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For 
Dilli 
and 
Dilliwaalas, 
who accepted me as their own


Jahanabad never deserved this tyranny

As it was once the heart of lovers, many

It has been erased like a wrong letter by destiny

It was one such shore in the ocean of the world

From whose dust people used to pick pearls.

– Shahr Ashob (Lament for a City)

MIRZA MUHAMMAD RAFI SAUDA


Foreword

The Urdu texts ably translated here by Rana Safvi are key documents to understanding the social and cultural life, and the political imperatives of the Exalted Fort during the first half of the nineteenth century.

It is a period much maligned by comprador historians as effete and decadent.

In reality, it was a time rich in cultural and intellectual activity, marked by social and communal harmony, and life inside the Fort was the paradigm of it all.

This translation performs a much needed service and corrects the perspective by which the first half of the nineteenth century has so far been viewed. This is a valuable contribution to India’s cultural history.

Shamsur Rahman Faruqi




Translator’s Note


When Mirza Abu Zafar Sirajuddin Muhammad Bahadur Shah or Bahadur Shah II, better known by his pen name Bahadur Shah Zafar, ascended the Mughal throne in 1837, he inherited an empire that was only nominally his. The writ of the British ran through the territory of Mughal India, or whatever was left of it; Zafar was their pensioner. The British Resident was in charge, both in Delhi and in the ‘Qila’, the Red Fort.


Along with the empire, such as it was, Zafar had also inherited the secular outlook of his ancestor Akbar and his own father, Akbar Shah II. He believed that his subjects were his children, and on the night of 16 September 1857, as he was leaving the Qila after the fall of Delhi, his last prayer, as recorded by his daughter and eyewitness Kulsum Zamani, was, ‘The entire Hindu and Muslim population of Hindustan are my children and trouble surrounds them all. Don’t let them suffer because of my actions. Give them relief from all troubles.’1


There was occasional friction between Hindus and Muslims, but never any large-scale violence or deep mutual distrust. Indian society in the nineteenth century lived largely in communal harmony. Both Hindus and Muslims were devoted to the Emperor and would participate in the jharoka darshan2 every dawn, when Zafar appeared in the balcony of the Musamman Burj in the Red Fort. Akbar Shah II, who started the Sair-e-Gul Faroshan or Phoolwaalo’n ki Sair, the procession of the flower-sellers, would offer pankhas3 both at Qutub Saheb’s dargah and at the Jogmaya temple in Mehrauli. Zafar surpassed his father; he would not go to the dargah if he couldn’t visit the temple the previous day.


When Zafar was exiled to Rangoon (now Yangon) after the fall of Delhi, there was a palpable sense of loss amongst Hindus and Muslims alike, who felt as if they had lost their father. Once the British prevailed upon ‘rebel sepoys’ and captured Delhi in September 1857 after a siege of four months, they arrested the Emperor and imprisoned him. In a travesty of a trial, Zafar was tried and found guilty on four counts – aiding the mutinies of the troops, encouraging people in waging war against the British, assuming the dominion of Hindustan and causing murders of a number of Christians. In effect, this was tantamount to saying that he was found guilty of sedition against his own empire.


Some citizens of the walled city who had anticipated British reprisal fled to safe places outside the walls of Shahjahanabad and survived. Many were slaughtered before they could escape. There are tales of mass hangings at the gallows erected on the kotwali chabutra,4 the site of the langar of the present-day Gurudwara Sisganj. Several summary executions were also recorded. Even those who fled from the city were chased down and punished. The trigger-happy soldiers who entered Shahjahanabad on 14 September 1857 looted houses and destroyed libraries.


The culmination of the siege of Delhi wasn’t merely the destruction of the city, but also the annihilation of a unique way of life. The palace and the city had a syncretic culture – the Ganga– Jamuni – in which the quotidian life of two different communities co-mingled and created an amalgam of a multicultural, pluralistic way of life.


Life in Delhi had an élan of its own and every day was a celebration. In several books, the all-day parties of the ladies of the Qila have been recorded. Eid-ul-Fitr and Eid-ul-Zuha, the two major Muslim festivals, Nauroz (the Persian new year), Barawafat (the birth anniversary of Prophet Mohammad), and Urs (the death anniversary) of various Sufi saints were celebrated with great fervour, as were Salona (Raksha Bandhan), Dussehra, Holi and Diwali. The Emperor would participate in and encourage the celebration of Hindu and Muslim festivals. There were literary and cultural soirées in the mansions of the noblemen, while dastangos sat on the steps of the Jama Masjid and enthralled audiences with their retellings of Dastan-e-Amir Hamza and ‘Gulistan’ and ‘Bostan’.5


Following the de facto British takeover of Delhi, the people who had lived that life either perished, were exiled, or were left struggling to survive. There are no existing records made by the common people of Delhi on their lives before the fall of the city, perhaps because they did not anticipate a time when the Mughal dynasty would no longer rule over Hindustan.


