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Note on Transliteration and Translations



Persian and Ottoman Turkish words have been transliterated using the system employed by the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES), which makes use of diacritics. In accordance with this system, diacritics have not been added to proper names – except for the ‘ayn and hamza. In accordance with Indian usage, composed elements of Arabic origin have been vocalised with u, with the final ‘l’ assimilated to the following consonant (Ahid ud-din for Ahid al-din). For place names, accepted English spelling has been used (Basra, Marseilles). For the sake of coherence with quotations, Indian cities are referred to by their English names (Bombay, not Mumbai; Broach not Bharuch).


I indicate it explicitly in the endnote when I make use of Ruffin’s original translation of Ahmad Khan’s petition and letters to the Comity of Public Safety. Otherwise, all translations from the Persian are by Jean Arzoumanov, adapted by me. All translations from the French are my own.


When quoting from sources, I have respected the original spelling and transliterations, including for proper names (Ahmad Khan is thus often referred to as ‘Ahmed Khan’ when this is the transliteration used in the quoted document) and place names (Basra may thus be referred to as Bussora).










Note on Currencies and Values



Ahmad Khan benefited from several payments in cash over the course of his journey, encountering multiple monetary systems and many different currencies along the way. This was in spite of specie being rare in early modern societies, money usually circulating long distance through bills of exchange. The age of revolutions ushered in rapid changes, however: colonial conquest, war and revolution triggered both inflation and new experiments. There were no fixed exchange rates and it is difficult to provide strict equivalences; the purchasing power of a given sum varied greatly according to where it was spent.


In India, there was as yet no Company rupee. The EIC had obtained from the Mughal emperor the right to mint rupees (which were silver coins) in its three presidencies, but each had its own coinage. The Rs 200 pension the Bombay Presidency paid to the sons of Mu‘azzaz Khan may be compared to the Rs 30 per month Ahid ud-din declared in 1807 for the upkeep of a horse. In the Ottoman Empire, the kuruş or silver piaster was worth 40 para or 120 akçe. An idea of the value of the 5,000 kuruş Ahmad Khan received can be gauged from the fact that around this time a prominent bureaucrat would have enjoyed an annual income of 15,000 kuruş (Menchinger, The First of the Modern, xvii). The sum of 5,000 kuruş was estimated by the French envoy to be the equivalent of 10,000 francs. At a rate of approximately 13 kuruş to the British pound, it would have been the equivalent of about 400 pounds.


In France, the franc was worth 20 sous. In 1790, paper money in the form of the assignats (whose value was initially backed by confiscated church property) was introduced. The 300 francs Ruffin received every month for Ahmad Khan’s upkeep (10 francs a day) can be compared to the daily wage of a journeyman carpenter at the time, which was about 5 francs. His room at the Lyons Hôtel Dieu cost 12 francs a day, while a four-pound loaf of bread cost around 12 sous in 1793.


In Britain, the pound was divided into 20 shillings. A guinea was a gold coin worth 21 shillings. Thus, the 400 guineas that Ahmad Khan received from the Court of Directors to make his way back to India represented 420 pounds. At a rate of Rs 8 to the pound, this would have been the equivalent of approximately Rs 3,360. The mare and riding equipment Ahmad Khan bought in Basra cost him 80 ‘gold coins’, probably guineas he had set aside.
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We three youths are foreign travellers


Wandering in search of food and drink


AMIR KHUSRAU


The Eight Paradises
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First the companion, then the road


PERSIAN PROVERB


In that last hour of need, we entirely agreed


Sacrifice was the code of the road


BOB DYLAN










PROLOGUE


A Procession at the Crossroads


Constantinople, 26 April 1796. A date the inhabitants of the city would have known as 18 Şevval 1210 ah, and which the French citizens who rose before dawn that morning – provided they had got used to the new republican calendar – would have referred to as 7 Floréal year IV.


It was 3 AM and still dark when the motley cortège led by French diplomat Raymond Verninac set off by torchlight from the heights of the Pera district (today Beyoğlu in Istanbul). Two hundred janissaries in their ceremonial costume and headgear led the way. They preceded eight richly harnessed horses held by as many Greek valets and a small detachment of thirty-six dismounted French cavalrymen. Then came the legation secretaries and interpreters, known as dragomans, followed by Verninac. With tricolour scarves and panaches fluttering above him, the envoy was a burst of blue, white and red. His richly embroidered silk costume and the gleaming diamond on his hat contrasted with the sober blue uniform of the French soldiers. Behind him, the 150 or so merchants and artisans comprising the small French community of Constantinople marched to the tune of revolutionary songs played by a military band. A fifty-strong infantry regiment and a few more cavalrymen brought up the rear. They were escorting Verninac to his public audience with Sultan Selim III at Topkapı Palace, which lay on the other side of the Golden Horn, the inlet of water separating Pera from Constantinople proper.1


The fact that Verninac had been granted permission to parade through the streets of the imperial city at all on that spring morning was testimony to the influence wielded by the French in Constantinople at the time. A few months previously, on 8 June 1795, after the Ottoman Empire had become only the second regime, after Prussia, to officially recognise the pariah French republic, Verninac had already been escorted to the Porte – the seat of the Ottoman government – for a public audience with the grand vizier. That, however, was routine compared to a reception at Topkapı Palace, a coveted honour bestowed sparingly, and mostly in accord with the standing of an envoy and his country, but also with the nature and value of the gifts he was bearing.2


