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INTRODUCTION


THE HIDDEN PALACE


EVERY CITADEL IN MEDIEVAL INDIA HAD A CLOSED CORNER, a luxurious restricted space hidden behind high walls, guarded night and day, where only the royal men were allowed to enter. The medieval harem was designed as a fortress within a fortress, where the women – the queens, princesses and concubines – had to live, and was run as an all-female establishment. For all their long royal titles, these women were the private property of the monarch, just like the gold, silver and jewels in the treasury and the horses and elephants in the stables. The residents of the harem knew that they were symbols of the power and majesty of the king; in the chastity of their bodies lay the honour of the dynasty. 


Royal historians, such as Abul Fazl at Emperor Akbar’s court, mention the number of women in the harem – similar to writing paeans to a victory in battle – as it made a king’s moustache curl higher. They took great pride in quoting the number of queens and concubines gathered in a haramsara, or zenana deori. Abul Fazl’s grandiose claim that there were five thousand women in Akbar’s harem in Fatehpur Sikri forgets that there was no space to build such a huge establishment on top of  the hill it was situated on. The Jesuit priest Antoine de Monserrate claimed Jahangir had three hundred wives, but historians have trouble naming even twenty queens. In a world where exaggeration and hyperbole was the norm, the Mughal harem was painted in such lurid colours that sometimes it is hard to extract the truth from the myths. 


When a young girl entered a harem never to leave, it was presumed that she would soon be forgotten; but what the sultans, badshahs, maharajas and ranas did not realize was that the more you hide something, the more it fascinates people. Throughout history, the outside world has enveloped the harem in an aura of mystery and intrigue; it has been a source of endless curiosity and whispered innuendo. The bazaar gossip about the Mughals was often spiced by tales about the haramsara, and as Harbans Mukhia writes, ‘The dominant popular image of the Mughal family was of a vast number of women crowding a harem, all for giving pleasure to one man, the emperor, whose sexual appetite was insatiable.’ 


We have a lexicon of words connected to this secluded feminine world – harem, haramsara, mahal, seraglio, purdah, zenana, raniwas, sohagpura, zenana deori, andar mahal – from across the subcontinent and across religions since, contrary to popular belief, the seclusion of women is not a ritual particular to Islam but a regional practice carried out by royalty. A study of the harems of the Mughals shows that, compared to the harem in Kabul during Babur’s and Humayun’s rules, the freedom of women was much more controlled and limited when the harem moved to Agra and Delhi, matching the Rajput attitude towards their harems. Now, in the 21st century when there are fewer harems, the fascination has shifted to the veil, and we are brooding over the subtle differences between a hijab and a niqab and writing convoluted articles about the burqa, abaya and chador. The judgmental curiosity about veiled and secluded women continues, as if these women are somehow responsible for their fate.


As always, when it comes to women, there is a difference between perception and reality. A true portrait of the Mughal harem, which they called the Mahal, was much more prosaic and practical. It was the senior women who ran the establishment and set the rules and conventions. Unlike what we would like to believe, the Mahal was not an exotic sexual playground; it was a family space. And the stories of these women, from queens and princesses to foster mothers and female officers (called mahaldars), deserve to be heard.
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The West has always been fascinated by this hidden world of women. In books, paintings, plays and films, the men have let their imagination run riot around the ‘forbidden sexuality’ of a harem, where women are at the service of a dominant male as if within a herd of elephants. Initially inspired by the tall tales of the harem of the Ottoman emperors, the stories were soon extended to the Mughals as well, where it was claimed that the women had no role except that of sexual playmates – beautiful, docile and fecund. 


In Western paintings and Hollywood films depicting harems, you have very young, bejewelled women – all doe-eyed, heads full of tumbling dark curls, often wearing transparent harem pants or, at others times, nothing, except for some strategically placed jewellery. They lounge around on silken cushions, at times smoking a hookah, and wait impatiently for their lord to appear so that they can serve him. This harem of the imagination is a far cry from what the space actually was, for in reality it was a familial space. 


As Mukhia says, ‘Contrary to this image, “harem” is a sacred word, denoting a place of worship, the sanctum sanctorum, where the committing of any sin is forbidden (haram); it was thus at least in concept a site for restraint rather than excesses in sexual, among other filial, relationships.’ The Mahal was also a sanctuary, where women and children were protected from the dangers of war and the perennial battles for the throne. For instance, the baby Akbar was kept safe in the harem of the Kabul fortress controlled by his uncle Kamran, even though Kamran and Akbar’s father, Humayun, were at war. As his mother, Hamida Banu Begum, was also away, Akbar only had aunts and foster mothers to protect him.