Of course, court journals and records of the 1857 mutiny exist, but they contain little about the life of the ordinary people living in the walled city or the royals within the Red Fort. What endured were the apocryphal stories, hearsay and handed-down tales that stepped in to fill in the breach. It is this gap that I hope to bridge by translating a series of memoirs written in Urdu by noblemen who had either experienced life under the last Mughal Emperor or had heard about it first-hand from their fathers and grandfathers and documented them for posterity. In all, these four books contain important historical accounts, little known except to historians. With this translation, I hope to present a Delhi where communal harmony prevailed, leading to the evolution of a syncretic culture that showcased the best of two very different ways of life.


The four books I have selected for this translated volume are: Dilli ka Aakhiri Deedar (The Last Glimpse of Delhi) by Syed Wazir Hasan Dehlvi; Bazm-e-Aakhir (The Last Assembly) by Munshi Faizuddin; Qila-e-Mu’alla ki Jhalkiya’n (Glimpses of the Exalted Fort) by Arsh Taimuri; and a few selected stories from Begamat ke Aansu (Tears of the Begums), stories collected and retold by Khwaja Hasan Nizami. Almost every story or record of events in this volume has been written independent of the other. But each story corroborates and reinforces the common thread of syncretism that runs through its companions, indicating that it was the norm and not an exception.


The first three books provide glimpses of life inside the Red Fort during the reign of the last two Mughal emperors. The last, Begamat  ke Aansu, features eyewitness accounts of the escape of the Mughal princes and princesses, and their subsequent fate. Though Bazm-e-Aakhir and Dilli ka Aakhiri Deedar describe many of the same ceremonies and rituals, the author of the latter book also provides a commentary on the life during those times. ‘They (the Mughals) not only conquered Hindustan but made it their beloved home. Just as an individual beautifies and fills his home with treasures, they filled their new homes with their language, administration, architecture, way of living, music, poetry, cultural pursuits and their knowledge of art and sciences, and took it to new heights. That is why all their subjects were always happy and festive.’


Aghai Begum, one of the narrators in his book, served as an attendant to one of the royal ladies in the Red Fort. She talks of the drain of wealth and comments on the public’s condition: ‘Earlier, earnings were less, but we had more purchasing power. We earned peacefully and ate in peace. Now, there’s always some problem or clamour around us. The monsoons are good, the harvests are plenty, the bags are full of grain, yet we starve and face famine. It’s as if there’s perpetual famine, and why not? If there’s a war anywhere in the world, it’s we who suffer. We produce the grains, yet others enjoy it. Our wealth is sent to them [the British], and we are left naked and starving. Earlier, whatever was produced here was consumed here. Money stayed within the house and everything was fine. We could earn, spend, save, or do whatever we wanted to do with it.’


Syed Wazir Hasan’s observations on communal harmony during the Mughal rule and the subsequent transformation into discord by the late nineteenth century are especially instructive, considering the recent debates on whether the Mughals enforced large-scale conversions, were barbaric towards the Hindu population, and whether they looted or enriched India. He writes: ‘The rich look down on the poor, communal feelings have entered people’s hearts, and there’s a divide between us. Hindus and Muslims don’t visit each other anymore and are ready to fight with and kill each other at the slightest provocation.’


Though he finds it lamentable, Hasan provides no reason for this later communal polarization. Yet, it bears in view an analysis of the well-known policies of the British. Following the 1857 uprising, the British made a deliberate attempt to polarize the society. The British held Bahadur Shah Zafar and, as a corollary, Muslims as a whole responsible for engineering the ‘revolt’. In his memoir, Dastanbu, which centres on the 1857 mutiny, the poet Mirza Ghalib records that though Hindus were allowed to return to Shahjahanabad after the British victory, Muslims were permitted to return only much later.


Apart from this, the books also describe political intrigue and the inner secrets of the Qila. The author of Qila-e-Mu’alla ki Jhalkiya’n was privy to palace secrets via his father and narrates the palace intrigues and the machinations within. We read of assassination attempts and power struggles, and the details of numerous intrigues among the princes and the nobles.


Where I thought English words and idioms were not sufficiently evocative or could not convey the meaning fully, I have retained the original Urdu words and phrases to keep the flavour intact.


