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The Many Cities of Delhi
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Let’s Time Travel around Delhi


Imagine if you could board a time machine, hit the reverse button and…WHOOSH!


You would perhaps whizz past a blur of ancient cities if you stepped into Delhi, where our story is located – the splendid Shahjahanabad and the Purana Qila, past Firozabad, Jahanpanah and the sprawling Tughlakabad, and then all the way back to Siri and Dillika that stood here once upon a time. And what if you continued to travel further back in time? You might go back 3,000 years and beyond, to the legendary city of Indraprastha, the magnificent capital of the Pandavas, and even catch a glimpse of the epic battle of the Mahabharata – what a mind-blowing journey that would be!


Down the centuries there have been intrepid adventurers and invaders who, tempted to plunder the vast wealth of Delhi, crossed the mighty north-west Himalayas through narrow and treacherous passes. Others sought their fortunes in the city located strategically between the River Yamuna and the rocky Aravalli range. Standing at the crossroads of trade routes, it promised to be a gateway to the untold riches, power and culture of the fertile Indian plains.


Thus, Delhi became the battleground for bloody encounters, sieges and political intrigue. It suffered several shocks and underwent many changes in the course of its destiny as its many masters changed hands and it became the capital of almost a dozen mighty dynasties and empires. During medieval times, the city of Delhi changed location seven times altogether, within a triangle of about 200 square kilometres and with a different name each time. All these cities were always associated with imperial power and authority.


Delhi seems as old as time! Indeed, few places in the world are so steeped in history. It’s probably the world’s oldest capital city if one were to consider Indraprastha, which is said to have once stood here. Every niche and stone in the city has a tale to tell – of invasion and valour, violence and sacrifice. The eternal Yamuna that has flowed by this city down the ages, sometimes quiet, sometimes raging, is a witness to its glorious and tumultuous past.


Time machines, unfortunately, exist only in science fiction so far. Nonetheless, we can still uncover stories from the dim recesses of the past in an exciting journey through time, right here in these pages – gripping stories of kings and queens, saints, thugs and even djinns or ghosts who actually lived in the city!


Did you know…


… why Siri Fort was so named?


… that Delhi has the tallest brick minaret in the world?


… that it was once a walled city guarded by fourteen gates?


… that it has one of the oldest stadiums in India? And, ah yes –


… that butter chicken was first created in Delhi?


A historical thread running through this book strings together fascinating stories of each of the cities of Delhi.


But let’s start at the very beginning to discover the amazing secrets of this unique city!
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The blind Kuru king of the Mahabharata, Dhritarashtra was in a royal quandary. His closest advisers were urging him to divide his kingdom into two parts – between the Kauravas, his beloved hundred sons, and the Pandavas, the five sons of his younger stepbrother, Pandu. Ever since Pandu’s death in the forest, the princes had come to live with their uncle and the rest of the family, which included Bhishma, the family patriarch, and the other elders of the Kuru clan, in the prosperous capital city, Hastinapur.


A fierce rivalry broke out between the princes, and the Kauravas, especially Duryodhana, the eldest, became insanely jealous of their more accomplished cousins. They were especially envious of Bhima’s physical strength and Arjuna’s superb archery skills. What’s more, the Pandavas were very popular with the people of Hastinapur who felt that Yudhishthira, the eldest Pandava prince, was the rightful heir to the throne. Duryodhana, colluding with his uncle, Shakuni, devised many devious plans, to kill his cousins. This eventually led to long years of hardship and exile for the Pandavas and their mother, Kunti.


Now, under pressure from Bhishma and from Dronacharya, who was the tutor of all the princes, Dhritarashtra divided his kingdom, cleverly making over the wild and uncultivable half to the Pandavas. Duryodhana would inherit the thriving part of the kingdom, which included Hastinapur. Yudhishthira accepted the dry and barren portion without protest and was later crowned king here.


The settlement that was the new home of the Pandavas was called Khandavaprastha, or a ‘city of ruins’. It stood in a dense and thorny forest, which was the biggest of the five prasthas or ‘plains’ given to them by Dhritarashtra, the others being Sonaprastha, Paniprastha, Tilprastha and Bahakprastha (present-day Sonipat, Panipat, Tilpat, near Faridabad, and Baghpat). According to Dhritarashtra, this long-dead city was once the ancient capital of his ancestors, the Puruvas.


