

[image: image]




the


WOMEN
 WHO RULED
  INDIA


LEADERS. WARRIORS. ICONS.


ARCHANA AGARODIA AGUPTA A


[image: Image]




First published in 2019 by Hachette India


(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)


An Hachette UK company


www.hachetteindia.com


[image: Img]


This ebook published in 2019


(Text) Copyright © 2019 Archana Garodia Gupta


Archana Garodia Gupta asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be copied, reproduced, downloaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover or digital format other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


The views and opinions expressed in this book are the author’s own, and the facts are as reported by her and have been verified to the extent possible. The publishers are not in any way liable for the same.


Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders and obtain permission to reproduce the images used in this book. For those images whose sources we have been unable to trace, we advise the copyright holder to contact us so that we may appropriate credit in future editions.


Paperback edition ISBN 978-93-5195-152-0


Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5195-153-7


Cover art: Wikimedia Commons/Public domain


Cover design by Sukruti Anah Staneley


Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd


4th/5th Floors, Corporate Centre,


Sector 44, Gurugram 122003, India


Originally typeset in Chaparral Pro 11/15.5


by InoSoft Systems, Noida




To my mother, Chandra Garodia, and my father,
 Balkrishna Garodia, who never imposed roles 




Introduction


Women rulers have been few and far between in Indian history, as also in world history – but that still leaves hundreds of women who have ruled, and whose stories can be told.


I have selected but a few among them to write about. These women have all ruled independently, either as regents or titled rulers. History is replete with tales of women who influenced their husbands or sons, and have been immensely powerful, but I have included only women who ruled directly, and not through agency, with the sole exception of Nur Jahan.


Some of these women are national heroines, and there are innumerable books and legends about them. Some are lesser known, but are celebrated in the folk memory of their region. Records on many are quite sparse. I have used as many disparate sources as possible: contemporary texts, accounts of foreign travellers as well as secondary sources. I have also used legends and folk tales, which, while difficult to verify, offer nuggets of information and help flesh out the person. It has been quite a task to separate the wheat from the chaff.


These portraits are painted ‘warts and all’. They are not hagiographies – because these women were not saints. They often made wrong decisions and took on wrong advisors, and sometimes lied and cheated in their quest for power. But they were invariably courageous and intelligent. Above all, they were leaders. We will not hold women leaders up to impossible standards, different from the measures we use for men.


There is a famous (and spectacularly sexist) quote by Samuel Johnson, on the subject of a woman preaching: ‘Sir, a woman’s preaching is like a dog walking on his hind legs. It is not done well; but you are surprised to find it done at all.’ Au contraire, these women are worth knowing and writing about not only because they ruled, but also because they ruled well, in any case at levels comparable to male rulers in a particular period. Ahilya Bai’s Indore, for instance, was considered the best governed state in India in the 18th century.


To those who know their stories it will seem amazing that these women actually became rulers – there was no precedent or pathway for them. Women were not given the appropriate education, and their movements and interaction with men was restricted; many were veiled. Even after gaining the throne, they invariably faced stiff resistance internally from their nobles, who could not stomach the thought of being ruled by a woman, and from external rulers, who thought them weak and easy to conquer. Nevertheless, rule they did, with grit and punk.


The women rulers in this book span most of India’s ages and regions. A notable exception is ancient India; while there were many women rulers at the time, there is unfortunately very little information available on them. We know about Prabhavati Gupta, the daughter of Chandragupta II Vikramaditya, who ruled the Vakatakas for 20 years in the fourth century only through a couple of copperplates, and about the Indo-Greek queen Agathocleia who ruled in the second century bce from coins that have been found.


The histories of many more women rulers wait to be told.




The Mahadevis of Odisha


The Bhaumakara Queens


Tribhuvanamahadevi has ascended the lion-seat, like Katyayini


Her lotus-like feet are kissed by the heads of feudatory chiefs, bowed down with devoted loyalty,


 She resembles the goddess of fortune,


 She delights the people with light taxation, resembling the moon that delights the people with soft rays.


 She resembles the lotus-tank, appointing officers with clean hands and pure natures like lotuses.


From the Dhenkanal copperplate on Tribhuvana Mahadevi I


The tale of the queens of the Bhaumakara dynasty is a remarkable chapter in Indian history. There are few references to them in ancient works of history or literature, except for a brief mention in an Arabic book on world geography, the Hudud-al-Alam. However, a number of copperplates bearing inscriptions about them have been found during archaeological excavations in Odisha, which have helped reconstruct their fantastic and little-known story. The Bhaumakara dynasty ruled for 200 years, between the eighth and 10th centuries CE, mostly in the region of present-day Odisha, and of the more than eighteen rulers of the region who belonged to the dynasty we know that at least six were women. 
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The region of Odisha had well-established kingdoms like Kalinga since ancient times, which found mention even in the Mahabharata. In the larger Indian context, it has always been famed for its elephants. The Hudud-al-Alam mentions that ‘extremely large’ and ‘the tallest elephants in the country’ were found in the region. These were sent to different Indian states by land and water, as well as exported to Sri Lanka in ships. In fact, Odisha had an interesting relationship with Sri Lanka: according to legend, the founder of the Sinhala kingdom, Vijay Singh, migrated from this region to Sri Lanka in around 500 BCE.