Approximate meanings have been provided contextually. Food items and description of clothes and jewellery, too numerous to handle contextually, have been explained in the appendices. I am also providing a description of the history of Delhi through the ages and the Qila so that those reading it can contextualize and visualize the city, thus enhancing their reading experience.




Preface


Since Delhi is the main character in these books, it is only right that we first learn about it first and understand its transitions over time.


The first reference that we find of the city is as Indraprastha, the city of the Pandavas in the Mahabharat. There is no concrete archaeological proof as yet of its existence though excavations are ongoing. However, a village by the name of Indarpat existed on the site of Delhi’s Purana Qila. Its name is considered to be a corruption of the name Indraprastha.


The first historical reference we find of the existence of Delhi is a minor edict of Emperor Ashoka discovered in 1966 in the village of Bahapur, an area in South Delhi. It dates back to 250 bce and exhorts people to follow the Buddhist way of life. It does not mention by name, Delhi, or the location of the edict. It is presumed it was placed there as the location was on a transregional trade route. In fact, no mention of Delhi is found in Buddhist texts; nor did the famous Chinese traveller Faxian (Fa-hien) visit it, though he did go to nearby Mathura. So this edict only proves that Delhi was on an ancient trade route.


We find historical evidence of habitation in Delhi from 300 ce. After that, for some reason, it was abandoned and was not repopulated until 1052 ce, after the final attack of Mahmud of Ghazni.


There are many theories about the origin of the name ‘Delhi’; the most popular among them is that Sarup Dutt, a governor of Raja Delu (Dhelu) of Kannauj, built a city near the deserted site of Inderpat and named it Dhilli after his king who ruled the area.


We find mention of the word Dehli in poems of Hazrat Amir Khusrau.


A stone found in a baoli (stepwell) in Palam, which was built during the reign of Sultan Ghiyasuddin Balban (1226–1287 ce), bears a Sanskrit inscription praising the Sultan. In verse 12, it praises his capital, ‘Dhilli’.


According to a paper by K.M. Shrimalu1 on the origins of Delhi, the word Dhilli had been adapted to ‘Dilli’, 50 years later, as borne out by an inscription found during the excavation of another baoli in Ladnu (in Jodhpur, Rajasthan) where the capital city is referred to as ‘Dilli’, a city in Haritan (modern-day Haryana).


Since a letter representing the hard ‘dha’ is not available in the Arabic alphabet, it is converted to the softer ‘da’ in popular speech and the word to ‘Dehli’ in formal literature written mostly in Arabic and Persian. Both Dilli and Dehli were used interchangeably, with Dilli being the more colloquial usage and Dehli the formal. Persian chronicles generally used the word Dehli and that’s the word that was used for toponyms such as Zahir Dehlvi, Wazir Hasan Dehlvi, and so on.


Since, according to English phonology, there can’t be an ‘h’ at the end of a syllable, ‘Dehli’ became the anglicized Delhi. Thus, as we can see, the name of Delhi has undergone many changes. For the purpose of this translation, I have used the word Dilli or Dehli as it has appeared in the original text and Delhi wherever I have added annotations.


Delhi was built and destroyed several times. Out of those, ruins of seven cities are still extant. The first city for which we have recorded history is Lal Kot or Red Fort, which was built by Anangpal Tomar II in 1052 ce in the rocky Aravalli Range in Mehrauli.


Raja Anangpal Tomar I founded the Tomar dynasty in 736 ce. He probably chose the Aravalli hills in Mehrauli as his headquarters, for its strategic and military advantages. Prithviraj Chauhan (1168– 92), the grandson of Anangpal Tomar III2 who succeeded him, expanded it, and it came to be known as Qila Rai Pithaura after him.


Later, Alauddin Khilji (1296–1316) built the city of Siri in 1304, and Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq (1321–25) built Tughlaqabad in 1321. Since Mehrauli was continuing to grow, Muhammad bin Tughlaq (1300–51) built a wall to enclose that city and Siri together – and a new city named Jahanpanah was born in 1326–27. In 1354, Firoz Shah Tughlaq (1351–88) built Firozabad; Humayun (first reign 1530–40) built Dinpanah in 1534, which Sher Shah Suri (1486–1545) expanded and named Sher Shah Garh. The seventh city was Shahjahanabad. After the announcement of the transfer of capital from Calcutta to Delhi by King George V in 1911, a decision was taken to build a new city known then as, Imperial Delhi, as per the British maps of that era.


Another interesting aspect is the nomenclature of the cities.


Muizzuddin Kaikabad (1287–1290 ce), the grandson of Ghiyasuddin Balban, had shifted his residence from Mehrauli to Kilokhari (near modern-day Maharani Bagh) and that became known as Shahr-e-Nau, or the new city. Mehrauli was simply called shahr, or city.