In Verninac’s case, the gifts were a snag: they were missing. An assortment of exquisite trinkets showcasing French luxury craftsmanship worth more than 800,000 francs had been custom-made for the occasion and dispatched from Paris. Among these carefully chosen objects were gilded snuff-boxes, repeater watches and portable telescopes for the highest officials of the court; there was a spectacular hookah with a pineapple-shaped base for the grand vizier, and a set of five 10-foot-high mirrors for the sultan. But the shipment had been blocked in Venice when their maker, the jeweller and goldsmith Paul-Nicolas Ménière, who was in charge of transporting them to Constantinople, was arrested in Basel on a charge of embezzlement. Verninac’s letters of credence had been of no help either. Not only were they out of date – having been issued in the first months of 1795 under the now defunct National Convention, which had been replaced in the meantime by a new regime, the Directoire – they were also highly improper. This was because, wishing to break free from the conventions of ancien régime diplomacy, the iconoclast Comity of Public Safety had dared to extend the informal and egalitarian pronoun tu to the grand Signior, a ruler who ranked among his titles that of ‘Shadow of God on Earth’.3


In spite of all this, Verninac was adamant that the sultan would receive him. Eventually, thanks to the intervention of Mouradgea d’Ohsson, the Armenian Swedish representative in Constantinople who acted as a go-between with the Porte, and because the pro-French faction was then in power, permission had been granted. Poland had recently been swallowed up by the combined forces of Prussia, Austria and Russia, and the Ottomans would badly need the help of their traditional ally France if the Russians resumed their expansion southwards. Carried in a ‘rich portfolio’ by the first secretary of the legation, Pierre-Marie Ruffin, Verninac’s letters of credence had not been corrected, but the translation forwarded to the Porte had. It was very much a matter of keeping up appearances.4


As dawn broke, the cortège reached the waterfront district of Tophane, where Verninac boarded the chief state usher’s caique with its seven pairs of oars, while a flotilla of a hundred or so smaller barges carried the rest of the cortège across the water. Upon disembarking, Verninac was offered coffee, sherbet, perfume and a pipe. The French then mounted richly caparisoned horses provided by the imperial stables and, escorted by a number of Ottoman officials, made their way through the streets of the city. After a fifteen-minute wait for the grand vizier, whose retinue was to precede the envoy’s, they finally reached the Bāb-i Humāyūn, the gate of the palatial complex. They crossed the first courtyard on horseback, then dismounted upon reaching the second gate where, for the third time, Verninac had to wait. Just as he entered the second courtyard, 5,000–6,000 janissaries eagerly dashed forwards to grab the rations of pilau rice prepared for them on special Imperial Council days.


Was this rigid protocol, designed to display the might and bountifulness of the sultan, also meant to manifest the inferiority of other polities? Verninac’s successor in waiting, General Aubert-Dubayet, who was in Paris preparing to leave for Constantinople, certainly thought so. He had already voiced his concerns about several features of the ceremonial. Must he really wear the robe of honour traditionally distributed to foreign envoys, the caftan, which, he had been told, carried with it the idea of ‘vassalage’? And what of the custom according to which he would be held by the arms by two ushers during his audience with the sultan? Surely that would be demeaning to the dignity of a ‘free’ man and could not be tolerated?5


Although apparently immutable, the Ottoman protocol regulating the reception of foreign envoys existed only in so far as it was performed. Long under strain as European envoys throughout the eighteenth century strove but usually failed to undermine it, it now faced a whole new challenge posed by a French republican ceremonial culture keen to assert itself on the world stage.6


Verninac himself was content with introducing only two very minor innovations to the protocol – though he boasted about them until the day he died. First, the rousing airs of French patriotic songs were played in central Constantinople proper, not only in the ‘Frankish’ Pera district. Second, the French soldiers, who were drawn from two frigates anchored in the harbour, were allowed to enter the second courtyard of the palace and salute the Ottoman officials with their bayonets drawn. France had long been providing military experts, artillerymen in particular, to the Ottomans. However, the way the French procession now showcased military personnel and martial prowess was new, akin to a statement of intent at a time when French armies were victorious on all fronts, from the Rhineland to Italy. A few years earlier, Selim III had launched his New Order Army reform and requested French expertise. Presumably he did not frown on the innovations to the processional protocol. Indeed, D’Ohsson noted that the ‘government and the People saw with a secret joy this ceremonial innovation,’ which, he said, put French envoys on the same footing as Russian special ambassadors.7


Despite his not bearing gifts, Verninac still had a small surprise in store for the sultan. Along with their fellow nationals, envoys were allowed to bring a small number of guests from other nations. In June 1795, for his audience with the grand vizier, Verninac had brought along a Pole and a Genoese. This time, his guest of honour was of a different background altogether. Marching in the middle of the cortège, between the dragomans and Ruffin, was ‘Achmet Khan, son of a Nawab from India’.8


Who was this Ahmad Khan? And what was he doing here? There were Indians in the Ottoman Empire during the early modern period to be sure, although they were found in the Hejaz rather than in Constantinople. They were hajj pilgrims for the most part, but also exiled noblemen and religious figures who had fallen out with Mughal rulers. Inhabitants of Constantinople may also have seen Indians a few years previously, when Tipu Sultan, the powerful ruler of Mysore and arch-enemy of the British, had sent an embassy to Sultan Abdülhamid I. The 900-strong party had been severely hit by desertion and illness, but several hundred Indians had eventually reached Constantinople in September 1787 and had spent the winter there.9


The strange thing about Ahmad Khan was not so much the presence of an Indian in Constantinople as the fact that he was parading with a French cortège. This is what surprised the grand vizier, who first caught sight of him in the domed Imperial Council Hall. As the divan session drew to a close, it was customary for the grand vizier to have a petition addressed to the sultan, whereby he formally asked for an audience on behalf of the foreign envoy. It was during that lull, as they were awaiting the answer, that the grand vizier enquired about Ahmad Khan. Then the sultan himself – who may have seen him through the grate that he used to witness proceedings in the council hall, or later, during the audience he granted Verninac – was, to quote the French envoy’s report to Paris, ‘struck by the sight of a Muslim in my retinue’. Having enquired about him, Selim in turn was told Ahmad Khan’s ‘interesting’, and in fact quite extraordinary, story.10
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Mu‘azzaz Khan’s sons’ journey.
