Desolate, overgrown and long-forgotten, Khandavaprastha was now a veritable ghost city inhabited only by birds and beasts, not to mention snakes and demons. The king of the snakes, Takshaka, was said to reign in this hilly, rocky terrain, protected by his friend, Indra, the king of the gods. Indra made sure to keep the land dry and barren so that no humans attempted to settle here.
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The Khandavaprastha fire burnt down a dense forest





This is the earliest reference to a settlement located in Delhi, which has been a seat of power even before the first millennium BCE. The Mahabharata goes on to narrate how Krishna and Arjuna resolved to set fire to the formidable Khandavaprastha forest and construct a splendid new city in its place. Aided by Agni, the god of fire, the conflagration is said to have raged for fifteen days, burning the forest to ashes and killing its creatures.
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Indra, who was the father of Arjuna, now stepped in to stop the destruction of the jungle, which was under his protection. Summoning thunder and rain clouds, he frantically tried to quench the raging inferno. Arjuna shot his magical weapons to blow away Indra’s clouds. Now, Indra hurled his most ferocious weapons at his son, making hailstones rain down from the sky. He even broke off the peak of the nearby Mandara hill and flung it at Arjuna. Their fearsome battle made both gods and mortals quake in terror. Ultimately, peace was restored with the timely intervention of Krishna. The Pandavas assured Indra that they would honour all who lived in Khandavaprastha and, appeased at last, Indra withdrew his curse from the land.


The darkness and gloom of the forest lifted as the land was cleared. Krishna requested the powerful asura, Mayasura, the chief architect of the demons, to create the magnificent city of Indraprastha here. Mayasura, who had been especially obliged to Arjuna for sparing his life during the terrible conflagration in the forest, was only too happy to do it.


And so, according to legend, Indraprastha was born. It was virtually a piece of heaven on earth, named in honour of Lord Indra. It soon developed and flourished under Yudhishthira’s able guidance into a thriving capital city on the western bank of the River Yamuna.


Indraprastha was a city of unparalleled architectural marvels, as the Mahabharata tells us. The streets were wide and well laid out, with delightful gardens everywhere, and the new city stood adorned with palatial mansions and numerous gates. Priests, merchants and artisans flocked here, all eager to make it their new home.


The grandeur of Yudhishthira’s palace drew gasps of admiration from all the visitors – sages, priests, kings and ministers – who were invited to his magnificent coronation ceremony. Columns of gold stood on floors that shone like water, while decorative pools inside the palace glittered like crystal. Not surprisingly, Indraprastha became the envy of the Kauravas, especially Duryodhana, for it was far grander than even Hastinapur, his capital.


The Mahabharata describes how Yudhishthira was lured into a game of dice with his Kaurava cousin, Duryodhana. He gambled away his entire kingdom, his wealth and even his wife, Draupadi! This ultimately led to the great war of annihilation, the epic battle of the Mahabharata, fought for the sake of Dharma on the plains of Kurukshetra, between the armies of the Pandavas and the Kauravas. Three generations lost their lives on this battlefield, which is said to have turned red with the blood shed over eighteen days. Only twelve warriors survived, including Lord Krishna and the five Pandavas.


After the devastating war, Yudhishthira mounted the golden throne of the Kurus, and became king of Indraprastha and Hastinapur. The city of Indraprastha retained its imperial grandeur throughout the epic era and was recognized as the backdrop for numerous legendary landmarks. Yudhishthira’s reign here was said to be glorious and long, lasting thirty-six years, until he relinquished his throne and retired to the Himalayas with his brothers and Draupadi, on a long pilgrimage. He was succeeded by Pareekshit, son of the slain Pandava hero, Abhimanyu, and grandson of Arjuna. Yudhishthira appointed Yuyutsu, the only surviving son of Dhritarashtra, as his trusted regent, much as Bhishma had been for the Kauravas and the Pandavas. Pareekshit was succeeded by nearly thirty generations of his descendants. After this, Vishrava, a minister of the last king, Kshemaka, is said to have seized the throne for himself and established a new dynasty. Later dynasties were succeeded by the famous Mauryas of Magadha.
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The Mahabharata war





Ancient Indian literature tells us that Indraprastha was indeed a part of the Kuru kingdom. Buddhist texts in the Pali language also refer to the Kuru mahajanapada, with its capital at Indapatta, the Pali name for Indraprastha. Its strategic location on a major northern highway across the Gangetic plain made it a busy town, bustling with activity. Later, from the third century BCE, right up to the fifth century CE, Indraprastha and the area around it became part of the mighty Magadha and Gupta empires in ancient India. It also lay on the fringes of the Shunga Empire that ruled between these two great dynasties, from about 187 to 73 BCE. The magnificent old city thus lost much of its importance.


