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TRAVELLERS IN TIMES PAST


Since time immemorial, people have always travelled. From our part of the world – from South Asia – and since as far back in the past as two millennia ago, people went across the seas to lands to the west and east, and also north across the passes in the Himalayan mountains. Some of these early travellers included traders, scholars and monks. They sailed in their small ships across the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal, and when travelling inland or up north across the Himalayas, they went as part of caravans of camels or yaks.


A few centuries later, around the 6th century CE, kingdoms in south India (the Indian subcontinent – more or less – was referred to as Hindustan then) such as the Pandyan kingdom, and Kalinga and Gaud in east India, sent their navies across the Bay of Bengal to kingdoms and countries such as Cambodia and Vietnam in South-east Asia. These were followed by scholars, artisans and traders.


Scholars, such as Atisa Dipankara who lived in the 10th century CE and others like him, who travelled in the past, worked mainly on religious texts, translating or copying them down laboriously. Traders also kept their accounts. There were also stories eulogizing kings and their exploits, religious texts, and books dealing with law. The common people in towns and villages were entertained by travelling bards and folk singers. Soldiers and sailors travelled, but we do not have their stories. Travelling in the past took time and was arduous; it made writing, for most of history, a complicated business. Many such travellers, especially those in the long-ago past, will stay forever anonymous.


Why were there so few written travel accounts from our part of the world in the past?


For one thing, writing was an activity mainly associated with scholars and traders. Palm leaves that were used for writing, easily deteriorated over time. Paper was first made in China in the 1st century CE, but it was the invention of the printing press by Johannes Gutenberg in Germany in the early 15th century that advanced the cause of books and writing.


Travel accounts, even the ones that survived, were thus rare. In fact, writing about travel became more popular only a few centuries ago. This was because, in times past, people did not write travel accounts as travelling for its own sake wasn’t a touristy thing, something done for fun. People travelled only when they had to, or were compelled by circumstances, like traders who travelled for work, scholars who moved in search of and to spread knowledge, and bards who travelled shorter distances mainly to entertain the common people and nobility alike. Travelling had its dangers, and was also unpredictable.


Little was known of the world outside one’s region. Mapmaking and its science, called cartography, developed in the west, first in Portugal and Spain, in the 13th century. It went apace with developments in the other sciences that helped navigation.


Ships, however, took a long time to travel across the seas. There was always the danger of gales and storms. On the other hand, too calm seas, when there was no wind for the sails to take advantage of, were also a cause of concern. Ships just stalled in such instances. There was also the threat of pirates, and disease and illness on board.


In this book, we meet travellers from India who, braving risks, travelled across the seas first to Europe and then later, also America and other nations. While we do know of and accounts do exist of travellers who came to South Asia, such as the ancient Greek travellers like Megasthenes and Arrian (in the 4th century BCE and a bit later) and the Buddhist monks such as Fa-Hsien and Xuanzang in the 5th and 7th centuries CE, not much is known about travellers from this part of the world. Their travel stories are relatively more recent – the earliest one mentioned in this book dates from the 1760s – but their experiences remain unusual and interesting. Their curiosity and descriptions bring alive this age – the early modern period dating from the 18th century onward – when the Industrial Revolution that first began in Britain led to far-reaching and long-lasting developments in technology and science; knowledge in every sphere was expanding, and the countries of the world were learning about places and regions much beyond their own immediate borders.


SAILING SHIPS AHOY!


It was in the 1760s that I’tesamuddin, among the first Indian travellers abroad as an emissary of the Mughal emperor, left Calcutta (now Kolkata) in a four-masted sailing ship. Around the end of the 18th century, clippers, which were ships more sleekly designed to take advantage of the wind, replaced the ‘Indiamen’ as the earlier heavy sailing vessels were called. But it was the advent and popular use of steam that really revolutionized shipping. Travel time was reduced drastically. For instance, a sailing ship could take at least five to six months to sail from Calcutta to London as some of the early travellers in this book noted. Steamships, however, took only around a month or a bit more. Behramji Malabari, who sailed to Europe in 1890, described the steamship, The Imperator, he travelled in. It was like a palace, with over 80 people from captain to cabin boy working in it.