INTRODUCTION


THE STORY


We can piece together the story the sultan was told from a petition drafted in Ahmad Khan’s name, which was submitted to the re’īs efendi, the head of the chancery and de facto foreign minister of the Ottoman Empire. This petition was originally drafted by Ruffin, the chief dragoman, or interpreter, of the French legation. It was written in Persian11 a language whose reach extended far beyond Iran and which the traveller from India and the French dragoman had in common:




To his excellent Majesty, root of compassion, source of rectitude, lord chief of the men of the pen, May the help and grace of the power of the Munificent be granted to you, as well as the tokens of the numerous graces of the Lord of Lords.


The memoir presented by my humble person consists of the following: my late father nawab Mu‘azzaz Khan born in India ruled over the city of Broach, a ten-hour journey from Surat. He made war on the English Company, which had in these parts broken out in sedition on all sides like an impetuous torrent and had started a quarrel in order to conquer the country. By the will of Allah, he was defeated and died overcome by his fury. When this here poor soul had reached the age of reason and ingenuity along with his six brothers, we could think of nothing else but to recapture our hereditary possessions. Our attempts to start a war with the friendly help of our kin and followers were unsuccessful. Then, encouraged by some of our friends, we decided to ask the British government for the restitution of our father’s lands. In consequence of which, we four brothers embarked secretly on an Arab ship heading for Muscat, then Basra and finally we reached Baghdad. Thanks to Sulayman Pasha’s assistance, we reached the city of Üsküdar. Out of the four of us, two stayed behind. Navazish Khan and I went to Salonica and boarded a French ship sailing for Marseilles. We reached Lyon by land and it was there that, by the will of Allah, the health of Navazish Khan deteriorated. After a long year, his soul departed this earth. However, in that time of contention and lamentation, this here poor stricken person swore to accept fate and to commit to a man worthy of trust his dear embalmed remains so that they may rest in the graveyard of my fathers and ancestors. I resolved to go to Paris. But although I wished to leave for England, I wasn’t allowed to, since the war had cut off communications between the French and the British. That’s how I was sent over to Versailles, to dragoman Ruffin’s. Nine months passed. I was finally given authorisation to leave through Switzerland. I was sent on my way with regards and hospitality. By way of Dover, I reached London, and having settled my affairs there to my satisfaction, I went back to France, and in Lyon, took as my companion the deposit I had left there and left by land for Marseilles. After which [illegible] I reached Livorno, and from there, I at long last reached by land the house of Felicity and went seeking protection at the palace of the French envoy, who is the friend of Muslims. The wish of this here poor soul is to go back to my homeland. I therefore beg that a sovereign firman ordering that I may pass with the remains of my brother be granted to me by imperial favour so that I can present it to the regional and district governors, to the merchants and magistrates on the road to Baghdad.12
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Ahmad Khan’s petition to the re’īs efendi, in Ruffin’s handwriting, April 1796.








Ahmad Khan’s unexpected journey goes from India through the Ottoman Empire, across revolutionary France to England, and back again – a roughly 20,000-kilometre-trek by boat, horse and horse-drawn vehicles that he completed over the course of about five years (he would eventually reach India in September 1796). It is a surprising tale of adventure and sorrow, of espionage, empire, diplomacy and assumed identities. Nor is it the story of Ahmad Khan alone, but also of his fellow travellers, and of all those whose paths he crossed, caught in the confusion of British rule in India during the eighteenth century and the upheavals of revolution and war then unfolding on a global scale – events that historians refer to today as the age of revolutions.


As observation through a microscope reveals phenomena invisible to the naked eye, Ahmad Khan’s journey yields new insights into the dynamics of an age predominantly viewed from a Western perspective. This is a rare, if not absolutely unique, instance of how a Muslim traveller from the East challenged British colonial rule at its outset while also experiencing first-hand one of the defining events of European modernity: the French revolution.


Ahmad Khan’s journey therefore helps us connect events usually considered separately. Based on primary sources in English, French and Persian, this narrative hovers on the borderlines of South Asian, British imperial, French and Ottoman history and sets them in dialogue. By connecting South Asian with French history, it contributes to ‘provincialising’ the French revolution, revealing that it was part of a wider world. The reach of the Mughal aristocracy reframes South Asian history by situating this social group in a wider sphere of common trade and legal practices, Sufi networks and Persian culture. This, in turn, modifies our perception of British ascendancy, as it becomes a matter of understanding how the East India Company (EIC) was put to the test by these networks – and how the Company dealt with them. Often, brutally.13


Before we can tease out the wider significance of Ahmad Khan’s journey, it must be understood that there are gaps and twists in the tale: even Ahmad Khan’s identity proves to be fallible. Following Ahmad Khan’s paper trail – from Bombay to London by way of Constantinople, Marseilles, Lyon and Paris, with unexpected stops along the way, is like assembling the pieces of a transcontinental puzzle. And as all puzzle solvers know, it helps to start with the outer edge – in this case, the Constantinople petition, which is Ahmad Khan’s own version of his story, although it is not in his own words, as the petition was drafted by Ruffin. This key document, together with an earlier petition that Ahmad himself drafted in Persian in Paris in the spring of 1794, when he first reached that city, provides us with the starting point for our exploration. It is important to remember that Ahmad Khan’s story was not told for its own sake, but as a request. In Paris in 1794 Ahmad Khan had asked for assistance to continue his journey to London. In Constantinople two years later, now apparently carrying his brother’s embalmed body with him, he requested a ‘sovereign firman’, that is an official order from the sultan, as protection for his ‘deposit’ on the road back. Narrative and translation were the fuel of mobility, as they still are for present-day migrants. With this caveat in mind, let us now briefly return to the main features of the story.14
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Ahmad Khan’s petition to the Comity of Public Safety, 24 April 1794.