By the fourteenth century, Mehrauli, the first-known city in what is today Delhi, was called Dehli-i-Kuhna or Old Delhi.3 Since Alauddin Khilji had built Siri for defence against the Mongol menace, it was called Lashkar, or army. Later, once he shifted from Mehrauli, it came to be known as the Dar-ul-Khilafat, or capital city.


By the nineteenth century, according to British cartography, Firozabad was called Old Delhi and Shahjahanabad became Modern Delhi. Once the imperial city of Delhi was built, Shahjahanabad became Old Delhi and the former New Delhi, and these are the names by which they are known till date.


Hazrat-e-Dilli


Amir Khusrau refers to Delhi as Hazrat-e-Dehli (respected Delhi):


Hazrat-e-Dehli is an emblem of justice and charity,


A garden of heaven flourishes and will remain forever.


This name was given because of the large number of Sufi saints who had settled in Delhi under the Delhi sultans. It was known popularly as baais khwaja ki chaukhat, or ‘the threshold of 22 saints’, the most famous of whom are Khwaja Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki, whose dargah is in Mehrauli, and Khwaja Nizamuddin Auliya, whose dargah is in an area named after him in South Delhi.


Shahjahanabad


Shahjahanabad or Jahanabad, as it was shortened to later, was built in the seventeenth century. Shah Jahan ascended the throne in February 1628. He found the Agra Fort, from where his father and grandfather had ruled, to be too small for his needs and decided to shift his capital to the banks of the river Yamuna, then Jamuna, in Delhi. The new fort to be built here was planned to be double the size of that in Agra and many times the size of the Lahore Fort.


According to his biography Padshahnamah, (commissioned by the Emperor himself, and written in four volumes by different authors) after consultation with Hindu astrologers and Muslim hakims, the engineers chose an auspicious location between Firoz Shah Kotla and Salimgarh. Salimgarh was an island fort in the Yamuna built by Islam Shah Suri (1545–1555 ce). A bridge to access it had already been built by Jahangir, who enjoyed staying in the fort and had renamed it Nurgarh.


Shah Jahan’s prerequisites, according to the Padshahnamah written by Waris, were a moderate climate and proximity to a river so that water could be manipulated to flow in between the buildings.


Shah Jahan gave orders for the new fort to be built on 29 April 1639 and its construction began on 12 May 1639. While the fort was being built, he also got a city (named Shahjahanabad after him), built around it. He encouraged his wives, sons, daughters and nobles to build houses, mosques and parks. Thus, we hear that Princess Jahanara was instrumental in the conceptinalization and construction of a market called Chandni Chowk and a beautiful sarai, an inn for travellers to the city, called Begum ki Sarai (where the present-day Town Hall stands), which has been described by European travellers as being of world-class standard.


Prince Dara Shukoh got his mansion built on the banks of the Yamuna and called it Nigambodh Manzil after the ghat on which it stood. It was here that he undertook the monumental work of translating the Upanishads into Persian. Today, the building is known as Dara Shukoh’s Library and stands rather forlornly near Kashmiri Gate. Many gardens, mosques and grand mansions were built by the royal family members and noblemen in Shahjahanabad.


The Qila-e-Mubarak or Qila Shah Jahan was ready in 1648. On 15 June that year, the Emperor entered the fort and orders were given for celebrations. A durbar was announced in the Diwan-e-Aam. Huge decorated tents were put up outside the Diwan-e-Aam and the Diwan-e-Khas. Those were the glory days of the octagonal flower known as Qila-e-Mubarak, or the auspicious fort, the city of Shahjahanabad and, in fact, the Mughal empire. At its zenith, in 1700 ce, the Mughals controlled much of present-day India and accounted for 24.44 per cent of the world’s GDP.


The role of the kingmakers in the battles of succession after the death of Aurangzeb stripped the Mughal crown of much of its glory. With central authority on the wane, provincial governors soon started ruling independently. The power of the Rohillas, Marathas, and the British increased, and eventually the Mughal Emperor remained as just a figurehead.


From 1788 to 1803, Delhi was under the control of the Marathas. In 1803, the British army led by Lord Lake captured Delhi and its adjoining areas. Shah Alam II, who had been only an exalted prisoner of the Marathas, gladly became a pensioner of the British, under whom he felt he would lead a more comfortable life. Power, which had already passed into the hands of the British East India Company bit by bit after the Mughal defeat at Buxar, was vested firmly in British hands with this victory.


