrine as he could not accompany it into the temple’.’! On another occasion,
when a party of two hundred Muslims turned up at the Palace demanding to be
allowed to slaughter cows — holy to Hindus — at ‘Id, Zafar told them in a
‘decided and angry tone that the religion of the Musalmen did not depend upon
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the sacrifice of cows’.9% Like Ghalib, Zafar had a deep disdain for narrow-
minded Shaikhs: one evening’s entertainment at the Palace consisted of ‘Kadir
Bakhsh the actor personating a Maulvi [Muslim cleric] in the presence of the

King. HM was much pleased and ordered Mahbub Alee Khan [the Chief

Eunuch] to give him the usual present’.%

The Delhi ‘ulama returned the disdain of the court. According to Sir Sayyid
Ahmad Khan, ‘Many of the Delhi moulvies and their followers considered the
king to be little better than a heretic. They were of the opinion that it was not
right to pray in the mosques to which he was in the habit of going and which

were under his patronage.’®* Zafar’s devotional attachment to Imam Ali was
especially galling to the orthodox Sunni: the Shia festival of Muharram — the
incarnation of Islamic heresy in the eyes of the resolutely Sunni Shah Waliullah
— was celebrated with enthusiasm in the Palace, with Zafar listening to the
marsiya mourning poems. Partly because of this there were persistent rumours
that Zafar had actually converted to Shiism. This led to the Emperor receiving
several outraged delegations from the Delhi ‘ulama threatening to take the
ultimate sanction of excluding his name from the Friday prayers — effectively
excommunicating him and delegitimising his rule — if the rumour ever proved
true.”®

As the nineteenth century progressed, such rigidly orthodox views gathered
strength in Delhi, and the position of the ‘ulama solidified, so that by the 1850s
the tolerant Sufi ways of Zafar and his court slowly came to look as old-
fashioned and outdated as the hybrid lifestyles and open-minded religious
attitudes of the White Mughals did among the now solidly Evangelical British.
The stage was being set for a clash of rival fundamentalisms.

(0 el

There was a strong class aspect as well to this fundamentalist opposition to the
heterodoxy of Zafar’s spirituality.

If Sufism and ghazal writing were the marks of court and high sharif culture,
then patronising the Islamic reformist movement became the signature of the
rising Punjabi Muslim merchant class, who though rich and literate felt
themselves excluded from the elitist Sufi literary culture of the court. Shah
Waliullah’s theologian son Shah Abdul Aziz was a prolific giver of fatwas, or
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legal opinions, and it is significant how many of these concern economic matters
— about the permissibility of letters of credit, or of gaining income through trade
in slaves, and so on — which implies that many of those seeking his opinion were
heavily involved in trade and commerce. It was certainly rich Punjabi Muslim
traders who financed the radical madrasas of Delhi, especially those who called
for jihad against the kafirs and who aimed to create an Islamic society pruned of
all its non-Islamic accretions.%

The most outspoken of all was Sayyid Ahmad Barelvi, a notably militant
alumnus of the Madrasa i-Rahimiyya, who embarked on an ill-fated jihad against
the Sikhs and British on the North West Frontier in 1830. From here he wrote to
the rulers of Central Asia, asking them to join hands in liberating India from
British rule, the ‘subversion of Islamic culture and the disruption of Islamic

lifestyle by the Christians’, and from the unlslamic ways of the Mughal court.®”
Though Barelvi, betrayed by the Afghans, died with his jihadis under the swords
of the Sikhs in 1831, remnants of his mujahedin network survived underground
along the trading route that linked Peshawar, Ambala, Delhi and Patna, the other
principal centres of the jihadis.

In September 1852, five months after the wedding of Mirza Jawan Bakht, and
two months after the conversion of Master Ramchandra and Dr Chaman Lal by
Jennings, Metcalfe’s police in Delhi came increasingly to suspect that the
mujahedin network had begun to revive. Acting on a tip-off, they conducted a
dawn raid on the premises of various known extremists and found evidence for
what they believed was ‘a Wahhabi conspiracy’ in Delhi itself, seizing ‘the
correspondence of the Fanatic Moulvies [who were] preaching a crusade’ against
the British.%% The figure at the centre of the ‘conspiracy’ was Shaikh Husain
Bakhsh, a prominent Delhi trader from the Punjabi merchant community who
was closely associated with the more radical imams of the Madrasa i-Rahimiyya
circle.

It was again the ‘ulama of the same radical madrasa that had led the
opposition to Jennings and his missionaries, especially when, after the baptism

of Ramchandra and Chaman Lai, Padre Jennings succeeded, in May 1853, in

converting an unnamed Sayyid ‘of good family’.%° If the missionaries reinforced

Muslim fears, increasing opposition to British rule, driving the orthodox towards
greater orthodoxy and creating a constituency for the jihadis, so the existence of
‘“Wahhabi conspiracies’ strengthened the conviction of Jennings and his
supporters that a ‘strong attack’ was needed to take on such deeply embedded
‘Muslim fanatics’.

The histories of Islamic fundamentalism and European imperialism have very
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often been closely, and dangerously, intertwined. In a curious but very concrete
way, the fundamentalists of both faiths have needed each other to reinforce each
other’s prejudices and hatreds. The venom of one provides the lifeblood of the
other.
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AN UNEASY EQUILIBRIUM

By 1852, although the British and the Mughals inhabited the same city and
sometimes lived in close physical proximity to each other, the two peoples were
growing farther and farther apart.

Where intermarriage — or at least cohabitation — was once very common
among the small British community in Delhi, now there was virtual apartheid.
There was less and less everyday contact, and still less attempt at mutual
understanding. Nowhere was this more apparent than in Delhi’s two leading
journals; indeed, there is perhaps no better indication of the growing crevasse of
misunderstanding opening up at this time between the British and Indian
inhabitants of Delhi than a simple comparison of the columns of the two papers.
If the Dihli Urdu Akbhar and the Delhi Gazette were in agreement about Padre
Jennings’ more extreme missionary activities, there were few other points on
which the two saw eye to eye. Reading the newspapers’ coverage of the events
of 1852, there are times when it would be possible to believe that they were
recording the news of two completely different cities.

The Dihli Urdu Akbhar officially regarded its job as being to encourage its

readers to ‘imbibe virtues and shun vices’.! Others took a different line:
according to a rival Urdu newspaper, ‘This is a dirty paper, full of personal
gossip which attacks respectable people who do not share the religious views of
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the editor.’?> Both apparently contradictory statements have their origin in the
same tendency: the vigour with which the Dihli Urdu Akbhar, under its
forthright Shia editor, Maulvi Muhammad Baqar, spoke out against corruption in
the court, among the ‘ulama, and even in the British government.

While unwaveringly loyal to Zafar, the paper castigated the Palace
administration for the corrupt way it delayed the disbursement of monthly
stipends (‘only those having access to the Emperor, the Mukhtar or the Royal
Physician can get their salary paid’) and gloated when some of the more badly
behaved princes got their come-uppance — for example, when the raffish Mirza
Shah Rukh was ambushed by the Delhi moneylenders as he made his way to the

shrine of Qadam Sharif.> Wrongdoing the newspaper ascribed to the
machinations of evil courtiers who were pulling the wool over the saintly
Emperor’s eyes.*

Maulvi Muhammad Baqar was a Delhi man, an alumnus of the Delhi College
who had taught there for a while before leaving on account of the low salary. He
had gone on to work briefly for the British, before setting up a lucrative bazaar
for foreign merchants and building an imambara, a Shia religious hall, in which
he sometimes preached.”

Reflecting his own interests, the concerns of the Dihli Urdu Akbhar centred
mainly on local political and religious matters: it talked of the conversion of
Master Ramchandra, described the latest miracles witnessed in the Sufi shrines,
and reported on Delhi festivals, as well as the occasional fracas that occurred in
them, such as Sunni-Shia riots during the Muharram of 1852. It also relayed
such gossip as the punishment of yet more Palace serving girls for ‘sexual vice’.

Since Baqar’s son, the promising young poet Muhammad Husain who wrote
under the pen-name Azad, used to help his father with the paper, the Dihli Urdu
Akbhar also took a strong interest in literary matters, reprinting the most
acclaimed new ghazals recited in the mushairas and firmly siding with Baqar’s
friend — and Azad’s ustad (guru) — Zauq in his rivalry with Ghalib: when the
latter was arrested for gambling, the scandal was gleefully covered by the
Akhbar. 1f the paper made any reference to the world outside the walls of Delhi,
it tended to be about the surrounding towns of Hindustan, and at a stretch
Calcutta. Britain hardly appears in its columns — in the entire 1840s there were
just seven mentions of the Company’s home island, far fewer than there were
about proper, civilised Muslim countries such as Egypt or Persia, where Bagar’s
family had originated.”

By contrast, the focus of the Delhi Gazette was that of the mistyeyed
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expatriate, eternally dreaming of the green hills around Cheltenham. There are a
few references in its columns to the lighting of the canal in Chandni Chowk or to

the ruts in the road near the Gazette’s Kashmiri Gate offices.® There are also the
occasional anxious mentions of ‘most daring dacoitees’, reports of sad defeats
suffered by the Delhi Cricket Club at the hands of a Calcutta team, and the
complete results from the Delhi Derby. These included the announcement of the
annual Locomotive Race ‘for all bonafide wheelbarrows, to be coached by the
Band boys of the regiments, one Band boy to sit in each barrow, winner to
receive Rs 8°.%

Very special events occasionally, briefly, bring the two diverging worlds of
the British and the Mughals together. But while in the early days of the British
ascendancy the British and Indians had tended to come together by mutually
participating in the life and festivities of the Mughal court, by the 1850s this
contact now tended to take place firmly on European terms: at the Delhi horse
races, when the local nobility would descend on the town from their country

estates to take part in the Mogul Cup,'® or in the Delhi Freemasons’ Lodge,
which admitted Indian members.!!

One such event was the arrival of Messrs Trood and Co., who brought their
travelling exhibition to Delhi. This exhibition included several microscopes,

which were reported by the Delhi Gazette to have caused ‘great consternation

among native gentlemen [at] the curiosities revealed to their wondering eyes’.!?