Odisha was fragmented into the smaller, independent kingdoms of Odra, Utkala, Kalinga and Toshali, among others, but at certain points in history, the kingdoms would be united under a powerful king, or briefly become part of a Greater Indian empire, like that of Ashoka or Harsha. Odisha’s conquest by Ashoka in the third century BCE is immortalized in Buddhist history; tortured by guilt at the death and destruction he had caused, Ashoka went on to promote Buddhism worldwide as a religion of peace and non-violence. For most of its later history Odisha stayed independent, before being conquered by the Mughals in the 16th century.


The region became a major centre of Buddhism. Many large monasteries came up, especially the mahavihara (great monastery) in Ratnagiri. The Chinese Buddhist scholar Xuanzang, or Hiuen Tsang, who roamed the length and breadth of India in the seventh century ce, mentions in his travel account that there were about 10,000 monasteries inhabited by as many as 10,000 monks each in the kingdom. According to Sri Lankan legend, one of the Buddha’s teeth was enshrined in Odisha as a relic, in a monastery in Dantapuri (modern-day Puri, according to certain scholars). When the kingdom of Kalinga came under attack from the neighbouring king Ksheeradara’s sons in the fourth century ce, Kalinga’s King Guhashiva sent the tooth away for safekeeping, hidden in his daughter Hemamala’s hair. Along with her husband Dantakumar (or ‘tooth prince’ – clearly eponymous!), she took a ship from Tamralipti to Sri Lanka, where the couple presented the tooth to the overjoyed king of Anuradhapura, Kirti Sri Megavanna. The tooth is now enshrined in Kandy.


In 700 CE, a potpourri of religions thrived in the region: Buddhism in all its variants of Mahayana, Hinayana and Vajrayana, and Hinduism in its own forms, Vaishnavism, Shaktism and Shaivism. Interestingly, it has been documented that different dynasties, kings of the same dynasty, and even husbands and wives, patronized different religions without much conflict. For instance, Subhakara I (c. 790 CE) was a Buddhist while his wife Madhava Devi was a Shaivite.


In the seventh century CE, Harsha of Kannauj conquered Odisha. There is an interesting anecdote from this time that highlights the freedom of expression and the freedom to dissent that was often seen in ancient India. Xuanzang says that when Harsha, who supported the Mahayana sect, visited Odisha, he was greeted by belligerent Hinayana monks who proclaimed, ‘We hear that the king has built by the side of the Nalanda University a vihara of brass, a work magnificent and admirable. But why did not Your Majesty construct a Kapalika temple or some other building of that sort?’ When asked to clarify what they meant, they said that the Nalanda priests advocating the Mahayana ‘sky flower’ doctrine were no better than the reviled Kapalika sect! The all-powerful conqueror Harsha, instead of punishing the monks for their lèse-majesté, spent time and effort to reason with them; he even asked the head of Nalanda, the most important Buddhist university in India at the time, to send four scholars (including Xuanzang) to debate with the Hinayana monks!


After Harsha’s death in 647 CE, Odisha was once again divided into small kingdoms ruled by local dynasties, the Shailodbhava dynasty being the most prominent of them. In the eighth century, Odisha was invaded by Shri Harshadeva, the king of Kamarupa (Assam), leaving it in disarray. The Tibetan historian Taranatha, in his History of Buddhism in India, wrote about the chaos that ensued in Odisha as well as Bengal in the early part of the eighth century, saying, ‘In Odisha, in Bhengala, each Ksatriya, Brahmana, and Vaisya constituted himself the king of his surroundings, but there was no king ruling the country’. It was during the power vacuum following this invasion that the Bhaumakara dynasty rose to prominence.


At its maximum extent, the Bhaumakara kingdom included the districts of Cuttack, Puri, Ganjam and Balasore in today’s Odisha, as well as Midnapur in present-day southern Bengal. What we know of the Bhaumakara rulers is largely drawn from the numerous copperplates detailing the grants given by them, which have been found all over their kingdom. In view of the very scarce information available, it is very difficult to estimate the regnal dates and duration of each ruler. The copperplates are highly laudatory, as they were commissioned by the rulers themselves or their descendants, and their contents can be exaggerated at times. However, we can draw some conclusions from what they reveal – if a queen managed to rule for 20 years, for instance, then she must have been effective, if not as wondrous as the copperplate makes her out to be. The copperplates are dated using the Bhauma era, of which the zero point is thought to be 736 CE.