All major decisions regarding the empire were taken by the British Resident posted in Delhi. A British qiledar or commandant was posted inside the Qila to ensure that their writ ran there too.


The Emperor was reduced to organizing and enjoying cultural activities inside the Qila and in certain other parts of Delhi such as Humayun’s tomb, Purana Qila, Safdarjung’s tomb, and the dargahs of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya and Khwaja Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki. It is these functions and activities which are described in the first three books in this volume. Since the Emperor did not actually rule, there are hardly any references to activities involved in the running or expansion of an empire.


The pension of the Mughal Emperor was 12 lakh per annum in 1813 and increased to 15 lakh per annum in 1833. This amount was never enough; the later emperors are known to have frequently been in debt to local merchants and moneylenders.


This made it difficult to maintain the glory of the Qila-e-Mubarak. Most of the buildings of the fort are now red because the white plaster, on which gilded designs and colourful flowers had been painted, has been stripped off the sandstone. During the time of the later Mughals, the silver ceilings were stripped and replaced by copper and by then wood. No one had the resources or inclination to restore the gilding and the Qila-e-Mubarak became Delhi’s Lal Haveli, or Lal Qila.


Life in the Qila-e-Mubarak, the Auspicious Fort


A brief description of the Qila-e-Mubarak would make it easier to understand the royal life and movements during its time.


One enters the Qila through the Lahori Darwaza and proceeds into the covered market called Chatta Chowk. From here one proceeds towards the naqqarkhana or drum house. This area housed workshops and the homes of nobles. They were destroyed by the British in 1857 after the capture of Delhi, and in their place barracks were built.


The naqqarkhana opened onto the square where the Diwan-e-Aam was located. There were three areas designated as waiting stations and enclosures where the nobles, ministers and emissaries waited, according to their status. A lawn has replaced it. From here, one went to the main Diwan-e-Aam where a huge marble throne had been built.


Behind it was the Diwan-e-Khas where the Emperor granted special audience. The Peacock Throne, which was used on special occasions, was kept here. The eastern side of it overlooked the river Yamuna.


To the south of the Diwan-e-Khas is the hammam, or the baths. The Emperor used it for private conferences as well as for rest and solitude. Some of the more important royal princes also had mansions here. In fact, the mansions of the royal princes and high-ranking nobles dotted the entire area of the Qila. All these were demolished in 1857.


The Bagh-e-Hayat Baksh (life-giving garden) was between the Diwan-e-Aam and Diwan-e-Khas and extended towards the Shah Burj on one side and the Sawan and Bhado’n pavilions, described later in the narratives, on the other. This is where the ‘Ladies Day’ in the Bagh-e-Hayat Baksh (described in Bazm-e-Aakhir) was held. Bagh-e-Hayat Baksh was full of flowering and fruit-bearing trees and bushes.


The Nahr-e-Bahist,4 stream of paradise, started in the far corner of the Qila in Shah Burj and flowed between every building of the Qila.


Behind the hammam was the Moti Masjid and beyond that was the Mehtab Bagh in which plants, bushes and trees with only white flowers were present. It was used during evenings and nights.


The private residence of the Emperor, called the mahal (palace), was to the South of the Diwan-e-Khas and was accessed by the deorhi, a passageway leading to the royal harem. It was also referred to as khasi deorhi, or special passage. This area had a set of three rooms that included the tasbihkhana,5 the bedroom, or khwaabgah,6 of the Emperor, and a hall open on one side, called the Badi Baithak.


Beyond it were more palaces such as Imtiaz Mahal, also called Rang Mahal, and Choti Baithak.7 It was in these areas that the consorts, daughters and close relatives of the Emperor lived with their female attendants. No male could enter past the deorhi, and female Turkish and Tartar bodyguards guarded this area. The female attendants who ran errands were called jasolnis, while the eunuchs, who also acted as bodyguards, were called khwaja saras. It is into this world that the writers of these memoirs offer us a glimpse – a rare peek into Delhi and its society in the 19th century.
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Dilli ka Aakhiri Deedar


The Last Glimpse of Dilli


syed wazir hasan dehlvi
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Syed Wazir Hasan Dehlvi was the son of Maulvi Ahmed Hasan Mohaddis and grandson of the famous Deputy Allama Ahmed Dehlvi, known popularly as Deputy Nazir Ahmed. His upbringing was in an atmosphere of learning, steeped in the culture of the Delhi of yore. Though he didn’t see life under the Mughals himself, he grew up hearing about it. His writing is replete with colloquial idioms and the language of nineteenth-century Delhi.