Another such occasion was the coming of Monsieur Jordain and his Travelling
Circus:

The graceful riding and dancing of Madame Jordain called down
repeated plaudits from the European portion of the audience, while the
natives testified their delight with involuntary wah wahs. Monsieur
Jordain astonished not only the natives, but all beholders, with feats of
strength, while Monsieur Oliver’s novel feat on the ball, which he
propelled round the circus, and up an inclined plane at the same time
balancing himself on the summit ... called forth well merited praise, as
did also the performance of the obedient Pony Rajapack, who did all that
he was told, and finished the evening by going to bed on a litter, and was

thus carried off the ground.!?
Yet the heart of the Delhi Gazette, like that of its readers, and indeed that of its

restless editor, George Wagentrieber, was really elsewhere. There are frequent
reports of the expansion of the British Empire — of the cannons fired to mark the

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



end of the Second Anglo-Burmese war, the annexation of Pegu and the
occupation of Rangoon; there are dispatches from the imperial front lines in the
Crimea, Afghanistan and Persia. Most of all, however, the paper is full of news
from home, of advertisements for comfortingly faux-English cottages in Simla
and Mussoorie named Bridge View and Roseville, and for nice families in
Sussex willing to take in children for an education so as to avoid their acquiring

an Indian accent.!* ‘TO PARENTS AND GUARDIANS,” reads one
advertisement. ‘A Lady returning to England will be happy to obtain charge of a

few children, and see them safe to their friends’ destination on arrival.’!
Another comes from ‘a married clergyman residing on his living in a healthy
part of Somersetshire, wishes to receive into his family one or two children ... to
share in the education of his own children, under his own charge. Terms from 60

guineas to 100 pounds.’!®

This was a paper that knew exactly how to assuage the anxieties and
nostalgia of impecunious exiles. But the people of Delhi, if they appear at all, are
by the 1850s referred to only very occasionally, and then invariably with deep

condescension, as ‘natives’ or ‘our black bretherin’.!” Wagentrieber’s attitudes,
however, were a little more complicated than these terms might indicate. For he
was married to Elizabeth, the Anglo-Indian daughter of the famous James
Skinner of Skinner’s Horse, and a pillar of White Mughal society in Delhi.
James Skinner was the son of the Scottish mercenary Hercules Skinner,
himself the son of the Provost of Montrose; his mother was a Rajputni, the

daughter of a Rajput zamindar* from ‘the Bojepoor country’.'® Having fought
bravely for the Marathas, Skinner eventually found himself ejected from their
ranks because of his British father; later he fought for the English, only to be
increasingly discriminated against by the East India Company because of his
Indian blood: ‘I imagined myself to be serving a people who had no prejudice
against caste or colour,” he wrote in his memoirs. ‘But I found myself to be
mistaken.” His mixed inheritance was, he concluded, ‘like a two-edged blade

made to cut both ways against me’.'® Skinner’s services for the Mughal
emperors led to him being given a title which his Montrose grandfather would
have raised his eyebrows at: Nasir ud-Daulah Colonel James Skinner Bahadur
Ghalib Jang, which the people of Delhi shortened to Sikandar Sahib, for the
populace of the Mughal capital looked on him, it was said, as the reincarnation
of Alexander the Great.

Skinner was a Christian who took his religion very seriously, and towards the
end of his life he built St James’s, the first church in Delhi,{ and became a pillar
of the Delhi Anglican community. This did not, however, prevent him from
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having a large number of bibis — ‘there are any number of beautiful Mrs
Skinners’, wrote an impressed Fanny Eden,”® fourteen according to one

estimate’! — and Skinner restored a beautiful Mughal mosque near his Delhi
haveli for the Muslims among them, as well as (at least according to Delhi
legend) building a temple for those who professed the Hindu faith. Fanny Eden
described him as

a native colonel, very black [and] much better society than any of the
white colonels we meet here, and who has done many warlike wonders.
He is staying here and is a very fine old man. We went on Sunday to a
large church he had built, and there is a mosque he has also built very
near it. He told me that where is God, there is religion, but I suppose he

calls himself a Musalman.??

Eden was wrong to make this assumption, but since Skinner lived in an entirely

Mughal style, and his English was stilted and ungrammatical,?® the mistake was
understandable. His chief wife — who may well have been Wagentrieber’s
mother-in-law — was certainly Muslim: her name was Ashuri Khanam and she
was a landowner in her own right, while her father, a powerful Haryana
zamindar named Mirza Azim Beg, was Skinner’s administrator at the barracks of

Skinner’s irregular cavalry regiment at Hansi.?*

After the death of Sikandar Sahib, his different children ‘of all hues and
colours’ remained prominent landowners and courtiers in Delhi, trying with
increasing difficulty to bridge the widening gap between the Mughal court and
the British community, a task not made any easier by the eccentric dress sense of
some members of the family. Even William Gardner could not help being
amused by Sikandar’s brother, Robert Skinner: ‘a greater dandy than ever, and
has more gold and silver chains around him than Baron Frank had in the
Magdeburg Dungeon’.”®> Some of the Skinners clearly found being strung
between two different worlds more of a strain than did others: at one point Theo
Metcalfe reported to his sister Georgina (or GG, as everyone seems to have
referred to her) that, ‘Mr. J Skinner has been intoxicated for two months and 14
days without a lucid interval’.?® Hence the complex undercurrents present in the
piece that Wagentrieber published in the Gazette bidding a firm farewell to the
era of the White Mughals, of whom his wife’s own family were so prominent a
part, and whose day Wagentrieber now clearly believed to be over. Whatever his
feelings for his Skinner inlaws, Wagentrieber clearly thought he knew where the
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future lay, and which side to back.

It would not be long, however, before he would be very grateful for his
connection to this ‘thoroughly Indianized’ family, and for his wife’s dark skin
colour, her fluency in Hindustani and her ability to carry off a sari — all things
which for Wagentrieber, and maybe also his long-suffering wife, had up to now
been a cause of mild but unmistakable embarrassment.

(0 el

During the early 1850s, it sometimes seemed as if the British and the Mughals
lived not only in different mental worlds, but almost in different time zones.

The British were the first up: in the cantonments to the north of the Delhi
Civil Lines, the bugle sounded at 3.30 a.m., a time when the poetic mushairas of
the Mughals were still in full flow in the Red Fort, and while in the kothis* of
the courtesans in Chauri Bazaar the dancing and ghazal singing were drawing to
a close, and the girls were progressing to the more intimate stage of their duties.
As the Mughal poets and the courtesans raised their different tempos, sleepy,
yawning Englishmen like Captain Robert Tytler, a fifty-year-old veteran of the

38" Native Infantry, or Lieutenant Harry Gambier, an eighteen-year-old Etonian
newly arrived in India, would be sitting up in bed as their servants attempted to

shave them and pull on their master’s stockings.?” A long session of drill in the
cantonment parade ground lay ahead.

Two hours later, by the time the sun was beginning to rise over the Yamuna,
and the poets, the courtesans and their patrons were all heading back to bed to
sleep off their long nights, not only the soldiers but also the British civilians
would be up and about and taking their exercise. A woman like Harriet Tytler,
the brisk and no-nonsense wife of Robert, or the English community’s great
beauty, the lovely young Annie Forrest, to whom Harry Gambier was already
writing politely admiring letters, would have been back from their morning rides
round the cantonment: in order to protect a lady’s complexion, it was not
considered advisable to ride much after sunrise.?®

By six, Harriet would be busy supervising her large staff of servants in her
screen-darkened bungalow. The first task was preparing for the enormous
breakfast without which no Englishman in Victorian India would consider
starting his day: at the very least a selection of ‘crumbled chops, brain cutlets,
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beef rissoles, devilled kidneys, whole spatchcocks, duck stews, Irish stews,
mutton hashes, brawns of sheep’s heads and trotters, not to mention an
assortment of Indian dishes such as jhal frazie, prawn dopiaza, chicken malai
and beef Hussainee. Added to this list were a number of Anglo-Indian
concoctions such as kidney toast Madras style, Madras fritters, and leftover meat

minced and refried with ginger and chillies’.?® Then of course there was the
ultimate Anglo-Indian breakfast dish of kedgeree, a perennial favourite, even
though in Delhi it was considered most inadvisable to eat fish in high summer.*

As the cantonment memsahibs awaited the return of their menfolk from the
parade ground, inside the city walls Padre Jennings would be conducting the
early morning service in the hush of St James’s Church. Soon the courts to one
side of the graveyard would come to life too: the two chief magistrates, John
Ross Hutchinson and Charles Le Bas, would already be in their offices, as would
their assiduous assistant, Arthur Galloway, and the Sadr Amin Mufti Sadruddin,
often known by his pen-name, Azurda. At the same time, riding in through
Kashmiri Gate, Theo Metcalfe, the other joint magistrate, would be heading late
towards his day’s work, regretting that he had not prepared his briefs as
thoroughly as he might have, and that he had not been up as early as his father,
who had already conducted half his day’s business, besides taking a swim,
organising the household and reading the papers. George Wagentrieber would be
up too. Having kissed his wife Elizabeth goodbye, he would now, like Theo, be
heading down from the Civil Lines to the Kashmiri Gate offices of the Delhi
Gazette, to begin his day of writing and proofreading the latest issue.

Among the people of Delhi, the poor woke long before the rich. As the sun
rose, and as the British were returning from their morning rides and preparing
for breakfast, up near the shrine of Qadam Sharif the first bird catchers were
laying their nets and baiting them with millet, to catch the early birds out for
their morning feed. Past them on the dusty road came the sellers of fruit and
vegetables, some on bullock carts, most trudging on foot, streaming in from the
villages of the Doab down the Alipore road, bringing their goods to the new
suburb of Sabzi Mandi just outside the Kabul Gate, to the north-west of the city.

At the Raj Ghat Gate, the earlier-rising Hindu faithful — at this time of day
women in their cotton saris far outhumbering the men — were streaming out to
perform their pujas and have their morning bathe in the waters of the holy
Yamuna before the crowds gathered and the dhobis appeared. Only the pandits
kept them company this early in the morning: in small shrines lining the banks of
the river up to Nigambodh Ghat, where according to Delhi legend the Vedas
emerged from the waters, the bells were ringing now for the morning Brahma
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Yagya, celebrating the creating and re-creating of the world over and over again,
morning after morning. As the differently pitched bells sounded against the
Sanskrit chants, so in the dark of the inner sanctum the camphor lamps circled
the images of Vishnu and the marigold-strewn black-stone Shiva lingams.

From deep inside the city — from the Masjid Kashmiri Katra in the south to
Fatehpuri Masjid in the west, to the great Jama Masjid itself and on through to
the elegant riverside minarets of the Zinat ul-Masajid — the last cries of the dawn
Azan could now be heard, each call slightly out of time with the one before it, so
that the successive cries of spiritual longing and assertion came to the listener on
the riverbank in a series of rolling waves. In the silence that followed the end of
the call to prayer, the songs of the first Delhi birds could suddenly be heard: the
argumentative chuckle of the babblers, the sharp chatter of the mynahs, the
alternating clucking and squealing of the rosy parakeets, the angry exclamations
of the brain fever bird, and from deep inside the canopy of the fruit trees in
Zafar’s gardens at Raushanara Bagh and Tis Hazari, the woody hot-weather echo
of the koel.

By now in the city itself, in the high-walled privacy of the courtyards of the
grander houses like that of the young courtier Zahir Dehlavi in Matia Mahal, the
servants were beginning to stir, throats were being cleared, and bamboo blinds
were being rolled up to reveal water channels and fountains in the cloister
gardens. Soon bolsters and sheets were being tidied away to leave the verandas
of the courtyards free for breakfast — of mangoes or aloo puri for the Hindus, or
perhaps some mutton shorba for the Muslims. Servants would draw water from
wells, or head out to buy fresh melons from the Sabzi Mandi; in some of the
richer houses coffee might be prepared. From the masculine side of the house
came the first gurgle of the hookah. In the zenana, children were being dressed,
cholis, ghagras and angiyas buttoned and laced, peshwaz and saris wrapped. In
the kitchen the daily ritual of chopping onions, chillies and ginger would begin,
and the chickpeas and channa dal set to soak; elsewhere, the different
inhabitants of the zenana would begin their day praying, sewing, embroidering,
cooking or playing.