It is estimated that a king named Kshemankara founded the Bhaumakara dynasty in 736 CE. There is much debate about the origins of the dynasty. While it has been established that the dynasty was non-Aryan, till date historians have not been able to agree on whether its people were of local extraction or from Assam. The proudly mlechcha (non-Aryan) dynasty of Assam, which had just invaded Odisha, claimed descent from Bhaumasur (the mythical son of the Varaha avatar of Vishnu and Bhumi, the Earth goddess), and his son Bhagadatta, king of Pragjyotisha, who, as per the Mahabharata, had died during the great battle at Kurukshetra leading a troop of elephants on the Kaurava side. The Bhaumakaras also claimed descent from Bhaumasur. However, the kings of Assam were staunchly Hindu, while Kshemankara was a Mahayana Buddhist. Surprisingly, for a follower of the anti-caste Buddha, he is praised in the Neulpur inscriptions for having re-established the distinction between the four castes, which had, as the inscription says, ‘unfortunately’ been ignoring their respective duties before his advent. The maintenance of the ‘Varnashram dharma’ is, after all, stated to be one of the prime duties of a king in traditional texts like the Arthashastra.


The Bhaumakara kings consolidated their power from their base in Toshali, slowly converting all the independent kingdoms of Odisha into feudatories. The original rulers of the mandalas, or provinces of Svetaka, Kodalaka, Yamagartta, Airavata and Khinjali continued to govern their territories, while now sending tribute and troops to the Bhaumakaras, their feudal overlords. The Bhaumakaras enjoyed great loyalty from their feudatories and witnessed very few rebellions.


Like many independent kings of the time, the Bhaumakara kings too soon assumed the full-fledged imperial titles of maharajadhiraja (King of Kings), paramabhattaraka (Most Venerable) and paramesvara (Great Lord). The first few kings of the dynasty were staunch Buddhists, and titles such as paramtathagata, paramsaugata and paramopasaka signified their allegiance to the Buddha. These kings patronized Buddhist scholars and built important Buddhist monuments in their capital Guhadevapataka or Guhesvarapataka or Viraj (present-day Jajpur), as well as at many other locations like Ratnagiri, Udaygiri and Lalitagiri.


To quote from the various copperplates, these were kings ‘who used up their treasuries for religious purposes to enlighten their people, who adorned the earth by building mathas and monasteries in an unbroken line’. Their capital ‘shone white, with buildings that touched the sky, just like the fame of the king, crowned with waving Chamaras. The white city walls were washed with the foam of moats, which resembled the sea.’ 


Unfortunately, very little survives of these buildings as they were destroyed during the invasions in the 16th century CE by Kalapahad, a general of the sultan of Bengal.


During the reign of the Bhauma kings and many centuries thereafter, Odisha’s sea-trade links with South East Asia led to profuse cultural exchanges. The Indonesian and Malay word for ‘Indian’ is still ‘Kling’, derived from Kalinga. The temple architecture of Odisha strongly influenced temple styles in Indonesia and Cambodia. Many thousands of merchants, Buddhist monks and Hindu priests went to South East Asia and China from Odisha via the sea route. The main port for these voyagers was Tamralipti (present-day Tamluk) in West Bengal, although Puri was also an important port. Fa Hien, the Chinese Buddhist monk, is known to have sailed for China from Tamralipti.


Kshemankara’s son King Shivakara I Unmattsimha greatly extended the empire, conquering Radha, or south Bengal of the time. There is a Chinese record of one of his emissaries carrying Buddhist texts being received by the Tang dynasty king Te-Tsong in 788 CE. This emissary was the important monk Prajnya, who then stayed on in China. To give an idea of the spread and influence of the Buddhist world, Prajnya had been born in Kapisa (Kabul in Afghanistan), had studied for 18 years in various universities, including Nalanda in Bihar, and had then moved to the Ratnagiri monastery in Odisha. He later became an influential preacher of the religion in China and Japan, translating many books into Chinese, and teaching Japanese scholars.


Surprisingly, although Odisha was very prosperous, particularly due to its trade with the Suvarnadvipa (‘golden islands’, as South East Asia was then known), and had a wealth of the coveted tall, dark and handsome elephants, it suffered very few invasions between the seventh and 13th centuries. Three major powers reigned in India during this period: the Rashtrakutas in the south, the Gurjara Pratiharas in the north-west and the Palas in Bengal, who were busy warring with each other. While Rashtrakuta inscriptions mention their conquest of Kalinga in the ninth century, there is no record or evidence of a permanent occupation. The Palas of Bengal invaded Odisha in the ninth century and as per their inscriptions, ‘the lord of Gauda (Devapala), exterminated the race of the Utkalas.’ The Tibetan historian Taranatha says that Devapala raised a big army and ‘conquered the whole of Odisha’.


