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Introduction



Visitors to Delhi, especially those arriving by air, may not easily orientate themselves with the sub-continent as a whole and, since Delhi’s location has affected its history, readers may care to be reminded that we are in the centre of the rump or continental part before the country tapers into the plateau of the Deccan and down into the sub-tropical south. Globally speaking we are on the same latitude as Cairo and Cape Canaveral; we are in the middle of a central plain and can thus expect hot seasons; the Thar desert of Rajasthan flanks us to the west; the fertile Punjab plain is an available granary; we are on the river Jumna which passes through Agra to the south to join the Ganges at Allahabad; it may not always be appreciated that we are only a few hours’ drive from the Himalayas as they curve south-eastwards. A map of the time of Sir Thomas Roe, James I’s ambassador to the Mogul emperor Jahangir, (reproduced on p. 20), is better than Mercator’s version which Roe presented to that monarch. The doughty knight arrived at Surat, entrepôt port of the British and the Portuguese, in 1615: Bombay is not marked because it did not exist. Note a lack of emphasis on the mountains to the north which are generally thought to have been such an inhibiting bastion – indeed, the Hindu Kush did not form much more than a base camp for those invaders from Alexander the Great onwards who from time to time descended the Khyber Pass to despoil the cities of the plain. It might also be noted that the five branches of the Indus spreading across the Punjab, which our map indicates with over-thickened lines, were no great discouragement to advance: invaders, with bridges of boats, seemed to take these obstacles in their stride and were rarely challenged on the banks – Akbar claimed to have swum across every river between Kabul and Agra. It was not until Panipat was reached, about fifty miles north of Delhi, that elephantine armies would stand to defend the city, invariably without success.


The map emphasises a diagonal line from Lahore to Agra with ‘Delli’ in the middle. On closer inspection this diagonal will be seen to be a line of trees such as the great French traveller François Bernier described in a letter dated 1663: ‘a double row of trees planted by order of Jehan-Guyre, and continued for one hundred and fifty leagues, with small pyramids, or turrets, every two miles or so. Wells are frequently met with, affording drink to travellers.’ Bernier also mentions caravanserais, enclosed courtyards with rooms and stabling, hardly Hiltons, a day’s journey apart (see extract 13). Thus Lahore-Delhi-Agra might be termed the Mogul power-base in attempts to dominate the non-Mogul sub-continent. Roe’s map cuts off the southern part but shows the rugged plateau where Hindu rajahs ruled. To the west ‘The Persians’, a paramount Moslem power, are indicated; to the north are the Afghans and beyond lie Uzbeks and Tartars, barbarian offspring of the Horde.


It was on the tree-lined highway that Roe met the eccentric tourist Tom Coryat, walking the world on twopence a day, ‘that most unwearied walker, who on foote has passed most of Europe and Asya and is now in India, being the beginning of his travels.’ Coryat continued through Delhi to Agra, a hundred and fifty miles on. Today, aeroplane and train will carry you there if you wish to avoid the rigours of that ugly road. Agra is usually part of the Delhi ‘package’, with the Taj Mahal, Fattephur Sikri and Sikandra as additional viewing, and can thus appropriately be packaged between these covers. As required of this series of Travellers’ Companions, it is to buildings that our text is mainly linked and it is the aim of this introduction to place them in a narrow historical frame. There follows a superficial – since entertainment rather than exposition is our editorial brief – survey of local history linked specifically to our chosen cities. Too wide a sweep would steal space from the anthology.


Agra was still a village, with no past worthy of print, until Akbar, greatest of the Mogul dynasty, came to glorify it in the sixteenth century. Delhi claims a nobler history as the site of at least seven capital cities, dating from before the days of Alexander the Great, who invaded India in 326 BC. But the great Buddhist civilisation that had developed in India since the days of Ashoka seems to have passed it by. Thus there was little to interest the fanatical Muhammed of Ghazni, scourge of the Hindus in the name of the Prophet, who in the eleventh century invaded the plains an estimated seventeen times from his capital in the Hindu Kush. Known as ‘the idol-breaker’, he looted, destroyed and enslaved; he did not build, except his own capital at Ghazni. So let us start our summary with the death of the Rajput leader Prithiviraja in 1192 while opposing the advance of another invader from the Afghan hills, Muhammed of Ghor, who, before returning to his lair, left as viceroy one Qptb-ud-din-Aibek. This former Turki slave or janissary carried on his master’s destructive mission into Bihar and Bengal. When Muhammed of Ghor was assassinated in 1206, the former slave-general styled himself Sultan of Delhi and founder of a dynasty. Before he died of an accident while playing polo four years later, he had started to build the Quwaat-ul-Islam mosque from the remains of twenty-seven Hindu temples and beside it began to raise the mighty tower of victory, the Kutb-Minar, to be completed by his successors to a height of over two hundred and forty feet.