Dilli ka Aakhiri Deedar was published in 1934, by Dilli Printing Press, Delhi. It was edited by Shahid Ahmed Dehlavi, the editor of Saqi-o-Shah Jahan. Shahid Ahmed also wrote the preface to the volume in which he says, ‘Syed Wazir Hasan Dehlvi has showcased Delhi’s Ganga–Jamuni tehzeeb,1 communal amity, the colourful festivals, and the cordial relations between the Qila inhabitants and the general public. He has described the etiquette of assemblies along with a description of the manners and way of the gentry and noblemen. No one who reads it can stop himself or herself from weeping tears of blood.’
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Zafar, the universe is ever-changing,


Witness the colours that prevail now,


the hues that were before


The world marches forward, and if anyone wants to make a better city than Dilli, they can succeed. The required bricks and stones are all available, and construction methods have now improved. But Dilli was never a city of just bricks and stones. Although the Haveli2, the Jama Masjid and many other buildings of Dilli are still standing, the life and the soul of the city are dead. The elements that made Dilli into the city ‘Dilli’ are no more; the spirit that gave life to this city has disappeared. Dilli was bred on the milk of royal culture, brought up in the lap of kings, and reached maturity in an atmosphere of learning and knowledge. Its life-blood was its majesty and dignity, and it has seen the many hues of life from Raja Bharat to the Timurid kings. Its citizens were examples of a higher culture and the personification of inherited courtesies.


Hindus and Muslims lived as brothers. If one fondly called the other ‘miyanji’3 he responded with an affectionate ‘lalaji’.4 They were comrades-in-arms and participated in each other’s joys and sorrows. They lived in harmony, like peas in a pod, steeped in learning and culture. They were religious and worldly; in other words, they were humans, and not the wolves in human garb that we meet today.


Not even the unlettered and lower classes were uncouth or uncultured. Unconsciously they had imbibed the way of life of the upper classes.


It was as if:


The rich are happy in their riches


and the poor in their skins


These were the times when every day was Eid and every night was Shab-e-Barat5. Then fate took a turn for the worse and the good times disappeared. Friends turned strangers and the bonhomie vanished. It was as if good sense had been forsaken and people could no longer think straight, and this weakness of the mind increased by the day. Those who had been eyeing this golden bird were waiting for an opportunity to pounce on it.


The year 1857 rang the death knell for the old way of life, when monarchy breathed its last in the lap of Bahadur Shah and the lamp of Timur was extinguished forever. Some who loved Dilli escaped from it, never to return, while many were killed. The few who were left behind were inconsequential to the city’s fate. This beautiful city was destroyed in the twinkling of an eye – the chessboard of Mughal culture was overturned. When the Dilliwalas didn’t remain, how could Dilli survive? All that’s left now is the name of Allah.


It’s the nature of the world that whatever goes up must also come down. The world has always seen such ups and downs – the advent and exit of rulers and dynasties. It will always be so.


And so, Dilli’s unique natural personality and grace were snatched away. The dynasty’s wealth was looted, the city’s fervour and spirit were ground into the dust, its resolution and aspirations dampened, and its strength of mind faded away into nothing. The storm swiftly changed the city’s course and wrecked everything in its path.


Now, only a glimpse of that culture is to be found either in books, or on the lips of elders who have become repositories of the treasures of a lost world. I want to hear these stories from them and laugh and weep with them. I want to thread these scattered pearls into a book so that the coming generations may find them easily. I know that the books (which have already been written) will always remain, but since they are not in one place, it’s not going to be an easy task to access them. The most important point is that many of the people from the older generation have passed away. Those who live are like flickering lamps and no one knows when their lives may be snuffed out. It shouldn’t be that they take to their graves all the tales of the interesting times they lived in. We must gather the stories that they have heard, have been part of, or have witnessed, and preserve them for posterity – for time waits for no one. Just as the good days didn’t remain, their memories too will fade away. We have to ensure they are preserved, so that they aren’t destroyed as the good old days have been.


Dilli’s life was in its dignity!


Dilli’s heart lay in its character, illuminated by its gaiety and liveliness. Every little nuance added to the culture, which was encouraged by the Emperor and spread throughout the city by the prevailing ambience. High and low, rich and poor, old and young, educated and illiterate – everyone was cheerful, well dressed and fond of the good things in life. There was always a ready excuse for celebration, with frequent fairs, festivals, dancing and singing.


Though the Badshah in the Qila was a king only in name, he was the lamp that, though flickering, gave light to the city and its people. Anyone who wants to know more about Dilli of those days has to first make a study of the Qila and its royal residents. It was this attar, this perfume, that made Hindustan fragrant.