The real world of the Mahal is full of colourful stories of strong personalities, extraordinary events and, at times, the vibrant and unexpected actions of the women that continue to intrigue people. In this book you will read about the fascinating space that was the Mughal Mahal and the remarkable women of the Mughal Empire who, in spite of being restricted by the walls of the Mahal, managed to assert their personality and create a space for themselves within the political establishment. Many of these women were trusted advisers to the king in matters both dynastic and political; they were knowledgeable about matters of the state and attended court every day. Some of them, like Jahanara Begum and Zeb-un-Nissa Begum, were scholars and poets; Mariam-us-Zamani was a successful businesswoman who owned and operated trading ships sailing to the Gulf and Africa; others managed large estates, ran charities and, in the case of Nur Jahan, efficiently ran the mighty Mughal Empire. Among them all, Nur Jahan stands out for the way she defied the men in the court and gained power. As the Mughal courtier Inayat Khan wrote with a sniff of disapproval, ‘Gradually [Nur Jahan] acquired such unbounded influence on His Majesty’s [Jahangir] mind that she seized the reins of government and took on herself the supreme civil and financial administration of the realm, ruling with absolute authority till the conclusion of the reign.’ And do remember she was operating from behind the purdah. The women of the Mughal Empire were what we would call women of substance. 


Unfortunately, many of the most interesting and influential of these women have been forgotten. For instance, no one remembers Babur’s indomitable grandmother Ehsan Daulat Begum. Yet, if she had not courageously stepped out of the harem and taken over the reins of the kingdom of Ferghana, young Babur would never have survived to conquer India. His mother, Qutlugh Nigar Khanum, accompanied him when he went to war and faced great hardships. We have forgotten his sister Khanzada Begum, who paid a huge personal price to save her brother. As Babur is honest enough to admit in his autobiography, without his grandmother and sister, there would have been no Mughal Empire. 


The Mughal idea of family was wide and generous, and the word often used was ahl-o-ayal – ‘relatives and dependants’. In these pages you will also get a portrait of what life was like inside the Mahal. It was not the steamy world of semi-clad starlets but simply quarters, where you would find many generations of women – grandmothers, mothers, wives, aunts, daughters, sisters, nieces, ladies-in-waiting, even wet nurses, who were respected as godmothers – and a few prepubescent boys. It was run by efficient and senior women, led by the head of the harem – often called Padshah Begum or Begum Sahib – and supervised by the royal family. It was a family space, with carefully laid-down rules of etiquette and decorum that everyone had to obey. 


The respect accorded to senior women was a Chinghizi custom, from their connection to the Mongol conqueror Chinghiz Khan, called buzurg dahst – meaning ‘bestowed by ancestors’. Harbans Mukhia comments, ‘Mughal history is full of stories...of the most powerful rulers standing before their grandmothers and mothers almost like cowering children.’ There was open love and respect for women of the court, like Jahangir always referring to his mother, Mariam-us-Zamani as ‘Hazrat’(an honorific title). When the royal men – the king, his brothers and their sons and grandsons – were allowed into the Mahal, they had to behave themselves, or some formidable matron would pull them up with a terrific scolding. Even a senior female officer like the mahaldar had the right to complain against a disobedient prince, which could warrant his being disciplined. 


The position of women within the Mughal family was an unusual mix of patriarchy, indulgent affection and respect. As Ellison Findly writes, ‘Unlike the surrounding Hindu culture in which daughters were neglected and sons apotheosized, Mughal culture celebrated, honoured and protected its women, and when a daughter died, she was always described in the texts in glowing terms and with real sorrow.’ We rarely read about the wives of the Rajput kings, but the Mughals were never defensive about the women and their influence in their lives, and were surprisingly open about their love for them. Akbar often lamented about missing his aunt Gulbadan; Jahangir wrote in fulsome praise of Nur Jahan; and it was Shah Jahan, and not a Rajput king, who built a memorial like the Taj Mahal. Also, don’t forget that at this time, across the seas, in England, Henry VIII was beheading two queens and divorcing two more. The Mughals would have been horrified by such treatment of women.