Before long the older boys would be heading off down the lanes to arrive at
the madrasas in time for the beginning of the day’s study: to work on
memorising the Koran by heart, or to hear an explication of its mysteries by the
maulvi; or maybe it would be a day for studying the arts of philosophy, theology
and rhetoric. Far from being a tedious chore, this was for many a thrilling
business: one eager pupil who came to Delhi from a small town on the Grand
Trunk Road used to go to the lectures at the Madrasa i-Rahimiyya even in the
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pouring monsoon rain, carrying his books in a pot in order to protect them from

getting wet.3 The elderly Zakaullah remembered running at breakneck speed
through the galis of Shahjahanabad, such was his excitement at the new learning
— and especially the mathematics — he was being taught at the Delhi College.
Even Colonel William Sleeman, famous for his suppression of the Thugs and a
leading critic of the administration of the Indian courts, had to admit that the
madrasa education given in Delhi was something quite remarkable: ‘Perhaps
there are few communities in the world among whom education is more
generally diffused than among Muhammadans in India,” he wrote on a visit to
the Mughal capital.

He who holds an office worth twenty rupees a month commonly gives
his sons an education equal to that of a prime minister. They learn,
through the medium of Arabic and Persian languages, what young men
in our colleges learn through those of Greek and Latin — that is grammar,
rhetoric, and logic. After his seven years of study, the young
Muhammadan binds his turban upon a head almost as well filled with
the things which appertain to these branches of knowledge as the young
man raw from Oxford — he will talk as fluently about Socrates and
Aristotle, Plato and Hippocrates, Galen and Avicenna; (alias Sokrat,
Aristotalis, Alflatun, Bokrat, Jalinus and Bu Ali Sena); and, what is
much to his advantage in India, the languages in which he has learnt

what he knows are those which he most requires through life.3!

The reputation of Delhi madrasas was certainly sufficient to inspire the young
poet Altaf Husain Hali to flee his marriage in Panipat and walk the 53 miles to
Delhi, alone and penniless and sleeping rough, in an attempt to realise his dream
of studying in the famous colleges there: ‘Everyone wanted me to look for a
job,” he wrote later, ‘but my passion for learning prevailed.’3?> Delhi was after all
a celebrated intellectual centre, and in the early 1850s it was at the peak of its
cultural vitality. It had six famous madrasas and at least four smaller ones, nine
newspapers in Urdu and Persian, five intellectual journals published out of the
Delhi College, innumerable printing presses and publishers, and no fewer than
130 Yunani doctors.® Here many of the new wonders uncovered by Western
science were being translated for the first time into Arabic and Persian, and in
the many colleges and madrasas the air of intellectual open mindedness and
excitement was palpable.3*

But the biggest draw of all were the poets and intellectuals, men such as
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Ghalib, Zauq, Sahbai and Azurda: ‘By some good fortune’, wrote Hali, ‘there
gathered at this time in the capital, Delhi, a band of men so talented that their

meetings and assemblies recalled the days of Akbar and Shah Jahan.’3® Hali’s
family tracked him down eventually, but before they found him, and hauled him
back to married life in the mofussil (provinces), he was able to gain admittance
in the ‘very spacious and beautiful’ madrasa of Husain Bakhsh and to begin his
studies there: ‘I saw with my own eyes this last brilliant glow of learning in
Delhi,” he wrote in old age, ‘the thought of which now makes my heart crack
with regret.’36

Meanwhile, on Chandni Chowk, although Mr Beresford, the manager of the
Delhi Bank, had been at work since 9 a.m., it was eleven o’clock before the first
shopkeepers began turning up. They opened the shutters of their booths, fed their
canaries and caged parakeets, and began fending off the first of the beggars and
holy mendicants who bounced coins in their bowls as they passed up the gauntlet
of shops. Some of these figures were well known and even revered Delhi
characters, such as the Majzub (holy madman) Din Ali Shah: ‘He is so careless
about the affairs of this world’, wrote Sayyid Ahmad Khan in a sketch of Delhi’s
most famous citizens, ‘that he remains naked most of the time, and when
surrounded by a crowd is likely to break out into intemperate language. But
when the desirous seekers ponder over the words, they find that behind the

outward senselessness there is a clear answer to their queries.’” Some of the
most revered mendicants were women, such as Baiji, ‘a woman of exceptional
talent who spent all her life under a hay thatch near the Old Idgah of
Shahjahanabad. While conversing she often quoted Quranic verses ... whatever
she had said would take place exactly as she predicted’.?

Out on the pavements, tradesmen too humble to have their own premises
were now filling their appointed places: the ear cleaner with his pick and probe,
the tooth cleaner with his bundles of neem twigs, the astrologer with his cards
and his parrot, the quack with his lizards and bottles of murky aphrodisiac oils,
the kabutarwallah with his fantails and fancy doves. Meanwhile, in their
workshops off the main street frontage, away from the eyes of passers-by, the
jewellers were preparing their emeralds and moonstones, topaz and diamonds,
rubies from Burma, spinels from Badakshan and lapis from the Hindu Kush.
Shoemakers took their cured leather and began curling the toes of their juties on
the last; the sword-makers began lighting their forges; the cloth merchants pulled
out their bolts of fabric; the spice merchants smoothed into shape their orange-
gold mountains of turmeric.

In the largest premises of all, guarded by mace bearers, were the great Jain
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and Marwari moneylenders of Delhi with their family credit networks and
groaning registers stuffed full of debtors’ names, which included, after Mirza
Jawan Bakht’s wedding, Zafar himself. Down they slumped against their
bolsters, dreaming of schemes for recovering the implausible sums of money
they had so unwisely lent to the impecunious princes of the Red Fort — men like
Lala Saligram, Bhawani Shankar and the richest of all, Lala Chunna Mal, the
largest single investor in Mr Beresford’s Delhi Bank, in his massive and opulent
haveli in Katra Nil.>

Just as Chandni Chowk was waking up, 2 miles to the north, in the
cantonment, the working day was already drawing to a close, and most of the
soldierly duties were already completed. A bathe, a quick read of the papers and
a game of billiards filled an hour or two, before the heat in the small brick
bachelor bungalows became unbearable and all that remained to do until late
afternoon was to sprawl around ‘in loose dishabille, reading, lounging and

sleeping’.*? With little to occupy them most of the day, for many British soldiers
boredom was the principal enemy they faced in India: ‘My disgraceful laziness
is appalling,” wrote Allen Johnson of the 5th Bengal Native Infantry in his diary
around this time. ‘I have hardly opened a book or written a line for the last ten
days. In fact I have done absolutely nothing but lounge and saunter about, now
taking up a book and gazing at it with a lack luster [sic] eye or kicking about
restlessly in my bed. My only fixed idea have been yearnings for home and a
detestation of natives and native things.’#!

For Sir Thomas Metcalfe, a little to the south at the Residency offices of
Ludlow Castle in the Civil Lines, the day’s work was also nearly done: his
various meetings were finished, the queries from the kotwal* and courts were
answered, his letters were written, and the news from the Palace had been
studied, summarised and forwarded to Agra and Calcutta.

Soon after 1 p.m., as Sir Thomas was heading back to Metcalfe House in his
carriage, his day’s work completed, things were just beginning to stir in the Red
Fort. Zafar was quite capable of rising early if a hunting expedition was in store,
something he enjoyed well into his late seventies;* but after a mushaira (poetic
symposium) or a mehfil (evening of courtly entertainment), he preferred to lie
long abed. His day would begin with ‘the arrival of the water women coming
bearing a silver basin and silver water pots. They would spread a mat (made of
either cloth or leather) and on it place the silver basin and the water pot. The

female towel bearers would then come in carrying napkins to clean the Royal
face and feet, and towels and handkerchiefs for cleaning the Royal nose’.*

Morning prayers would follow, after which Dr Chaman Lal was on hand to
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rub olive oil into Zafar’s feet.*> There had been calls from the ‘ulama for the
doctor’s dismissal after his conversion to Christianity, but Zafar had replied that
the doctor’s faith was his own private matter and ‘there was no cause for shame
in what he had done’, so the doctor continued to give his daily ministrations at

the Palace.** A light breakfast followed, eaten cross-legged on a sheet, during
which the metre and rhyme pattern (tarah) for the evening’s mushaira might be
discussed.t Then Zafar would take a quick round of the Palace, escorted by his
troupe of Abyssinian, Turkish and Tartar women guards, all of whom wore male
military dress, and were armed with bows and a quiver of arrows.*

Afterwards, Zafar would attend to petitions; receive visits and gifts from his
gardeners, shikaris and fishermen; administer justice to any more slave girls
caught in flagrante or salatin caught stealing; and then receive his ustad, Zaugq,
who would help correct his latest verses. Occasionally he might also receive his
own pupils for composition and help correct their verses: one March, for
example, the court diary records him as taking ‘A Khasburdar and a female —
Piram Jan — as pupils in poetical composition.’**® Certainly writing and
correcting verses took up several hours of the Emperor’s day: as Azad put it
simply, Zafar ‘was madly in love with poetry’.T4’

Meanwhile, elsewhere in his apartments within the Shah Burj tower on the
river side of the Palace, Mirza Fakhru would be busy with his calligraphy, or
writing his History of the Kings and Prophets, while his younger brothers would
be beginning their schoolwork, something the Mughals took very seriously: ‘All
of them are kept continually at their studies and watched with great caution,’
wrote one visitor. ‘Few or no princes in India can vie with any of the royal
persons [of Delhi] not only in acquired qualifications but also in those qualities
of the mind, generally the gift of nature, and consequent to a good and virtuous
education.’#®

A serious princely education at this period put great stress on the study of
logic, philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, law and medicine. It was also
expected, as in the courts of Renaissance Europe, that any truly civilised prince
should be able to compose verse, and the Garden of Poetry, a biographical
dictionary of Urdu poets produced in 1850, mentions no fewer than fifty
members of Zafar’s immediate family. Several of these are women, and Bishop
Heber particularly noted the emphasis Zafar put on female education in the

Palace.®®

In his youth, Zafar was himself a good example of the sort of rounded
Renaissance Man that a serious Mughal education sought to produce: he was
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fluent in Urdu, Arabic and Persian, but had also mastered Braj Basha and

Punjabi sufficiently to write verse in both.**° By the age of thirty-three he had
already produced a volume of his collected poetry, a long verse-by-verse
commentary on Sa’adi’s Gulistan (The Rose Garden), ‘a three volume dictionary

of prosody’, and a treatise on the Deccani language.”! He was also, in his youth,
a renowned rider, swordsman and archer, and remained a crack shot with a rifle

into old age.52 Even Sir Thomas’s chilly elder brother, Sir Charles, no fan of the

Mughal court, had had to admit that Zafar ‘was the most respectable and

accomplished of the princes’.>3

One Mughal prince who did not show the slightest interest in studying was
Mirza Jawan Bakht. He frequently skipped lessons to go off by himself on a
shooting expedition, not always with happy results: on one occasion, according
to the Resident’s court diary, ‘it was reported that Mirza Jawan Bakht had fired a
pistol at a pigeon and that two of the shot had lodged in a man’s leg, who was
bathing in the Yamuna. HM was much displeased and sent 6 rupees to the
wounded man and directed Mahbub Ali Khan to send all the guns and pistols

and tulwars [swords] in the Prince’s possession to HM and that the Prince was to

pursue his studies’.>*

Breakfast in the Red Fort would often coincide with the light tiffin lunch
served at 1 p.m. in the cantonment — a grilled fowl perhaps, modest in
comparison to the gargantuan proportions of the Anglo-Indian breakfasts and
dinners with which tiffin was flanked. Metcalfe House, however, as ever worked
on its own routine, precisely set by Sir Thomas. Here dinner was served at the
unusual time of 3 p.m., for Sir Thomas found this was ‘conducive to his health’,
after which he read for a while in the Napoleon Gallery, before descending to the
cool undercroft for a long solitary game of billiards, ‘that was a great amusement
to him and gave him the exercise he required’, it also kept him occupied during
the worst of the day’s heat.”®

For three hours, during seven months of the year, the Delhi afternoon heat
emptied the streets, leaving them deserted: a blazing white midnight clearing the
lanes and galis, and hushing the city into uncharacteristic silence. In the
cantonments, the sweating young soldiers tossed and turned on their beds,
shouting to the punkah-wallah outside to pull harder.