Ahmad Khan’s identity as one of the sons of Mu‘azzaz Khan, the nawab of Broach, is the pivot this story spins around, like candy floss around a stick. The narrative moves across space, jumping from one city to the next. The timeline on the other hand is somewhat blurred, with only the occasional chronological indication being provided – though thanks to other sources, it is possible to reconstruct the sequence of movements fairly precisely.


The story begins in 1772, when the EIC brutally conquered the city of Broach (today Bharuch) in Gujarat. To convey the aggressiveness of British ‘sedition’, which resulted in Mu‘azzaz Khan’s demise and subsequent death, a striking metaphor is used likening the Company’s advance to that of an ‘impetuous torrent’ flooding the land. In view of this, the seemingly paradoxical decision to leave for London to seek redress from the EIC needed some justification. The conquest of Broach had not been approved in England. The governor of Bombay had been requested to ‘give back the estates of the nawab to the children of the said nawab’, but to no avail. Not only did the governor refuse to hear the claims of Mu‘azzaz Khan’s sons, he also threw them into jail.


Around 1791, roughly twenty years after the loss of Broach (which had in the meantime been ceded by the British to the Marathas), four of the seven brothers managed to escape from the governor’s clutches, clandestinely embarking upon their long journey westwards. Making their way through Muscat, Basra and Baghdad, they reached the city of Üsküdar on the westernmost tip of Asia, on the other side of the Bosphorus from Constantinople. This they did with help provided by Süleyman, the Pasha of Baghdad. In Constantinople the group split, though no explanation is provided why. Two of the brothers, Anvar ‘Ali Khan and Ahid ud-din Khan, stayed behind while Ahmad Khan and Navazish Khan pushed on, reaching Salonica (now Thessaloniki in Greece), where they boarded a French ship bound for Marseilles. There they disembarked in April 1793 heading for Paris, hoping to cut through France and onto England, but Navazish fell ill in Lyon. The journey was interrupted for the better part of a year, until the spring of 1794, when Navazish died.


Ahmad does not dwell on his time in France. He says nothing of the momentous events that had shaken revolutionary France during these months, when the country was tottering on the brink of civil war and the ‘Reign of Terror’ was the order of the day. The revolution was a kind of spatio-temporal rift, where he had got caught, first with Navazish Khan’s illness and then with his nine-month-long stay in Versailles at Ruffin’s. He had stayed so long in France because war between France and Great Britain, declared in February 1793, had severed communications between the two countries. Ahmad is also remarkably elliptical about his dealings in London, merely stating that, having finally reached his destination, he ‘settled [his] affairs there to [his] satisfaction’.


By contrast, Ahmad is expansive about his handling of his brother’s body: we learn how it had been embalmed in Lyon, entrusted to an unnamed person and eventually reclaimed by himself. He had decided against the more direct sea route home to India and instead settled on going back by land through France. Considering that a quick burial is a requisite in traditional Islamic funerary practices, there was something highly heterodox about the whole business. Interestingly, the justification offered by Ahmad as to why he needed to journey back with the body was not so that the body should be buried on Islamic land, but because it needed to come to rest ‘in the graveyard of my fathers and ancestors’. This was about repatriation, a reuniting of the deceased to the land of his forebears. It was a show of profound brotherly devotion on the part of Ahmad. Carrying the corpse with him also served as physical proof of his story. But here the story twists itself in loops, for in the petition written in Paris, Ahmad Khan vaguely says that he had ‘buried’ his brother already. The question as to whether the corpse of Navazish really did accompany Ahmad on his travels is one we shall return to.15


In Constantinople, Ahmad’s story worked wonders. Not only was he granted the requested firman for the transportation of his ‘deposit’, but also the handsome sum of 5,000 kuruş as a personal gift from the sultan. A couple of days after the audience, he was given leave and an escort to proceed back to India via Baghdad and Basra. His journey seemed to be drawing to a happy conclusion. But unfortunately for him, the grand vizier and the sultan were not the only ones to have noticed his unusual presence in Verninac’s cortège. Spencer Smith, the British chargé d’affaires in Constantinople, sounded the alarm. In the context of their global war with France, the British were on high alert, on the lookout for French agents infiltrating the strategically crucial overland route to India. They were particularly anxious to prevent communication between the French and Tipu Sultan through this channel. Therefore, when Smith heard of this ‘Eastern traveller’, who, he scoffed, had ‘performed a sort of Pantomime character at Verninac’s audience’, he immediately alerted the EIC’s resident in Basra, Nathaniel Crow: the suspect traveller was a ‘subject’ of Tipu Sultan carrying ‘dispatches’ to India and should be watched. Ahmad’s visit to the French factory on reaching Basra did not go down well with Crow, for whom it constituted sufficient proof that Ahmad had ‘unequivocably formed a very intimate connection with our enemies’. In particular, the chest he was carrying aroused Crow’s suspicions. Not believing for a moment that it contained Navazish Khan’s body, Crow was convinced Ahmad was using it as a cover for the ‘Packets of Importance’ he was supposed to be carrying. Though Ahmad had at first kept a prudent distance, Crow managed, through the mediation of a ‘confidential Indian’, to impress ‘upon him the happy condition of his Brothers in India from the bounty of the Company’. Having thus won Ahmad’s confidence, Crow was able to trick him into boarding the Seahorse, an EIC ship, while secretly giving instructions to the captain to have Ahmad arrested by the Bombay authorities the moment the vessel had docked. As the Seahorse sailed into Bombay Harbour on 7 September 1796, two British soldiers, Captains Page and Wilson, boarded the ship and signalled to Ahmad Khan that he was under arrest. Cross-examined several times during the following weeks, Ahmad would be ‘entertained in safe custody’ for the next three years of his life.16


TELLING THE STORY


This book is Ahmad Khan’s story – the events that happened to him. It is also about Ahmad Khan’s story – how his narrative fuelled his journey. And it is, last but not least, about how this story can be told today, more than two hundred years later, as history. Resisting the pull of fiction or imagination, this book experiments with a new kind of narrative – one that avoids transforming the gaps in the documentation into a smooth surface. Rather than a transparently straightforward account of Ahmad Khan’s story, I offer an investigation of the traces Ahmad Khan left behind. I hope to communicate the excitement (and occasional disappointments) of this kind of research: how scraps of evidence are uncovered, how apparently insignificant details are discovered across a paper trail and become clues, giving rise to new hypotheses.17


The search for documents, the careful appraisal of what they can (and cannot) tell us and reflections on how to interpret them are at the core of this book. Documents are treated both as repositories of primary evidence and as historical artefacts in their own right. The key to harnessing the full power of historical evidence is to understand how it comes into being in the first place, what purpose it served, what material form it takes and the language it is written in. That is why I am always careful to describe, locate and trace sources as precisely as possible, keeping the seams apparent even as I weave them into the fabric of the narrative. It is also why I often quote from sources at some length.