This line of Sultans had continual trouble with the Mongol Tartars (they were not unrelated to them) who, if despised, were dangerous and would make tip-and-run incursions into the plains. Said to have ‘rough skin fit only for shoe leather’ and to be ‘covered in lice like sesame seed’, their heathen herdsmen brethren were, in 1220, to overrun Persia under the dreaded Genghis Khan.


Qutb-ud-din-Aibek was succeeded by his son-in-law Iltumish (1211–36), who trebled the size of the Quwaat-ul-Islam mosque next to the Kutb-Minar by adding arches. Iltumish nominated his daughter to succeed him, but she offended her council of advisers by unduly favouring an African Negro and was deposed. The line of so-called Slave Kings was extinguished by murder in 1296. Ala-ud-din of the Afghan Khiljis (1296–1316) is the next name of note in the annals of Delhi. Scourge of the Mongol raiders and mass-murderer of their Delhi colony, he extended his power southwards and captured the fortress of Chitor, suicidally defended by the Rajputs. Delhi, for the first time, became the capital city of India. There he built a great ‘tank’ or reservoir, added another six arches to the Quwaat-ul-Islam mosque and began work on a second minaret to be twice as high as the adjoining Kutb. No more than its ambitious base commemorates the ‘second Alexander’.


In 1321 Ghiyas-ud-din-Tughlak, of Turki-Mongol blood, led a military revolt and founded a new dynasty: a stern soldier of Allah who planned to cut out an empire from the Unbelieving Hindu states, he had been made governor of the Punjab for his defeat of the restless Mongol converts settled in north India whose forces had even dared reach Delhi. He was succeeded by his son Muhammad II, and it was at his court that Ibn Battuta, most celebrated of early Arab travellers, arrived in 1334: he gives an account of a ‘vast and magnificent capital’ and its ‘impetuous and inexorable ruler’ (see extract 1). The fort and tombs of the Tughlaks, with massive sloping walls, still squat in the scrubland haunted, perhaps, by the ghost of the saint who vengefully pronounced, because the king had taken workmen away from his reservoir project to build a palace, that none but Gujars should inhabit the place. Gujars, dispossessed gypsies, are there today. The metal pillar with its ancient Gupta text (extract 1), described by Ibn Battuta as ‘aweinspiring’, still stands near the Minar. This king twice moved his reluctant subjects from Delhi to Dalautabad and back, seven hundred miles south.


Muhammad Tughlak died fighting Hindus in Gujerat. He was succeeded by his nephew, Firoz Shah, remembered for his canal and the re-erection by a cunning piece of engineering of two ancient pillars inscribed with the edicts of Ashoka. One of these pillars is to be seen standing on the site of his own city named Firozabad just to the south of the Red Fort. Firoz Shah died in 1388; ten years later, Timur the Lame, the dreaded Tamerlane, swept down from Kabul and, collecting his force at Panipat, took Delhi. The account of his sack of the city (see extract 2), as told by himself, is somewhat milder than contemporary historians would have it. Timur stayed two weeks in Delhi before returning to his capital, Samarkand, with the spoils, which included a hundred and twenty elephants and most of Delhi’s masons and craftsmen to embellish his own city.


