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Intizar Husain was born in the United Provinces, India, in 1922 or, as he is known to have remarked in a newspaper interview, ‘1923 or perhaps 1925’. A prominent name in South Asian Literature, Husain wrote several novels and collections of short stories in Urdu, including the widely acclaimed Naya Ghar, Aagey Samundar Hai, Basti, Aakhri Aadmi and Kachhwe. As a storyteller he actively engaged with contemporary concerns while drawing eclectically from the subcontinent’s syncretic cultural heritage. He carved out a unique place for himself among his progressive, religious nationalist, and traditionalist peers by refusing to put his work in the service of narrow ideological projects. His nonfiction writings constitute a veritable archive of critical reflections on the history, contemporary culture and politics of the region. Intizar Husain died in 2016 in Lahore, Pakistan.


Brimming with sights, sounds, fragrances and flavours, Once There Was a City Named Dilli is a portrait of Intizar Husain’s beloved Delhi. Presented as a series of richly textured tableaus, the book reflects the pasts and presents of the city which has been built and destroyed several times.


Ghazala Jamil teaches at the Centre for the Study of Law and Governance, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi.


Faiz Ullah teaches at the School of Media and Cultural Studies, Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai.


Siblings, Faiz and Ghazala share a common love for social theory and popular culture.











For dearest Paromita...


...another bit of Delhi


—Ghazala and Faiz













Translators’ Note



Location is crucial to creating a world of imagination in fiction. Not only fiction but memories of pasts too are ‘imaginations’ contingent upon location. Once they came into being, post-colonial South Asian States found that their projects in ‘imagination’ were far from over. Nation-building essentially required them to get their histories wrong. As the French political thinker Ernest Renan had pointed out, ‘Forgetfulness, and I would even say historical error, are essential in creation of a nation.’ The nationalist imagination is a creation of interplay of remembrance and forgetfulness in just the right amounts. Languages are needed to mobilise these imaginations but any language will not do. Languages too, like memory, carry nationalistic burdens. Many South Asian languages have been at the heart of nationalistic constructions, and yet, paradoxically, they also transcend national territories. Intizar Husain’s Dilli Tha Jiska Naam is of immense value because it does not suffer from the nationalist burden. Often accused of nostalgia, Intizar Husain’s narrative of Delhi’s past is an articulation of a memory that has lingered on, despite its uselessness in the nationalist discourses of both Pakistan and India because of the vagaries of location and national identity of the author. Perhaps, the Partition of India lends a certain quality to Urdu that makes it an apt language for expressing loss and nostalgia. It may even be argued that a peculiar expression of the North Indian syncretic Ganga-Jamuni culture can only be made through Urdu. It is this peculiarity of Urdu that we have tried hard to retain in this translation.


Dilli Tha Jiska Naam shines forth as a counterdiscourse in precisely these terms and therein lies our motivation to read this text and make it accessible to a wider readership. Strangely enough, English—despite its colonial legacy and hegemonic present or perhaps because of it—comes to the rescue.


Neither Urdu-daan nor English-wallas, and as learners of both the languages, we feel that translation of such texts should not wait for specialists or cultural elites but should be undertaken by everyone as a means of participation in the realm of culture and politics. It remains, however, that both English and Urdu have been languages of the elite classes or, like us, the members of the aspirational classes.


It is remarkable how many Urdu-daan can understand the language well due to the shared vocabulary and grammatical structure of Hindi and Urdu, but remain strangers to the Persian script in which Urdu is written because it is notorious for being difficult.


Urdu is strikingly different from English for ascribing less importance to vowels. In fact, vowels are indicated more often by signs (rather than letters of alphabet)—zabar, zer, pesh, madd, ulta pesh. Elementary learners of the script are the only ones expected to use these signs. Advanced users usually drop these while writing and proficient readers know by experience which signs have to be read where. Some consonant letters (alif, badi yay, chhoti yay and vao) can produce different vowel sounds but need to be supplemented by the vowel signs. This can be understood as Urdu having ‘invisible’ signs that are not written but have to be read, just as English has ‘silent’ letters that are written but not read. While silent letters are present only in a few English words, the invisible vowel signage in Urdu can make reading the script a daunting task for novice readers. As non-expert translators this proved challenging for us when confronted with Persian words that are not prevalent in spoken Hindustani. We found translation not only an interesting way of deepening and diversifying one’s interest, but also a great way of gaining proficiency in reading the script.


Reading Urdu is challenging also because it is a highly stylised language with little punctuation in writing. Other than an occasional comma and a full stop marked by a baseline dash, very few punctuation marks are used. In addition, several words are meant to be read as connected words but the connectives are not always marked in the script. Also, an extremely formal register is often used to produce a satirical or jocular effect. Since we decided to stick close to our reading of Intizar Sahab’s intent in the text in our translation, the stylistic issues posed an additional challenge. We have also tried earnestly to present to the reader an opportunity to savour the charm of Urdu—preserving the Urdu idiom so that the reader not only gets the meaning but also the flavour. As far as possible, we have tried to do this by translating literally, abandoning this effort only in places where the literal translation sounded too strange in English.