THE AGE OF REVOLUTIONS


The second half of the eighteenth century was a period of rapid and momentous change, as war and widespread economic disruption combined with the rise of new ideologies and the advent of new media to tear apart the political fabric of the early modern world. This series of transformations has come to be known as the age of revolutions. Ahmad Khan’s journey was undertaken as a direct response to colonial spoliation. It led him through some of the hotbeds of revolutionary change. The age of revolutions therefore provides the broader context to make sense of this journey.


Originally, the age of revolutions was grounded in a North Atlantic setting, grouping together eighteenth-century movements including the American (1775–83) and French revolutions (1789–99) into a single Western democratic revolutionary movement. That idea has been extended beyond its original scope and the age of revolutions has also come to encompass the Caribbean and Latin America as well as the Asian and Islamic world. According to historian Christopher Bayly, the age of revolutions was in fact ‘only one part of a general crisis affecting the Asian and Islamic world and the colonies of European settlement’. Triggered from afar by the tribal breakouts of the first half of the eighteenth century, which had destabilised the Safavid and Mughal Empires in particular (the Ottomans resisted better), this ‘world crisis’ boiled over in the 1780s, weakening regimes and paving the way for European colonialism. One of the main features of the world crisis was that it ‘opened up a vast range of new communications between areas previously only dimly aware of each other’, releasing ‘across the world large numbers of travelling religious men, political activists, displaced merchants and freelance soldiers’. Taking up Bayly’s notion, historian Sujit Sivasundaram has suggested this was an age of ‘unprecedented globalisation’, characterised by the ‘restlessness and mobility’ of the inhabitants of a vast region spanning the Indian and Pacific oceans.18 The sons of the nawab of Broach belonged to the new breed of travellers brought into being by the age of revolutions. In their case, the decision to embark on the long and perilous journey to England, desperate to some extent, was motivated by the hope of establishing their rights and obtaining some form of compensation. It was a hope fuelled by the knowledge that the Bombay Presidency’s expansion had been frowned upon in London.


Their journey was not wholly without precedent. We know that in the early 1720s, Nowroji Rustamji, a Parsi merchant, had successfully travelled to London to appeal to the Court of Directors against the Bombay Presidency – but that journey is not so well documented. The journey of Mu‘azzaz Khan’s sons was the first in a pattern of ‘deposed rulers or their heirs’ going to England to claim redress and seek ‘enhancements’.19


SEEKING ASSISTANCE AND PROTECTION


The most remarkable fact about the travellers’ journey is not that they embarked upon it in the first place or that they were able, in the case of one brother at least, to complete it successfully. It is that they seem to have pulled it off without – as far as we know – disbursing a penny along the way. This ‘free ride’ across Eurasia requires a set of explanations. These reside in the notion of protection. The ubiquitousness and global purchase of ‘protection talk’ was one of the defining features of the early modern world. But protection has been studied mainly from above, from the perspective of states, as an instrument regulating inter-polity relations, and in particular as a tool of informal empire. There are as yet few studies on protection considered from the ground up. When viewed from the traveller’s perspective, protection referred first and foremost to security, to the guarantee of safe passage granted by sovereign powers or their representatives – a notion that corresponds to the Arabic jiwār or amān (which applied more specifically to non-Muslims) and their cognates. Used by early modern states as a means to channel the mobility of travellers of rank, the granting of protection conversely provided strong encouragement to move through these official channels. This could enormously facilitate mobility, although the downside meant being subject to measures of surveillance and control.20


Through the study of Mu‘azzaz Khan’s sons’ journey, this book demonstrates how navigating regimes of protection and assistance was the key to trans-imperial mobility in the age of revolutions. The elementary unit of protection in their case was actually the party of travellers themselves, who owed assistance to one another according to the precept of good companionship that was part of Persianate adab – the ensemble of norms governing proper conduct embedded in the Persian language. But they could not rely solely on themselves to travel so far and wide. As they journeyed across Eurasia, crossing the Ottoman Empire and France before landing in Britain, they had to solicit assistance along the way. This meant tapping into different regimes of protection and assistance. These are complex nexuses of protocols, claims and obligations that governed the granting of protection and the allocation of assistance to travellers. Indeed, assistance and protection were deeply intertwined, as protection from a sovereign authority was both the most basic form of assistance and in many cases the key to unlocking further material and symbolic assistance.


Regimes of assistance and protection varied across polities, and occasionally from one locality to another, according to a set of variables. First, protocols varied according to scale, nature and temporality. The scale of protection and assistance refers to whether it was provided by officials at central or local level, by social networks or by individuals in a private capacity. The assistance also varied in nature. Escorts extended either physical protection – in the rare case when an armed escort was furnished – or more frequently, linguistic and bureaucratic expertise involving interpreters and go-betweens of various kinds. Travellers could also receive payment, either in cash – in which case, the escort rather than the travellers would be in charge of the money; or in kind – as transport, lodging and food. Very often, documents such as letters of address, passports and firmans materialised the granting of protection and enabled the transfer from one locality to another. Protocols were time-bound. Short-term passage sometimes shaded into medium-term hospitality when a temporary stop was unduly or unexpectedly prolonged. As obtaining a pension from the Court of Directors of the Company was the ultimate goal of Ahmad Khan’s journey, it might be argued that mobility was a means to securing the long-term protection of the Company state.