By this time the Bhaumakara dynasty had ruled for nearly a century. This is when Tribhuvana Mahadevi, the first Bhaumakara queen, entered the scene. She was the daughter of Rajamalla I, the king of Mysore from the Western Ganga dynasty. Her father helped her husband Lalitahara, a Bhaumakara prince, re-establish his kingdom after the Pala invasions, and possibly usurp it from his elder brother Shivakaradeva II.


To quote from a copperplate: ‘[When] the [Bhauma] Kara family had nothing left to depend upon but their past glory, Sri Lalitaharadeva, received the hand of the daughter of Rajamalladeva, the tilak of the southern region, who pulverized the mountain-like enemies with his thunder-like arms.’


In the plates, Tribhuvana Mahadevi is described thus: ‘She had hundreds of auspicious signs on her body, signifying sovereignty over the entire world. She was the seat of all the kalas [fine arts], the embodiment of magnanimity, the flower of the tree of courtesy. She was like a shoot emerging from the root of beauty for the conquest of the world.’


Her husband has also been described as a paragon of virtues:


Sri Lalitaharadeva, the best of men


Shone like the moon lighting up the Lotus pond of the Kara family


His lotus-like lips, blessed by Saraswati, spoke the truth


He granted as much wealth as supplicants desired, like the


Paras [the Philosopher’s stone]


His hands were perfumed by the flowers in the hair of his enemies’ wives, whom he dragged [by the hair!]


His footstool shone with the gems adorning the heads of defeated kings.


Lalitaharadeva (also known as Gayada) died young, however, and their son Kusumahara ascended the throne in 839 CE. But he too died young, leaving his infant son as heir. On the request of the nobles, Tribhuvana Mahadevi (also known as Gosvamini) ascended the throne in 846 CE.


Tribhuvana Mahadevi reigned for 20 years. Her rule is documented through the accounts of her descendants, and various copperplates dating back to this period. She managed to keep her vassals well under control, and her administrative abilities were legendary. She kept taxes low and appointed honest officials. One of the copperplates describing the queen Tribhuvana Mahadevi I found at Dhenkanal likens her to the moon for her benevolence and virtuous rule. They say, ‘She took upon herself the burden of the entire kingdom and shone like Shesha, holding up the entire earth on her hoods… During her rule the country advanced in three branches [of administration], foes were extirpated, her glory spread abroad, and there was harmony among the people.’


‘Tribhuvana Mahadevi I made her three Shaktis shine perpetually,’ says another copperplate – the three shaktis being prabhushakti (personal power), mantrashakti (advice of the ministers) and utsahashakti (enthusiasm or the army). Yet another claims that she was proud of the mridu kara (low rate of taxes) that her subjects had to pay. Unlike the previous rulers, who were Buddhist, Tribhuvana Mahadevi has been described as a Vaishnava in various inscriptions, but has also been compared to Katyayini, the avatar of Durga worshipped in Odisha.


The Hudud-al-Alam mentions that the royal power in Ursin (Odisha) belonged to a woman called rayina (rani). It further says that ‘Dahuma [Bhauma] does not consider any one superior to itself and is said to have an army of 3,00,000 men.’ At the time, a kingdom with noblemen and, indeed, a populace who would readily accept female rulers was extremely rare. Tribhuvana Mahadevi’s excellent rule made the nobles more receptive to future women rulers. However, this led to unforeseen complications. Kings who had married their daughters into the Bhaumakara family started conspiring to have their daughters declared the ruler, instead of the usual attempts to have their daughters’ sons ascend the throne.


Tribhuvana Mahadevi abdicated the throne in favour of her grandson Shantikara II after two decades. A few decades later, Tribhuvana Mahadevi I’s great grandson, Subhakara IV, was married to Prithvi Mahadevi, the daughter of Janamejaya, the Somavanshi king of Kosala. (The Somavanshis claimed to have descended from the moon, and named their heirs after ancestors they claimed from the Mahabharata. Curiously, they chose names of ancestors with controversial and frankly unsavoury stories, such as Nahush, Yayati and Janamejaya, instead of the more traditional names such as Rama and Krishna.) Subhakara IV was considered a scholarly and virtuous ruler, though a little weak, perhaps as he was under constant pressure from the aggressive Somavanshis.


When Subhakara IV died, the Somavanshis seized power and had Prithvi Mahadevi crowned the queen, overruling the claims of Subhakara’s brothers’ sons. An inscription in Brahmeswara says that Janamejaya, the Somavanshi king, killed ‘the king of Odra’, presumably Subhakara IV, with a lance. Prithvi Mahadevi took the regnal name of Tribhuvana Mahadevi II, to increase her acceptance among the nobles. This ploy, however, did not work for long; she was soon dethroned by nobles who were worried about Somavanshi power being on the rise, and replaced by her nephews-in-law, who ruled sequentially as Shantikara III and Subhakara V.