Towards this aim we have also retained many Urdu words which were either not translatable due to cultural specificities of the subject or because the context behind the use of the original word was so interesting that translating it to a fairly adequate English equivalent would rob the reader of an interesting vignette of history. In both cases, we have added a footnote. Yet other footnotes are very brief introductions to the authors and chroniclers referred to in the text by Intizar Sahab. All the research that this required has left us richer for our acquaintance with Urdu literary culture.


We would like to thank Qamar Fuzail Sahab whose love for Shahjanabad and rich knowledge of its literary culture helped us immensely by cracking open mysteries of many quaint words and making them translatable. We also thank Prof. Sayeda Bilqis Fatema Husaini, retired professor of Persian from University of Delhi for her invaluable help with perfecting the translation of the Persian text in the book. We thank our family for all their support, especially our niece Sidra Fariah who is a student of both History and Urdu. Ghazala would also like to thank the Council for Social Development, New Delhi, where, working as Associate Fellow, she undertook a part of this translation.


Many thanks are due to our editor, Arpita Das. Her edits have elevated the translation by several degrees. We thank Shubham Mishra who met Intizar Sahab and got his permission for us to do this translation. Most of all we thank Intizar Sahab for granting us this permission. It is our deepest regret that we could not show it to him and will never know what he would have thought of it.










1 Apologia



Publishers generally request their novelists to write commercial novels for them; both parties benefit from this practice. When Niaz Sahab made a demand on me, and I am not exactly a topseller, he had something else in mind. Actually, he had read ‘Ajmal Aazam’ while publishing it. He probably read it in such a moment that he was fated to be smitten by the description of Dilli in the book. So he said, ‘Let’s have a full account of Dilli. We’ll publish a book.’ I considered the request only fleetingly and did not think it was necessary to reply in the affirmative or negative. But he was serious about his request. So serious that he immediately announced the forthcoming book. He even suggested a name.


So I got caught like this. While the spell of this lost city has its own place, and so does the wish to understand and describe the magic, a person should be mindful of their own place too. Among the loose cobblestones1 of Dilli born in the last century there have been luminaries who have left incredible narratives of the city. For one, I am not a Dilli cobblestone. I am only a qasbah2 pebble. They lived and consumed this city that is Jahanabad. Those who came later used it by the grace of these ancestors and imbibed the city in their person. I, a qasbah pebble, stand a considerable distance apart—both in the temporal and the spatial perspectives. Moreover, where shall I get a pen like theirs? Nasir Nazir Firaaq, Munshi Faizuddin, Mirza Farhat Ullah Beig, Ashraf Subuhi, Shahid Ahmed Dehlavi—have all left enchanted descriptions and visual marvels in the name of this city. I feel silly for insisting that I too will describe Dilli. But what could I do? On the one hand, there was the magic of this vanished city, and on the other were the images drawn by the elders. Topping it all was a very persuasive request. I got greedy. The pen was in the hand, it wrote.


So this urban lore was written like this. I am deeply indebted to all those Dilliwallahs and the loose cobblestones of the city from whose writing I benefited and which adorned my own writing.


Intizar Husain


14 January 2003


Lahore





1 The author here uses the word ‘roda’ which means a loose piece of rock bigger than a pebble which gets rounded by kicks of the pedestrians when it gets in their way. ‘Rah me rodey atkana’ is an idiom that means ‘to obstruct’. We have translated ‘roda’ as ‘loose cobblestone’ because in the present usage the author means a city dweller who moves about aimlessly but belongs, unlike a rolling stone who may move anywhere. One can understand this person to be a little similar to the European flaneur.


2 Qasbah is a small market town.










2 Indraprasth to Dilli



No settlement shows its ‘self ’ easily; and Dilli is the one about which Mir warned us. It is not just any settlement, it is Dilli! How much of its real face has Dilli shown even to those loose cobblestones who ambled about in its dusty streets? It hid more than it revealed. So, feel free to consider this attempt of mine a futile, leisurely pursuit. If you ask me for the truth, I have been obsessing about just one evening of Dilli. That sad evening in Bhadon1 appeared for just a few moments and then vanished. To try to describe it again is not my intention. I was unable to describe it in an earlier attempt too. I am merely making a gesture at it.


It was one evening two and a half or three years after the Partition. I had arrived in Dilli after much planning and devising. When we set foot in the blessed neighbourhood called Dargah Hazrat Nizamuddin, it was dusk. But the usual hustle-bustle and throng of people rubbing shoulders2 with each other were missing. The many shoppers at the shops selling roses, incense sticks and candle-sticks were also nowhere in sight. Silence had made a camp inside the dargah3 too.


Suddenly, as if from nowhere, three qawwals4 with harmoniums hanging from their necks appeared. They sat down, arranged the harmoniums before them, and immediately began,


Ghar-ghar mein udaasi chhai hai Shabbir Madina chhor chaley


(Sadness has filled all homes as Shabbir prepares to leave Madina5)


We listened to them for a while and then walked out. ‘We’ means I and my old friends Revti and Singh, who were my hosts. Revti said, ‘You know, Ghalib’s mazar6 is also here. Let’s visit it too.’ So we left the path and began walking in the tall grass. Janamashtmi7 had just passed. The grass had grown really tall and green after the showers of Saawan-Bhadon.8 Amidst the grass was a derelict plinth surrounded by a boundary wall in ruins. Inside the compound were three graves in a bad shape. One of these was Ghalib’s. I recited the fatiha.9 We came out and started walking in the tall grass again. The surroundings were filled with silence. Only the scream of a peacock came from afar. After that, the silence became deeper. The doha10 of Amir Khusro that I had just recited at his grave lingered in my mind.


