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Dedicated to the memory of Khwaja Hasan Nizami for documenting the tales of the survivors of the Siege of Delhi in 1857




A Note from the Translator


The Mughal Empire was established by Babur (r. 1526–30) who defeated Ibrahim Lodi, the Sultan of Delhi (r. 1517–26) on the plains of Panipat in 1526. Barring the 15 years that saw Emperor Humayun, Babur’s son, defeated by Sher Shah Suri and living in exile till he reclaimed the kingdom, the Mughal dynasty ruled at a stretch till 1857.


The Uprising of 1857, also called the First War of Indian Independence, was a watershed moment in Indian history. In 1857, the last Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah II (r. 1837–57) popularly known as Bahadur Shah ‘Zafar’, the nom de plume under which he composed poetry, was deposed and exiled to Rangoon by the British East India Company, spelling the end of the Mughal Empire. A year later the East India Company was liquidated, and power was transferred to the British Crown by the Government of India Act 1858.


Though much has been written about the Uprising by both British and Indian authors, and it has been the subject of many novels, the fate of the Mughal survivors and its aftermath remained unknown to the public. There were around 3,000 royals living inside the Red Fort at the time of the Uprising. These included the Emperor and his immediate family, and the descendants of the previous emperors known as salatin. The Red Fort and the Salimgarh Fort that adjoined it were densely populated. Immediately after the fall of Delhi, the British secured the walled city of Shahjahanabad and the Red Fort. Harsh and punitive punishments were meted out to the Mughal ‘loyalists’ and the royal family. In fact, knowing the importance of the Mughal Emperor and the royal family among citizens of the empire, it was only after dealing with them that the British ensured they took action against other ‘rebel’ centres.


The houses and mansions of the princes and salatins were demolished once the two forts were captured by British forces on 20 September 1857.


Khwaja Hasan Nizami wrote 12 books on the events that unfolded in 1857, all based on eyewitness accounts of survivors. Of these, the most popular collection of stories was Begumat ke Aansoo which was first published in 1922. It had gone into thirteen reprints by 1946 and was also published in Hindi, Gujarati, Kannada, Bangla and Marathi. However, a complete English translation of the collection has not been attempted so far. Khwaja Hasan Nizami was born in 1879, when many of these survivors were living in and around Delhi. He met them personally and collected their stories. Begumat ke Aansoo is an important document of the events and its catastrophic after-effects on the survivors, the rough and ready and often cruel punishments meted out to the Mughal family often based on false evidence.


The Uprising of 1857 resulted in the wiping out of not only the Mughal Empire but a way of life. The cultural catastrophe has not been fully documented till date. There are references in books such as Ahmed Ali’s Twilight in Delhi or Mirza Ghalib’s Dastanbuy and many Urdu accounts of the nineteenth and twentieth century, but much is left unsaid.


In that respect, these tragic stories, based according to Khwaja Hasan Nizami on true facts and his personal research and hard work, are an important testimony to the time.


There are contradictions in some places, but it is important to bear in mind that some of the interviewees were old and had experienced immense trauma. It is natural that there are a few mistakes in their recall, but that does not take away from their basis in truth. Wherever I have found any contradictions, I have mentioned them in references. In some stories the Khwaja has taken the help of a fictionalized narrative as a vehicle to tell the stories he heard, but they remain rooted in fact.


One must also bear in mind that the Khwaja was living at a time when the British were ruling India; that he was able to collect and publish these stories at all is noteworthy. As per a note in the twelfth edition, the book was banned during the First World War by the British government but Sir Malcolm Hailey, who served as Chief Commissioner of Delhi from 1912–18 and later as governor of the United Provinces, allowed its publication. Khwaja Hasan Nizami refers to his lifting the ban when he was the Governor so it must have been sometime between 1928–34.


A descendant of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya, Khwaja’s birth name was Syed Ali Hasan Nizami, but at some point he dropped the first name and started signing as Hasan Nizami. He was given the title Khwaja by the famous philosopher-poet Allama Iqbal for his knowledge and spiritual attainments.