In the city, however, inside the cool shade of the courtyards of the high-
ceilinged havelis, life would continue as normal: the khas screens made of
fragrant grass would be soaked in scented water and then raised over the arcades
of cusped arches; beautifully woven shamianas would be raised by ropes run
through metal hoops in the projecting eves of the baradan pavilions. Those who
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had cool underground tehkhanas would retreat there, to continue uninterrupted
the day’s chores — sewing, letter writing and teaching the smaller children — and
pleasures — smoking and playing cards, pachchisi and chess. One British
traveller who was taken down to one of these subterranean catacombs was
amazed at what he saw: ‘So much is the temperature decreased’, he wrote,

that twelve and even fourteen degrees have been discovered between the
atmosphere of the Ty-Khouna, and the atmosphere of the room above
ground, and seldom less than ten degrees ... The descent to the
apartment was about thirty feet, and the surprise and pleasure were
equal, to find such beautiful rooms and so elegantly arranged and
furnished. Coloured to resemble marble, the eye is at first deceived by
the likeness; the deception is countenanced by the coolness, so different
from the oppressive sensation always felt above. Long corridors lead to
different apartments, embellished with coloured walls, and other
decorations ... many exquisite drawings of places of celebrity in Delhi
and its neighbourhood add to the appearance of this fairy palace: light is
admitted from above ... a retreat of this kind in the hot months of April,
May and June is a luxury scarcely to be described, when by every
precaution possible to be taken, the thermometer above stairs can rarely

be brought below eighty five; very often it is ninety ...%°

It was only towards late afternoon, around five o’clock, that things began to stir
above ground and life returned to the Delhi streets. The bhishtis would be the
first out, emptying their goatskins of water on the dust and chaff covering the
roads; in their booths, the paan wallahs would begin preparing their betel leaves;
the kakkarwalah or hookah man would begin roaming the dhabas; the opium
shops would soon be doing good business too.* In the Sufi shrines, the pace
would also quicken, as the thin stream of afternoon devotees thickened to the
crowds of evening, as the rose-petal sellers in the lanes near by woke from their
squatting slumbers, and the gawwals with their tablas and harmoniums struck up
the gawwalis: ‘Allah hoo, Allah hoo, Allah hoo ...’

In the Red Fort, for the salatin, this was the best time for practising archery,

for quail, ram or cock fighting, and for falcon and pigeon flying.”” In summer,
some went swimming or fishing in the Yamuna just below the Palace, though
this was not without its risks: one May, for example, the seventeen-year-old
‘Mirza Kaus Shekoh was carried off by an alligator’ only three weeks after

celebrating his marriage with dancing and fireworks.”® In the monsoon there
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were Kkites to fly (for the men) and swings to enjoy (for the women). Zafar,
meanwhile, was settling down to his favourite early evening occupation of
watching his elephants being bathed in the river below his apartments, or

‘looking at the fishermen at work’.>
This was followed by an evening of airing among the orange trees of the

Palace gardens, sometimes on foot, but usually in a palanquin.®® For the
Mughals, gardens were regarded as reflections of paradise, and a
connoisseurship of plants and scents was considered a central attribute of a
civilised mind. As he passed, Zafar would inspect the gardeners at work, and
give orders for ‘mango grafts to [be sent to] the Hyatt Bakhsh Bagh’, or orange
saplings and ‘plaintain grafts’ to be arranged in groups in the New Garden that
he had personally planned, and had planted, on the riverbank below his

apartments.*5!

Occasionally, when Zafar was feeling energetic, he would descend to the
riverbank and go fishing, or spend the evening flying kites on the sand near

Salimgarh.®> Sometimes he would send for Ghalib to keep him company and
entertain him, though Ghalib did not much enjoy being an attentive courtier and
found the whole experience fatiguing. ‘My friend,” he wrote to one
correspondent in December 1856, ‘I swear by your head [that after a day of
assiduous flattery at court] I lie down to sleep at night as exhausted as a

labourer.’ 153

Up in the cantonments, some of the more officious colonels would order an
evening parade; others would save themselves the bother and head straight for
the mess. Meanwhile Theo Metcalfe, released from his magistrate’s court, would
be out riding on the riverbank north of Metcalfe House, with his dogs running
beside him, and dreaming perhaps of winning a prize (and beating off the tough
competition from the Skinners) at the annual North Indian Coursing Club Meet,
of which his father was president. The club’s annual competition for best puppy,
held each winter, was an event of such central importance to the British
community that the Delhi Gazette was known on occasion to give over a whole

issue to it.>* Sir Thomas, meanwhile, was sitting on his riverside terrace, looking
forward to a quick evening meal and early bed. His terrace was his favourite
place, and this time of day found him most relaxed. ‘Three or four chairs were
placed [around the terrace], and here he sat for a couple of hours till it was time
to dress for dinner in the evening. It was the custom for his friends to come at
this time to see and chat with him ...’

As the sun set, the churches, mosques and temples filled again: the ringing of
the bells of the evening arti, the final call to prayer from the minarets, and the
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basso profundo of the organ chords concluding Padre Jennings’ evensong in St
James’s, all fusing together with the rumble of British carriages heading out
towards the Civil Lines through the bottleneck of Kashmiri Gate — where the
bricking up of the second of the two arches was a cause of frequent complaints
in the Delhi Gazette.%>

As the gloaming thickened, the lights were lit in the Red Fort by a procession
of torchbearers accompanied by tabors, trumpets and pipes, while out in the city
the streets were filling with the Delhi College students and the madrasa boys
returning in the half-light, exhausted from a day’s hard study and memorising.%®
The two streams would rarely mingle, however. As Hali recalled many years
later,

Although the old Delhi College was then in all its glory, I’d been
brought up in a society that believed that learning was based only on
knowledge of Arabic and Persian ... nobody even thought about English
education, and if people had any opinion about it at all it was as a means
of getting a government job, not of acquiring any kind of knowledge. On

the contrary our religious teachers called the English schools barbarous®”

For the English, sunset was the beginning of the end of the day. They had
another vast meal to look forward to — more mulligatawny, ‘an overgrown
turkey (the fatter the better) ... an enormous ham, at the top of the table an
enormous sirloin or round of beef; at the bottom a saddle of mutton, legs of the
same, boiled and roasted down the side, together with fowls, three in a dish,
geese, ducks, tongues, humps, pigeon pies ... mutton chops and chicken cutlets’,
devilled bones, and stews and curries of any game the sportsmen among them
had shot during the day;* but there was little to look forward to thereafter.5 The
French traveller Victor Jacquemont was particularly unimpressed by the after-
dinner entertainments offered by the British society of Delhi: ‘I have not seen
the slightest exhibition of pleasure amongst the idlers at [Delhi] parties,” he
wrote. ‘None of the conditions which make a ball a pleasurable thing in Paris

exist in the European community at Delhi.’%

It was certainly true that the British community in Delhi were an eccentric
lot, even by the standards of Victorian expats. Emily Metcalfe was particularly
struck by the Civil Surgeon, Dr Ross (‘short and corpulent and very ugly ... a
shocking bad doctor’), whose three standard prescriptions were leeches, senna

packed into dirty ‘black beer bottles, and huge pills sent in a rough wooden

box’;’% and Dr Alois Sprenger, the Principal of Delhi College, whose wife
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(‘worthy but common’, according to Emily) used to hide her husband’s trousers
to prevent his going out in the evening and leaving her alone.”!

Certainly, the British in Delhi were always to some extent looking over their
shoulder to the more Anglicised station of Meerut, which with its huge
cantonment and large English community was famous for its theatre and its
lavish regimental balls. But Delhi could boast almost none of that: ‘There is little
society here,” complained one junior Residency official, adding that after he had
finished his court work he had little option but to take refuge in the company of
his classical library: ‘I have not quite forgot old Latin — Greek long since fled —
but Livy, Tacitus or Caesar still now and then employ an hour agreeably — and
Virgil & Horace often peeped into.’”?

Theo Metcalfe, not one to waste time on classical studies, looked for other
amusements. He tried his hand at after-dinner musicmaking with some of the
ladies of the British community: ‘I have joined the Philharmonic Society,” he
told his sister GG in one letter, ‘and pass a pleasant enough evening — the only
apparent drawback to the harmony is the presence of the Gorgons. “Hell-in-er”
looked at me the other day with green eyes, just like an angry dog, but could
hardly have enjoyed herself for she was not spoken to the whole evening. Miss
Forrest meanwhile is currently only being worshipped by 5 Lieutenants and 3
Ensigns. Mrs Balfour [the surgeon’s wife] encourages them in a very indelicate
manner.’’? Theo’s sister GG also enjoyed a musical evening, though in her case
piano playing was often merely an excuse to see her fiancé Edward Campbell,
whose style of singing — when she was honest with herself — she admitted was a
little slow for her taste, much as she adored his fine tenor.”*

Theo also tried his hand at the Delhi Amateur Dramatics, taking parts in
Who's the Dope? and The Polka Mania to raise money ‘for the distressed of the
Scotch Highlands and Islands’, though according to the Delhi Gazette it was not

he but ‘Robin Roughhead as Jimmy [who] convulsed the house with laughter ...

the curtain fell with a hearty and well deserved applause’.””

None of this sort of thing was at all to the taste of Sir Thomas, who liked to
be the first to bed: ‘In the evening he only made a very light meal,” remembered
his daughter Emily,

for it was his invariable custom to leave the dining room at eight o’clock
in order to go to bed early. It used to be a great source of amusement...
to watch his proceedings as soon as the ‘retiring gun’ fired and the clock
struck eight. He immediately got up from the chair where he was
smoking his hookah, said goodnight to everybody at the table, undid his
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neckcloth, threw it on the ground while he was walking to the door,
unfastened his waistcoat buttons and then turned and gave a wave of his

hand as he disappeared behind the curtain into his dressing room ...”%

For the people of Delhi, however, the best part of the day lay ahead. Chandni
Chowk really came alive only after sunset, as the pavements swelled with wide-
eyed boys from the mofussil or Jat farmers and Gujar herdsmen in from their
villages in Haryana, ogling the gamblers locked in the stocks outside the kotwal
or heading off to ask for blessings and good fortune at the city’s matrix of
bustling Sufi shrines. Elsewhere could be seen gentlemen visiting from Lucknow
in their distinctive cut of wide-bottomed pyjamas or tall, bearded Pathan horse
traders fresh in from Peshawar and Ambala, spilling out of the sarais and into
Ghantawallahs, the famous sweet shop, whose laddus were supposed to be the
best in Hindustan. The coffee houses — the gahwa khanas — were filling up now
too, with poets reciting their verses at some tables, scholars locked in debate at
others.