The last of the Tughlaks died in 1414. Their successors were the Sayyids, descendants of the Prophet, who made little impact on history. Then came three generations of Lodhi kings of Pathan blood who made their first headquarters round the Kutb-Minar. The second in line, Sikander, moved his capital to the neighbourhood of Agra and built a new city for himself called Sikanderabad. The devious behaviour of his son Ibrahim, and the intrigues that followed, had unexpected results: a dispossessed adventurer, overlord of Ferghana, a miniature kingdom not far from Samarkand, was looking for an empire he could call his own. His name was Babur. With only the most romantic claim to legitimacy as a descendant of Timur on the one hand and Genghis Khan on the other, Babur decided that India should be his – there was nowhere else just then available. So it was that his rag-tag army moved to invade Hindustan. ‘Great and small, good and bad, servants and no servants,’ he wrote in his readable memoirs, ‘the force numbered twelve thousand persons.’ He estimated the Lodhi army opposing him at Panipat at a hundred thousand men and nearly a thousand elephants. From behind barricades of carts joined with rawhide, Babur’s matchlockmen mowed down the enemy’s charging cavalry. Ibrahim Lodhi was killed and the field was Babur’s.


Babur made a quick tour of the sights of Delhi and then marched on to Agra and the treasure, which included the Koh-i-noor diamond. This was no incursion, no Mongol or Pathan raid on accumulated treasure, but an occupation and the founding of the ‘Mogul’ dynasty. Babur by no means liked Agra; his generals liked it even less (see extract 60): such a fly-blown, baking, desiccated place was not to be compared with the temperate valleys of their mountainous homeland. Some of them quit, but Babur had come to stay, and one of the first things he did was to set about making a garden (see extract 61). He died four years later at Agra, but his final resting place would have been more to his liking: a garden near Kabul of which he had written wistfully in his memoirs, his greatest gift to posterity: ‘when the argwhan flowers are in bloom, the yellow mingling with the red, I know of no place in the world to compare with it.’


Babur, first of the Great Moguls, was succeeded by his son Humayun, who had accompanied him on his campaign. Humayun, too, rejected the insalubrious air of Agra and moved north to Delhi. He built his new fort-capital, known as the Purana-Qila, on the banks of the Jumna where his tomb stands today. He called his capital Din-Panah, ‘Asylum of the Faith’, a sort of southern Samarkand, as a refuge for learned men of all Islamic sects in contrast to the bigoted wrangling then being conducted in Persia and Turkey by the descendants of the Prophet. Problems with his brothers and antagonism from the Afghans led to Humayun’s flight to Persia where he paid his way with, among other things, the Koh-i-noor diamond. An Afghan adventurer Sher Shah took Humayun’s place on the Delhi throne until, with the help of the Safavid Shah, his host, Humayun was able to reclaim it. Though he left his diamond he brought back something of greater value – the two best painters at the Persian court, who effectively founded the Mogul school. It was at this time that the Turkish admiral, Sidi Ali Reis, paid his visit and argued the extent of relative empire (see extract 104). It will be noted that he claimed Vienna as the possession of his Padishah. A short time later, in 1556, Humayun fell down the stairs of the library built by Sher Shah, known today as the Sher Mandal, supposedly on his way to prayers (see extract 104). His mausoleum inspired the Taj; if not so perfect in its architecture, it is indeed a noble tomb.


Humayun was succeeded by his thirteen-year-old son Akbar, destined to be the greatest Mogul of them all. He first showed his mettle by defeating the dwarfish Hindu Hemu, a former seller of saltpetre, who set himself up as an independent ruler with the title of Raja Vikramaditya. Panipat was the scene of yet another defeat for the defenders when Hemu, high up in his howdah, was shot by an arrow in the eye. A massacre of his men followed and Akbar regained Delhi. Then he marched south and, having retaken the Rajput stronghold at Chitor in a campaign to initiate his dominion of the Deccan, he repaired to Agra. Here he began to build the great sandstone wall that was to enclose the mosques and pavilions, throne rooms and harems of his new court – today’s Red Fort. But he was first to devote his creative energies to the construction of Fattephur Sikri, amazing complex of finely cut pink sandstone (described by Bishop Heber as being the same colour as potted meat) which can be sawn like planks of wood; men can still be seen working it in the old manner. Overlooking a broad, now waterless, plain is a vast sandstone platform upon which fanciful edifices are constructed like houses of cards. Despite the presence of the local saint who enhanced Akbar’s fertility, the site proved unpropitious owing to water problems (extract 92) and was abandoned after ten years. What with polo and pachese (human chess) (extracts 94 and 95), it must have been a joyous place. The deserted courts are as intact today as if just built.