Over the centuries, Indraprastha faded into obscurity. The capital of the later Mauryan Empire was Pataliputra (now Patna), and Indraprastha was pushed to the backwoods. Much of its ancient history, therefore, finds no record, and this has been actually considered a lost period. Nevertheless, rural settlements always continued to exist here, including a village called ‘Inderpat’.


Nothing remains of the city of Indraprastha today. Indeed, its story goes so far back into the mists of antiquity that the boundaries between mythology and history sometimes blur, and one is unsure where one ends and the other begins.
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Traditionally, the village Inderpat, which survived until the early twentieth century within Delhi’s Purana Qila, was identified with Indraprastha. Interestingly, recent excavations within the Purana Qila revealed an area located on a mound between the Purana Qila and Humayun’s Tomb, both of which were later constructed on the western banks of the Yamuna. This area has been found to have been occupied continuously since 1000 BCE. Archaeologists unearthed painted greyware (PGW) pottery, a style of fine, grey pottery painted with geometric patterns in black, dating back to 1000 BCE. Similar pottery has been discovered in other sites associated with the Mahabharata period too, such as Hastinapur near modern-day Meerut, Mathura and Kurukshetra. It seems to be typical of and related to this period. This, along with other ancient texts and inscriptions, has led historians to conclude that Yudhishthira’s prosperous Indraprastha probably once stood at this site.


Exciting archaeological findings also tell us that the Purana Qila site has sediments and materials from various cultures, which have been deposited in successive layers over the last 3,000 years. Can you guess what the archaeologists have found? Earthen pottery articles, coins and glassware along with kiln-burnt bricks, terracotta toys and figurines, sickles and also ancient jewellery right from the Maurya era up to the later Shunga, Kushana, Gupta, Rajput, Sultanate and Mughal periods have been excavated. It is evident that the craftsmen were highly skilled here. Furthermore, images of various gods in exquisitely carved terracotta and soapstone from different periods have been unearthed during recent excavations. Clay was evidently used to make pots, and a potter’s kiln, a brick kiln and a huge, brick platform have been found. Exquisite ornaments and amulets in various shapes appear to have been hewn from precious and semi-precious stones and ivory. Ongoing excavations have discovered beads made of various stones like jade, coral, crystal, agate and shell, and even a bone needle! Indeed, the old city has thrown up many surprises.


All these interesting finds have been displayed at the archaeological museum within the Purana Qila complex. They point to the existence of a rich and thriving culture here, and shed light on the historical significance and heritage of the area.


Taking us back to the misty past from the very heart of the capital today is perhaps Delhi’s oldest monument: a splendid water reservoir rising from the deep depth of 60 feet to stand atop 108 stone steps. Agrasen Ki Baoli is an ancient stepwell believed to be built by the legendary Maharaja Agrasen of Agroha, an old town in today’s Haryana, during the Mahabharata era. As Delhi lay in an arid belt bordering the desert, despite having the River Yamuna as its major water source, acute water shortages plagued the area since the earliest times. Besides, the monsoons have always been erratic in north India, so the necessity for water conservation was an integral part of life here. Stepwells were constructed ingeniously as water reservoirs, right from ancient times. The main users of these stairways were women. They collected the water and also prayed to the goddess of the well for her blessings. Baolis additionally served as a cool retreat for the local community during the hot summer months.
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Agrasen Ki Baoli





The rectangular Agrasen Ki Baoli was built over three levels in a unique architectural style with beautiful arched niches on all sides, using an intricate mosaic of stonework. These niches were used for rituals and religious ceremonies. Historical records say that the baoli was largely rebuilt in the fourteenth century during the Delhi Sultanate by the prosperous Agarwal community, who believed that they were direct descendants of Maharaja Agrasen of Agroha. The architectural style of the baoli, with its Tughlaq-era arches and arched niches, does indicate that it was rebuilt during the Tughlaq period.


This stepwell still stands on Hailey Road in the heart of the busy commercial area of Connaught Place, now known as Rajiv Chowk. It’s in good shape even today and is a popular haunt for the local youth and for tourists. And, indeed, it is believed to be haunted! Spooky stories about the place abound.


The Delhi area was geographically significant as well, lying between the River Yamuna and a bustling trade route. According to historians, the recent discovery of over 136 coins and thirty-five seals belonging to different reigns during excavations in a small area at the Purana Qila site in January 2023 just goes to prove that there was much commercial activity in this prosperous area and that it had been inhabited continuously.