I have referred to three Urdu editions of Begumat ke Aansoo for this translation, as successive editions kept adding new stories and making additions to existing stories. I accessed the twelfth edition which was published by Ibn-e Arabi Karkun Halqa-e Mashaekh, Delhi in 1934 and the thirteenth edition published by Aalimi Press, Delhi in 1944 from the Rekhta Foundation e-books section. The third book is a compilation of all the 12 books written on the ghadar of 1857 by Khwaja Hasan Nizami and published in 2008 by the Khwaja Hasan Sani Nizami as 1857, Shamsul Ulema Khwaja Hasan Nizami ki Barah Qadeem Yaadgar Kitabein. I have followed the table of contents of this new edition after consulting the Pakistani original Majmua Khawaja Hasan Nizami 1857 published in 2007 by Sang-e-Meel Publications on which the Indian edition was based. The only liberty I have taken is to move the chapter ‘A Picture of the Ghadar’ to the beginning so that the reader can get a clearer idea of the stories that follow, and in a few instances I have changed the titles to give the reader a better idea of the content.


I am extremely grateful to Syed Mohammed Nizami, grandson of Khwaja Hasan Nizami and nephew and executor of the estate of Khwaja Hasan Sani Nizami (son of Khwaja Hasan Nizami) for giving me permission to translate Begumat ke Aansoo.


Rana Safvi




Shahr Ashob
Lament for a City


Zewar almas kaa tha jin se naa pahna jaata


Bhaari jhumar bhi kabhi sir pe naa rakhha jaata


Gauze kaa jin se dupatta naa sambhala jaata


Laakh hikmat se orhaate to naa orha jaata


Sar pe bojh liye chaar taraf phirte hain


Do qadam chalte hain mushkil se tau phir girte hain


The delicate ones who couldn’t carry the weight of precious gems


For whom heavy jewellery was a burden too heavy


Those who found dupattas of gauze a heavy burden


Despite contrivance who couldn’t keep their veil in place


Those frail ladies, are made to carry heavy loads, alas


They can barely walk a few steps before they fall down


— Mufti Sadruddin Azurda on the fall of Delhi in 1857




1


A Picture of the Ghadar1


Allah! How many poignant and emotional scenes are hidden in time! The same Delhi that saw the blood of innocents flowing down its streets now takes on new hues. Babur’s sword had once killed Ibrahim Lodi and the former ruler’s family stood helplessly before the new Emperor. Now, Babur’s descendants have lost their power and are vulnerable in these terrible times.


When I entered the Dilli Durbar, my glance fell on a picture2 that showed the last scion of the Timurid empire, Abu Zafar Bahadur Shah, being arrested by Major Hodson at Humayun’s tomb. Bahadur Shah stood wearing his cloak, holding a staff in his hand. His face reflected his sorrow and powerlessness, and his wrinkles revealed his advanced age. Major Hodson, in his red uniform, held the emperor’s hand in his, not in salutation, but in supreme victory. Two of Hodson’s soldiers stood behind the emperor. A loyal Mughal soldier was leaping forward to strike Hodson, but before he could do anything one of Hodson’s soldiers had already shot him dead.


Alas! How can one still crave for power?


As I was leaving, my glance fell on a page from the Diwan-e Hafiz3 whose first verse read:


Aakhir nigah ba su-e makin


Ai Daulat khas o hasrat aam


Finally, turn your glance at me,


O wealth of the rich and yearning of the poor


—Hafiz


I came out reliving the capture of the Emperor and reciting these lines.
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Bahadur Shah, the Dervish


The last emperor of Delhi had the temperament of a dervish.4 Myriad tales of his ascetism are popular in Delhi and around Hindustan. Even today, there are many alive who saw this dervish emperor and heard his spiritual verses.