Claims to assistance varied according to the norms and values the travellers appealed to. In soliciting, they could lay stress on common religious ties, on shared political goals, on the hardships endured along the way, or even on the fact that assistance was due to them in view of the prejudices they had suffered. These relational, political, humanitarian and restorative registers could be distinct, but sometimes they intersected to good effect.


How solicited authorities responded to these claims varied according to the guiding principles that determined their sense of obligation towards the travellers. Protection and assistance were rarely granted out of pure benevolence. Usually, authorities seized on the opportunity provided by passing strangers of rank to publicise their own benevolence and, more generally, serve their own political agendas. Following Mu‘azzaz Khan’s sons enables us to observe from up close how and according to what principles the Ottomans, French and British responded to their claims, and how these responses sometimes depended on those of their rivals.


Every port of call along the way was in effect a gateway where the travellers’ claims had to be established anew. The journey across the fractured terrain of Eurasia may be conceptualised as consisting of a series of tests. The notion of ‘test’ designates a moment when uncertainty concerning the worth of a person is dispelled. It is used here as a corrective to the notion that individuals could ‘negotiate’ their social identities. Negotiation assumes reciprocity and bargaining power. The sons of Mu‘azzaz Khan did not negotiate, they petitioned and solicited, trying to conform to administrative norms that in many places would have been at best unclear to them. Only by passing these tests could the travellers hope to receive assistance and move on. The structure of this book follows the travellers from one place to the next in order to understand each one of these tests in a specific social and political context, from Company-held Bombay to Terror-torn Paris by way of Constantinople in the time of the Ni zām-ı Cedīd, when Ottoman Sultan Selim III undertook a series of significant reforms in a drive to bolster the fading competitiveness of the Ottoman state and its army.21
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Everywhere, the arrival of the travellers thrust into sharp relief how the EIC’s conquest of the Indian subcontinent, as it morphed from trading company to sovereign of an immense empire, was upending the balance of power and the rule of law on a worldwide scale. In his work Toward Perpetual Peace, written around the time Ahmad Khan had started to make his way back, Immanuel Kant of Königsberg strongly condemned the EIC’s expansion in India along with European colonialism more generally. In his view, the Company had, under the pretext of commerce, launched into conquest, which gave rise to the ‘oppression of the native inhabitants’ and unleashed upon India ‘expansive wars, famine, unrest, faithlessness, and the whole litany of evils that weigh upon the human species’. Strikingly, Kant inserted this denunciation of the evils of colonial conquest into his discussion of the notion of hospitality, which he defined as a cosmopolitan ‘right to visit’, according to which a stranger has the right ‘not to be treated in a hostile manner by another upon his arrival on the other’s territory’. Although this notion was later reconceptualised positively to lay the foundation for the rights of refugees and ‘aliens’, Kant originally intended it in a negative sense – as a limitation to the damage that European expansion was wreaking the world over.


By availing themselves of hospitality rights to justify colonial conquest, Europeans had abused and perverted them. Europeans certainly had the right to travel the world and were due a minimal welcome everywhere, but this right to visit was not a right to conquer. Having experienced first-hand Europeans’ ‘inhospitable’ behaviour, polities such as China and Japan had, according to Kant, been perfectly justified in placing restrictions on their mobility and in resisting encroachment. Considering colonialism from Kant’s perspective – as simply the unfettered and unrestrained mobility of Europeans – underscores the political dimension of the journey undertaken by Mu‘azzaz Khan’s sons. By evading the strictures placed on their freedom of movement by the Bombay Presidency and laying claim to the agency conferred by trans-imperial mobility, they were in effect turning its own weapons against colonialism.22


Global politics at the end of the eighteenth century had reached such a high degree of integration that ‘a violation of right at any one place on the earth is felt in all places’.23 The journey of Mu‘azzaz Khan’s sons, undertaken twenty years after the brutal conquest of Broach by the EIC, affords a vantage point through which to observe first-hand the ripple effect of colonial subjugation as it reverberated through a world in the throes of revolution and war. Because it seeks to foreground the experiences of a set of actors who have until today featured only very marginally in the narrative of the age of revolutions, this book is also and finally a ‘history from below’. This may seem paradoxical considering the sons of Mu‘azzaz Khan were members of the Mughal elite, and that it was their social status which enabled them to benefit from assistance along the way. Yet the reason they embarked on the journey in the first place is that they had been dispossessed of their domains and reduced to the status of supplicants – they had been deprived of their agency and reduced to a state of relative weakness. In spite of this and the considerable odds that were stacked against them, they were nevertheless able to wield enough agency to fuel their long and perilous journey. How they did this, and at what price, is what we shall try to understand as we follow them on their passage to Europe.24










CHAPTER 1


The Paper Trail


When Ahmad was arrested on board the Seahorse in Bombay harbour in September 1796, the Bombay Council, the body of four councillors who administered the Presidency in the name of the EIC, seized his papers. After inspecting them, Captain Samuel Wilson, the Council’s Persian translator, singled out four letters that he considered potentially incriminating. He had them translated, then sent them to Jonathan Duncan, the governor of Bombay. The letters were then entered into the Bombay Council’s political proceedings register as evidence against Ahmad. This is the reason why they have been preserved, which is not the case of the rest of his papers. We know he was carrying at least one other letter, written in Turkish and addressed to him by Anvar ‘Ali, who had stayed behind in the Ottoman Empire. Ahmad had also kept with him the imperial firman he had obtained from the Ottoman chancery for the transportation of Navazish’s body, but this was not copied either and is consequently lost.