Ships from the coasts of India sailed across the Bay of Bengal if they were sailing from Calcutta or across the Arabian Sea if the port of departure was Bombay. Ships rounded the Cape of Good Hope, which is the southernmost tip of South Africa, then sailed up the Atlantic Ocean, along the coast of west Africa, before reaching south-western Europe and then Britain. They would make frequent stops to fill up on water, food items and also goods of trade, usually at places like Mauritius – an island in the Indian Ocean, the Cape of Good Hope, St. Helena – an island in the mid-Atlantic Ocean, Lisbon in Portugal, and places in France such as Nantes and Calais, before docking in London.


Steel enabled the construction of sturdier and even bigger ships. In 1869, the Suez Canal linked the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea, and shortened travel time significantly – ships now took a few weeks or at best a couple of months to reach Britain. The Canal took 10 years to build. Work on it began in 1859 and when it was opened in 1869, ships no longer had to travel down the entire coast of west Africa and round the south before coming up again in the Indian Ocean. By the end of the 19th century, more and more people travelled, so we have more accounts as the decades pass, and some by women too.


Travelling in the past was also a very expensive proposition. People who travelled in some ease and comfort were those who could afford to do so, such as noblemen, government officials or those who had wealthy patrons. Then there were others who travelled on a mission such as Pandita Ramabai and Behramji Malabari, or were serious scholars such as Cornelia Sorabji.


The travellers in this book knew well the risks of a long journey. Compared to the eight or nine hours a flight from Delhi to London now takes, I’tesamuddin’s journey from Calcutta to London took more than four months! No wonder, travellers like him did worry if they would ever return and were constantly homesick as well. There were others like Dean Mahomet who travelled to make a new life for themselves. Others like Ardaseer Cursetjee and his cousins travelled to bring back to India knowledge about news ways to build ships. Toru Dutt travelled with her sister and parents to ‘see’ the world and became the first Indian writer to write a novel in French.


The intrepid travellers in this book showed an instinctive sense of curiosity and adventure. For them, travelling became a quest to see and observe as much as possible. They brought stories of worlds they had never imagined before alive in their writing. Their accounts remain magical and in many ways, enduring to this day, as they reveal new things about people and places of the time. In that sense, their accounts are historical gems, worth reading for their value and what they say about the world of the time, and about the travellers and their own extraordinary courage.
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I


MIRZA SHEIKH I’TESAMUDDIN


THE MUGHAL EMPEROR’S EMISSARY


It was the year 1765. Mirza Sheikh I’tesamuddin, an official in the service of the Mughal emperor Shah Alam II, was chosen by the latter as his ambassador to carry a special letter to King George III of Britain. It was a secret mission, and included a gift of one lakh rupees for the British monarch. However, a few days after embarking on his journey to England, I’tesamuddin realized that Robert Clive, who was then the Governor General of the British East India Company (EIC) had conspired to deceive the Mughal emperor, and I’tesamuddin too.


Clive had purloined the Emperor’s letter! Once he had the emperor’s promised gift of one lakh rupees, Clive assured I’tesamuddin that he would follow him to England on a different ship. But this never happened: Clive kept the money with himself. I’tesamuddin, however, was very curious about his journey to a land he had never been to before, and soaked in every experience, even those that left him bemused. On his return home, everyone addressed him as the ‘Vilayeti Munshi’ or the foreign-returned nobleman, and asked him to write about his travels. He then recorded his travel memoirs in a book titled Shegurfnama-i-Vilayet, two copies of which are preserved in the British Library in London and the Khuda Bakhsh Library in Bankipur, a district now in Bihar.


THE EMPIRE THAT WAS


By the end of the 1750s, Mughal emperor Shah Alam II was a sorry figure. The Mughal Empire then held little power. Its area of domination stretched only over present-day Delhi and its surrounding areas. The empire had crumbled into several small States. To the east, the EIC had taken control over Bengal and Bihar. The powerful Marathas held sway to the west and south-west of Delhi, and the Nawab of Oudh or Avadh (modern Uttar Pradesh) ruled to the east.


When the British won the battle of Buxar in 1764, defeating the Mughal armies, Shah Alam granted the East India Company the right to collect revenues or taxes from the provinces of Bengal and Bihar. This was a vital source of income and made the EIC as good as the rulers of the region.


Shortly after this, the EIC army (made up largely of Indian soldiers) fought as an ally of the emperor against the combined forces of the Marathas and the Nawab of Avadh. The battle ended with a peace settlement. It was then that I’tesamuddin, a Persian-language official who worked for the EIC, came to the emperor’s attention. Persian was then the official language of the Mughals and also of the early EIC when it began trading operations in India. I’tesamuddin was offered a position with the title of Mirza at the imperial court, which he gratefully accepted. It was still prestigious to work for the Mughal emperor as an aura surrounded the dynasty, even though it was weakening.