As Niccolao Manucci, the Italian traveller who lived in India during the reign of Shah Jahan, wrote, ‘All [Mughals were] very fond of women who [were] their principal relaxation and almost their only pleasure.’ The great Akbar deeply loved and respected his mother, Hamida Banu Begum, and would never refuse her requests. His senior wives like Salima Sultan Begum and Ruqaiya Begum attended court sitting behind a screen and spoke up if they felt the king was not taking the correct decision. Once when Akbar was about to disinherit his rebellious son Salim, Salima Sultan Begum travelled to Allahabad to fetch the sulking prince and physically pushed him down so that Salim sprawled at his father’s feet and made him beg forgiveness. The women, as the family disciplinarians, then approved of the punishment that Akbar meted out, and Salim, who would one day become Emperor Jahangir, obeyed meekly. 


An important role that the senior women played was that of negotiators in family disputes and in many matters their decision carried a lot of weight with the king. No marriage alliance was accepted without the approval of the senior women and often the wedding ceremony would take place in the palace of the head of the Mahal. These were practical and pragmatic women who knew that they were part of a huge economic enterprise called an empire, where the men went out and conquered lands while they were a unit of the team that worked to keep it flourishing. 


Of course, this was still the medieval period, and so the women were not automatically offered any powers by the royal men. As Abraham Eraly comments, ‘The general trend in medieval Muslim society was to deny women a public role, or at least to keep their involvement quiet and behind the screen. The prevalent attitude, as one sage put it was “zer-dastan ra zabardast na kanara” – don’t give the upper hand to those who are under you. Or as Aurangzeb wrote, “A man submissive to women is worse than a woman.”’ 


Since power was never offered by the men – the women found ways to take it.
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The world was fascinated by the magnificence of the Mughals and their harem, but personal information about these women is hard to find. All the daily activities of the emperor were carefully recorded but we have no records of the activities of the Padshah Begums. The royal historians carefully stayed away from giving any details about life in the Mahal as it was not allowed by the emperor. The purdah extended even to historical records. To paint a picture of the women and their lives, we have to search for stray references in the official histories or read the writings of travellers who often reported bazaar gossip. 


By Akbar’s rule, drawn by the stories of the magnificence of the Mughals, many European traders, travellers and adventurers were wandering the streets of Agra, Delhi and Lahore. Some of them wrote about their adventures, and in all the books the Mahal and their hidden occupants appear prominently. These stories are at times full of salacious innuendo featuring a sort of frustrated curiosity of the men who would never be allowed past the first fort gateway. Many of the stories read like the gossip magazines of today, with one small titbit of dubious information being inflated with wild speculation and, at times, completely imaginary details. 


It is said that history is written by victors; it is also written by men about other powerful men. To discover the story of women in the past is as difficult as finding the history of the other forgotten people of society – the poor, rural folk, Dalits, tribal people. They are the footnotes of history and if some of them still have a presence in public memory, like the women from the Mahal, it is often because their achievements were so outstanding that they could not be ignored. 


The absence of women from the royal chronicles can be blamed on the royal historians. Every one of them, from the flowery and sycophantic Abul Fazl to the hypercritical Abdul Qadir Badauni, focused exclusively on the emperor and most of them spent their words burnishing the reputations of their royal masters. They must have heard about the events within the Mahal but none of them had the courage to include these in their narratives. The birth of a princess or the death of a queen would get a small mention but nothing more. Even when Nur Jahan was the de facto ruler of the empire, all actions were credited to Jahangir. Officially, the Mahal was a silent zone. 


Thus, historians have to extract the information from snippets of history and oral traditions, a few stray royal firmans and the acounts of foreign travellers. Few foreign visitors had access to the palace and even if they did, like François Bernier, Jean Baptiste Tavernier and Niccolao Manucci, most of them had no access to the Mahal and its occupants. So the records we have is a tiny fragment of hearsay from some servant or guard, or some hot bazaar talk that is given the colour of personal narration and often exaggerated greatly. And don’t forget, these were foreigners whose knowledge of the local language was uncertain; they could misunderstand the nuances of Mughal society; they came from a different culture and, in most cases, followed a different religion. 


Except for Babur’s daughter, the effervescent Gulbadan Begum, no woman speaks to us from behind the purdah. One wonders if all these educated women, who had a lot of time on their hands, ever wrote diaries or dictated memoirs. The only one we are aware of is Gulbadan, who was ordered by her nephew Akbar to pen down her memories of her brother Humayun and wrote the Humayun-nama. The book has survived because it was an official document, written at the request of the emperor. Take Akbar’s senior wife Salima Sultan or Aurangzeb’s daughter Zeb-un-Nissa or, most importantly, Shah Jahan’s daughter Jahanara. They were all scholars and poetesses and so it is possible they also kept journals, but none of these have survived. This echoing silence makes it very difficult to form a complete image of these women. 