On the steps of the Jama Masjid, the storytellers would be beginning their
recitations, which could go on for seven or eight hours with only a short break.
The most popular of all the tales was the Dastan i-Amir Hamza, a chivalrous
epic romance which collected together a great miscellany of fireside yarns,
legends, religious discourses and shaggy-dog stories which over time came to
gather around the story of the travels of Hamza, the uncle of the Prophet. Any
factual backbone the story might once have had was swamped over the centuries
with a flood of subplots and a cast of dragons, giants, sorcerers, princesses and
flying carpets, as well as flying pots, the preferred mode of travel for the
magicians in Hamza.

In its fullest form, the tale grew to contain a massive twenty thousand
separate stories, and would take several weeks of all-night storytelling to
complete; the printed version filled forty-six volumes. As listeners gathered
around the Dastan-go, who was telling of the handsome, courageous and
chivalrous Hamza, his beautiful Persian princess lovers and Hamza’s terrible
nemesis, the cruel necromancer and arch-fiend Zumurrud Shah, at the other side
of the steps Jani the celebrated kebab man would now be fanning his charcoal.
Delhiwallahs used to like to surprise visitors from outside by taking them to eat
there without telling them of ‘the pot of hot chillis’ with which Jani would
marinate his kebabs. Maulvi Muhammad Bagar’s son, the young poet Azad, told
of one stranger to Delhi who ‘hadn’t eaten for a whole day. He stretched his jaws
wide and fell on it [the kebab]. And instantly it was as if his brains had been
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blown out of his mouth by gunpowder. He leapt back with a howl. [But the
Delhiwallah who brought him replied:] “we live here only for this sharp
taste.””””

Zafar was also fond of a little chilli in his dinner, which he began to eat no
earlier than 10.30 p.m., a time when most of the British were already well tucked
up in their beds. Quail stew, venison, lamb kidneys on sweet nan called shir mal,
yakhni, fish kebabs, and meat stewed with oranges were Zafar’s favourite dishes,
though on festive occasions the Red Fort kitchens were capable of producing
astonishingly varied and prodigious quantities of Mughlai cuisine: the Bazm i-
Akhir describes a feast consisting of twenty-five varieties of bread, twenty-five
different kinds of pilaos and biryanis, thirty-five different sorts of spiced stews
and curries, and fifty different puddings, as well as remarkable varieties of
relishes and pickles, all eaten to the sound of singers performing ghazals, while
the fragrance of musk, saffron, sandalwood and rosewater filled the air.’®

Whatever the dish, Zafar was known to like his food heavily spiced — and he
was most upset when his friend, prime minister and personal physician, Hakim
Ahsanullah Khan, banned him from eating ‘cayenne pepper’ in August 1852,

following a series of digestive disorders.”® Another of Zafar’s great pleasures,
mango jam, was also forbidden by the hakim, who said that Zafar’s excessive
indulgence in it gave him diarrhoea. When Zafar continued to ignore his advice
and then suffered from a bad stomach, the hakim ‘was very annoyed and replied

that if the King would act in this way he had better dismiss him at once. HM

excused himself and promised greater abstinence in future’.8°

For Ghalib, the late evening was also the time for indulging in mango-related
pleasures, especially the exquisitely small, sweet chausa mango, a taste he
shared with many other discerning Delhiwallahs, past and present. At one
gathering, a group of Delhi intellectuals were discussing what qualities a good
mango should have: ‘In my view,’ said Ghalib, ‘there are only two essential

points about mangoes — they should be sweet and they should be plentiful.’8! In
his old age he became worried about his declining appetite for his favourite fruit
and wrote to a friend to express his anxieties. He never ate an evening meal, he
told his correspondent; instead, on hot summer nights he would ‘sit down to eat
the mangoes when my food was fully digested, and I tell you bluntly, I would eat
them until my belly was bloated and I could hardly breathe. Even now I eat them
at the same time of day, but not more than ten or twelve, or if they are of the
large kind, only six or seven’.*8

There was one other great pleasure that Ghalib reserved for the cover of
darkness. ‘There are seventeen bottles of good wine in the pantry,” he wrote to
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one friend, describing his idea of perfection. ‘So I read all day and drink all
night.’83

As Ghalib was finishing his mangoes and looking forward to his bottle of
wine,T as the exhausted labourers were heading home to their villages before the
muhalla gates were locked for the night, and as Saligram and the moneylenders
began finally shutting up their shops in Chandni Chowk, so in the Fort dinner
was drawing to a close. This was the signal for Zafar’s hookah to be brought and
the evening’s entertainment to begin. This could take a number of forms: ghazals
from Tanras Khan; the instrumental playing of a group of sarangi players, or the
court storytellers and troupes of the Fort’s dancing girls. Most celebrated of all
was Himmat Khan, Zafar’s famous blind sitar player: ‘Nobody could come close
to him in Dhrupad,’ thought Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan.

If [Akbar’s great musician] Tansen were still alive, he would have
humbly become a disciple ... Rulers and notables from all corners
pleaded with him to join their service and offered him lots of money and
riches, but he refused to budge from Delhi out of that self-containment
and self-contentment that is the particular preserve of Men of Art. Any
singer who arrived in Shahajahanabad claiming distinction in the art
would forget their sur and taal [note and beat] after hearing only one bar
of his music and would accept the dust of his feet as the decoration of
their eye ... His inner pain and the joy of holy wisdom suffused the

singing of this extraordinary and notably self-effacing genius.?*

On other occasions, when Zafar felt the need for some peace, one of his great
pleasures was to play chess while waiting for the new moon to come up. At other

times he is described as simply sitting after dinner and ‘enjoying the

moonlight’.°

If Zafar wanted an early night — which meant one that ended around midnight
— singers might be admitted to his bedchamber, where they would sing behind
screens, while his masseuses worked on his head and feet, and the Abyssinian
guards took their place at his door.?® In 1852, after the disgrace of Tanras Khan,
Zafar’s preferred serenader was the woman referred to simply as ‘Khanam the
Singer’.%” Sometimes it is clear that such singers came out from behind the
bedroom screens: one of Zafar’s last marriages was to a singing girl named Man
Bai, who became known as Akhtar Mahal following her wedding in 1847, when
Zafar was seventy-two.

On such nights, when Zafar retired relatively early, many of the princes
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would head out into the town as things began to wind down in the Fort. Some
might have assignations in the kothis of the Chauri Bazaar, where lights and the
movement of dancing could be seen from behind the lattices of the upper floors,
and the sounds of tabla and singing could be heard from as far away as Chandni
Chowk. “The women deck themselves in finery,’ noted one visitor, ‘and position
themselves at vantage points to attract the attention of men, either directly or
through pimps. An atmosphere of lust and debauchery prevails here and the
people gather at night and indulge themselves.’88

The beauty and coquettishness of Delhi’s courtesans were famous: people
still talked of the celebrated courtesan Ad Begum of a century earlier, who
would famously turn up stark naked at parties, but so cleverly painted that no
one would notice: ‘she decorates her legs with beautiful drawings in the style of
pyjamas instead of actually wearing them; in place of the cuffs she draws
flowers and petals in ink exactly as is found in the finest cloth of Rum’. Her
great rival, Nur Bai, was said to be so popular that every night the elephants of
the great Mughal umrah completely blocked the narrow lanes outside her house,
yet even the most senior nobles had ‘to send a large sum of money to have her
admit them ... whoever gets enamoured of her gets sucked into the whirlpool of

her demands and brings ruin in on his house... but the pleasure of her company

can only be had as long as one is in possession of riches to bestow on her’.8?

Nevertheless, in 1852, at the height of the career of Zaug and Ghalib, the
biggest draw was not the courtesans but the mushairas of the poets, especially
those held in the courtyard of the old Delhi College just outside Ajmeri Gate, or
in the house of Mufti Sadruddin Azurda.

Farhatullah Baig’s Dehli ki akhri shama (The Last Musha’irah of Delhi) is a
fictionalised but well-informed account of what purports to be one of the last
great mushairas held in Zafar’s Delhi. Around the illuminated courtyard of the
haveli of Mubarak Begum, the widowed bibi of Sir David Ochterlony, sit several
poet-princes of the royal house, as well as forty other Delhi poets, including
Azurda, Momin, Zauq, Azad, Dagh, Sahbai, Shefta, Mir, a celebrated wrestler
named Yal and Ghalib himself. There was also a last White Mughal, Alex
Heatherly, ‘one of the great poets of the Urdu language’, according to one
critic,’ who was related to the Skinners and so a cousin of Elizabeth
Wagentrieber.

The courtyard has been filled so as to raise it to the level of the plinth of

the house. On the wooden planks were spread cotton rugs. There was a
profusion of chandeliers, candelabra, wall lamps, hanging lamps and
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Chinese lanterns so that the house was converted into a veritable dome
of light... From the centre of the roof were hung row upon row of
jasmine garlands ... the whole house was fragrant with musk, amber and
aloes ... Arranged in a row, at short intervals along the carpet, were the
huqqas, burnished and brightly polished ...

The seating pattern was arranged so that those assigned places on the
right of the presiding poet had connections with the Lucknow court, and
on the left were seated the Delhi masters and their pupils. All those who
came from the fort held quails in their hand as the craze for quail and

cock fighting was very strong at that time ...!

The often extremely complex metre and rhyme patterns would be set well in
advance; many of the participants would know each other well, and a spirit of
friendly competition would be encouraged. The hookahs would be passed
around, as would paan and sweets. Then the president — in this case Mirza
Fakhru — would say the Bismillah.

At this proclamation there would be pin-drop silence. The guests from
the court put away their quails in their quail pouches and disposed of
them behind the bolsters. The servants removed the water pipes and in
their place put down spittoons [for betel chewers], the khasdans with
betel leaf and trays with aromatic spices in front of each guest. In the
meantime the personal representative of the king arrived from the court
with the king’s ghazal, accompanied by several heralds ... He sought
permission to read the ghazal. Mirza Fakhru nodded his assent ...

From this point the poets began their recitation, passing couplets backwards and
forwards, half singing, half reciting, applauding and wah-wah-ing those they
admired for their witty or subtle nuances, leaving those less accomplished to
sink in leaden silence. The versifying would continue until dawn, when it would
be the turn of Zauq and Ghalib to bring the night to its climax. But long before
that, from the north, would come the distant sound of the morning bugle. Two
miles away, in the British cantonments, a very different day was beginning.

(0 el
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In 1852, the British and Mughals found themselves in an uneasy equilibrium: at
once opposed yet in balance, living lives in parallel. Despite the tension over
who was to be heir apparent, and Zinat Mahal’s refusal to accept the succession
of Mirza Fakhru, between the Palace and the Residency a temporary truce was
maintained.

This balance was, however, broken most dramatically in 1853, by a series of
deaths. By the end of that year all three British officials who had signed the
succession agreement with Mirza Fakhru were dead, all in suspicious
circumstances. The most suspicious — a straightforward case of poisoning,
according to the doctors who attended him — was the slow and lingering death of
Sir Thomas Metcalfe.
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4
THE NEAR APPROACH OF THE STORM

Sir Thomas began to suspect that he had been poisoned towards the end of the
summer of 1853.