Gori soe sej pe aur mukh pe daaro kes Chal khusro ghar aapne, sanjh bahi chaundes


(The maiden sleeps on her bed and her tresses cover her face, Go back to your home, Khusro, it’s evening everywhere.)


After this I had to wait for 30 years before I could go to Dilli again. It was only then that a way to visit this settlement could be found. One visit, second visit, third visit—each one included a mandatory visit to Hazrat Nizamuddin Aulia’s neighbourhood. However, now the entire landscape had changed. The same hustle-bustle and crowds rubbing shoulders. Each shop had heaps and heaps of roses. There was some jostling to cross the threshold and enter the mausoleum. And yes, the plinth on which Ghalib’s grave rested was gone. The grass had vanished. In its place was a massive marble platform enclosed by beautiful mesh walls. Inside, the grave was also made of marble. Adjacent to the grave had risen a huge Ghalib Hall. During each visit the commotion seemed only to increase. And each time, I immensely missed that sad Bhadon evening and the derelict grave amidst the wild grass. O Allah! Where is that evening hidden and where is that grave lost? Where shall I look for it?


And now when I remember the silent and sad evening which has become for me the very metaphor for the lost Dilli, the scream of the peacock from that evening reverberates in my mind. This reminds me of something D.H. Lawrence once said. He said that the chirping of a few birds contains within its sound the signs of good things to come. And the sad sounds made by some other birds transport us to the past. He named birds from his country and listed which bird calls are the bearers of good news from the future and which carry the listener to the past. I think our peacock is a strange bird. Its scream contains glimpses of past and future like the play of shade and sun. When the month of Saawan would pass without rain and one day suddenly the clouds start looming and the screams of peacocks may be heard from afar, my nani amma11 would say, ‘The peacocks are screaming. It’ll rain.’ Later, when Saawan-jhari12 would start, and on some evenings after raining the entire day there would be a pause and from afar a lost peacock’s scream could be heard, it would be laden with such sadness. It seemed to come from some threshold of the past and pull us towards ancient times.


And at this moment when this lonely lost peacock’s sad scream tearing through the dusk of that sad evening is resonating in my ears, it seems to be dragging me to many, many parts of the past. And I am amazed at how many times in its centuries-long journey Dilli has been plundered and resettled. But I am trying to find out when it was settled for the first time. Who were the settlers, who were settled? This search has taken many researchers to Indraprasth. But was that settlement really Dilli? It was Inderprasth or Inderpuri or Inderpat. Read the Mahabharat and you will know how it got settled. Like the bickering and rioting and Partition that led to the creation of the two countries; the same had happened then. Dhritrashtra had told his nephews that better than this daily bickering they could take away their share and settle their own country. For this purpose I give you Khandoban.


It was then that the Pandavs said their final goodbyes to Hastinapur and arrived in Khandoban. But Khandoban was just a wilderness—thick forests, no sign of humans, and lots of snakes. It is fantastic that the Mahabharat records the name of every type of snake, how poisonous each one was, and how it came to be found there. Arjun stood with his bow and arrows. Krishna ji was his reinforcement. But all those snakes could not have been tidied up by Arjun’s bow and arrows. The Pandavs had some good fortune and received additional reinforcement from Agni Dev.13 This burnt all the snakes to ashes. Only one snake was spared because that day it was not in Khandoban, and was visiting another forest. On being spared a terrible end what stratagems it employed and how it took revenge—that is a different story. The fact is that the forest was cleared and a new town was founded. What a town it was! When seen from afar the parapets of its ramparts seemed to look like a cluster of white clouds. On the ramparts were stationed, row upon row of soldiers armed with arrows and swords. The ramparts also had gates that seemed like mountains. They were surrounded by trenches as wide as the sea. Adjacent to these were lush orchards which echoed with the cooing of cuckoos and peacock screams.


News of this new city reached far and wide. Scholars, artists, pundits, astrologers, merchants and artisans were attracted to it, and Indraprasth became a lively city. But how could such a lively city have been destroyed? It was not even invaded. And how could it be invaded, when all their enemies had already been trounced in Kurukshetra? Well, there is no historical account of that era. But there are many legends, as many stories and legends as there are mouths telling them. Bashiruddin Ahmed retrieved one such legend and recorded it in his volume Dehli: the Abode of Governance. I will leave those who investigate to their devices and will just reproduce what has been said. The nuisance of the Kauravs had ended. And now the Narrator14 wrote peace for the Pandavs. King Yudhishthir sat on the royal throne and ruled. The Pandav brothers were living a tranquil life. All seven blessings were within their reach. And do not even ask about the spread at their banquets. All kinds of cuisines and all possible tastes! But it so happened that one day when food was being served, an ominous fly came from somewhere and sat on the food. In the sacred ambience of Inderpuri! That too in the royal palace, whose cleanliness the gods used to swear by! King Yudhishthir was stunned. He was so revolted that he stood up without eating. He felt disgusted with Inderpuri. Nay, his heart was repulsed by the world itself! He left the royal palace, said his final goodbye to the city and began his last journey. With him the other Pandav brothers and Draupadi also said goodbye to their city. All the verve, all the glory of Indraprasth went away with its precious darlings. The happy bustling city was deserted within a few moments. O cursed fly! Woe to you! What a bustling city it was that your greed destroyed!