Bahadur Shah was a very devout man. Since work related to governance was in the hands of the British, he had all the time in the world for the remembrance of God and to write spiritual verses. Even when the durbar was held and the courtiers had gathered, he would discuss not matters of state but of spirituality. He would discourse on mysticism and gnosis.


The custom was that when the courtiers gathered in the Diwan-e Aam or Diwan-e Khas, Huzur Zill-e Subhani would prepare to leave the mahal. As soon as the badshah was ready to leave, the female naqib, the herald, would call out, ‘Hoshiyar, adab qaiyda, nigahdar.’ Lal Purdah was the deorhi attached to the Khas Mahal.5 From here the male naqib would hear her call and echo it in the Diwan-e Aam or Khas, wherever the durbar was being held. On hearing this announcement, the courtiers would stand in their places as per protocol.


It was a unique sight to see the nobles and ministers standing there with bent necks, eyes lowered, hands clasped in front of them. Not one of them dared to lift their eyes or move their body unnecessarily. They would be in a state of awe and all movement in the durbar would be stilled.


The moment Huzur Zill-e Ilahi emerged out of the deorhi on his moving throne, the royal sedan-chair, the naqib would call out, ‘The Zill-e Ilahi has appeared. Present your mujra, salutations, with respect.’ On hearing this one noble would come forward respectfully and stand on the station of salutation and would bend double and present three kornish6 to the emperor. While the noble was presenting his kornish, the chobdar, or the usher, would call out his credentials and rank and draw the Emperor’s attention to the kornish. All the nobles and courtiers present would come forward and present their salutations in a similar fashion.


When all the salutations had been presented, Huzur Sultan would proclaim, ‘Today I have said a ghazal,’ and would then read the first verse. On hearing the verse, one noble would leave his place in the durbar and come to the station of salutation and say humbly, ‘Subhan Allah. The words of an emperor! An emperor’s words!’ He would then return to his place.


With every verse one of the nobles present would fulfil the duty of a listener by praising the words. From the beginning, Bahadur Shah’s verses were mystical, filled with a pain that would serve as an admonition for mankind. So much so that behind his cheerful exterior a kind of helpless despair could be felt by all listeners.


Bahadur Shah would take on spiritual disciples and all those who took the oath of allegiance were given a stipend of five rupees a month. Thus, many would take the oath with him. Many say that Bahadur Shah himself had taken an oath of allegiance with Hazrat Maulana Fakhr,7 but Bahadur Shah was very young when Hazrat Maulana sahib was alive and it seems unimaginable that he would have taken an oath of allegiance at that age. Yes, he was placed in the venerable Maulana sahib’s lap as a child. After the respected Maulana sahib’s death, Bahadur Shah benefitted from the guidance of his son Hazrat Miyan Qutbuddin and he took an oath of allegiance with him. The emperor shared a special bond with Miyan Qutbuddin’s son, Miyan Nasiruddin, popularly known as Miyan Kale sahib: so much so that he wed his daughter to Miyan Kale sahib.


The emperor was himself an enlightened dervish and was always eager to meet all dervishes and mendicants but he had a special affinity and devotion for Sultan al-Mashaikh Khwaja Nizamuddin Auliya Mehboob-e Ilahi. He would often visit the saint’s shrine. He was on very good terms with my maternal grandfather Hazrat Shah Ghulam Hasan Chishti, towards whom he showed much respect. My grandfather would go often to the Qila and attend the special assemblies arranged by Bahadur Shah. My respected mother would often tell me stories about the Emperor which she had heard from her father. Even though as a child, I had no idea of the grandeur and greatness of the Emperor, I was instinctively drawn to these stories and would reflect on the impermanence of this world.


Bahadur Shah was an enlightened mystic who had imbibed spiritual knowledge of the unseen. He had divined the events of the ghadar much before the event took place through his spiritual powers but was content to place his trust in the will of God. Thus, when Hazrat Shah Allah Baksh Chishti Sulaimani Tonsvi came to Delhi for the first time, Bahadur Shah invited him to the Qila. After the meal was over, the emperor excused everyone and when he was left alone with Hazrat sahib he asked him about the hidden [divinely ordained] reason for the tottering condition of his empire.