He was not a man who usually suffered from ill health and by sticking to his
carefully regulated schedule, by eating in moderation and by rarely going out or
staying up late, he made sure he remained fit and well. Then, quite suddenly, at
the beginning of the monsoon of 1853, he began to feel horribly sick. The
vomiting started soon afterwards. For weeks on end he found he was unable to
keep any food down. His daughter Emily was horrified by the speed with which
he sank: ‘He was looking thin and ill — so white,” she wrote after she saw him.
‘He continually suffered from sickness — an irritating vomiting of watery stuff.
The small pox marks on his face, generally very slight, became more
pronounced. It was easy to see he was ill, though he suffered no pain whatever.’

The previous December the whole family had gathered to celebrate a Delhi
Christmas amid the roaring wood fires of Metcalfe House. Theo was there, as
more unusually was his wife Charlotte, who had chosen to stay on in Simla after
her husband was posted to Delhi; it was on this trip to Metcalfe House that she
became pregnant with their first child. Also in the house was Georgina, whose
hunger strike had eventually had the desired effect of forcing her father to permit
her to correspond with Edward Campbell; shortly afterwards she had accepted
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Sir Edward’s proposal of marriage. To this her father had finally given his
consent, to the delight of GG and the relief of all the rest of the family.
Georgina’s elder sister Emily was in Delhi too, down from Kangra with her new
baby Annie and husband Edward, who had just been given one of the most
sought-after jobs in the service, that of Commissioner of that cool and beautiful
hill region: ‘It was a long journey for only one month’s leave,” wrote Emily.

But father decided we should go. We had all a most happy meeting there
and such a joyous Christmas ... Dear Daddy was so proud of his
grandchildren and thought ‘Motee’ Annie [Emily’s baby daughter], the
most beautiful child he had ever seen and in fact, she was a most lovely
babe ... There were some other guests in the house and altogether we
were a large party, and such a bright happy one. Daddy was so well and
in great spirits in having so many of his children around him at once.
The weather was glorious with plenty of riding and driving and picnics

and dinner parties going on. But alas! It was the last Christmas ...2

In the course of the celebrations, Sir Thomas had confided the details of his
secret agreement with Mirza Fakhru to Emily and her husband:

The officials through whom these negotiations were being carried on
were the foreign secretary, Sir Henry Elliot, the Lieutenant Governor,
Mr Thomason, and the Resident at Delhi — my Daddy, Sir Thomas ...
The negotiations had been going on for more than a year and a half, until
at last the Heir Apparent agreed to the terms offered ... So far matters
had gone on more favourably than my father expected, because he knew
that there was a powerful clique in the palace, who were straining every
nerve to prevent the Heir Apparent giving his adhesion to the proposals
of Government. This clique was headed by the Queen — a clever, wicked
woman ... Her rage, therefore, when she heard that the Heir Apparent
had consented to the arrangements was unbounded and she determined
to take her revenge. My father knew her character well, and that she
would not let any obstacle stand in the way of her ambition. My Father
knew also that her revenge would not stop, and he said to us, ‘The first

act in the drama is played out — what will be the next?’3

Sir Thomas therefore strongly suspected what was happening as his digestion
disintegrated in the autumn of 1853 — although, of course, he had no proof; nor
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was he at all surprised when he heard that Sir Henry Elliot and Mr Thomason
were reporting similar symptoms. Despite his illness, however, he was
determined to keep his promise to attend GG’s wedding in Simla in October,
particularly as the trip would also allow him to see Theo’s new baby, the future
heir to the family baronetcy. He made only one condition. His wife Felicity had
died in Simla a decade earlier, on 26 September, and he said he was unwilling to
go to the town until the anniversary had passed.

The family began collecting in Theo and Charlotte’s house near the church in
Simla towards the end of August. GG had been there since the beginning of the
hot weather, helping look after her pregnant sister-in-law, and Emily joined them
on the 31st, having ridden over from Kangra. A week later, a little prematurely,
and before Theo had arrived from his work in Delhi, Charlotte gave birth to a
healthy little boy. “The infant was a fine child and all seemed full of promise for
a speedy recovery,” wrote Emily.

She was kept perfectly quiet ... when Theo arrived unexpectedly on the
eighth day after the Baby’s birth. It was a surprise to her — but a great
pleasure and both were intensely happy over their boy. On the 9th day,
she was moved to a sofa and I went out for an hour, leaving Theo sitting
by her side. When I returned home, I was told she had had a shivering
fit. She did not seem ill, but from that evening, she seemed to be less and
less conscious of what was going on, took less interest in her baby,
apparently dozing a great deal, and did not appear to be awake even
while taking food.

The doctors looked graver and graver each day, and both looked as
shocked as I was to hear her harping on one thing, What day is it? Your
mother died on 26th September, did she not? It was the only idea that
seemed to fill her thoughts and though in accordance with the doctor’s
orders we tried to reassure her that that date was passed, it would not do
— ‘No,’ she said, ‘your mother died on that day, and I too shall die on the
26th.’

September 22nd she was so ill that the Holy Communion was
administered to her. Theo quite broke down. The next day she lay in a
stupor, not turning in her bed and not taking notice of anything... At last
the Doctor told Theo to ask if she had any particular wish to express to
him or about the baby. She simply shook her head, and Theo thinking
she did not understand said — ‘Darling, do you not know who I am?’ She
looked at him with the sweetest smile and said — ‘Yes, I know, you are
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little baby’s papa.’ Poor Theo! He broke down completely, and had to be
taken out of the room, wild with grief.
Then began a series of convulsions which lasted through several

hours, and were terrible to witness by those who loved her so dearly. At

last, when she was quieter, she turned to me and said — ‘Annie don’t you

hear them?’ I said — “What is it you hear darling?’ ‘Oh!’ she said, ‘the

angels singing and the harps. I can hear them plainly.” After a little

while, in the dead of the night, she turned to me and said — ‘Annie, when

will be September 26th?’ I tried to persuade her by the doctor’s orders,

that the date was already passed, for they said, this idea fixed in her

mind was killing her. But though dead to all else, her mind was clear on

that point. After midnight the convulsions began again ...

Just as the sun was rising and shining on her bed, she suddenly rose

up in her bed and poured forth a song so wild and unearthly, not a word

in it — only music — with her face in a rapturous glow that we could only

look on in silence and wonder. She had not moved for days, and yet with

supernatural strength, she raised herself thus suddenly. Theo rushed to

support her with his arm — she took no notice of him, but when her song

ceased, she fell back in her bed and never moved again. She died at 3

PM, on September 26th ... Dearest Charlotte was buried by my mother’s

grave in the old cemetery in Simla, on 28th September, 1853. Her loss

wrecked dear Theo’s life.*
The news was taken down to Sir Thomas, who was camping at Kalka on the
edge of the plains and at the foot of the road leading up to Simla, waiting for the
anniversary of his wife’s death to pass. He was now severely ill himself, pale
and drawn and unable to keep down anything more than a thin soup. When the
family saw him, they decided to cancel the grand church wedding that had been
planned for GG and Edward Campbell, and instead to have a sombre family
service in Theo’s sitting room. A week later, after the bride and groom departed
for their honeymoon in the hills beyond Simla, the now skeletal Sir Thomas set
off back to Delhi accompanied by a greiving Theo. They made slow progress.
Sir Thomas was now clearly dying. According to Emily,

he suffered no pain, only sank from weakness caused by perpetual
vomiting and retching. I followed him as quickly as possible, but on
reaching Ambala — I received a message from Theo, that my loved father
had died quite peaceably [in Metcalfe House] on November 3rd. The
poisons which were undoubtedly used were vegetable [based and]
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prepared in such a way as to leave no trace behind them. But they do
their work, slowly but surely — a secret well known to the famous native

hakims.?

According to the court diary prepared every day for Sir Thomas, on the final
night, a distraught and desperate Theo had sent for Hakim Ahsanullah Khan,
Zafar’s personal physician, to ‘ascertain if possible the disease under which the
Agent was suffering’. The hakim had duly driven up to Metcalfe House, but on
arrival ‘the surgeon in attendance however had observed there was no necessity

for consulting him [the hakim] and he had therefore left’.6 The desperate
situation can easily be imagined: Sir Thomas in his death throes; Theo willing to
try anything to save his father; Dr Ross refusing to allow in a man he strongly
suspected could have been involved in Sir Thomas’s demise.

By the end of the year, both Sir Henry Elliot and Mr Thomason were also
dead, though as with Sir Thomas there was no hard evidence to show they had

been poisoned, other than their suspicious symptoms.” As Hakim Ahsanullah
Khan boasted to Harriet Tytler when asked many years later if he could poison
ad libitum, he replied: ‘I can. Show me your victim and tell me when you want
him to die. In a year? Six months? One month or a day? He shall die, and what is

more, your physicians will never find out the real cause of his death.’® True or
not, the rumours of Metcalfe’s poisoning, and Zinat Mahal’s culpability, came to
be widely believed in Company circles, and helped make its officials regard the
Mughal family with an even more jaundiced eye than before.

Before he died, Sir Thomas had predicted that Mirza Fakhru would not long
outlive him. It was therefore something of a surprise to everyone that he lived
for nearly two and a half years longer, and that when he died in the prime of his
life, on 10 July 1856, it was in fact of cholera, and not of poisoning.

(0 el

If anyone in the Palace had hoped that a new Resident would reverse Sir
Thomas’s policy on the Mughal court, they were soon to be disappointed.

Simon Fraser was a distant kinsman of Ochterlony’s old assistant William
Fraser, but as different a man as could be imagined: an amiable, pious, plump
and somewhat lonely old widower who was fond of singing and whose principal
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pleasure in life was to organise small musical evenings for his friends. A cousin
of the Evangelical East India Company director Charles Grant, who had initially
helped him to get a job in India, Fraser agreed on arrival to be the Patron of
Padre Jennings’ mission: ‘Altho’ I do not agree with him on many of his
opinions,” wrote Fraser, ‘he is a good Christian and I have a great regard for
him.”®

Shortly afterwards Simon Fraser went as far as joining the choir of St James’s
Church, which was now being organised by Jennings’ newly arrived daughter: a
pretty, enthusiastic blonde twenty-one-year-old named Annie. Since Annie and
her equally attractive friend Miss Clifford had begun to organise the singing, the
number of soldiers driving in from the cantonments to attend the lengthy Sunday
services at St James’s had increased to a remarkable degree, and before long not
only was the tenor and bass portion of the choir wonderfully consolidated, but
one of the basses, Lieutenant Charlie Thomason of the Bengal Engineers, had
succeeded in becoming engaged to the padre’s daughter.'®

As with Sir Thomas, Simon Fraser’s wife had died young; but unlike
Metcalfe, he had never been properly reunited with his children, who had been
brought up in English boarding schools and then had chosen to stay on in
England, barely even corresponding with their father, except occasionally to ask
for money. As he chided his eldest son, ‘I have literally no details of your private
life. This is no doubt a very unsatisfactory state of affairs but a horror of
epistolary correspondence appears to be more or less the characteristic of the

members of our family.’!! When another of his children, the Reverend Simon J.
Fraser, was posted to India, Fraser went to meet him, but the two walked past
each other without recognition.!?

Fraser had spent a lifetime in the service of the Company without greatly
distinguishing himself in any way. As Delhi was to be his last posting, and he
had no further ambitions, he was determined to enjoy himself and make the most
of the opportunities this appointment afforded. ‘I am very well satisfied with my
position,” he wrote to his son Simon in 1854.