After the death of Subhakara V, the last known male member of the Bhaumakara family, the throne was occupied by four queens in succession.


The first to rule was Gauri Mahadevi, the wife of Subhakara V, who was probably the regent for Dandi Mahadevi, her daughter. She was able to maintain order. One account states, ‘at her lotus-like feet was prostrate the entire population [of the kingdom].’


Dandi Mahadevi took the throne thereafter in 916 CE and ruled successfully for 20 years. The maximum number of grants made by a Bhaumakara ruler to the people have been found belonging to this period. The grants eulogistically say she secured the borders of her kingdom from ‘formidable and hostile kings’ who were ‘humbled by her prowess’. The prosperity of her kingdom is evident from the description of pearls and gems on the copperplates of the time. Dandi Mahadevi was a devout Shaivite, as evidenced by her adoption of the title Paramamaheshvari (Great Follower of Lord Shiva) in her records.


After her death, the two queens who followed had short reigns and were the last of the Bhaumakara dynasty. Dandi Mahadevi’s stepmother, Vakuladevi, who was born into the Bhanja dynasty, came to power first. The ascendancy of the Bhanjas created conflicts among the vassals. After her, Vakuladevi’s sister-in-law, the widow of Shantikara III, Dharma Mahadevi, ruled for a while. She is the last known ruler of the Bhaumakara dynasty, and nothing more is known about them after about 940 CE. The kingdom was conquered by Yayati, the Somavanshi king and brother of Prithvi Mahadevi. The Somavanshis went on to rule till the 12th century.


It is interesting to note that most of the Bhaumakara copperplates record grants to Brahmins in the north, especially from the Kannauj region. Kannauj was the most important city in the north for nearly 500 years after Harsha. Many Brahmins were migrating to Odisha from the north at this time, because of the shift to Hinduism from Buddhism in Odisha; Yayati is supposed to have brought in 10,000 Brahmins from Kannauj.


We also see a love for elaborate poetic expression, which was common among the Sanskrit writers of the time. Even in an official document, instead of simply saying that the grant is in perpetuity, the writer says:


as long as the sun, the moon and the earth endure.


…continue as long as the heavenly stream [the Ganges], which shines like the festoon of Malati flowers, flows on the head of enemy of the love-god [Shiva who destroyed Kamadeva],


as long as the tremulous shore of the sea, encircling the earth, continues to be agitated and as long as the stars, adorning the pavement of sky like jewels, shine.


Between the successful reigns of Tribhuvana Mahadevi I and Dandi Mahadevi, and the debacle that was the rule of Prithvi Mahadevi, we see nearly a hundred years of women’s rule in Odisha – good, bad and unremarkable, but well-accepted by the nobles and subjects alike. It is interesting to note that none of the queens adopted a son to bolster their legitimacy, which was the age-old practice in India. The later queens of the dynasty ruled directly, and not as regents, and to the exclusion of existing male heirs, sons of brothers and cousins, which was practically unheard of in India even during the many centuries that followed. In this, the Bhaumakara dynasty’s record is unequalled.






The Curious Case of the Calendar


A little note on Indian calendars. Indian kings had the habit of declaring the beginning of a new era starting with the founding of their dynasty. This new zero-point date would be followed in their kingdom and by their feudatories, until they were replaced by another dynasty, at which point a new calendar would be inaugurated. Hundreds of such calendars were created over the centuries, including those of the Gupta era beginning in 319 CE, and the Harsha era beginning in 606 CE. Oddly, there is much confusion about the origins of the two calendars in common use today: the Vikrama Samvat with a zero point of 56 BCE and the Saka Samvat with a zero point of 78 CE. The Vikrama era is supposed to have been founded by the legendary King Vikramaditya in Ujjain, but we have no historical records of such a king in that period. The Saka era is variously supposed to have been founded by the Saka king Azes, or the Kushan king Kanishka or even by Shalivahan the Satavahana. It is quite amazing that a billion people follow calendars with zero-point dates of unknown origin – why these two calendars with no major significance should have survived is a mystery. In other world calendars, zero points are considered extremely important dates for those cultures: the Christian era begins with the birth of Christ, the ancient Roman calendar with the foundation of Rome.
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The Controversial Queen of Kashmir


Didda


The statesmanlike instinct and political ability which we must ascribe to Didda in spite of all the defects of her character, are attested by the fact that she remained to the last in peaceful possession of the Kashmir throne, and was able to bequeath it to her family in undisputed possession.