We never hear stories of troublesome women – the rebellious wives, angry princesses or runaway concubines – and in three centuries there must have been many. The women in the Mahal faced the tendency – from both the men of the Mughal court as well as foreign travellers – to be bracketed either as saintly mothers, who were praised and portrayed as ideal women, or as manipulative witches and seductresses. Nur Jahan, who ran a giant empire from behind the purdah, was not admired by contemporary historians or later kings. Neither was Roshanara, who had chosen to side with the eventual victor in the war of succession when she supported her brother Aurangzeb against the popular Dara Shukoh. These women were not expected to be intelligent and often hid their abilities behind a curtain of modesty. 


History lets us know that this approach to women was not unique to the subcontinent. Powerful, independent women across the world have always got bad press and it continues even today. Qualities that are admired in men, like ambition or ruthlessness, are seen as undesirable in a woman. In her book Women in the Ancient World, Jenifer Neils writes, ‘A number of infamous women from antiquity – Jezebel, Aspasia, Cleopatra, Messalina – bear names synonymous with sexual promiscuity, manipulation and treachery. It may be a truism that well-behaved women do not make history; but like many of the tales told by men about women, their flaws [and virtues] are often exaggerated at the expense of their true contributions to history and culture. We hear of the extremes – on the one hand the loyal, steadfast wives...and on the other the crafty, sexy seductress...’ It makes one wonder if Jahanara Begum would have made a better king than either Dara Shukoh or Aurangzeb. 


From all the material available about Mughal women, it is hard to extract a rounded image of a real person. Most of the portraits are stereotypes – the kind they drew in miniatures – modest and beautiful, chaste yet also somehow seductive. When Nur Jahan went hunting and shot tigers from a covered howdah, the male establishment did not approve as it was seen as improper. One woman who held her own and still won the praise of the men was Jahanara. She must have been truly gifted at projecting the correct image, because in spite of being as politically active as her sister Roshanara, she is perceived as an angelic princess. She supported Dara Shukoh against Aurangzeb in the war of succession, but at the death of Shah Jahan, Aurangzeb personally went to Agra to fetch her and once again made her the head of the harem. Complex, creative and a humanitarian, Jahanara was a very special woman.


From Ferghana to Shahjahanabad


By the  time  Shah  Jahan  built  his  new  city  in  Delhi, Shahjahanabad, the Mughals had ruled in India for over a century and much had changed in the Mahal. From the time of the fragile little kingdom of Babur that only covered Delhi and Agra to Akbar’s empire that reached the Deccan, the Mughals had consciously accepted the ways of their new land. The ever-curious and tolerant Akbar ensured that the Mughals became a part of a wonderfully rich and complex culture in the subcontinent. They had brought their old Chinghizi ways with them and were introduced to the predominant Rajput traditions, and both their worlds evolved and changed. 


This meeting and merging of ways could also be seen within the Mahal and in its evolution over the centuries. The harem in Kabul and the one in Fatehpur Sikri were very different places in not just social and religious norms but also in matters of structure and administration. In this book, we will enter this forbidden world and discover how the lives of the women were changed by their new home. When Akbar married Rajput princesses the Mahal was introduced to a new religion, new traditions and a new lifestyle. One can see the change – if we look closely at the miniature paintings, we discover that everything from clothes and hairstyles to furniture and decor has a touch of Hindu customs. Akbar enjoyed playing Holi and joined his Rajput wives at the fire ceremonies. When Dara Shukoh went to marry Nadira Begum, he went riding a horse in a baraat, wearing the headdress of the sehra.
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The Mahal was not a static place and changed constantly, and, with it, the role of the the Padshah Begum evolved. Seclusion became a matter of security and the movement of the women became highly restricted. So Nur Jahan and Jahanara faced a bigger challenge in carving out a life of worth and meaning in comparison to Gulbadan or Khanzada, who could travel freely and even married multiple times. 