Today’s Mathura Road, which runs past the Purana Qila, is a part of the Grand Trunk Road built by Sher Shah Suri in the sixteenth century. It was one of the longest and oldest roads in Asia, roughly 3,710 km long, and spanned from Kabul in Afghanistan to Teknaf in present-day Bangladesh. Over the centuries, this highway acted as one of the major trade routes in the region.


Ongoing archaeological excavations at the site promise to uncover the deepest mysteries beneath the Purana Qila complex. Perhaps the assortment of jigsaw pieces will be put together before very long to give us a more complete picture of the past!
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The destinies of the cities of Indraprastha and Hastinapur were closely intertwined, ruled as they were by the Kuru dynasty. The Kauravas and the Pandavas all belonged to this ancient dynasty. The deadly battle between them was fought on the plains of Kurukshetra, which means ‘place of Kuru’, or King Kuru, their great ancestor. There is a prologue to this enthralling saga.
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The Mahabharata narrates how thousands of years ago, the grandfather of the Kauravas and the Pandavas, Raja Shantanu, the Kuru king of Hastinapur, was out hunting when a beautiful damsel on the banks of the River Ganga captivated him instantly. Asking her curiously who she was, he entreated her to marry him and be his queen.


Smiling mysteriously, she replied, ‘O, Great King! I will marry you and live in your palace, but on one condition alone – never ask me who I am or question what I do. And treat me well – otherwise I will go away.’


The king agreed readily, and they were happily married. In the course of time, the queen gave birth to seven beautiful sons. As soon as each was born, she carried the baby to the river and threw him into the water. Raja Shantanu was horrified but helpless because of his promise.
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King Shantanu is perplexed by Ganga’s actions





When the eighth son was born, he could contain himself no longer. ‘Stop!’ he cried, blocking the queen’s path to the river. ‘O Heartless One, why do you kill our sons thus?’


Unmoved, the queen replied, ‘Since you have broken your promise, O King, I will leave you now. But let me explain. I am the goddess Ganga. These eight sons were the eight Vasus who wished to be born to me on earth, because they were cursed by Sage Vashishtha. They had to be thrown into the river to be liberated from his curse. However, the eighth Vasu will have to spend his entire life on earth. I will bring him up and return him to you when he is older.’


And so it was. The eighth Vasu, Gangadatta (or ‘Ganga’s gift’), grew up to become Devavrata, the beloved son and heir apparent of Raja Shantanu. Years later, to enable his father to marry Satyavati, the daughter of a fisherman, he renounced his claim to the throne and even vowed never to marry. Blessed by the gods, he was renamed ‘Bhishma’ because of his firm commitment to lifelong celibacy. In the course of time, Bhishma Pitamah became the great patriarch of the Kuru clan – the Kauravas, and the Pandavas who would create the magnificent capital city of Indraprastha.
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The eldest of the heirs to the Kuru throne, Dhritarashtra was born blind, according to the Mahabharata. So, his younger brother, Pandu, ascended the throne of Hastinapur.


Bhishma brought up the two princes, who were the grandsons of Raja Shantanu and Satyavati, as his own children. When they were old enough, he began to look for suitable wives for them. He had learnt that Gandhari, the daughter of King Subala of Gandhara, had received a boon from Lord Shiva that she would bear a hundred sons. So he sent a messenger to King Subala, asking for her hand in marriage for Dhritarashtra.


Gandhari married him willingly despite knowing that Dhritarashtra was blind. What is more, she vowed to share the darkness he lived in, stating, ‘I do not wish to see the world that my husband cannot see.’ It is said that she tied a piece of silk over her eyes for the rest of her life.


Strangely enough, after two years, Gandhari gave birth not to a hundred sons as prophesied, but to a hard mass of lifeless flesh. Horrified, she was about to throw it away, when Rishi Vyas appeared and directed her to arrange for a hundred jars of ghee. He began to carve the lump of flesh into one hundred small pieces. Each, he said, would develop inside a jar into a son. Gandhari promptly begged the sage for a daughter as well. Rishi Vyas agreed and, accordingly, cut the lump of flesh into a hundred and one pieces. He placed each piece in a jar, saying that these would be ready to be opened after two more years. All the jars were stowed away into a dark cave.


And so, after two more years, a hundred sons and one daughter were produced from each of the jars. The hundred sons of Dhritarashtra came to be known as the Kauravas. Dushala was their only sister. Duryodhana was the first born, and Dhritarashtra loved him dearly. It was indeed his blind love for his son that led to ultimate calamity.