Sir Marc Aurel Stein, in his translation of Kalhana’s Rajatarangini 




Rani Didda’s (r. 958–1003 CE) rule represents the peak of women’s power in Kashmir, which, unusually, had many women rulers both before and after her. She is sometimes called ‘Catherine of Kashmir’, a reference to the ruthless Catherine the Great of Russia, who ruled long and well with the help of her lovers and favourites, whom she periodically purged. In spite of her physical handicap and her gender, Didda was able to rule Kashmir with an iron hand for 50 years. 
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Unlike many other periods in ancient India, the history of Kashmir has been passed down to us in great detail thanks to the 12th-century chronicler, Kalhana, who describes it exhaustively in his work, Rajatarangini, written in 1149 CE. It is generally considered to be the oldest written history in India. It is brutally frank in its tales of blood and betrayal, and of kings of all castes – a clear indicator that it was not commissioned by the rulers themselves, who would have otherwise insisted on being mentioned as having appropriately glorious ancestors. To quote the historian R.S. Srivastava, ‘In his history there are no heroes or heroines… Indeed, whether we love them or not for their virtues, it is their vices which make them unforgettable.’


At a time when rule by women was not supported either in Hindu or Buddhist scripture (in the Udyogparva in the Mahabharata Vidura goes so far as to say, ‘The country where a woman, a child or a gambler rules, sinks helplessly as a stone raft in a river’), Kalhana mentions two queens who ruled before Didda. One was the mythical Kashmiri queen Yashovati, who was crowned with the support of Lord Krishna. Kalhana’s comment on her saintly rule is this: ‘The eyes of men which viewed womenkind with scant courtesy, considering it as one of the objects of their pleasure, looked upon this mother of her subjects as if she were a goddess.’ The other woman ruler, Sugandhadevi, is known to have been in power just 50 years before Didda. She ruled at the beginning of the 10th century, first as a regent and then directly, though as the latter only for two years. Coins minted during her reign mention her as ‘Sri Sugandhadeva’ rather than ‘devi’. Kalhana writes that she was overthrown and executed by her own courtiers.


At the beginning of the first millennium, Kashmir was a major intellectual centre for Buddhism, especially under Kanishka, the emperor of the Kushan dynasty. In the fourth and fifth centuries CE, hundreds of Kashmiri missionaries, among them the venerated Kumarajiva, travelled up the Karakoram Silk Route to spread the message of Buddhism to China. However, by the sixth century, Kashmir had been devastated by the invasion of the Hun ruler Mihirakula, who persecuted Buddhists and encouraged Shaivism. Kashmir, which had been the nursery of Buddhist scholars for hundreds of years, was now strongly Hindu. In the seventh and eighth centuries, the Karkota dynasty came to power in Kashmir. Its most powerful ruler, Lalitaditya Muktapida, created a brief Greater Indian empire when his troops raided lands as far as Assam, Afghanistan, Tibet, the Vindhyas, Gujarat and Sindh. He even had diplomatic relations with the Chinese emperor and offered to host 2,00,000 Chinese troops in Kashmir to fight their common enemy, the Tibetans. Fortunately, no Chinese troops showed up in Kashmir until the 20th century!


The Karkota dynasty was followed by the Utpala dynasty in the ninth century, which, after a brief moment of glory under King Avantivarman, became embroiled in civil war. The kingdom of Kashmir, which was now restricted to the Jhelum valley, was going through turmoil. The damaras (feudal landlords) and the tantrins (hired soldiers) frequently changed allegiance and constantly rebelled. Kings lasted but a few years and the people were left to the mercy of the government officials. Kalhana wrote, ‘Truly, government servants are a plague to the people and harass them like cholera or dysentery.’


Parvagupta, a former minister of Kashmir, crowned himself king in 949 ce, killing the boy king Sangramadeva and throwing his body, weighed down with a stone, into the Jhelum. He, however, died painfully of dropsy (oedema) in just a year, leaving the throne to his son Kshemagupta. Kshemagupta was pleasure-loving and dissolute. He was addicted to women, gambling, and especially to hunting jackals in the woods, in a Kashmiri version of the British fox hunt.


It was during Kshemagupta’s reign that Didda made an appearance. Didda’s lineage can be traced back to the ancient and powerful Hindu Shahi dynasty who ruled Kapisa (now in Afghanistan) and Gandhara (which is in modern-day Pakistan) after the decline of the Kushan Empire, from the third to the 11th century ce. Her mother, daughter of King Bhima Shahi, was married to Simharaja, the king of Lohara (currently Lohrin in Poonch), a small kingdom adjacent to Kashmir.


Didda (b. 924 CE), the daughter of Simharaja, was beautiful but lame. She is often referred to as charan-hina (footless) in the Rajatarangini. Though she could walk, a woman called Valga would carry her around – even in running competitions. Didda would, of course, always win, as nobody dared to defeat the queen! In gratitude, Didda later built a math (temple) for her aide called Valgamath. Didda was still unmarried at twenty-six, very much over the marriageable age by the norms of the era, when Kshemagupta, looking for political legitimacy for his rule, offered to marry her, as she possessed the singular qualification of being the granddaughter of the mighty Shahis.