Then the world forgot all about the city, so much so that it does not ever again find mention in any chronicle. What befell the city after the Pandavs? It was as if it was erased from the very pages that record existence, like a wrong letter. The only reference that comes up is that ages later it was somewhere here that a small king named Dehlu settled another town. It was called Dehli after his name. It was Dehlu’s name that gradually got distorted to Dehli and then became Dilli. So this is the actual beginning and preamble of Dilli. Dilli was inhabited when Indraprasth was abandoned. It is said that the site of the old fort in Dilli is the actual site where the city state of Indraprasth used to be located.


King Dehlu settled a town whose name came to be Dehlu and then people started calling it Dehli. What happened after that? Nothing is known. Yes, in one of the kabitt15 songs sung  by  the Bhatts16 there is a reference to the city remaining desolate for 792 years. Only after this period was it inhabited again. When exactly was that? About this, history speaks, and this town once again emerges from behind the curtains of oblivion. In the year AD 1052, King Anangpal made it his capital city and rehabilitated it with much fanfare. This is the period when Mahmud Ghaznavi returned from India after carnage and plunder. And now the King Anangpal of the Tanwar Dynasty can breathe easy. He makes Dehli his capital and builds a wall around the city. Temples are built. Bunding is undertaken. Reservoirs are built. Above all, a fort named Lalkot is constructed. What an imposing structure Lalkot is! Standing on the left and right sides of the gates are two lions with chains hanging from them. Plaintiffs have total freedom to pull the chains. Their complaints would be heard and justice would be delivered. This was how the ‘chain of justice’ tradition commenced in India.


There is no idea as to how long Anangpal ruled. However, his progeny flourished and the Tanwar Dynasty ruled for more or less a century. After almost 100 years, let us say, in AD 1151, the Chauhan Dynasty gained strength and one of its kings, King Bisal Deo, attacked Dilli and conquered it. But soon the conquered and the conquerors reconciled. Reconciliation was brought about on the condition that the Tanwar ruler would marry the princess of the Chauhan dynasty. The son born of this wedlock would then sit on the throne of Dilli. So the marriage was solemnised. The son who was born was called Prithviraj. He was the son of the daughter of Bisal Deo, the apple of the eye of both dynasties.


Bisal Deo did not have a son. He adopted his grandson. When his eyes began to close17 he made him his heir. Thus, the thrones of both Dilli and Ajmer were bequeathed to Prithviraj alias Rai Pithora.


So, gentlemen! Drum beats for Rai Pithora—two capitals, one king! He has one foot in Ajmer and the other in Dilli. And his reign begins from the Himalayan Mountains and extends to the Bindhyachal Mountains and the Narbada River in the south. People forgot all about Anangpal’s Lalkot. Now the Pithora rule built its own Lalkot with such grandeur that its clamour spread in all four directions. Shahabuddin Ghauri attacked with ferocity but had to taste defeat at the hands of Rai Pithora. Rai Pithora’s dominance was established far and near.


But woe be to love! The passion of Rai Pithora led to his collapse. Now listen attentively,18 how his ill-fated love blighted Rai Pithora’s life and what fruits it bore. Raja Jai Chand had a daughter named Sanjogta, with the countenance of both the sun and the moon. Bhatts would go around singing paeans to her beauty. Chief among them was the Bhatt in the court of Rai Pithora, Chandra, who drew out the contours of her beauty with such flair that her picture was etched in Rai Pithora’s heart. The arrow of passion pierced his heart.


But it always happens in passion that a twist develops. And from then onwards a tale of trouble begins to be written. Here the twist was that Sanjogta was the daughter of the enemy, King Jai Chand. Jai Chand was the King of Kanauj and a rival of Rai Pithora. How was that so? It was so as he belonged to the Rathore dynasty and was its prized descendant. But one of the daughters of Bisal Deo was also married in the Rathore dynasty. Jai Chand was her offspring. Thus, he was also a maternal grandson of Bisal Deo. Indeed, he was the elder grandson. But the grandfather had adopted the younger grandson and bequeathed the throne to him. It was this that ate up Jai Chand.


So how would fate bring together Sanjogta and Rai Pithora? As  it happened, one of Rai Pithora’s old maidservants played the role of a go-between. She used a thousand stratagems to get inside Jai Chand’s palace and close to Sanjogta. But she did not really need to do all that. Sanjogta had already heard stories of Rai Pithora’s bravery and had fallen passionately in love with him. So the fire of passion smouldered equally on both sides. It just needed a reason to blaze. This spark was provided by Jai Chand himself.