Hazrat Tonsvi replied, ‘I think your ancestors have committed some grave mistakes of which the gravest is that they have put up a barrier between the lover and the beloved.’ Or, to put it in words, Emperor Mohammed Shah had been buried between the shrines of Hazrat Mehboob-e Ilahi and Hazrat Amir Khusrau.8 The extreme love between Hazrat Mehboob-e Ilahi and Hazrat Amir Khusrau dictated that no one should come between their shrines. For Hazrat Mehboob-e Ilahi had said that had it not been forbidden by the Sharia they would have been buried in the same grave. In such a case it was completely wrong for Mohammed Shah to be buried in between and that was the cause of the destruction being faced by the empire.


My grandfather used to say that these words had a profound effect on Bahadur Shah who believed them with all his heart.


Thus, he knew through manifest and latent means that the decline of the empire was imminent and he would repeatedly express this thought in his private conversations.


The Urs Procession


Whenever Bahadur Shah went for the urs of Hazrat Mehboob-e Ilahi, there was a grand spectacle. The final ceremony which marked the end of the urs, would be put on hold till he graced the occasion. As soon as his cavalcade entered, there would be a huge fuss that the Emperor had arrived. On seeing the Emperor enter the dargah, the hordes would make way for his procession and walk in a single file from the gateway to the shrine. The Emperor would pay his respects at the blessed shrine, and then join the assembly. The khatm9 ceremony would then start, followed by the qawwali.


The Emperor would leave after listening to one ghazal. The moment he got up to leave, the teeming crowds would split once again to make a way for the royal procession.


The Era Between Royalty and Impecunity


If Bahadur Shah had not been involved in the ghadar, he would have lived the life of a dervish with comfort and ease. But he got caught in the trap set by the rebel forces and spent the last days of his life in great misery.


My mother heard from her father, Hazrat Khwaja Shah Ghulam Hasan, that the day the emperor left the Qila of Delhi, he went straight to the dargah of Mehboob-e Ilahi. He was in a state of despondency and despair. Only a few eunuchs and the porters carrying his sedan chair were with him. His face was lined with worry and his clothes were covered in dust. His white beard was matted with dirt.


On hearing that the emperor had come to the dargah, my grandfather presented himself before His Majesty. He found him leaning near the head of the shrine. A faint smile appeared on his face when he spotted my grandfather. He sat in front of the emperor and asked him about his well-being.


The emperor replied with great simplicity, ‘I had said these accursed rebels were headstrong and trusting them was a mistake. They were bound to go down and take me with them. This is what has transpired. Now they have run away. I am a mendicant, but I am a descendant of the Timurid race, which has the instinct and courage to go down fighting. Even though my ancestors went through tough times, they never gave up hope. But my end has already been revealed to me. I am undoubtedly the last Timurid to sit on the throne of Hind. The lamp of the Mughal dynasty is about to be snuffed out: it shall last only for a few more hours. Why then should I indulge in unnecessary bloodshed? That’s why I left the Qila myself. This country now belongs to God and He can bestow it on whomever He pleases. For hundreds of years, my ancestors ruled Hindustan through force and fear. Now it is time for others to rule. We will become the ruled and they shall be the rulers. There is no reason to mourn, for we too removed someone from the throne and destroyed their dynasty to establish ours.’


On completing his monologue, the Badshah handed over a box to my grandfather, entrusting it in his care. ‘When Amir Timur conquered Constantinople, he acquired this box from the treasure of Sultan Yaldram Bayazid. It has five strands of hair from the blessed beard of our beloved Prophet. It has been passed down in our family as a special blessing. Now there is no place for me in this wide world, and I don’t know where I can take it. I am placing the box in your care as you are the worthiest person I know. These strands of hair have provided much solace to my weary heart over the years. Today, on the most calamitous day of my life, I must part with them.’