I’tesamuddin proved of great support to the troubled Shah Alam. The emperor, constantly threatened on all sides, wanted to use the EIC army to ward away his enemies. It was here that the shrewd Governor General of the EIC in Calcutta, Robert Clive, played his cards well. Clive insisted it was not in his power to place the EIC’s army in the service of a foreign court. The British king had to give his permission.


It was agreed that a letter containing the emperor’s request would be despatched, together with a gift of 1,00,000 rupees from the emperor to his British counterpart. At the emperor’s suggestion that an Indian well-versed in Persian should travel to London to explain the letter’s contents to King George III, it was Mirza Sheikh I’tesamuddin who was chosen for the mission. The ship he was to travel on was under the command of one Captain Swinton.


SAILING OFF


In 1765, I’tesamuddin set off on his journey to Britain. It was three weeks later, when they were at sea, that I’tesamuddin learned from Captain Swinton that Clive had kept the emperor’s letter with himself, as the purse of money intended to accompany it had not yet arrived from the emperor. As things would turn out, Clive would suppress the letter and later present the money to the king on his own behalf. The reason for such treachery was that Clive felt that it was in the EIC’s interest to prevent any direct contact between the British king and the Mughal emperor. He wanted more power for the EIC in India.


I’tesamuddin’s Shegurfnama-i-Vilayet (or Excellent Intelligence Concerning Europe: Being the Travels of Mirza Itesa Modeen, in Great Britain and France / translated from the original Persian manuscript into Hindoostanee, with an English version and notes, by James Edward Alexander in 1830), which he wrote on his return to India tells us of his journey and stay in England. The book begins with a detailed account of how the ‘firinghees from the hat-wearing nations’ came to Hindustan. By this he meant foreigners, for people from the west usually wore hats. They came to India as merchants, as goods from Bengal, such as silk, satin, muslin and opium, were in great demand.


A BAD BEGINNING


I’tesamuddin set out from Calcutta, travelling down the River Hooghly in a barge. The ship he was to travel in was docked nearer the sea and it took him four days to sail downstream. He soon developed the habit of having a bath in the sea because he had read about its therapeutic properties. As the weather was calm and there was no wind, the ship did not sail for some days. The sailors sang songs and the gentlemen danced with the ladies to while away this idle period, but I’tesamuddin was a worried man. If they were stuck at sea for an indefinite period and the ship did not sail for lack of favourable winds, he feared he would starve to death.


Once they set off, rounding the southern coast of India, their first port of call was Mauritius, a group of islands southwest of Kerala, in the Indian Ocean. I’tesamuddin paid a visit to an officer who held the rank of ‘serang’, an officer of the lascars or Indian seamen. He also met some lascars from the east coast of India who had settled on the island. They had married slaves once owned by French merchants. I’tesamuddin stayed for 16 days as the ship needed repairs. He wrote that the central part of the island was forested and hilly, and the main town lay to the east. The houses were made of wood and had wheels so they could be lifted higher when the tide came in or there were floods!


THE ISLAND PEOPLE


I’tesamuddin narrated a story that when the Portuguese came, Mauritius was infested by rats, snakes and scorpions, but later French settlers used magic spells that drove these creatures out to sea where they drowned. Then the island was reclaimed for human settlements.


The Mughal emissary heard a tale from the sailors on board about the islands of the Maldives too. According to this story, the people here collected cowries or unusual kinds of shells. At low tide, sailors rowed to certain places on the beach they were familiar with and waited after digging holes in the sand. As the tide drifted in, the cowries collected in these depressions. These were then washed and exchanged in barter at places like Bengal.


As the ship neared the Cape of Good Hope on the southern tip of Africa, he wrote that this area was first ruled by the Dutch, who built the Cape up into a beautiful port city. The Dutch also had slaves – men, women, and children – whom they had purchased from Bengal. I’tesamuddin met some of these slaves, and although they had forgotten their native languages, they still communicated by signs. Sometimes, they would fish for I’tesamuddin, who was touched by their gestures of hospitality.