Delhi agrees with me and I am shaking off the little ailments which for
some time I have suffered from ... We have lately been making great
exertions [in the choir and] got up a beautiful anthem, appropriate of
course to the day. Nothing untoward occurred, and all our church going
community expressed themselves highly gratified with the effort. We
have one or two very fair performers at this place and I hope that
throughout the hot weather I might be able to bring people together
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every fortnight for a little secular music, although the whole trouble
always devolves upon me as master of the ceremonies. Whether the
assemblies are at my own house or elsewhere, people become so
apathetic that although they will take part in all that you arrange for
them, still they will not take the trouble of arranging for themselves, and

music cannot be properly got up without practising.!3

Busy with his choir practice, Fraser had no intention of letting his official duties
take up more of his time than they had to, and he spent an entire month in Delhi
before bothering to visit the Emperor. He even failed to turn up to the first
reception arranged for him by Zafar on 1 December 1853, in the great Mughal
garden of Raushanara Bagh. This left Zafar’s begums, who had come to camp in
the garden for the duration of the welcoming ceremonies, complaining of the

‘extreme cold’, while ‘several concubines complained that sepoys about the

Garden indulged in improper remarks’.!4

Fraser had announced his forthcoming retirement from the service two days
before news came through of the death of Mirza Fakhru, and his response to this
new succession crisis bore all the marks of an old man who had had his peaceful
slumbers interrupted: ‘The surviving sons of the King, have no special marks of
nobility, or peculiar recommendations calculated to attract the sympathy of the
native population,” he wrote to the new Governor General, Lord Canning,
though there is no record that Fraser had actually bothered to meet any of them
before running them down to Calcutta.™

The day after the death of Mirza Fakhru, he explained in his letter, he had
paid a rare visit to the Palace to commiserate with the Emperor. Far from the
scene of mourning that might have been expected, he found instead a dry-eyed
Emperor with a letter to the Governor General ready written in which he pressed
yet again for the succession of Mirza Jawan Bakht; the body of Mirza Fakhru, he
heard, had already been interred near the Sufi shrine of Qutb Sahib in Mehrauli.
Zafar’s letter argued that Jawan Bakht was suitable for the position, on the basis
that his birth was legitimate and that he was, in the eyes of his adoring father at
least, ‘gifted with all the endowments, qualifications and virtuous habits
necessary for a Prince, he having obtained a complete education under my

guidance. The rest [of my sons] have no comparison with him. He [alone] merits
my favour’.1®

Fraser, however, had other ideas. He strongly urged Canning that none of the
princes should be recognised as heir apparent — least of all Jawan Bakht — and

argued that the death of Mirza Fakhru, following closely upon the momentous
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annexation of the rich and independent kingdom of Avadh five months earlier, in
February 1856, provided the perfect opportunity to prepare the Mughals for the
imminent extinction of their line. This, he believed, should take place on the
death of Zafar — an event which could not now be far away: ‘It appears to me
inexpedient to recognise any of the sons as Heir Apparent,” he concluded. ‘The
princes generally are not men of prominent influence or high personal character
... little public interest is felt in the fortunes of the family and a favourable
opportunity is presented, by the removal from the scene of the most respected
member of the family, for the introduction of changes adapted to the altered
condition of the family and the Country.’!”

It was an idea that the new Lieutenant Governor, C.B. Thornhill,
wholeheartedly supported. From his summer retreat in the hills of Nainital he
wrote to Calcutta urging Canning to listen to Fraser and seize the moment,
saying he would ‘much regret if advantage were not taken of the favourable and
easy opportunity now afforded for introducing a change which while it is
obviously fitting in the actual condition of the Indian Empire, [is also] for the
best interests of the Princess themselves’. He went on to explain why he believed
it was in the best interests of the Mughal princes to be expelled from their homes
and for them to have their privy purses — their only source of income —
immediately stopped: ‘The abolition of the names and forms of royal state will,
it may reasonably be hoped, wean them the more readily from the habits of idle,
and too often vicious and discreditable frivolities, with which their lives have
hitherto been wasted.’

Lord Canning did not hesitate to take the advice offered him. After all, he had
arrived in India only five months earlier, to take over from his predecessor Lord
Dalhousie. Canning was a handsome, industrious if somewhat reserved Tory
politician in his early forties, who had accepted the appointment of Governor
General only because of his frustration at his consistent failure to gain a senior
cabinet berth in London. Before his departure he had had no previous interest in
India, and by July he had yet to leave the heat and damp of Calcutta. Indeed, for
almost all of his first few months in India he had found himself imprisoned in
the ‘miserably furnished’ if outwardly magnificent Government House (which,
he was horrified to note, did not possess a single water closet, ‘there being no
fall for drainage in Calcutta’, surrounded by his Himalayan piles of dispatch
boxes. It was a life he described as ‘little better than [that of] a galley slave’.!®

None of this, however, prevented him from taking a confidently dismissive
attitude to ‘the farce of Mughal pretensions’: ‘Nearly all the everyday signs of
authority which the native mind associates with royalty have for state reasons
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already been taken from the Crown of Delhie,” he wrote in a minute in response
to Fraser’s recommendations.

The presents which were at one time offered to the King by the
Governor General and the Commander in Chief have been discontinued;
the privilege of a coinage bearing his mark is now denied to him; the
Governor General’s seal no longer bears a device of vassalage; and even
the native chiefs have been prohibited from using one. It has been
determined that these appearances of subordination and deference could
not be kept up consistently with a due respect for the real and solid
power of the British Government. This may also be said of the title of
the King of Dehlie,* with the fiction of paramount sovereignty which

attaches to it.!°

Despite his lack of Indian experience, Canning was quite clear that now was the
moment to take the dramatic and historic step of deposing the Mughal dynasty,
which had ruled northern India for more than three hundred years: Babur, the
first Mughal, took Delhi while Henry VIII was just beginning his rule in
England. Britain’s Indian Empire, wrote Canning, had never been so strong, so
secure or so happy: ‘The last few years have seen not only an extension but a
remarkable consolidation of British power in India; its supremacy has become
more uniform and unbroken even within the earlier limits of the Empire.” For
this reason, ‘the preservation of a titular King Paramount of Hindustan has
thereby grown to be a greater anomaly than ever’, and he therefore decided, in
agreement with Fraser’s views, that no Mughal prince would now be recognised
as heir apparent. He concluded, “The Upper Provinces of India are not now, as
they were in 1849 or 1850, in an unsettled and uneasy condition. There is every
appearance that the presence of a Royal House in Dehlie has become a matter of

indifference even to the Mahometans.’2°

Given his situation and his recent arrival in India, Canning could not have
been expected to know better. But as events were shortly to show, his minute
represented as comprehensive a misreading of the situation in northern India as
could possibly be contained within a single passage. So removed had the British
now become from their Indian subjects, and so dismissive were they of Indian
opinion, that they had lost all ability to read the omens around them or to analyse
their own position with any degree of accuracy. Arrogance and imperial self-
confidence had diminished the desire to seek accurate information or gain any
real knowledge of the state of the country.
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More specifically, as far as Delhi was concerned, by extinguishing even the
faintest hope of any of the princes of the royal house ever succeeding Zafar, the
British created a situation where no one in the imperial family had anything to
lose, and all were sufficiently disaffected to risk anything to try to save their
position. It was a fatal error for which the British would shortly pay a high price.

(0 el

In Delhi, one sign of the growing unrest showed itself only eight months after
the death of Mirza Fakhru. Early in the morning on 18 March 1857, a flyer — ‘a
small dirty piece of paper, with a naked sword and shield depicted’, according to

Theo — was placed on the back wall of the Jama Masjid in Delhi.?! Purporting to
be a proclamation from the Shah of Iran, it announced that a British
expeditionary force had just suffered a massive defeat in Persia, and that the
Persian Army had crossed the Afghan border and was now marching from Herat
to come and liberate Delhi from Christian rule:

God willing, the time is not far when I shall appear in the land of Hind
and shall delight and make happy both the rulers and subjects of that
place. Just as the English have deprived them of food and comfort, to the
same measure I shall endeavour to increase their prosperity, and let it be
known that I have no objections to anyone’s religion ... By the 6th
March, 900 Irani soldiers, along with senior officers will have entered
India and there are already five hundred soldiers present in Delhi
disguised in dress and appearance ... [In the meantime] the Muslims
must refrain from helping or supporting the Christians, and it is
necessary that so far as possible they should remain loyal and faithful

towards their fellow Muslims.??

The notice was posted for three hours and a huge crowd gathered to read it, until
Theo Metcalfe, who happened to be passing, rode up and ripped it down. The
following day, however, the contents of the notice were reprinted in full in the
court newspaper, the Siraj ulAkabhar, creating a ripple of excitement across the
city, although the paper also questioned — rightly — both the veracity of the
proclamation and the truth of the claim of a Persian victory over the British.
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Already there had been brief reports in the Urdu newspapers of mysterious
chapattis (or ‘fried puris’, as the Delhi papers reported) being passed by
nightwatchmen from village to village across Hindustan: one report in the Nur-i
Maghrebi in February had mentioned their passing between some villages near
Bulandshahr; by early March they had reached Mathura, on the main road to
Agra. But they do not seem to have got any closer to Delhi than this, and even
there no one seems to have understood what their significance was;* as far as the
Delhi papers were concerned, it was certainly a matter given far less space than
the reports of a fatwa being posted in Madras, ‘calling on all believers to rise
against the infidels ... he who fell in such a war would be a martyr’, and the
excitable rumours that either the Russians or the Persian Army, or possibly both,
were on the march and about to appear in Delhi. Most prominent of all were
reports, which began to appear from late March onwards, of unrest in the army
in Bengal, especially at Berhampore and Barrackpore: according to Theo, by the
spring of 1857, the people of Delhi ‘were perfectly aware of the want of fidelity
in the sepoy army and the subject was frequently discussed’.?

This growing unrest in Delhi could be traced back at least to the previous
winter when, on 7 February 1856, the British had unilaterally annexed the
prosperous kingdom of Avadh (or Oudh, as the British called it), to the east of
Delhi. The excuse for this was that its Nawab, the poet, dancer and epicure Wajd
Ali Shah, was ‘excessively debauched’.* The people of Delhi were used to the
British bullying and plundering the Nawabs as they had done for nearly a
century now; but the outright annexation of the kingdom had nevertheless
caused far more alarm across northern India than the British seem to have
realised or indeed anticipated, and increased awareness of the precariousness of
the Mughals’ own position. More importantly, it greatly unsettled the sepoys of
the Company’s army, most of whom were drawn from uppercaste Hindu
families in rural Avadh, and who now found themselves compelled to reduce
their own country to vassalage.

The venal and occasionally brutal way the annexation had been carried out
caused particular distress. Even British officials were aware that what had
happened was not one of the more honourable episodes in the history of the
Honourable Company. One Company servant, Robert Bird, had gone so far as to
produce an anonymously published book entitled Dacoitee in Excelsis, or the
Spoliation of Oude by the East India Company®* In it Bird, an insider in all that
had happened, exposed the degree to which a largely fictional dossier —
eventually published as the parliamentary Oude Blue Book — had been assembled
by interested parties within the Company to push for Avadh’s annexation. The

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



dossier had depicted a province ‘given up to crime, havoc, and anarchy by the
misrule of a government at once imbecile and corrupt’. This image, wrote Bird,
was little more than ‘a fiction of official penmanship, [an] Oriental romance’ and
was refuted ‘by one simple and obstinate fact’ — that the people of Avadh clearly
‘preferred the slandered regime’ of the Nawab ‘to the grasping but rose-coloured
government of the Company’.