My grandfather took the box from the Badshah, and carefully placed it in the treasury of the dargah. The box remains with us even today, and on every twelfth day of Rabi al-Awwal visitors to the dargah might catch a glimpse of it.10


[Having discharged his duty towards his precious charge] the Badshah told my nana sahib, ‘I have not had time to eat the last three meals. If there is some food in the house, please bring it for me.’


‘We are also standing at the edge of death and no one has had any time, or peace, to cook. But I will bring whatever I can for you. In fact, why don’t you grace my humble abode with your blessed presence? As long as my children and I are alive, no one can touch you. We will die before anyone can harm you,’ nana sahib said.


‘I am grateful for your kindness, but I will not jeopardize the lives of my pir’s children to defend this old body. I have paid my respects to Mehboob-e-Ilahi,11 and I have entrusted you with my beloved treasure. Now, if I can eat a few morsels, I will go to Humayun’s tomb. Destiny will fulfil what fate holds in store for me.’


Nana sahib rushed home and asked if there was something to eat. He was told that only besani roti,12 a chutney made of vinegar, and some relish were available. He took the food on a covered tray and presented it to the badshah, who ate it and thanked God for His mercy.


Thereafter, he left for Humayun’s tomb, where he was arrested and later exiled to Rangoon, where he continued his spiritual pursuits. Until he breathed his last, he was a forbearing and pious dervish.


This tale should serve as a warning to all humans. After hearing it they should give up pride and ego. Only then can man become human.
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The Princes Get Dragged through the Market


Delhi, the heart of India, its capital, was flourishing. When the flame of the Mughals began to flicker, and the Empire was teetering on the precipice of destruction, the first noticeable change was in the lifestyle of its people. Both, rulers and subjects, were destroyed.


I


A year before the mutiny, a few princes had gone into the jungle for shikar. They were hunting doves and other birds that were resting on the branches of the trees, shielding themselves from the hot summer sun. A faqir dressed in rags presented his salaam with great respect and said, ‘Miyan sahibzado’n, why are you tormenting these innocent birds? What wrong have they done to you? They too are living beings. They can feel pain just like you but can’t express their helplessness. Show them mercy, for they too are citizens of this country and deserving of royal clemency.’


The eldest prince, who was eighteen years old at the time, was embarrassed and kept his slingshot away. The younger one, Mirza Nasir al-Mulk, fumed with anger and said contemptuously, ‘Go away, you! A worthless man like you wants to preach to us? Who are you to tell us what to do? Everyone hunts. We are not committing a sin.’


The faqir said with humility, ‘Sahib-e Alam, don’t get angry. We must only hunt in a manner such that even if one animal is killed, at least a few people can feed from it. What can you achieve by killing these tiny birds? Even if you kill twenty of them, not a single man’s belly can be filled.’


This further enraged Mirza Nasir and, aiming his slingshot at the faqir’s leg, he shot a stone at his knee. The faqir fell face forward.


‘You have broken my leg!’


Without paying any heed, the princes mounted their horses and left for the Qila. The faqir dragged himself to a nearby cemetery and kept repeating, ‘How can a dynasty flourish with heirs so merciless? Young Prince, you mercilessly broke my leg. May God break your leg too and force you to drag yourself around, just like me.’


II


A year later, the sound of cannons and gunshots filled Shahjahanabad, and heaps of corpses were lying around everywhere. Delhi was being deserted. A few dishevelled and bewildered Mughal princes were seen riding from the Lal Qila towards Paharganj.13 They were being chased by 25 British soldiers on horseback, who let loose a volley of gunshots. Very soon, the horses and princes were found writhing in pain on the ground. When the British soldiers approached them, they realized that two princes were dead—but one was still breathing. A soldier pulled him to his feet and found that he was unhurt barring a few scratches he had got from falling off the horse. He was, however, frightened out of his wits due to the strange turn of events.