It was at Fattephur Sikri that Akbar, who had an open mind about religion and tried to synthesise one of his own, built his ‘House of Argument’, where Mullahs and Jesuit priests tested their casuistry before the Emperor who sat on top of a pillar with walkways to him from various sides of the argument (extract 89). If the Jesuits scored more points they never actually converted him, though he held Christianity in the greatest respect, had a Christian wife, and allowed his grandsons to be christened if only to exclude them from the succession. It seemed that all they wanted was to acquire Christian ladies for their harems following which, as a Jesuit expressed it, the princes ‘rejected the light and returned to their vomit.’ Akbar’s rich life was chronicled by his friend and counsellor, Abu-l Fazl, who gives fascinating details on every aspect of social and administrative matters. Abu-l Fazl was assassinated by order of Akbar’s rebel son Salim who was necessarily reconciled with his father, his two brothers having died of drink. Akbar died in 1605. He was buried in the mighty mausoleum at Sikandra (extracts 97 and 98) which he had designed but which was to be completed by Salim who now designated himself Jahangir, ‘seizer of the world’. Jahangir, too, expressed an interest in Christianity: Finch, the English traveller, tells us that he ‘affirmed before all his nobles that Christianity was the soundest faith, and that of Mahomet lies and fables.’


In 1605, Jahangir’s son Khusrau left Agra on the pretext of visiting his grandfather’s tomb at Sikandra but in fact to gather together an army to invade Lahore. The father soon put a stop to his pretensions by sending the imperial army after him. His punishment was to ride an elephant along a line of stakes upon which his followers had been impaled alive. Like many of his line, Jahangir was something of a sadist. There are gory tales by early travellers of his cruelty: William Hawkins tells us that ‘he delighteth to see men executed himselfe and torne in peeces by elephants.’ But he was also a naturalist and employed artists to delineate the birds and animals he loved and studied. Opium and alcohol seem to have induced Mogul monstrosity: his memoirs – Tuzuk-i-Jahangir – tell us that he would drink twenty cups of wine a day laced with arak before working up to a double-distilled liquor so strong that it made Sir Thomas Roe, then at the court at Ajmere, sneeze. Roe spent most of his time at Ajmere and thus his very interesting account does not qualify for inclusion in this book; Jahangir was for most of the time at Lahore and contributed little to the architecture of our cities. He did, however, supervise the construction of his father’s tomb at Sikandra which he is said to have visited for the first time three years after building began and, ‘since it did not come up to my idea of what it ought to be’, ordered a fresh start.


Jahangir died at Lahore in 1627 after a visit to Kashmir. His son, Shah Jahan, then expanding the empire in the Deccan, returned to Agra to mount the throne. It was Shah Jahan who made Delhi once more a capital, despite the fact that he spent the first twenty years of his reign in Agra building the Taj Mahal (see extract 77). He called his Delhi Shahjahanabad: it measured four miles around and contained the citadel-palace we call the Red Fort, the splendid mosque or Jami-Masjid and the broad avenue of shops and houses known as the Chandni Chowk for state processions to pass along. The mosque was completed in 1658 and Delhi was now the regal centre of the Mogul empire in all its pride and glory. This was the Delhi we read about in the account of the Frenchman Bernier, whose book is essential reading for anyone interested in the background of the period. From his work, and that of the Italian Manucci, we learn intimate details of Mogul public and private lives – dramas of drunkenness and drug-taking, amiability and cruelty, piety and poisonings, intellectual enquiry and liberal ordinances, of great armies on the move and great buildings under construction. The Moguls were tolerant of foreigners, especially those bearing gifts or information about the great world; the British wanted trade: indigo (for making dye), cloths and precious stones were their most favoured goods. The tales they brought home to their bemused compatriots inspired Dryden to write his drama Aurungzeb.