Two of the four letters were written in French – one was a letter sent to Ahmad by a lady in Versailles; the second was from Anselme Roubaud, a French merchant residing in Smyrna, to Jean-François Rousseau, the French consul in Baghdad (and a distant cousin of the celebrated philosopher). Though Ahmad had passed through Baghdad and contacted Rousseau while he was there, he had not delivered the letter, which puzzled the British. The two other letters were written in Arabic and addressed from the same Rousseau; one to the Imam of Muscat and the other to ‘Hadjee Dawood Kullul’, Rousseau’s agent in Muscat. Ahmad had not been able to deliver either of these letters because the Seahorse had not anchored at Muscat on its way from Basra to Bombay.25


Other than these documents, we have no indication as to the contents or bulk of Ahmad’s papers. It seems reasonable to assume that the British would have been interested in any additional evidence of his stay in France, whether in the form of letters or a travel account and would have pored over it. As there is no such material in the proceedings, it is likely that it never existed in the first place.


The absence of a journal or first-person narrative – either Ahmad never wrote one or it has not come to light – means his journey does not provide comparable material to the small corpus of ‘Occidentalist’ travel-writing composed at the time by other Indian travellers to the West, such as I‘tisam ud-din or Abu Talib Khan.26 The general picture that emerges from these reports is mixed. On the one hand, Indian travellers expressed wonder at the political and technological achievements of the West. A particular source of amazement was the absence of gender segregation and the ubiquity of women in public spaces. On the other, the travellers were prone to critique the excessive materialism and ethnocentrism of Western societies. Abu Talib, who travelled through France on his way back to India, did not consider the French revolution an epoch-making event. In Persian the word for revolution is inqilāb, which means ‘vicissitude, change, turn’. Abu Talib viewed the French upheaval in the early modern sense of the word – as an instance of the historical clock coming full circle, with the rise of inequality and the ‘inconsiderate’ domination of the ruling class inevitably bringing about the ‘ruin’ of governments.27


Though Ahmad did not leave an account of his travels, he did leave behind a steady trail of documents. This paper trail is unevenly distributed across space and time. It is flimsy over the first stretch of the outward journey, until the travellers reach Marseilles, and occasionally breaks off, sometimes unexpectedly. For example, though London was Ahmad’s primary destination, and he undoubtedly reached it at the beginning of 1795, there are very few direct traces of his stay there. The absence of traces could be due to the absence of records – either because records were not produced, or have not survived, or are inaccessible. It may also be that the travellers stayed under the radar, away from the purview of local authorities.


Documents gathered along the archival trail are either in Ahmad’s own hand, written in his name, or mention him (or the other travellers) in one capacity or the other. Some of them are of a private nature, most notably a couple of letters Ahmad wrote in Persian to Ruffin after they parted in Constantinople. Most of them were produced or at least transmitted in the course of the travellers’ dealings with some institution or authority, including the Marseilles Chamber of Commerce, the Lyon General Hospital, the Comity of Public Safety, the French Foreign Office, the Seine-et-Oise département, the EIC and the Ottoman state.


The existence of the paper trail is a testimony to the ability of authorities to identify and keep track of foreigners and travellers. This was a salient feature of the age, the flip side of globalisation and the expansion of mobility. An influx of exiles and refugees gave rise to nagging fears about the potentially subversive activities of foreigners and pushed states to increase control and exercise surveillance. In France, the foreign office had perfected a system for keeping tabs on foreigners. Hotel and tavern owners in Paris had to register the names, social and professional standing, and geographic origin of foreign guests and pass the information on to the police authorities, who in turn transmitted it to the foreign office. A minority of foreigners, a few hundred, were followed by the police and subjected to more intense forms of surveillance. In the system’s heyday in the 1760s, it was said that the police were capable of identifying a foreigner within twenty-four hours of their arrival in Paris. The system eventually broke down during the revolution when the lieutenancy of police was suppressed. In 1793 nevertheless, at about the time Ahmad arrived in France, with anxieties linked to the war with Britain mounting, the registration and surveillance of foreigners was transferred to local committees of citizens.28


Comparable measures were also implemented in the Ottoman Empire. Rocked by sporadic unrest and the spectre of rebellion, the Ottoman state developed an aggressive surveillance policy towards migrants into Constantinople. This was part of the wider ‘New Order’ reform programme implemented by Sultan Selim III. From 1791, scribes of the Imperial Council, assisted by janissaries, were regularly sent on missions into the districts of Constantinople to register and identify newcomers to the city, ‘unemployed and unemployable bachelors’ suspected of being idle mischief makers. Migrants needed to find somebody who would stand surety for them and act as their guarantor, failing which, they ran the risk of expulsion.29


In Britain the Alien Act, promulgated in 1793 in response to the influx of refugees from revolutionary France, made it mandatory for foreigners to be registered on arrival. Foreigners were subjected to various restrictions, and the authorities could expel undesirables. Meanwhile, from about 1785 onwards, the EIC developed its own coherent ‘intelligence order’, built on existing local networks of political communication. Officials systematically collated material stemming from Indian sources of information as well as from the Company’s own vast records. New tools to keep track of people, whether Europeans residing at Indian courts or ‘Natives’, were developed. This intelligence effort was spurred on by the ‘menace’ of French Jacobinism and systematised under Governor General Richard Wellesley from 1798 onwards.30


To implement these measures, states could rely on a set of powerful paper technologies. During the eighteenth century, passports evolved from a simple laissez-passer to something more akin to the document we know today. Travellers were identified with a physical description in their passports, where we today have a photograph. The administrative file was another powerful tool, enabling authorities to compile and process information on individuals under their names.31


Although apparently straightforward, to be effective, these technologies required a systematic treatment of data. Information needed to be gathered on the ground, then sorted out and compiled. The system was never foolproof therefore. Identification could be mediated by identity documents but ultimately relied on social information, whether provided by those who said they knew the person in question, or by the individual themselves.