The soldiers tied his hands to the reins of his horse and sent him off to the camp on the ridge accompanied by two soldiers. Indian soldiers who were supporting the British had gathered there. When the senior officer learnt that the prince was Nasir al-Mulk, the grandson of the emperor, he was very pleased and asked that the captive be kept safely.


III


Once the rebel sepoys started fleeing in disarray and the British army entered the city in triumph, Bahadur Shah was arrested from Humayun’s tomb and the lamp of the Timurid dynasty was snuffed out. The jungles around Delhi began filling up with Mughal princesses in disarray, their hair and faces dishevelled and uncovered. Fathers were slaughtered in front of their children, while mothers witnessed their sons writhing in the dust in the throes of death.


Mirza Nasir al-Mulk was sitting at the edge of the ridge tied up with ropes when a Pathan soldier came to him and quietly said, ‘Run away, I have taken permission from sahib to release you. Go before they catch you again.’


The poor Mirza was at a loss for he had never travelled on foot. However, his survival instincts were strong and, thanking the Pathan, he set off. He walked around aimlessly for a mile, but soon his feet began to blister, his throat was parched, and his tongue swelled up. Unable to bear it anymore, he collapsed under the shade of a tree and looked imploringly towards the sky.


‘O Lord, why has this calamity struck us? What should I do? Where can I go?’


He saw a dove hatching eggs in a nest on the tree. Envious of her freedom, the prince said, ‘O dove, you are a thousand times better than me. At least you sit without a care in your nest. There is no place for me in this whole wide world.’


The prince spied signs of habitation in a distance and, gritting his teeth, decided to move towards it. The blisters on his feet began to bleed, but he somehow managed to reach his destination. Here, he witnessed a macabre spectacle. Hundreds of villagers surrounded a platform on which a thirteen-year-old girl sat in a state of complete shock. Her ears were bleeding from where her earrings had been wrenched off, and the villagers were laughing at her. As soon as Mirza and the girl laid eyes on each other, they screamed in shock. The girl was his sister. They embraced each other and wept bitterly. The princess had left the Qila with her mother in a rath for Mehrauli to take refuge in Qutub sahib’s dargah. Mirza had no idea that she had been caught in the onslaught.


‘Malika, how did you end up here?’ he asked.


‘Aakaa14 ji, the Gujjars looted us and killed the servants. People from another village forcibly took Ammajan to their village and these people brought me here. They snatched my earrings and kept slapping my face.’


She was crying so uncontrollably by now that she could hardly speak. The Mirza wiped his sister’s tears and began to plead with the villagers to let her go.


The Gujjars said with contempt, ‘Go away, you are a fine one to talk like this. If we hit you even once, your neck will separate from your body. We have bought her from those villagers. Now you can buy her from us.’


‘Chaudhry, I am not in any position except to beg for food from you. Please have mercy on us. Until yesterday we were your rulers and you were our subjects. Please don’t torture us. We are going through a hard time. If we come back to power, we will reward you handsomely,’ Mirza replied.


The villagers laughed loudly, ‘Oho, the Emperor! We will now sell you to the firangi and this girl will serve our village. She will sweep it, look after the cattle and clean up after them.’ While they were talking, the British forces arrived and surrounded the village. They arrested the Gujjar chief, and the young prince and princess.


IV


Gallows had been erected in the bazaar of Chandni Chowk to hang whoever the British pronounced as guilty. Thousands were hanged every day. Some were shot, and others decapitated with swords.


Mirza Nasir al-Mulk and his sister were presented before the Bade sahib,15 who pronounced them innocent and let them go. The two managed to find employment with a trader. The princess looked after his children and Nasir al-Mulk did the chores, including buying provisions for the house. Within a few days, the princess died of cholera which was raging in the city. The Mirza then took up jobs at various houses.


Finally, the British government fixed a monthly pension of five rupees for all Mughal princes, and he no longer needed to seek employment.