King Jai Chand wanted to show that he was a bigger king than all others. Towards this end he had drums beaten to announce an Ashwameda Yagya. Ashwameda Yagya is a sacrificial ceremony of a horse. The kings from far and near come to take part in this ceremony and thereby acquiesce to the higher standing of the host king. And yes, along with this he also announced the swayambar19 of the princess Sanjogta. This meant that Sanjogta would come into the full court with a garland in her hands and put it around the neck of whomever she fancied from amongst the kings present.


King Jai Chand invited many kings for the celebration and, as custom demanded, had to assign different tasks to them. The object was to humiliate Rai Pithora, so he was to be assigned the task of guarding the entrance to the court.


The Ashwameda Yagya was observed grandly. All the other kings came, but Rai Pithora did not arrive. So King Jai Chand had a golden statue made of Rai Pithora and propped it up at the entrance of the court.


At the same time Rai Pithora had his own scheme. He took along 100 Chauhan warriors, disguised as beggars. They left their horses in the jungle and mingled with those celebrating the swayambar. Among them was Rai Pithora himself.


Princess Sanjogta walked into the court with a garland. She passed by all the kings one by one. She saw each one’s face. The person for whom her eyes were searching was missing. When she came near the entrance and her eyes fell on the statue, she swiftly put the jaimala20 around its neck. Immediately there was an uproar. At that very instant Rai Pithora swung into action. He burst into the court, and catching hold of Sanjogta’s wrist, made out of there in an instant. He made her sit with him on his horse and swiftly got away. His Chauhan warriors rode behind him. Now the Rathore warriors realised what had just taken place. Their pride and honour had been challenged. They mounted their horses and pursued the Chauhans with their swords drawn. They caught up with them in a little while. Iron clanked with iron, and spears were crossed. Rivers of blood flowed. But the Rathores were no match for Rai Pithora. He reached Dilli, killing and slaughtering. Next day he was in Lalkot.


Jai Chand was humiliated. He was writhing in the embers of disgrace. He began to look towards Shahabuddin Ghauri as the only way to trounce his enemy. What a harsh father was he! It did not occur to him that his daughter’s home would be broken. And without foresight, he could not understand that once an outsider knows the path to the inside, why would he be content with only Dilli and Ajmer? For Ghauri it was a godsent opportunity. He was already determined to take revenge for his defeat. Now that he was being prompted by an insider he stood up firm.


But wait! There was another occurrence at this time. Now the historians would not regard this incident as real, would they? Anyway, the historians do not even take any note of Rai Pithora’s love for Sanjogta. They go only by events. However, the world during that era has attributed Rai Pithora’s ruin to both—this love and the incident that I am going to describe now.


It was said that besides his enmity with Jai Chand, Rai Pithora had also earned the wrath of Basak, the King of the Earth. Basak Nag21 was the brother of Shesh Nag.22 Hindu mythology says that he has no tranquility in his temperament. He keeps wandering under the ground. If he is here today, tomorrow he may slither away to another place. If he went and stayed under the palace of a king, it was an honour for that king.


One day some astrologers of Dilli presented themselves at Rai Pithora’s court. With folded hands they said, ‘O great King! Our knowledge of astronomy tells us that King Basak is residing under Lalkot. If, by some ploy, he can be made to permanently settle here, then the Chauhans need have no fear or threat. They will always rule.’


Rai Pithora was pleased to hear this. He asked them to suggest a way. The astrologers told him to have a long iron nail forged and to hammer it right into the hood of the King Basak Nag. Once the nail was hammered into his hood, how would King Basak slither away? Rai Pithora liked this scheme. An iron nail was ordered to be made hastily. What a nail it was, it was a pillar of iron! The astrologers made their calculations, assessed the location of King Basak’s hood, and had the nail hammered into it.


After this, the astrologers were at rest but Rai Pithora remained anxious as to whether the nail had been hammered correctly into the hood. He ordered the nail to be pulled out so that he could assure himself that the hood was within the range of the nail. When the nail was dragged out its tip was dripping with blood. Rai Pithora ordered that it be hammered back into the same place immediately. But the astrologers beat their heads and said, ‘O great king! What an outrage you have unleashed. And now what will come of hammering the nail back? By now King Basak will have slithered to no one knows where.’


And listen, at this very moment Shahabuddin Ghauri was coming towards Dilli rumbling like a storm. Beating and killing on his way, he reached the borders of the Chauhan Empire. And here Rai Pithora was sitting with Sanjogta, oblivious to it all. He had attained Sanjogta, it was as if the world, all of creation, was his. What was there to worry about now? Paying no heed to his reign or governance, he was cosseted with Sanjogta. When news of the attack by Ghauri reached, there was pandemonium in the royal court. Who would go to give the news to the king? Chandra Bhatt, who was close to the King, assumed this responsibility. He crossed seven thresholds to reach the King and told him of the attack. Now, Rai Pithora came to his senses.