The Mahal was not just the residence of the royal women, it also had hundreds of working women – from officers, maids, tailors and cooks to musicians, dancers and astrologers. By Shah Jahan’s time, it was the size of a small town with residences ranging from palaces to dormitory halls and even thatched huts. Historian Vincent Smith comments, ‘The imperial harem constituted a town in itself. The maintenance and control of such a multitude of women necessitated a carefully devised system of internal administration and the organization of adequate arrangements for discipline.’ A delicately balanced hierarchy had to be maintained between queens and concubines and between mothers and foster mothers. One cannot understand the politics and power play within the Mahal without understanding the hierarchy. If a foster mother like Maham Anaga could become a person of power, it was because of the unique position given to her by Akbar. 


Understanding that the role played by the head of the Mahal was an evolving one is crucial. Right from the time of Babur, a senior woman of royal lineage headed the harem and reported directly to the king. By Jahanara’s time, the Padshah Begum  was heading an establishment of a few thousand women and had different departments headed by women officers, the mahaldars. She would sit on a throne in an assembly room, get reports and mediate on conflicts. She often consulted other senior queens but reported only to the emperor. 


The position of the Padshah Begum was not just one of authority within the Mahal but extended to influencing the emperor in matters of state. She held the royal seal and only put it on royal orders after reading them, and the nobility acknowledged her power by sending her expensive gifts. As her power was founded on the trust of the emperor, it fluctuated with each ruler. Jahangir would hand over the keys to the empire to Nur Jahan; Aurangzeb would imprison his daughter Zeb-un-Nissa because she had the temerity to act independently. The power and influence of the Padshah Begum and other senior women waxed and waned over the centuries, and it is fascinating to study how each woman approached her role. 


Life within the Mahal, that so intrigued the outside world, is also worth studying. Akbar’s genius for organization ensured that everything – from the architecture, the administration and the security measures to food, entertainment and religious functions – was meticulously arranged. As we try to work out what these women did all day, accounts of the daily life of the Mahal makes for fascinating reading. The biggest challenge for the emperors was to find ways to keep so many women without trouble brewing and ensure their happiness. Ultimately, the Mahal was also a huge drain on the exchequer as the royal women led highly indulgent lives. For instance, Jahanara’s personal allowance and earnings from land and trade totalled 15 lakh rupees a year in the 16th century.


The harem today


Five centuries since the Mughals, the harem has still not died and neither has the patriarchal attitude towards women. One of the finest descriptions of a harem in the 20th century can be found in writer Fatima Mernissi’s delightful memoir of her childhood, The Harem Within. 


Mernissi was born in Morocco in 1940 and grew up in the harem of an affluent family in Fes, Morocco. She writes with great sensitivity and compassion about a world that limited the movement of its women to a courtyard, a few rooms, a kitchen and a terrace. She talks of the humiliation of adult women who had to beg for permission from younger men to leave their homes and were guarded by arrogant servants. As has been the case often, the strictest keepers of the purdah were also women – the senior mothers and grandmothers. Yet, it was also a warm-hearted, generous place that offered sanctuary to divorced and widowed women. 


For the men, this was the way the world had to be, where the boundary, or hudud, was sacrosanct. She remembers, ‘The problems with the Christians start, said Father, as with women, when the hudud, or sacred frontier, is not respected.’ Mernissi describes the various ways the women found to rebel. When the men were away, they stole the key to a cabinet where a radio was kept for the exclusive use of the men and listened to music, dancing in mad joy to popular songs. One aunt created her own world by climbing a fragile ladder to an out-of-bound terrace, spending time in absolute solitude. The men disapproved of many things, so there were secret stashes of cigarettes and chewing gum, things that added a little joy to their lives. 


Mernissi’s mother fought to get her daughters educated and constantly protested against the veil. She talked plaintively of how the only sky she saw was that small square of blue above the courtyard: ‘If only I could go for a walk in the early morning when the streets are deserted. The light must be blue then, or maybe pink, like at sunset. What is the colour of the morning in the deserted, silent streets?’ Then Mernissi says gently, ‘Roaming freely in the streets was every woman’s dream.’ 


Mernissi writes that by the 1950s harems were beginning to disappear from Morocco. She herself became a respected scholar who spoke out for equal rights for women in Islam. In an uncanny way, her world resembles the world of Hindu women in 19th-century India. That was the time when the common belief was that educated women would ruin society, and homes of all the rich had a secluded women’s quarters – the andar mahal. In Bengal, upper-caste men heckled little girls going to school and declared that educated women became widows sooner. Muslim widows were allowed to remarry but Hindu widows were not. They were exploited and neglected, living in terrible conditions or were encouraged to commit sati. 