Some years later, a pir baba, a mystic, who looked like he belonged to the Timurid-Chengezi lineage, could be seen dragging himself around the Chitli Qabr and Kamra Bangash. He couldn’t move his legs as they were paralysed, and he had a bag around his neck. He would meekly look at passers-by and ask for help. Those who knew who he was would throw a few coins into his bag. When people asked who he was, they were informed that he was Mirza Nasir al-Mulk, the grandson of Bahadur Shah.


Once a prince, Mirza Nasir wasted away his pension and took heavy loans against it. Now begging was his only means of surviving.


There is a lesson to be learnt from the life of Mirza Nasir. The faqir’s curse had come true. I heard this tale from him and some other princes. Whenever I remember it, my heart quakes with fear. The sight of the crippled prince dragging himself in the bazar can fill the hardest of hearts with pity and make them fear divine retribution.


Now the prince is dead.


Will not our proud and arrogant brothers learn from the story of this prince and shed their egos, when the end of egotism is before them?


Most of all I would like to warn the children of the sheikhs who are getting spoilt by the adulation their fathers receive from their disciples and think no one is their equal. If one does not develop one’s own character and gain knowledge, and instead depends on the glory and power of their ancestors then they are surely paving the way for their own disgrace and downfall. Each pirzada, sons of the hereditary caretakers in the shrine, should acquire knowledge or skill that made their ancestor a pir. It is shameless to expect offerings from the devout without making oneself worthy of it.


I have seen many murshidzadas, sons of saints, who lead a life of luxury from childhood and order their father’s disciples around as if they are their subjects or dependants. But in the same way that destiny destroyed monarchy and brought the princes to their knees and forced them to beg in lanes, this new era is bent on destroying spiritual rule too. It should not be that like the princes, the pirzadas too should be jolted out of their comfortable existence and forced onto the streets. There is still time. We should all learn our lesson and improve our lives and priorities to face adversity with courage and determination. We should contribute towards making our peaceful environment safer and better.


I say this now and I will continue saying this till my pen and my tongue let me do so.
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The Obstacles Faced by the Orphan Prince


Mah-e Alam was the maternal grandson of Emperor Shah Alam. He was only eleven years old at the time of the ghadar. Similar to the other royals, his father Mirza Nauroz Haider received a stipend of hundred rupees from the treasury of Bahadur Shah. However, his mother inherited a large treasure from her father and he didn’t care about this paltry sum. He lived sumptuously like the royal princes.


When the ghadar began, Mah-e Alam’s mother was sick. Her treatment was ongoing, but every day the disease seemed to worsen. So much so that on the same day that Bahadur Shah left the Qila and the agitated residents of the city were running around, she left this world. At a time when everyone was worried about their lives, this death caused great despair. There was no way to procure a shroud or make arrangements for the burial. No woman was available to give the ritual bath to the dead body before the burial. It was customary for the professionals who took care of the shroud, burial and funeral rites to perform this task before royal burials. Because of the widespread suffering due to the ghadar no such person was available. Of the two slave girls present in the house, neither knew how to give a ritual bath. Mirza Nauroz Haider was well educated and well versed in religion but he had never had to undertake such work, so he had no idea how to go about it.


The family had spent a few perplexed hours trying to figure out what to do in this distressing situation, when they heard that the British forces had entered the city and were about to come into the Qila. Upon hearing this, the Mirza panicked and quickly put the body on a cot and started washing it. He poured a few urns of water on the body and since there was no way he could get a shroud in a city where all shops were shut, he wrapped his wife in a white bedsheet. He was wondering where to bury her, for he could not take the body outside, when some white and Sikh soldiers entered the house and arrested him and Mah-e Alam. Then they started looting the house, breaking open boxes, ripping apart the cupboard doors and burning the books. A soldier spotted the two slave girls hiding in the bathroom. He dragged the poor wretches out by their hair.