On the slightest gesture by Rai Pithora, numerous Rajput warriors collected under his banner. It was a battle to the end. The sun came overhead and there was a pause in the fighting at noon. Rai Pithora sat under the shade of a tree to catch his breath. One hundred and fifty small and great kings were gathered around him. Each placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and picked up a bida23 of betel leaf, put it in his mouth, drank sharbat,24 placed a leaf of holy basil on his tongue, put a saffron mark on his forehead and swore to fight until the last breath. And truly, they fought till the last breath and displayed their dexterity with the sword. But the day did not bode well for Rai Pithora. By the time the day was ending the game of chess was set to become upset. The Rajput army was in chaos and Rai Pithora himself could not save his life.


At the same time, in all Rajput grandeur, Queen Sanjogta was awaiting her fate. News was reaching her at every moment. When the contours of the battle changed she ordered a pyre to be made ready. The moment the news of Rai Pithora’s end arrived, she got off the royal throne and went and sat on the burning pyre.


Here this narrative of passion concludes, and with it the Chauhans’ sun sets too.





1 Bhadon or Bhadra is the sixth month in various Indian solar and lunar calendars. It is the last month of the rainy season consisting of Ashadh, Saawan and Bhadon. It falls in August-September.


2 In the original the author uses the idiom ‘Khawe se khawa chhilta’. Khawa means ‘shoulders’. Chhilna implies peeling or being grazed. The author uses the idiom to describe a thick but fast-moving crowd such that shoulders rub against each other and are grazed.


3 Dargah is a tomb of a saint. The word connotes an element of veneration and worship.


4 Qawwals are singers who perform Qawwali—a form of devotional, meditative music performed often at the dargah of sufi saints. Qawwali is typically performed with a chorus of singers repeating verses and clapping rhythmically.


5 A reference to Prophet Muhammad’s grandson Hussain (also called Shabbir) leaving the city of Medina. This was the beginning of a series of tragic events culminating in the massacre of Hussain and his family in Karbala by the forces of the oppressive caliph Yazid.


6 Mazar literally means a grave but is used to attribute more respect to the buried person. The word for a grave of a common person is Qabr.


7 Janamashtmi is a festival marking the birth of Lord Krishna. Literally Janm meaning birth and Ashtmi means the eighth day. Janamashtmi falls on the eighth day of the month Bhadon.


8 Saawan-Bhadon is the rainy season.


9 Fatiha is a prayer for the dead which involves reciting several verses of the holy Quran.


10 A Doha is a couplet that exists independently in its form and meaning. Each line has a measured metre of 24 matras (moraes).


11 Nani means maternal grandmother. Amma (mother) is added as an honorofic.


12 Saawan-jhari refers to unremitting, incessant rain that occurs during Saawan. Jhari literally means a volley.


13 Agni Dev is the Vedic god of fire.


14 A reference to God as the author of the story of life.


15 A Kabitt is a quatrain in which moraes or syllables are not counted. In the present context, it also refers to a series of kabitts that were sung as adulatory songs about heroes and kings by the Bhatts.


16 Bhatt is a Brahmin surname. It was often also used to denote learned scholars and poets of the courts.


17 When he was about to die.


18 The words of the author are ‘Ab zara gosha-e-hosh se suno’. A rough literal translation would be, ‘Now listen from the conscious corner of your being’.


19 Swayambar is a corruption of Swayamvar. It refers to a ceremony where princesses could select their grooms from among invited princes and kings. Swayam means self and var means groom.


20 Jaimala is a garland made of flowers used for ceremonial purposes. Jai is an honorific and salutatory word while mala literally means a threaded necklace of beads or flowers.


21 See footnote 22.


22 Nag literally means a cobra. Shesh Nag is considered to act as a seat or bed for Lord Vishnu. Shesh is also called Anant or the one who never ends. It is said that when the entire universe is destroyed, Shesh (literally, the remainder) would still remain. Basak Nag, also known as Vasuki, is Shesh Nag’s brother. Basak Nag and Shesh Nag are worshipped in the snake worshipping cults.


23 Bida literally means a bundle. The betel leaf is eaten especially on auspicious occasions in many parts of India by ‘bundling’ several ingredients including areca nut pellets into it.


24 Sharbat is a sweet drink made out of fruits or flowers.










3 New Culture, New City



Lo, the entire topography of Dilli is transformed. Neither do the doors look the same nor do the walls. Where has Lalkot vanished? Have the heavens devoured the tangle of temples or has the earth consumed them? The trend in construction is entirely different now. A high and mighty minaret is standing tall. A magnificent mosque. The style of the text engraved on these is quite different.


It has been found that Rajputi grandeur was due to the might of Rai Pithora. His passing away is not merely the passing away of a king; an entire culture and the might of the Rajputs drowned with him. It was 1193 AD when Rai Pithora was killed. Not even a year had passed before the message of King Jai Chand’s death was also received. Kanauj was also appropriated by Ghauri; other Rajputs did not even matter.