After a month’s voyage, I’tesamuddin’s ship arrived at the island of Ascension in the Atlantic Ocean. This isle was largely uninhabited, but sailors visited it often for its famous green sea turtles. On moonlit nights, the seamen hid themselves as the turtles crawled up to the sandy beaches of the island to lay eggs. That’s when the sailors would catch them! In the space of one night, I’tesamuddin reported, at least 40 or 50 such turtles were caught. The flesh and eggs of the turtles were much sought after delicacies. Sailors even placed a small quantity of opium in the belly of flying fish. The fish, with the opium in it, was then carefully preserved and fetched high prices as a delicacy in markets in India and other countries.


EUROPEAN SIGHTS


I’tesamuddin’s ship moved slowly up the coast of North Africa towards south Europe. The first European town they reached was the French town of Nantes. As they neared the port, the ship fired a gun to announce its arrival. Soon, tradespeople of the city appeared in their small boats around the ship, offering different kinds of fruit, bread and fresh butter for sale.


I’tesamuddin remained in Nantes for a little over two weeks before he left in a smaller ship for Calais, further up north on the French coast. This was a city right by the English Channel. I’tesamuddin wrote that the people here built their homes with stone and plaster, and once the woodwork on the roof had been completed, they placed earthen tiles on it. These houses were unlike the bamboo-roofed houses in eastern India that I’tesamuddin was more familiar with. The common people ate mainly broth, and bread made of barley. They wore clothes made either of thick wool or hemp.


‘A MAN OF HINDOOSTAN’ IN LONDON


It was summer by the time I’tesamuddin arrived in London. He liked dressing well, and usually wore a jamah (long garment) with a turban. He tied a sash round his waist, and carried a dagger in his belt. The English people, who had never before seen a man of Hindustan dressed as he was, found him a great curiosity. They gathered around him in crowds, but I’tesamuddin wrote that he was comforted by their kindness.


One day some people took him to a salon or assembly room of some kind, where there were men and women, and a band playing music. But as soon as I’tesamuddin’s entourage – he was still with Captain Swinton and perhaps some others from the ship – reached the place, all the dancing and merrymaking came to a stop. Everyone stared at him instead, and having examined his robe, turban, shawl and other parts of his costume thoroughly, they concluded that it was a dress for performing in. I’tesamuddin tried to explain, but they would not be persuaded. I’tesamuddin, for his part, could not be persuaded to dance.


He soon acquired the reputation of being a great man or nobleman of Bengal, and people came from far and near to visit him. Whenever he walked outside, many would follow him. Others would thrust their heads out of windows to gaze at him in wonder. However, he wrote that some of the children were afraid of him and kept their distance, thinking him to be some kind of devil.


GETTING AROUND LONDON TOWN


London offered a great many things to see. The Tower of London, a strong black-stone structure, housed numerous weapons of war, and cannons made of brass and gunmetal. While there were many brick buildings, he noted that the churches, both old and new, were mainly constructed of stone, such as the immense cathedral of St. Paul’s. He wrote about the magnificent view from the cathedral’s cupola from where everything – the people, horses and even sheep – seemed reduced to the size of cats.


The stone-paved and straight streets had houses on either side, and were broad enough to let three carriages pass side by side. Pavements ran on either side of the street for those on foot, and horses and other quadrupeds were not permitted here.


House owners had their names engraved on a brass plate placed on the main door while artisans and tradespeople had signs of their occupations painted on a board displayed at the entrance to their shops. A shoemaker put up a picture of a shoe, a baker would show a loaf, and a fruit seller, different kinds of fruit. The owner and his family lived on the first and second floors of the houses; the top floor was occupied by servants, and the ground floor was usually rented out as a shop.


Most of the houses in London had three or more stories. While in Bengal, the rooms were high-ceilinged to keep rooms cool, in Europe ceilings were built low. The floors were wooden, the ceilings generally white, and the walls covered with coloured paper. When the wind blew hard, the walls of the houses shook uncontrollably and I’tesamuddin found this alarming.


ENTERTAINMENT AND MUST-SEE THINGS


In Europe, plays, balls and musicals were staged in a manner entirely different from what he had seen in Hindustan. In Europe a few individuals formed a partnership, or a theatre company. The theatre, I’tesamuddin described, was big enough to accommodate dancing girls, skilful musicians, singers and actors, who performed. It would also hold an audience of around three to four thousand people.

OEBPS/images/logo1.gif
-] hachette [@hpok





OEBPS/images/logo.gif
5tehook
B hachette

p-ery





OEBPS/images/chlogo.jpg






OEBPS/Cover.jpg
~anuradha kuma

L3

vaS