Bird pointed out, in particular, ‘that those who had experience of both
[governments], to the number of some 50,000 employed as sepoys by the
Company’, felt and resented the difference in the two regimes especially
strongly:

Not only does the annexation itself appear to have been accompanied by
acts of violence and spoliation wholly indefensible, but the foundation of
all property seems to have been unsettled to an extent unheard of under
any civilised rule. We hear on all sides of landowners dispossessed — in
short of the Company dealing with the province as if it were not merely
entitled to the revenues of it, but as if all the property within it had
become the spoil of its bow and spear; as if, in fact, it was an
uninhabited island newly discovered with which the discoverers had a

right to do what they willed.”®

Already many smaller kingdoms had been quietly — and profitably — annexed by
the Company. The policy of Governor General Dalhousie (1812-60), known as
the Doctrine of Lapse, had banned the age-old Hindu practice of adopted sons
succeeding to their father’s throne, and led to the unpopular and deeply resented
annexations of Satara in 1848, Jhansi in 1853 and Nagpur in 1854; but Avadh
was an acquisition on a far different scale from anything yet attempted, and was
practised on ‘a faithful and unresisting ally’ without even the nominal
justification of the absence of a recognised heir, and with only the ‘fictitious

charges’ and ‘fallacious bearings of the Oude Blue Book’ as an excuse.?%

(0 el

After the annexation of Avadh and the death of Mirza Fakhru, the end of the
Mughal line was clearly imminent.
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For Zafar, now aged eighty-one, it was a particular shock. He had long made
it clear that he had no wish for anything other than to preserve and hand on what
little he had inherited. As early as 1843 he had attempted to write direct to
Queen Victoria, asking for this bare minimum: ‘From unfortunate
circumstances’, he wrote,

the flower of my kingdom has faded, and the dominion of this house is
placed in your hands ... to diminish or enhance its dignity ... I am now
old, and have no ambition left for grandeur. I would devote my days
entirely to religion, but I feel anxious that the name and dignity of my
predecessors should be maintained, and that they may descend to my
children unimpaired, according to the original engagements made by the

British Government.2’

Now, with the example of Avadh in front of him, Zafar set his sights much
lower. His first action on hearing of the annexation of Avadh was to write a
series of anxious begging letters to Dalhousie, saying that as the ‘days of our
pilgrimage on Earth are numbered ... [and] as no reliance can be placed in one’s
life at the advanced age of 80 years, we have been of late engaged in reflecting
on the future welfare of our family, especially of the Nawab Zinat Mahal Begum
and her offspring, the Prince Mirza Jawan Bakht Bahadur, that no distress or
hardships be experienced by them’. Zafar asked only for a guarantee that both
would be looked after following his death. Yet Dalhousie’s response was,
characteristically, both dismissive and ungenerous; he got one of his secretaries
to reply that ‘the grants which your Majesty has made to the Begums and Prince
your Majesty must be sensible cannot be upheld; they may be maintained during

your Majesty’s own lifetime, but cannot now be extended beyond that; for this

would be contrary to former practice’.?®

Zafar was not alone in his alarm. The demise of the Mughal and his court was
something that could only cast a cloud over the whole of Delhi, much of whose
prosperity and patronage derived directly or indirectly from the Red Fort. With
the end of the Mughals, many in the city would find themselves out of a job: the
courtiers and Palace civil servants, the jewellers and silversmiths, the cooks and
palanquin bearers, the guards and eunuchs, the musicians and the dancing girls.
None of these could expect employment under British rule, whose administrators
for the North West Provinces were anyway based 150 miles to the south in Agra.

It also boded extremely badly for the court poets: ‘Although I am a stranger
to Avadh and its affairs,” wrote Ghalib on 23 February 1856, ‘the destruction of
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the state depresses me all the more, and I maintain that no Indian who was not

devoid of all sense of justice could feel otherwise.’?® Ghalib had received a
small pension from the Nawab which he lost at the annexation in February; with
the death of his pupil in poetry, Mirza Fakhru, in July, his income was further
reduced: “You must bear in mind’, he wrote to a friend on 27 July 1856,

that the death of the heir apparent has been a great blow to me. It means
that my ties with the court will now last only as long as the king does.
God knows who the new heir apparent will be. He who appreciated my
worth has died. Who will recognise me now? I put my trust in my
Creator, and resign myself to His will. And there is this immediate loss:
he [Mirza Fakhru] used to give me ten rupees a month to buy fruit for

my [two adopted] boys. Who will give me that now?3°

Ghalib, like many writers before and since, suffered from the potentially
combustible combination of expensive tastes, a keen sense of his own worth and
insufficient financial resources to support either. Always precarious, his finances
had become especially troubled after his sense of personal honour compelled
him to turn down the lucrative chance to become the Persian Professor at Delhi
College. Ghalib had arrived at Delhi College in his palanquin having being
invited to apply for the new post. But after reaching the college gate, he refused
to enter until Mr Thomason, the secretary, came and welcomed him, as he
insisted his aristocratic status dictated. After a long stand-off, Mr Thomason

came out personally and explained that a formal welcome was
appropriate when he attended the Governor’s durbar, but not in the
present case, when he came as a candidate for employment. Ghalib
replied, ‘I contemplated taking a government appointment in the
expectation that this would bring me greater honour than I now receive,
not a reduction in those already accorded to me.” The secretary replied,
‘I am bound by regulations.” ‘Then I hope you will excuse me,” Ghalib

said, and came away.>!

In such a situation, it was an increasing irritation to Ghalib that Zafar did not
value him more highly, and instead bestowed most of his favour, and the
bounteous pension that went with it, on that obvious second-rater Zauq. It was
something Ghalib could never understand, as he was once bold enough to point
out to Zafar: ‘I swear that you too must feel pride’, he wrote,
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in the great kindness of fortune, that you possess a slave like Ghalib,
whose song has all the power of fire. Turn your attention towards me as
my skill demands, treasure me as the apple of your eye and open your
heart for me to enter in... See my perfection, look upon my skill ... Why
talk of the poets of the Emperor Akbar’s day? My presence alone bears

witness that your age excels his.??

When Zauq died in 1854, Zafar finally appointed Ghalib as his ustad (guru or
master, but in this case poetry teacher), with the salary that went with it, and
Ghalib (at least according to Delhi tradition) was able to breathe a sigh of relief
that ‘the man who spoke in the language of a lodging house keeper’ was no

more.>? Insufficient as Zafar’s regard for Ghalib’s skills may have been, the
court still represented a financial lifeline Ghalib depended on. As early as 1852,
when the King had been ill, Ghalib had written anxiously: “What will happen

now? And what will become of me, who sleeps in the shade of his wall?’3* A
little later he added, ‘The Mughal princes gather in the Red Fort and recite their
ghazals ... This court will not last many days more. How can it be permanent?
Who knows if they will meet tomorrow, and if they do whether they will meet

after that? The assembly can vanish at any moment.’°

One reason for Ghalib’s pessimism was that, unlike many in Delhi, he had
always been aware of the scientific advances achieved by the West, which he
had seen on display on a visit to Calcutta in 1827. When Sayyid Ahmad Khan
tried to interest him in writing an introduction to an edition of the Ain i-Akbari,
the celebrated account of the court of the Emperor Akbar, Ghalib had written
back that Khan should not always be looking back to the Mughals of old, but
should embrace the future: ‘See the sahibs of England!” he wrote.

They have gone far ahead of our Oriental forebears. Wind and wave they
have rendered useless. They are sailing their ships under fire and steam.
They are creating music without the use of the mizrab [plucker]. With
their magic, words fly through the air like birds. Air has been set on fire
... Cities are being lighted without oil lamps. This new law makes all
other laws obsolete. Why must you pick up straws out of old time-swept

barns while a treasure trove of pearls lies at your feet?3°
Now, after the death of Mirza Fakhru and the annexation of Avadh, Ghalib

thought it prudent to take immediate steps to look for other sources of income,
while also teaching the English the courtly manners they so clearly lacked. To
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this end he forwarded a Persian ode or gasida to Queen Victoria via Canning.
After a brief introduction praising the Queen for being ‘as splendid as the stars’
and flattering her Governor General ‘as magnificent as Alexander, as splendid as
Feridun’, Ghalib quickly moved on to the main business: namely reminding the
Queen of the long-established convention that sovereigns should support the
poets of their dominions in return for being immortalised in verse.

As the great Begum of London was clearly not as familiar with the delicate
etiquette of these matters as she should have been, Ghalib made himself a little
more explicit in his covering letter. The truly great rulers of history, he reminded
Queen Victoria, ‘rewarded their poets and well wishers by filling their mouths
with pearls, weighing them in gold, and granting them villages and recompense’.
In the same way it was the duty of ‘the exalted Queen to bestow upon Ghalib,
the petitioner, the title of Mihr-Khwan, and present him with the robe of honour
and a few crumbs from her bounteous table — that is, in plain English, a
“pension”3’

Ghalib waited eagerly for the Queen’s grateful response, and her gift of a
generous stipend. It never came; but this ode would soon perform the far more
important function of helping to save his life.

(0 el

If Ghalib found himself deeply anxious and depressed as 1856 gave way to
1857, then Theo Metcalfe was also in a very bad state.

After the sudden loss of his wife and his father, he tried to throw himself into
his work and to soldier on as Joint Magistrate in Delhi. But the stress of bringing
up his child on his own, and the depressing job of selling his father’s library, as
well as much of the other contents of Metcalfe House, all weighed down on him.
He clung to his son as a last memory of his wife: ‘I never can part with him,” he
wrote to GG early in 1856. ‘Altho’ I feel the great disadvantage of leaving him
many hours alone everyday, without the company of a lady, I do try to show him
an affection which I never experienced when a child, the loss of which I always
mourned.’3®

As 1856 progressed, however, the stress of his mental state began to have an
adverse physical effect on him, and especially on his eyes. “You will be sorry to
hear that I have been suffering greatly from pain and weakness in my left eye for
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months,’ he finally admitted to GG in August 1856 from Meerut,

which has necessitated the abandonment of all use of it and has
compelled me to give up work for a period of three months ... It is quite
possible that even this rest may not be quite sufficient for its perfect
recovery ... | am ordered to live in a dark room so that I have no very
cheering prospects before me; at present to go to Delhi to put all our
father’s things [in Metcalfe House] in order. If I find that my eye is
stronger at the end of a month, I propose taking a trip to the hills ... Do
you know any widow who wants to take care of a single gentleman, for I

am comparatively helpless and am forbidden all reading or writing.

Georgina, who was summering in Kashmir, immediately offered to look after
Charlie, Theo’s son. Theo reluctantly, but gratefully, agreed. Soon after ripping
down the flyer from the walls of the Jama Masjid, he wrote to his brother-in-law,
Edward Campbell, repeating how much he needed a holiday, and that with luck,
in May 1857, he would be able to join him and GG in the hills: ‘I cannot account
for this numbness of feeling that