The twelfth century came to an end. Now the thirteenth century has begun. Dilli is being coloured in an entirely different hue. Those who have vanquished their opposition in the city have come from far-off lands. Their ways are different. Their language is different, religion and faith are different, lifestyles are different, and their architecture is different. And the city is changing accordingly. Shahabuddin Ghauri left after murdering and pillaging, but he left his lieutenant Khan Qutubuddin Aibak behind to manage the affairs after him, and when Shahabuddin died he was formally designated a king; from Qutubuddin he became Sultan Qutubuddin. He is the one who built Qutub Minar. It is another matter that it was completed by Sultan Altamash. Actually, the new colour and form of Dilli truly came into its own during the rule of Altamash. He is the one who made Dilli the seat of power of the new dynasty. Otherwise, Qutubuddin did not leave Lahore until his very last days. It is in this city that he died. When Altamash took the reign of this dynasty in his hands, he made Dilli its seat of power. Then he built and adorned the city in such a manner that it became a cultural hub. He completed building the Qutub Minar and Quwwat-ul-Islam mosque. He built the Hauz-i-Shamsi. He constructed new palaces and new settlements. Do not think that Qutub Minar is named so with reference to Sultan Qutubuddin Aibak. No, the name came into currency with reference to Khwaja Qutubuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki.1 This is why common people began calling the minaret Qutub Sa’b ki Laat.2


Look at another amazing feature of Dilli. All kinds of victors have come and triumphed here but for some years a beautiful princess also sat on the throne. She also ruled in her time with great verve. This was Razia Sultana—the daughter of Altamash. But love proved to be the undoing of this Sultana as well. She fell in love with a sardaar named Yaqut. So much so that she married him. Poor Yaqut was dark soil of Abyssinia, his status was that of a slave. The pride of the other Turk sardaar was roused and the fire of rebellion raged. For this game of love Razia lost both, her throne and her life.


The reference to Razia Sultana cropped up in the middle of the discussion but actually the reference that ought to be made is that of Kaiqbad, because the discussion is with regard to Dilli and not its various Sultans. After Altamash the one who settled another Dilli is Kaiqbad. It was from this point onward that a strange custom began: whoever came to power built their own separate mosque of one and a half bricks3 and their own separate Dilli. Qutubuddin Aibak and even more than him, Altamash devastated the Dilli of Rai Pithora and settled their own Dilli. Kaiqbad abandoned the Dilli of Altamash and settled a Dilli in his own style. This Dilli got the name of Kilokhari. It had a pleasant location. The Yamuna was flowing right next to it. Sultan Kaiqbad built a majestic palace here; he planted gardens. Then the ministers of the court also built their villas here. Right before one’s eyes, the verve of the older seat of power was sucked to this new city. When the era of Sultan Alauddin Khilji came, he left the happily-settled city of Kaiqbad. The Siri area was quite close and he laid the foundations of a new town here. So now the vitality of Kilokhri got transferred to Siri. Kilokhri was destroyed; Siri was settled. When a new capital was designated it was logical that a new palace be constructed. A large palace was built in Siri which was called Qasr-e-Hazaar Sutoon.4 But the life and energy of Siri was tied solely to the existence of the Khiljis. When they went, they took with them the vitality of Siri and Qasr-e-Hazaar Sutoon.


After the Khiljis, came the Tughlaqs. They also settled their own Dilli. To cut a long story short when Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq took the throne he also founded another new city nearby. He named it Tughlaqabad and left the stamp of his lineage on it. What a palace he built; when the rays of the sun fell on it the city shone like gold so brilliantly that one could hardly glance at it. In fact, the bricks used to build this palace were gold-plated. But Tughlaqabad did not bode well for Tughlaq. Just when the palace was completed, the King died. And what a strange way to die! He was on a military expedition to Bengal. As he was returning, his son, who was the crown prince and later became famous as Muhammad Bin Tughlaq, built a small palace on the outposts of the city for the king to rest in and freshen up before he entered Tughlaqabad. But the palace was built in such a strange way that the moment His Majesty set foot in it, it came crashing down on top of him.


So,Tughlaqabad was destroyed right after it was settled; actually, even before the construction had finished. And consider the son who could not stand being enthroned in this capital and this palace. He came to the old city to be consecrated and immediately decided to construct his own city as per his own vision. But what a king he was! He settled Dilli himself and then destroyed it. And, destroyed it how!


The story from destruction to settlement will go on. But while we are at it let us also glance at the map of Dilli now. All this reflected the excessive ways of the kings that whoever sat on the throne built a palace. All around the palace the nobles constructed their chalets. And His Majesty thought that he had settled a separate Dilli. But the story goes like this—one Dilli was the one that breathed its last with Rai Pithora and got obliterated along with its culture. After that the victorious outsiders stepped inside the ancient settlement and began to cast it in a new mould. And so now a new map has been drawn of Dilli. The city is prosperous and settled. The inhabitants happy and living abundantly. The citizenry is diverse. Some are Hindu, others Muslim; some Turks, some Afghans; some Hindi, some Irani. Social life is full of cultural richness. The city is marked by peace and contentment. Alleys, streets, and markets are bustling. The caravanserais are full of patrons. The opium taverns are even fuller. One motley crowd of the thirsty throng the opium joints, another kind of crowd gathers by the wells, ponds and pools. The paths in the markets are neat and clean. Shops of jewellers abound right next to each other. All kinds of shopkeepers, all kinds of artisans are sitting at their stall counters.