Even in the 21st century, harems continue to exist in the Arab world, where a woman’s rights are stifled and where she cannot choose to act of her own volition. Because of the purdah, somehow both men and women lose out. 


One woman named Mina says in Mernissi’s book, ‘Men do not understand women and women do not understand men... a cosmic frontier splits the planet into two halves.’ 


Mernissi asked Mina, ‘How would I know on which side I stood?’ Her answer was quick, short and very clear: ‘If you can’t get out, you are on the powerless side.’ 


This is the story of the royal women of the Mughal dynasty who were placed on the powerless side, yet fought back to ensure they were not forgotten. 




1


BEFORE HINDUSTAN


Babur and Humayun
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Ehsan Daulat Begum ~ Qutlugh Nigar Khanum ~ Khanzada Begum ~ Maham Begum ~ Dildar Begum ~ Bega Begum ~ Hamida Banu Begum ~ Mah Chuchak Begum ~ Haram Begum


[image: img]


THE GREAT MUGHAL EMPIRE BEGAN WITH AN 11-YEAR-OLD boy whose father fell off a cliff and died, and an indomitable grandmother who stood up to the bloodthirsty and avaricious men of the clan to keep her grandson and his kingdom safe. As Babur generously acknowledges in his autobiography, the Babur-nama, without his maternal grandmother, Ehsan Daulat Begum, he might never have survived. Dazzled by the glamour of Nur Jahan Begum and Mumtaz Mahal, we have forgotten about this bold figure, without whose courage and sagacity there would have been no Mughal Empire. 


As the life of Ehsan Daulat Begum shows, we cannot separate the story of the Mughal women from the lives of the Mughal men. In the medieval world, whatever powers royal women may have had, it emanated from the men of the family. A royal woman did not have the right to the throne because you could not be a ruler if you were not a warrior. A kingdom was won and held, and an empire was built on the battlefield. However, a kingdom needed to be kept intact and the survival of the dynasty needed to be ensured, and in this aspect ambitious and capable woman could make a mark. 


A medieval kingdom was at its heart an economic enterprise. It had to be administered for profit through good administration and revenue collection, and here many of the more enterprising women in the harem played an active role. Just as the internal politics of the ruling clan were a harem’s concern, so were political matters like marriage alliances and negotiations with other kingdoms. Selection of the nobility – the bureaucrats and governors – was often done by the ruler in consultation with the senior women of the harem. Most medieval kings knew that the harem was where they would find experienced advisers they could trust. 


The extraordinary life of Zahiruddin Babur, the founder of the Mughal dynasty, and the tumultuous reign of his feckless son, Nasiruddin Humayun, is also the story of the early years of the Mughal haramsara. Its most important players were Babur’s grandmother, Ehsan Daulat Begum; his mother, Qutlugh Nigar Khanum; his senior wife, Maham Begum; his eldest sister, Khanzada Begum; and his fascinating daughter Gulbadan Begum. Then, during the reign of Humayun, we have his wife Hamida Banu Begum, who was Akbar’s mother, and his two senior queens Bega Begum and Mah Chuchak Begum. 


The lives of many of these women, like Khanzada Begum, Hamida Banu Begum and Gulbadan Begum, spanned many reigns; Gulbadan would live through the rule of three kings – Babur, Humayun and Akbar. And we also have the surprising story of a woman who was married to a cousin of Humayun, named Haram Begum, that is worth narrating. She lived a life of fierce ambition and genuine administrative ability and acted with extraordinary independence. She left such a mark that she was remembered by royal historians like Abul Fazl decades later. 


We are fortunate that among this cast of characters we have two writers who give us a personal and first-hand account of events of the first decades of the empire – Babur’s memoirs, the Babur-nama, and his daughter Gulbadan Begum’s memories of her brother in the Humayun-nama. One can always gather details of the events from contemporary historians but what these two memoirs give us is a personal narrative; a voice that speaks to us from across the centuries and makes the Mughals human and very real.


In these two books, we do not have the enthusiastic flourish of colourful adjectives that makes Abul Fazl’s Akbar-nama such a sweet, saccharine read, nor the glacial remoteness of Abdul Hamid Lahori’s Badshah-nama on Shah Jahan’s reign, in which no character seems to be fallible. Instead we have two very earthy and genuine narrators in Babur and the sprightly and observant Gulbadan Begum. 