Ahmad Khan successively tested the French, the British and the Ottoman capacity to identify people. In the process, two files were created to document him, at either end of his journey. Since these two files constitute the bedrock of this book, it is important to understand the administrative logic behind their creation.


The first file is to be found in the main archives of the French foreign office, now located in the Parisian suburb of La Courneuve. Part of the ‘Mémoires et Documents’ Asia series, the file is bound in a miscellaneous volume along with documents relating to the Canton Trade and intelligence concerning Tipu Sultan. No title page separates it from the preceding file, but a finding aid compiled at a later date designates it by Ahmad Khan’s name and his title, the ‘Nawab of Broach’.


The file has two sections. The first includes payment claims made by Navazish and Ahmad’s lodgings in Lyon for the hospitality they had afforded the travellers. The reason why these claims are today in the La Courneuve file is because they were forwarded to the foreign office by the Marseilles Bureau of Commerce. Having agreed to pay for the travellers’ trip to Paris, the said Bureau were asked, at the end of October 1793, to foot the impressive bill run up by Navazish Khan and Ahmad Khan during their stay in Lyon.


Three months at the Hotel de la Croix de Malte had amounted to a grand total of nearly 4,500 francs. Having then been moved to the general hospital, their upkeep there still cost 24 francs per day. The hotel keeper and the hospital administrators, who had agreed to extend credit to the travellers and take them on board on the strength of a recommendation from the Bureau du Commerce, were now urgently asking for payment. The Bureau balked at this and forwarded these demands to Paris, hoping for a bailout on account of the Indians’ presence being potentially of a diplomatic nature. This, then, was when Ahmad’s existence came to the notice of the foreign office. Therefore, when he arrived in Paris from Lyon in spring 1794, there was already a file there about the two Indian travellers.


The second part of the La Courneuve file contains the original Persian version of Ahmad’s petition to the Comity of Public Safety, its translation into French by Ruffin, and the reports Ruffin sent on a regular basis to the commissioner of External Relations, Philibert Buchot. In these reports Ruffin apprised the commissioner of the welfare and state of mind of his guest, assuring him that the monthly stipend of 300 francs the Comity of Public Safety was paying for Ahmad’s upkeep was money well spent. One of the last documents in the file is a permission granted by the Comity of Public Safety to the Commission of External Relations to facilitate Ahmad’s exit from France through the Swiss border.32


The second file, titled ‘Ahmed Khan a Son of the late Nabob of Broach Confined on Suspicion of Being an Emmissary [sic] of the French Republic’, exists in the archives of the EIC, today part of the India Office Records housed in the British Library, London. This file was produced in London by the examiner of Indian Correspondence’s office, which oversaw dispatches arriving from India for consideration by the Board of Commissioners for the Affairs of India, also known as the Board of Control. Following a series of parliamentary inquiries in the 1770s, which revealed the extent of ‘disorders and abuses’ committed in India, ranging from uncontrolled military expansion to massive financial irregularities, the Board of Control was created in 1784 by William Pitt’s India Act to bring the EIC under the supervision of the British government. Accordingly, any correspondence relating to civil and military government issues was subject to the Board’s control and revision.33


The Ahmad Khan file was created in 1798, as the Board of Control pondered whether to approve the Bombay Council’s December 1796 decision to ‘treat Ahmad Khan as a person in the interests of the enemy and a dangerous Spy’ and to imprison him. Comprising the detailed proceedings of Ahmad’s arrest together with the verbatim transcription (in English) of two cross-examinations to which he was subjected, as well as the reports issued by the Company’s solicitor in Bombay, the file, which was culled from original material in the Bombay registers after they had been transferred to London, is the evidence which was put before the Board of Control to help its members arrive at a decision concerning Ahmad’s fate. In the end, on 20 March 1799, the Court of Directors communicated to the Bombay Council the Board’s approval of the ‘detention of his person’.34
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At a loose end in the La Courneuve archives one summer afternoon, I first stumbled on Ahmad Khan’s file quite by chance. I can still vividly recall the rush of excitement I felt at this unexpected discovery. Looking for Ahmad Khan started as an innocuous hobby. With his petition to the Comity of Public Safety as my blueprint, I searched, tentatively at first, for evidence of his sojourn in France. Finding traces of him in Marseilles, Lyon and Versailles provided the incentive to keep digging, eventually leading me to the EIC Board of Control file and the wealth of detail it contains about Ahmad Khan’s return journey, after he disappears from the orbit of French records. A further breakthrough was the discovery of a small bundle of documents in Ruffin’s private papers in the Constantinople legation archives in Nantes.


Over the years, it has often felt like looking for a needle in a haystack. But a name is a powerful guiding thread across multiple archival repositories. Not so much a name in fact, since Ahmad Khan’s name keeps changing from one document to the next, as people unfamiliar with it come up with different transcriptions – including Ahmed Khan, Achmet Kan, Amatran, Emetran, Amelcan, etc. – as a specific combination of name, story and date. Hence the importance of a precise timeline, which is the indispensable instrument for zeroing in on evidence.35


Beyond these files, more evidence of Ahmad Khan crops up in unexpected places. Documents have a life of their own, which separates them from the contexts in which they were created, which is why Ahmad Khan’s paper trail occasionally diverges from his journey. The Internet is a formidable tool that enables us to bridge this gap. There is for instance a letter in Ahmad Khan’s hand in the Goethe archives in Weimar. When Ahmad reached Constantinople after a six-month journey at the end of November 1795, he wrote to Karl Friedrich Reinhard, chief of the third division of the Commission of External Relations, whom he had known during his stay in Paris, to thank him for providing letters of recommendation that had facilitated his reception by Verninac. It presumably ended up in the Weimar archives owing to the friendship that developed later between Reinhard and Goethe. The poet, as well as nurturing a keen interest in all things Oriental, was an avid collector of autographs. We can well picture Reinhard giving Goethe this curious letter, signed ‘Ahmed Khan l’Indien’.36
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