Though these soldiers knew that there had been a death in the house and the dead body was yet to be buried, they continued with their looting without giving it much thought. When they were done looting, they tied everything up in bundles and put them on the heads of the two slave girls, Mirza and his son, herding them out like pack horses.


Mirza cast one last despairing glance at his wife’s unshrouded body. It lay there unattended, waiting for burial. But he had no choice but to leave it alone thus.


The slave girls were used to carrying around loads on their heads. Even Mirza Nauroz Haider was a strong man, so he could easily bear the burden. But poor Mah-e Alam was in a sorry state. Apart from the fact that he was carrying a load far heavier than he could at his age, he had a delicate build. The physical pain added to the emotional loss from his mother’s death. His eyes were puffed up and swollen from crying the whole night. He was moving in and out of bouts of dizziness. The load on his head coupled with the naked swords behind him and fierce commands pushing him to walk faster made the poor boy stumble. Panting hard he said to his father, ‘Abba Hazrat, I am unable to walk, my neck is about to break from this load, I am dizzy and I fear I’ll fall down any minute.’


Hearing his beloved and only son’s anguished appeal, the distressed father turned to the soldiers and said, ‘Sahib, let me carry my son’s load. He is sick and might faint.’


The white man following them could not understand what the Mirza said. He punched him hard for stopping and being impertinent. The poor Mirza withstood the blows but took his son’s bundle and tucked it under his arms. The white man was angered by this act. He snatched the bundle and put it back on Mah-e Alam’s head, punching him hard for disobedience in the process.


Unable to see this cruelty being inflicted on his darling son, the Mirza threw aside his bundle and slapped the white man’s cheek hard, following it up with a punch on the nose. Fountains of blood erupted as the nose split.


The Sikh soldiers had parted from the group and only two white soldiers were taking the prisoners to the camp. Seeing his comrade’s state, the second soldier hit Mirza with his bayonet but by God’s grace he missed his target and the knife barely scraped the side of Mirza’s waist. The Timurid prince grabbed this opportunity and punched the soldier’s face. As with the first soldier, this punch was so hard that the second soldier’s nose was broken too and blood started pouring out. Forgetting their pistols and spears, the two soldiers pounced on Mirza and started pounding him with their fists. The two servants threw their bundles and picking up fistfuls of dust from the ground threw it into the eyes of the white soldiers. This confounded the white soldiers for a few minutes. Taking advantage of their confusion, Mirza snatched their swords. Once he had secured the sword, Mirza gave a strong blow to one of the soldiers, killing him immediately with a deep cut on his chest. Then he beheaded the second soldier. With the two soldiers dead, Mirza turned towards his son only to find that Mah-e Alam had fainted. When the father picked him up, he opened his eyes and putting his arms around Mirza’s neck started sobbing.


Mirza was standing still when some ten or twelve soldiers, white and Sikh, approached from behind. Seeing their two comrades lying dead on the ground, they separated the boy from the father and surrounded Mirza to question him. Mirza narrated the entire sequence of events as truthfully as he could. The soldiers were angered beyond measure on finding out how Mirza had killed the two white soldiers and immediately fired six shots from their pistol. Mirza fell to the ground. Leaving behind Mirza Nauroz’s corpse, they took Mah-e Alam, the two slave girls and all the loot to their camp.


Once the tumult of the capture of Delhi died down, the two slave girls were given to two Punjabi officers and Mah-e Alam was appointed to serve an English officer. As long as the officer lived in Delhi, Mah-e Alam wasn’t troubled too much. He had very little to do since the officer had many servants and cooks to do whatever was required, but after sometime this officer returned to England and handed over Mah-e Alam to another officer in the Meerut cantonment. The second officer had a harsh temperament. He would punch and hit the boy at the littlest of opportunities. Unable to bear the daily beatings, Mah-e Alam decided to run away. He made his way out at night and when the sentry questioned him, he said his English employer had asked him to go to so and so village for some work and return by morning. The excuse worked, and Mah-e Alam ran away into the jungle.
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