[image: Image]


When the new year’s sun casts its pink rays in the sky, everyone – from the Emperor to the fakir – celebrates Nauroz. The Diwan-e-Aam, Diwan-e-Khas, Chota Rang Mahal, Bada Rang Mahal, Khas Mahal, Hira Mahal, Moti Mahal, Bagh-e-Hayat Baksh, Mehtab Bagh, Sawan Bhado’n6 – are all decorated. The walls and the minarets are freshly painted. The flowers are blooming and the water flowing in the Nahr-e-Bahist is as pure and pristine as if it were a stream of light. Gulabi Bagh and Angoori Bagh under the jharoka7 are decorated like brides. Tents are put up; shamianas are strung up with silver and gold tassels and glittering crests. The shamianas are embroidered with mukaish8 and lace designs, giving the impression that stars have alighted on them. Brocade, satin, and silk are wrapped around the poles and held there with silver and gold pegs. Small flags flutter in the breeze.


On the flowing Jamuna, boats are seen waiting for royal passengers. The boats are decorated in the colour of Nauroz, which is decided by astrologers every year. In some years, the buildings of the Qila and its residents9 are dressed from top to toe in pink; in other years, in purple or saffron.


Once the durbar is ready, the Jahanpanah – the Refuge of the World – appears in a delicate, silver chair, known as hawadar, an open palanquin borne on four silver poles, which was a movable throne. A cushion embroidered with gold thread supports his back and silk bolsters tied with silk tassels line the sides. Two Ganga–Jamuni quivers and one bow dangle in front of the cushions. The Emperor reaches the Diwan-e-Khas – according to Ferguson10 the world’s most beautiful palace – in this fashion. The Diwan-e-Khas’s marble arches, walls and columns are decorated with pietra dura and embedded with precious stones such as agate and coral. Its floral patterns shimmer, while the portion above the dado is completely gilded. In front of the Diwan-e-Khas is a beautiful square marble enclosure with a sparkling silver ceiling. The Nahr-e-Bahist flows through it, and it appears as if the moon is shining its light on the enclosure.


In the centre of the Diwan-e-Khas is an octagonal marble platform on which the Takht-e-Taoos11 is kept. There are attractive arches on all sides of the throne. The Takht is adorned with beautifully embroidered bolsters. Three elegant steps allow the Emperor to climb on to it. The throne has a golden canopy fitted with golden finials. The legs of the Takht are decorated with colourful floral designs. Two peacocks standing across each other on the canopy hold pearl rosaries in their beaks.


The durbar begins with offerings and prayers. Poets read qasidas12 and are rewarded with robes of honour. Princes are presented with turbans, aigrettes and crests, and nobles with goshwara.13 After that, oblations are offered to Hazrat Ali14 and everyone is served a piece of the consecrated food. Once the ceremonial whisking of the pankha is over, gold and silver coins are thrown in the air, and money for various charities distributed. In the afternoon, everyone goes for a boat ride along the gardens.


On the anniversary of the Emperor’s coronation, these rituals are even more grand. The celebrations last for forty days. Trays of food are distributed among the nobles, in keeping with their ranks, ten days before the ceremony. Guests begin to reach Dilli four days in advance; princesses and noble ladies fill the palaces. There is a new function almost every day. The air resounds with drums beats and robes of honour are awarded to the deserving. Offerings and tributes are presented to the Badshah, and for forty days, the sound of festivities fill the air.


The celebrations that start from the Haveli reach every part of the city. During such days, the Haveli is a blessed river that makes everything along its banks fertile and verdant. From Muharram to Bakr-Eid, every child of Dilli experiences a similar wave of emotions. During the month of mourning, everyone – from the Badshah to the lowly fakir – becomes Imam Hasan’s and Imam Hussain’s fakir.15 Sabeels16 are set up as a pious duty and sherbet distributed. Majlis17 and marsiya18 assemblies are set up. Alam19 and taziya20 processions are organized. During the month of Muharram, Dilli turns into a beautiful maiden – with windswept, uncombed hair and fair, dainty wrists devoid of bangles – mourning her beloved.


The aakhiri chahar shamba, the last Wednesday21 of the Islamic month of Safar,22 comes in Terah Tezi.23,24 As aakhiri chahar shamba approaches, fairs are set up in and around the Qila. Boiled black grams sprinkled with salt and chilli and boiled wheat sprinkled with poppy seeds and sugar candy are served. The food is consecrated in the Prophet’s name and distributed along with gold and silver rings and bands. In the afternoons, everyone steps out into the gardens. On the occasion of Barawafat, qawwali mehfils25 in the various shrines brighten the atmosphere. Mashaikhs26 and mullahs are fed twice a day inside the Qila itself.