Aurungzeb, the next emperor, was one of the three sons of Shah Jahan who fought bitterly among themselves for the succession. Aurungzeb, who played the champion of Moslem orthodoxy, was the winner. Having captured his brother Murad and imprisoned him on an island in the Jumna, he confined his old father to the Fort at Agra (extracts 67 and 72). His other brother, the tragic Dara, who had been strangely influenced by a naked Dervish of homosexual and heretical tendencies, fled to Sind where Bernier met him and subsequently witnessed his humiliating parade through the streets of Delhi (see extract 109). Dara’s head was presented (some say) to Aurungzeb; his remains are in Humayun’s tomb. Murad was taken to the fortress of Gwalior and murdered; his son was given the sinister ‘pouste’, a daily infusion of poppy heads that produced a lingering death. Shah Jahan survived eight years after his deposition; harassed by Aurungzeb, he would sit on the walls of Agra Fort staring over the Jumna at the Taj Mahal where his beloved wife was entombed; denied watching elephant fights by his son’s order, he had to make do with the sparring of tame antelopes in the palace yard. He died in 1666 and was buried beside his wife in the Taj. Tavernier, the jeweller at his court, tells us that he had planned to build a replica in black marble on the other side of the river but the illiberal Aurungzeb would not countenance the expense. The Taj, after all, had taken seventeen years to build even with twenty thousand workmen on the job and had cost a fortune. But Aurungzeb did not stint on his own coronation at Delhi when he took his place on the Peacock Throne, another of his father’s little extravagances (see extract 12).


We are now in the eighteenth century. Aurungzeb, last of the so-called Great Moguls, died in 1707 at the age of eighty-nine. His son, Bahadur Shah, succeeded him; already sixty-three, he was glad merely to have survived in such murderous times. He spent his five remaining years trying to keep the empire intact; if he occasionally passed through Delhi on his marches he never once set foot in the Red Fort nor added to its buildings. He died in Lahore in 1712.


The dynasty was now in its decadence and a tempting target. In 1738 Nadir Shah, a Turk from Khurasan, displacer of the equally decadent Safavid Shah of Persia, came down from the north and defeated the Mogul ruler Mohammed Shah, dubbed ‘the pleasure-loving’, at Karnal. Already weakened by Maratha incursions into Delhi itself, Mohammed Shah tried to accommodate the invader but his ‘friendly’ reception was soon compromised by provocations from the crowd that led Nadir Shah to order an indiscriminate massacre which he observed from the mosque at the end of the Chandni Chowk. The killing went on for five hours before he was prevailed upon to call a halt. Like Timur before him, Nadir Shah did not stay; he returned to Persia bearing the Peacock Throne among his booty. It was broken up for the jewels with which it was encrusted.


Before the stricken city had time to return to prosperity disaster struck again in civil war between two rival ministers, Safdar Jung and Imad-ul-Mulk. For six months their supporters skirmished in the no-man’s-land between Humayun’s tomb and the Red Fort. Safdar Jung, Nawab of Oudh and Wazir of the empire, had been dismissed by the Mogul Ahmad Shah, who supported Imad-ul-Mulk from the Red Fort. Safdar Jung was defeated and retired to Oudh. On the outskirts of Delhi is his magnificent tomb, the last great Mogul architectural achievement (extract 7). Then came the visitation of the Afghan Ahmad Shah Abdali, who carried away most of what Nadir Shah had overlooked, including the silver ceiling in the audience room in the Fort. The Empire of Hindustan had been reduced to the kingdom of Delhi: Shah Alam, the next Mogul incumbent, was little more than a cipher by the end of his reign: ‘From Delhi to Palam, Is the realm of Shah Alam’ was a current quip – Palam is now Delhi’s domestic airport. Shah Alam had sought protection from the British at Allahabad and left Delhi under the protection of a stern Rohilla chief who kept at bay Marathas, Jats, Sikhs and other would-be predators until it was safe for him to return ten years later.