The wedding took place in 950 CE and Didda came to Srinagar as a bride. Soon her husband came under her spell so visibly that he started being taunted by the populace as ‘Diddakshema’. Such was his infatuation that Kshemagupta had coins minted with ‘Di(dda) Kshemagupta Deva’ inscribed on them. Didda’s influence over the king, however, created many enemies for her, among them the well-entrenched prime minister Phalguna, whose daughter Chandralekha was also married to Kshemagupta. Didda gave birth to a son, who was named Abhimanyu. When her grandfather, the powerful Bhima Shahi, visited Kashmir to see his great grandson he ordered the building of the temple known as Bhimakeshava near Martanda.


In 958 CE, Kshemagupta contracted a violent fever during one of his beloved jackal hunts. He was taken to the Kshemamath in Varahamula (now Baramulla) and died there. Panicking at the thought of what was to be her fate, Didda immediately secreted away her son, fearing he might be killed. She was now on her own, surrounded by threats to her son’s life as well as her own. The first challenge came when the courtiers gathered for the king’s funeral and, as per the prevailing royal custom, exerted pressure on Didda to commit sati along with the other queens, including Chandralekha, Phalguna’s daughter. Didda staged a great show of preparing for sati, and at the last moment desisted on entreaties by some ministers to live on as her son was a minor. Her son Abhimanyu was then duly crowned and she became the regent. The prime minister, Phalguna, fearing for his life under Didda’s rule, fled to Poonch.


Now set to rule the kingdom on behalf of her son, Didda was suspicious of everybody. The first direct challenge she faced was from Kshemagupta’s nephews, Mahiman and Patala. They gathered many allies, especially powerful Brahmins from Lalitadityapur, and surrounded her while she was visiting the Padmasvamin temple. She managed to get her son away to a math and then asked for negotiations to commence. During the talks, she managed to ward off some of the allies with bribes and placate others. Her faithful minister, Naravahana, then won a victory in battle over the rest. She ruthlessly ordered the killing of many of the rebels, including her husband’s nephews, but forgave some she thought would be of use to her. One of them was the warrior Yashodhara, whom she designated commander-in-chief, and sent off to subdue Thakkana, a king of Shahi descent who ruled a neighbouring kingdom. Yashodhara won, but let Thakkana retain his kingdom. When he came back, expecting a hero’s welcome, Didda made an attempt to arrest him, possibly because the sight of a victorious army marching to the capital made her insecure about her throne, as it would any ruler, especially when the commander is known to have previously rebelled against the king. Many regime changes have been thus effected by victorious generals the world over, especially in Ancient Rome, the prime example being that of Julius Caesar. The attempted arrest, however, was botched up and Yashodhara immediately revolted, joined now by many nobles. This was perhaps the toughest revolt Didda ever faced, but she managed to suppress it with the help of her ministers, Naravahana and Rakka. Again, the rebels and their relatives were brutally killed.


Kalhana says of the crushing of the rebellion: ‘The Lame Queen whom no one had thought capable of stepping over a cow’s footprint got over the ocean-like host of her enemies just as Hanuman got over the ocean.’


Naravahana now became the most important man in the kingdom. Didda, increasingly nervous of his power, became aloof and started favouring others. Heartbroken, Naravahana committed suicide. In a little while Rakka too died. Didda, left alone again, could see the damaras uniting against her, and recalled Phalguna, who was living in retirement in Poonch, who then effectively subdued the damaras.


Meanwhile Abhimanyu was growing up and it seems was quite disturbed by his mother’s shenanigans. As Kalhana put it, ‘He was learned, his eyes had the beauty of lotuses, he was honoured by the sons of savants, he had studied the Vedas. He was asparkle with scholarship and youth. To one of such a very pure temperament co-operation with vile conduct proved withering, like the heat of the sun to the Sirisha flower.’


In 972 CE Abhimanyu died of consumption. His minor son Nandigupta was crowned king after him and Didda continued to rule as regent. For a year, a grief-stricken Didda immersed herself in constructing buildings in memory of her son. She built the Abhimanyusvamin temple and a town she named Abhimanyupura, as well as the Diddasvamin temple, Diddapura town and Diddamath, in a part of Srinagar now called the Diddmar area. She is credited with laying the foundations of 64 buildings in her lifetime.


Her run of bad luck continued through this time. Nandigupta fell sick and died within a year of ascending the throne, followed by the death of her next grandson, Tribhuvangupta, who had been crowned king the very same year. Many accused the queen regent of witchcraft and held her responsible for bringing about their deaths, though it seems quite unlikely, as she had no advantage in doing so. Undeterred, Didda now crowned Bhimagupta, her third grandson, the ruler of Kashmir in 975 CE. Phalguna, whom she had made her chief minister, died during Bhimagupta’s reign.