The epic, the Mahabharata, is a remarkable story of ambition and intrigue, heroism and Dharma, culminating in an eighteen-day battle on the plains of Kurukshetra, about 130 kilometres from Indraprastha. Kurukshetra was a part of Kuru territory. It was regarded as a dharmakshetra or holy land. Anyone dying on this plain would go to heaven, according to a boon granted to King Kuru by Vishnu. Practically the entire clan – except for the five Pandavas, was annihilated here. It is said that so much blood flowed that the battlefield at Kurukshetra turned red as the two conflicting armies, the Kauravas and the Pandavas slaughtered each other ruthlessly.


It was during this great battle that the Bhagavad Gita, or the Song Divine, was delivered by Lord Krishna, the divine charioteer of Arjuna, who urged him to do his duty without fear or attachment to its consequences. This revered 700-verse Hindu scripture is one of the gems of the Mahabharata and teaches one how to live a spiritual and successful life.


Here too at Kurukshetra, towards the end of the gruesome war, the great patriarch of the Kuru clan, Bhishma Pitamah, who was the commander-in-chief of the Kaurava army, lay on the battlefield, riddled with arrows. He is said to have waited patiently for fifty-eight nights for the onset of the auspicious Uttarayana, or winter solstice, on Makar Sankranti, to give up his body. As he lay stretched on his bed of arrows, surrounded by the Pandavas, Draupadi and Krishna, Yudhishthira questioned him closely about the path of peace, virtue and faith. The mighty warrior’s reply forms the ancient prayer, the Vishnu Sahasranam, which is widely recited even today.
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On the basis of planetary positions recorded in the Mahabharata and literary evidence from Puranic and Vedic texts, the date derived for the actual occurrence of the Kurukshetra war is 3100 BCE.
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The Yogmaya Temple in the heart of Mehrauli is said to be as ancient as the Mahabharata itself, and almost as old as Yudhisthira’s capital city of Indraprastha. The temple’s main idol is believed to be that of Lord Krishna’s sister, Yogmaya.


Krishna was said to have been born in the prison of Mathura. His parents, Vasudeva and Devki, knew that Devki’s brother, Kansa, the cruel ruler of Mathura, terrified by a divine prophesy that he would meet his end at the hands of Devki’s eighth son, would want to kill the baby, just as he had killed the seven others born to her earlier.


Legend tells us that when Krishna was born, the prison filled with divine light. The prison guards fell into a deep slumber and the doors opened miraculously. Vasudeva escaped from the prison with the newborn baby hidden in a wicker basket and rushed to Gokul, on the opposite bank of the Yamuna. He crossed the river during a raging storm to reach the house of the cowherd, Nanda, and his wife, Yashoda. It is said that the Yamuna parted its turbulent waters to make way for Vasudeva. Baby Krishna was swiftly exchanged for Yashoda’s baby girl, Yogmaya, and Vasudeva rushed back to Mathura, to place the tiny girl next to Devki.


The next morning, hearing of the birth of Devki’s eighth child, Kansa rushed into the prison cell to kill the baby. Paying no heed to his sister’s pleas to spare the tiny girl, he was about to smash the baby’s head heartlessly against a stone slab, when the girl vanished into thin air. Only a voice echoed, ‘Kansa, your slayer is born and is safe!’


This was the miracle of Yogmaya or ‘divine illusion’. Many years later, Kansa would meet his death at the hands of the young Krishna in a fierce contest.


The Pandavas are believed to have built the Yogmaya Temple, dedicated to Goddess Yogmaya, after their victory at Kurukshetra. Ancient Jain scriptures sometimes refer to the Mehrauli area as Yoginipura, or ‘fortress of female divinities’, which was probably named after the temple of this goddess. Indeed, in several parts of India, Yogmaya is worshipped as shakti or female power.


However, the Yogmaya Temple is the only one of its kind dedicated to Goddess Yogmaya. It was first renovated during the rule of the Mughal emperor, Akbar Shah II, in the nineteenth century, by Lala Sethmal. An interesting story is told about the Queen Mumtaz Mahal II. In 1808, her son, Prince Mirza Jahangir, had fired at the British Resident, Archibald Seton, from the Red Fort, resulting in the death of the latter’s bodyguard. Bent on avenging the insult, the Resident returned with a group of British troops, arrested the prince and exiled him to Allahabad (now Prayagraj).
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