Following the defeat of the French in the Carnatic by Eyre Coote, the British were now in the ascendant on the subcontinent. Still under the control of the East India Company, which had been in business since before the days of its servant Sir Thomas Roe, British-led forces under Clive had been victorious at Arcot (1751) and Plassey (1757). Warren Hastings, on the political front, held the destiny of India in his hands. But nothing was done to prevent the occupation of Delhi by a demented Rohilla called Ghulam Kadir who, in a rage at not finding Shah Alam’s treasure, seized the old man by the throat and personally gouged out his eyes (see extract 19). When the Rohilla mockingly asked him what he could now see, the King is said to have replied: ‘Nought but the holy Koran between thee and me.’ Shah Alam was something of a poet and he encouraged poets at his court: his ode to his blindness is said to be one of the most moving compositions in Urdu, a tongue that was replacing Persian as the court vernacular. The Maratha prince Scindia, who captured Ghulam Kadir and had him torn limb from limb, now ruled the city in the King’s name.


In 1803 the Marathas went to war against the forces of the East India Company. Lord Lake defeated Scindia on the Jumna opposite Humayun’s tomb and occupied the town (extract 116). The blinded king received the British general in the diwan-i-khas in the Fort and accepted British authority in return for his position, protection and a pension. A Maratha counter-attack was frustrated by Sir David Ochterlony, who hastily repaired the walls: after a fortnight of battering at them the Marathas left. Shah Alam died in 1806 at the age of eighty-three, under the control of the British ‘Resident’ but a monarch to the last. When the nineteen-year-old Thomas Twining, emissary of a British general in Bengal, was presented to him he described the blind king as ‘an extraordinary and most distressing spectacle’ (see extract 20).


The ensuing period was the beginning of a British presence in Delhi where an autumnal renaissance under their protection seemed to be taking place. In St James’s Church they sang praises to the Lord and left their bones in the cemetery. If the city life still seemed to be centred round the seedy court, with two thousand royal princelings and their parents cluttering up the corridors, substantial bungalows were springing up on the approaches to the Ridge; buggies and chaises, men in British uniform and women in unsuitable clothes can be seen in the prints of the period. The British seemed to think it was their city and as good landlords proceeded to further its amenities and organise its administration. In 1857 this illusion of acceptance was to be shattered.


Whatever the cause – pig fat on Moslem cartridges, the prognostications of astrologers, a fever of accumulated aggravations, a general threat to religion – the Sepoys, native soldiers of the East India Company, stationed at Meerut, mutinied almost to a man and joined forces at Delhi some fifty miles away. Crossing the Jumna by the Bridge of Boats they marched on the Red Fort as the seat of their symbolic emperor. The story of their reception and subsequent behaviour is told in our text (see extract 47). Lucknow and Cawnpore were to undergo even worse experiences; at Agra the British prepared to defend the Fort but were never seriously challenged. At Delhi, following the brave breach of the Kashmir Gate, where marks of shot and shell are still to be seen, the British regained the city and another period of pillage and reprisal began. The emperor’s sons paid a premature penalty when the dashing Major Hodson seized them from Humayun’s tomb and shot them on the way back to the Fort (see extract 51). Condign punishment was applied elsewhere: executions took place daily in front of the police station in the Chandni Chowk; three thousand were tried and executed by the military courts. Bahadur Shah, the two-way king, was found guilty of assisting the mutineers but not of organising the mutiny. His punishment was comfortable exile to Rangoon.


The Fort was occupied by relieving troops; barracks and canteens burgeoned in the courts and pavilions of the Moguls. There was talk of demolishing the Jami-Masjid and raising a Christian cathedral in its place; buildings were blown up in front of the Fort to make a proper field of fire; royal princesses drifted dirty and barefooted through the bazaars. One disgruntled Englishman, Hugh Chichester, wrote home: ‘There are several mosques in the city most beautiful to look at. But I should like to see them all destroyed. The rascally brutes desecrated our churches and graveyards, and I do not think we ought to have any regard for their stinking religion. One was always supposed to take off one’s shoes on going to visit one of these mosques, or to have an interview with the king. But these little affairs we drop now. I have seen the old Pig of a king. He is a very old man and just like an old Khitmugar (waiter).’ Delhi was indeed defiled. ‘What can I write?’ the poet Ghalib moaned. ‘The life of Delhi depends on the Fort, Chandni Chowk, the daily gatherings on the Jamuna Bridge and the annual Gulfaroshan. When all these things are no longer there, how can Delhi live?’
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