Now began a new chapter in Didda’s life, brought in by a young man called Tunga. Tunga was a Khasa buffalo herdsman from Poonch, who had come to Kashmir with his brothers and was employed as a letter carrier in Didda’s administration. Impressed by his capabilities, she started promoting him to senior administrative posts, until he finally became prime minister and the commander of her armies. He continued to capably hold these posts for nearly forty years, even after her death. He was widely considered to be her lover, although she was over fifty years old by the time she met him.


Meanwhile, Bhimagupta was close to attaining adulthood and started showing interest in administration and reform. However, he died under mysterious circumstances in 981 CE, many say after being imprisoned and tortured by Didda. After his death, Didda ascended the throne in her own name and issued coins in the name of ‘Sri Didda’, which are widely available even today.


Didda ruled for the next 22 years with absolute power, quashing periodic rebellions by using her standard combination of bribes, placation and ferocious reprisal, until she died in 1003 CE at the age of 79. There is a story in Roman history about King Tarquin, who when asked by his son for advice on how to rule, goes to the garden and scythes off the heads of the tallest poppies. Didda did just this, with the faithful Tunga by her side, until there was no opposition left. She put down a major revolt spearheaded by her nephew Vigraharaja. Tunga and his brothers also won a major victory over Prithvipal, the king of Rajapuri (Rajouri).


Kalhana says of Didda, ‘Those treacherous ministers who for sixty years… had robbed sixteen kings, from King Gopala to Abhimanyu, of their dignity, lives and riches, were quickly exterminated by the energy of Queen Didda.’


There is a quaint story about how Didda chose an heir. She called for many boys from her maternal family and placed a heap of fruits in front of them, challenging them to pick up the maximum number. The boys started grabbing the fruits and fighting with each other. In the end her brother’s son, Samgramaraja, had the maximum number of fruits without actually engaging in any physical fighting. He had managed to incite the other boys to fight with each other while he calmly gathered up fruits. Impressed by his political acumen, Didda declared him her heir. She made Samgramaraja and Tunga swear a holy oath that they would work with each other, which created great stability in the kingdom for the next two decades.


Thus, Didda’s maternal dynasty, the Loharas, established power in Kashmir, although according to the prevalent patriarchal norms, her heir should have been a blood relation of her husband rather than of her. When Mahmud of Ghazni attacked Kashmir, first in 1015 CE and then again in 1023 CE, Samgramaraja was one of the few kings in India to resist him successfully, in part because of the strong army and administration created by Didda, and partly because of the onset of winter.


The rule of the Lohara dynasty in Kashmir finally came to an end in 1320 CE with the savage attack of the Mongol chief Dulacha on Kashmir. The kingdom was devastated and plundered over eight months. However, while leaving with their loot, the Mongol army was destroyed to a man at the modern-day Banihal Pass by a fierce blizzard. Just like for Russia, winter proved an able general for the Kashmiris.


A new dynasty was then founded by Rinchan, a Buddhist from Ladakh, who later converted to Islam and took the name Sultan Sadruddin, becoming the first Muslim ruler of Kashmir.


Didda is a controversial ruler, who is difficult to slot into easy categories. All sources on her life and reign agree about her tremendous survival skills, her ruthless application of the maxims of the Arthashastra, her ability to rule and to select able lieutenants, and her success in achieving stability for the fractious kingdom she had inherited. However, her visible lust for power and snidely attributed obsession with the opposite sex, both considered admirable in men, were seen as failings and as an evil streak in a woman of her time. The innumerable lovers ascribed to her could well be due to gender bias by historians – after all, how else could a woman succeed in securing the loyalty of her ministers? Unless, of course, by witchcraft, which she was also accused of.






Immigrant Fruit


There is a charming story about the much-loved fruits of Kashmir like peaches, apricots, pears, etc.


In the first century CE, Kanishka consolidated Kushan power across large portions of north India, central Asia and some parts of China. The most striking of his victories were his conquest of parts of modern-day China, that of Kashgar, Yarkand and Khotan. In doing this, he not only freed himself of the obligation of paying a regular tribute to Chinese rulers, but also took some of them hostage. One of these included a Chinese prince, who was held captive in various locations including Punjab and Kashmir. When the traveller Xuanzang visited Punjab some centuries later, he was taken aback to find paintings of a Chinese prince and his companions dressed in traditional Chinese garb, and whom the resident monks still honoured as their benefactor.


Incidentally, this Chinese prince was very fond of some fruits unknown in India, so they were imported from China to be cultivated for him. And thus the chinani (the pear) and the chinarajputra (the peach) were introduced to India.
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