The Babur-nama, Babur’s memoirs, is one of the earliest autobiographies in the world. What makes it so amazing is that he managed to keep a journal through a very adventurous and eventful life, full of dramatic ups and downs. One thoroughly enjoys the surprisingly frank, humorous and self-deprecating voice of the narrator. Babur hides nothing – his many mistakes, his love of wine, his addiction to opium and even his unrequited passion for a young boy. One day, his great-grandson Jahangir would produce a similar, remarkably honest and highly readable memoir in Tuzuk-i-Jahangiri, where we find personal details of his queens – like the tragic Man Bai and, of course, the Empress Nur Jahan. 


Gulbadan Begum’s biography of her brother, the Humayun-nama, was written at the orders of her nephew Akbar and it is the only piece of writing to ever appear from behind the haramsara walls. In spite of many scholarly women living in the Mahal, no other memoirs, if any were written, have survived. In spite of being written six centuries ago, the Humayun-nama is a surprisingly readable work by a careful observer with a very sharp memory. Gulbadan gives us rare portraits of the queens Maham Begum, Dildar Begum and Hamida Banu Begum. Gulbadan’s descriptions of their character explain their influence over their husbands, and we should not forget that Maham and Hamida, though the mothers of the heir apparent, were not the only wives of Babur and Humayun. 


The picture we can gather from both Babur’s and Gulbadan’s books show women leading much freer lives in Ferghana and Kabul than they would later in Agra and Delhi. Babur never uses the epithet ‘chaste’ when referring to the women of his court, while it is used often in the chronicles from Akbar’s time onwards. Both accounts describe many lively parties and picnics where men and women gathered and where there was much convivial drinking, music and poetry. The veiling of women also seemed to have been much more casual, with them riding horses, enjoying archery and going hunting. 


A.S. Beveridge, who translated the Humayun-nama into English, writes, ‘There was no such complete seclusion of Turki women from the outside world as came to be the rule in Hindustan. The ladies may have veiled themselves, but I think they received visitors more freely.’ We read that when Babur’s friend Khwaja Kalan returned to Kabul from India after the battle at Panipat, he carried gifts and met the women in the harem. Also, women were free to marry multiple times, like Khanzada Begum, who was married thrice. Gulbadan herself would abandon her husband and live in her brother’s harem with her dear friend Hamida Banu. For the women, the years before India were a much freer time. 


So let us now travel to a small kingdom hidden in the hills of the Hindu Kush and hear the story of a boy who was named Babur, the ‘tiger’.


Zahiruddin Babur (1483–1530)


Today, if you study the maps of central Asia, you will find that Ferghana is a small town in modern Uzbekistan, an unimportant town even during Babur’s time. Central Asia had many other glamorous places in the 15th century, like Samarkand, Bukhara, Herat, Kandahar and Kabul that stood on the Silk Route. This region was first part of the empire of the great Mongol conqueror Chinghiz Khan (1162–1227). Later, the Chaghatai Turk and warrior Timur (1336–1405) started from this region and took his army right into India, to Delhi, pillaging and looting with bloodthirsty ferocity. Timur left India in ruins and, with his plunder, built the city of Samarkand, filling it with mosques, mausoleums and seminaries, all built by enslaved Indian craftsmen. 


The conquest of Samarkand would be a lifelong dream of Babur and would play a vital role in the events of his life. By the time Babur was born on 14 February 1483, the region of central Asia was divided into many small kingdoms ruled by the descendants of Timur, perpetually at war with each other. Babur was the eldest son of Umar Sheikh Mirza, the amir of Ferghana, a descendant of Timur. On his mother’s side, he had Chinghiz Khan as his ancestor and so his credentials as a medieval conqueror were impressive, though his tiny kingdom was not. The Mughals were Turks of the Burlas tribe and were very proud of their connection to the more cultured Persians by way of Timur, rather than that with the Mongol Chinghiz Khan. They usually referred to themselves as ‘Timuriya’ and made Persian the court language. Babur would not have been pleased to know that the world refers to his dynasty as Mughal, connecting it to Chinghiz Khan, as, in the opinion of the royal family, the Mongols were uncultured nomads.


What made Babur stand out among the many rulers of the region was his character. There were unexpected facets to his nature that were not seen among medieval kings, who took pride in being ruthless warriors. He was a poet, a lover of nature, incurably curious about the world and would keep a journal that has fortunately survived and is nearly intact. In some ways, he reminds one of Alexander of Macedonia, whose conquests were also driven by a keenness to travel and discover the world, who would send back botanical samples to his teacher Aristotle in Greece. 