On the fourteenth of the month,27 the urs28 of Qutub Saheb is held with great fanfare. Accompanied by practically the entire population of the city, the Badshah goes to Khwaja Saheb’s dargah in Mehrauli and offers flowers, a cover, sandal and attar at the blessed shrine. Before departing the next day, everyone attends the khatm.29 In the month of Meeranji, a grand ceremony is held in honour of Hazrat Ghaus-ul-Azam with accompanying fireworks. On satarvi,30 the urs of Sultanji or Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya is celebrated. The qawwali begins at night, and the Badshah comes and pays his respects in the morning. The khadims, the hereditary caretakers of the dargah, tie green turbans on their heads, and everyone who makes an offering at the dargah is given a small gift as a symbol of their blessings. While some of the visitors swim in the baoli attached to the dargah, others bathe on its steps. Young boys dive in to retrieve the money that princes and noblemen have thrown into the water.


The bazaar is teeming with people, their shoulders brushing each other’s as they pass. All kinds of sweets and savouries are sold. The sky is dotted with flying kites. As afternoon sets in, calls of the royal mace bearers of ‘Give way! Move!’ fill the market. The Badshah is going to Humayun’s tomb, and the entire crowd goes with him. Everyone is singing or dancing at the mela in the tomb complex, and some fly kites till the evening.


In the month of Madar, the Chharhiyo’n ka mela31 takes place in the Qila. The Emperor offers a tall and imposing standard with a shimmering silver flagpole at the venerable dargah. Drummers accompany the standard. Trays full of maleeda32 are sent. The Emperor appears wearing a garland and walks with the procession for a while, before rewarding the drummers and sending them on their way. The meidinis33 carrying the chharhiya’n34 assemble35 on the fourteenth of the month of Khwaja Moinuddin and leave for Ajmer Sharif on the sixteenth. Once they return, their relatives send chaab, made from sesame, rice and sugar, to their houses as felicitation. The meidinis send back sandalwood combs, rosaries, flowered muslin, Jaipur chadors,36 scarves, handkerchiefs, stoles, hookah pipes and bottles of attar from the Dargah Sharif.


During the month of Rajab, sweet breads made of flour and ghee are cooked in the tandoor. These are garnished with fennel and poppy seeds, consecrated in memory of the dead and in the name of Hazrat Jalal Bukhari and distributed. On Shab-e-Barat, another grand celebration is held, and various sweets and savouries are cooked and consecrated in the names of Hazrat Amir Hamza,37 Hazrat Bibi Fatima,38 Babur Badshah, and other ancestors. Milk is consecrated in the names of innocent children who have died. Only ladies are allowed to eat the food consecrated in the name of Hazrat Bibi Fatima; that which is consecrated in the name of Babur is eaten only by his direct descendants. The rest is distributed to everyone, as fireworks are set off and the sounds of musical instruments such as naubat39 and naqqara40, echo everywhere. In the evenings, the Badshah comes into the imambara41 and lights candles after tasting millet kheer and distributing a spoonful of it to everyone.


As the month of Ramzan draws near, celebrations begin, which go on for the full month. Everyone lives off the savings from their previous months. The Hindus too respect the sanctity of this month. Guns announce the hours of sehri and iftari.42 After pledging to keep a fast at sehri, some people read the Quran and other prayers, some take a nap and, after the dawn prayers, some go for boat rides or walk along the riverbanks to cool themselves. Some go off to the jungles with cages of pheasants and quails, while some go to the dargahs. Once the sun is out, the whole city glows. As the morning progresses, the bazaars start buzzing with activity. The clanking of pots and pans fill the air, while the fragrance of freshly cooked food wafts through the market.


When the time comes for breaking the fast, dastarkhwans43 are spread and set up with sherbet of various types, tukhm-e-raihan,44 falooda, lemonade, savouries such as dahi bare and laungchira.45 Fish kebabs, fried gram balls and other savouries are laid out in trays.


Once the sun sets and the Badshah gives a sign, the messenger waves the flag and a cannon is set off to signal the end of the fast. The azan46 rings out everywhere, and devoties break their fast with aab-e-zamzam47 and dried dates from Mecca. Sherbet and a few morsels of food are tasted before it is time for the evening prayers. At night, the taraweeh48 is recited with great devotion and every masjid in the city resonates with sounds of the Quran being read.


Once the taraweeh is over, everyone rests till around 1.30 a.m., when the chowkidars wake them up with their cries: ‘Those who are fasting are dear to God. O you pious ones, awake,’ or ‘Awake, it’s in your best interests. Those who wake up will find God’.
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