However, when you are all of 11 years old and your father is dead, your glorious ancestry is not much help; you need a grandmother. Babur begins the Babur-nama writing, ‘In the month of Ramadan of the year 899 and in the twelfth year of my age, I became ruler of the country of Ferghana.’ The prince had been enjoying a sunny day with friends in the gardens outside town when news came from his grandmother Ehsan Daulat Begum that his father had died in an accident. Umar Sheikh is described by Babur with affectionate frankness. He was a fat, self-indulgent man who enjoyed his liquor and fancied pigeons. He had built a dovecot over a precipice in a corner of his hilltop palace for his precious birds, and one morning while he was tending to them the whole structure collapsed and fell down the hill, taking Umar Sheikh with it. As Babur described it with poetic irony, ‘Umar Sheikh Mirza flew, with his pigeons and their house, and became a falcon.’


Ehsan Daulat Begum (Died 1505)


Ehsan Daulat Begum was the wife of Yunus Chaghatai, who was a scholar, and her daughter Qutlugh Nigar Khanum was married to Umar Sheikh, the king of Ferghana. Babur’s maternal grandmother was of nomadic Mongol stock and, through a difficult and peripatetic life, exhibited extraordinary courage in the face of adversity. Gulbadan Begum tells the story of how Ehsan Begum was once kidnapped and had a maid attack her captors with a knife. Later Ehsan Begum explained her actions by saying that she did it because ‘she was the wife of Yunus Khan’. Babur was very fortunate that the enterprising and courageous Ehsan Begum was visiting her daughter when Umar Sheikh died. 


Young Babur had no one, except his mother and grandmother, to protect him. As the heir apparent was just 11, there was an immediate political crisis and it had to be controlled. There was the threat of a younger son of Umar Sheikh, Babur’s half-brother Jahangir, who could be used as a pawn in this medieval game of thrones. As the nobility began to plot and plan, they were divided into two groups and the opposition came face-to-face with Babur’s formidable grandmother. 


The moment her son-in-law died, Ehsan Daulat Begum sent an armed guard and summoned Babur back into the safety of the harem. Then, taking over the job of regent, with her daughter Qutlugh Nigar Khanum beside her, she gathered a group of loyal noblemen around them and appointed men she could trust in official positions. Her council ensured that the kingdom ran smoothly while the boy king was trained in his new responsibilities. As Babur writes with love and admiration, ‘Few amongst women will have been my grandmother’s equal for judgement and counsel; she was very wise and far-sighted and most affairs of mine were carried through under her advice.’ In spite of the fact that she was operating from the harem, Ehsan Daulat Begum placed informants among the nobility that supported the rival camp of Prince Jahangir. When she was informed that they were planning a rebellion, she sent the army, led by Babur, to capture the rebels and, at the age of just eleven, Babur won his first military action.


It could not have been easy and one wonders how she did it. As they did not have any sovereign power, no nobleman was compelled to obey them. Further, Ehsan Daulat Begum was the mother-in-law of the dead king, not his mother, and so did not automatically enjoy a position of respect. She had to operate through messengers, loyal officials and even spies. One can speculate that she used Qutlugh Nigar Khanum’s position as the mother of the heir apparent to gain the loyalty of the officials. We have to remember that this was not yet the harem of the Mughal Empire; it is possible that purdah rules were not as strict at that time and that women could move about more freely. 


Ehsan Daulat Begum lived to see her grandson become the king of Kabul. She died in 1505, a few days after her daughter Qutlugh Nigar Khanum had passed away, when Babur was still in mourning. Two centuries later in India, Nur Jahan Begum could succeed in ruling the empire only because she had Jahangir by her side and the support of a powerful father and brother. Ehsan Daulat Begum had no such male support, and she held her own against a power-hungry group of courtiers who would not have thought twice about killing the very young king. She made sure Babur was allowed to grow up and learn the work of ruling a kingdom, before he was ready to lead military campaigns and conquer Samarkand at 15. 


For a precocious dreamer like Babur, Ferghana soon proved to be too small, and the city of Samarkand, the magnificent capital built by his ancestor Timur, was a prize worth winning. All the kings of the region claiming descent from Timur dreamed of ruling from Samarkand and by Babur’s time the city had been battered by decades of warfare. Babur first conquered Samarkand in 1497 at the age of 14. His conquest lasted just three months and by the time he got back to Ferghana he discovered he had lost that too. He confesses in his memoirs that he was very upset and cried a lot. 
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