The local and external colours are mixed and create a unity. A new society is making an appearance. A new culture is emerging. The court has its own grandeur. The Sufi retreats have their own dignity. The street and alleyways have their bustle. Markets have their crowds. There is a poet who has one foot in the court and another in the Sufi gatherings at the retreat. The streets, alleys and markets have not been spared his steps either. The fame of his Persian poetry is established in the court and travels far and wide till Shiraz.5 Due to this he was bestowed the title of Trumpet-of-Hind. But as became evident, he was fluent in an entirely different language.


On one corner of a street, a woman has set up a cannabis house. The smokers of marijuana and cannabis come here and initiate gambling matches. When the poet passes them by, the woman stands up and greets him. She fills up a hookah and presents it to him. The poet puts the hookah pipe in his mouth and takes a couple of drags; he sweet-talks the woman for a bit and then continues on his way. One day the woman from the cannabis house asks him a strange question:




Oh, Sir! May you be protected! You have composed so many ragas, and written so many ghazals and songs. On the request of a wretched servant woman from the inn you even wrote Khaliq-e-Bari6 for her boy. Please compose something after the name of this servant girl too!





The mood was just right. The wish of the cannabis shop woman was granted immediately.


Auron ki chaupehri baaje, Chhammo ki aathpehriBahar ka koi aaye naahein, aaein saarey shehriSaaf-soof karkey aagey raakhey jin mein naahein tausalAuron ke jahan seenk samawein, Chhammon ke wahan moosal


It’s midday for the others, but for Chhammo it’s midnightWhether there is any outsider or not, all the citizens comeThey clean and keep the bathing pan for the mediumWhere only a twig can go for others, Chhammo’s can take an entire pestle


God knows who this woman servant was, on whose request the Poet had written the entire Khaliq-e-Bari.


Khaliq-e-bari sarjanhaarWaahid ek bada kartaar


Khaliq-e-Bari’s creatorIs the only one big doer


He got thirsty while walking. He saw that at the well four water girls were drawing water. He went near them and asked for water. One of them said, ‘May you be protected! Are you not Amir Khusro who has written songs and whose riddles keh mukarni7 are famous?’




Yes, Bibi. I am Khusro. I am thirsty. Give me water to drink and earn virtue.


No, not like this! Say something for us first!


O, Bibi! Now what shall I say for you?


Okay… then say a few words on kheer.8





Another one piped in and said, ‘Let’s have you say something on the spinning wheel too.’ A third one said, ‘Say something about a drum!’ The fourth demanded something on a dog. The poet was really annoyed. But he began immediately with ease.


Kheer pakai jatan se, charkha diya jalaAaya kutta kha gaya, tu baithi dhol baja9


Burned the spinning wheel, cooked kheer with careA dog came and ate it, while you sit and beat the drum


Now give me water!


Then he composed a riddle on the request of some Tom, Dick or Harry. On someone’s request he would compose an anmel10 or a dhakosla.11


Bhadon paki paheli choo-choo padi kapaasBi mehtarani daal pakaogi ya nanga hi so rahoon12


Riddled ripened in bhadon, the cotton fell down dampened Madam sweeper will you cook pulses or shall I go to sleep naked


Is all this merely about mirth and laughter? To us it seems like the appearance of a new language. This had to happen. After all, no culture is born dumb, it brings with it its own language. With a new culture a new language is also growing and being nurtured; in other words, Urdu is now gaining stature.


But all this was taking place in the streets, alleys and markets. What was happening in the courts? The time of Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq was over. It was now the period of Muhammad Bin Tughlaq. First he settled Dilli and then uprooted it. Tired, he gave up and he settled it again. Suffice it to say that he arranged for Dilli’s security. He got a wall built around it. He also built a palace called Qasr-e-Hazaar Sutoon. He named the city that  he  established Adilabad, because he thought himself to be a just13 king. But you know what happened subsequently? While he was storming the Deccan he liked a city, Deogir, so much that he thought of making it the seat of his throne. He got a drummer to make a public announcement in Dilli ordering people to leave Dilli for Deogir—the new Adilabad and the new capital. It is said that after this order by the ruler, Dilli was emptied of its inhabitants such that in the end only two men, one lame and the other blind, were left in the city. But Khaleeq Ahmed Nizami, in his book Auraq-e-Mussawar,14 says that this is an exaggeration. ‘Sultan established only an administrative centre at Deogir and Dilli continued to enjoy the same status. There were palaces here in which the royal family was still stationed, the cantonment was still here and so was the mint.’ But in the same breath he also goes on to say that, ‘the scholars, jurists, and the elites of the city left behind them a vacuum in the city. According to Syed Muhammad Gesudaraz15 the Sufi gatherings of the city became so desolate that except for the shrines of Qutub Sahab and Sheikh Nizamuddin Aulia others did not even have anyone lighting a lamp in the evenings.’ So Dilli was now a dark ‘City Desolate’.16 The riches and the people of the city were now in a decline and had reached Daulatabad.


But the new city neither suited the people nor their ruler. A drought came to pass causing much misery and suffering to the people. They began the torturous move once again. The journey to Daulatabad had been agonising. From there the journey back to Dilli was equally miserable. Slowly, Dilli settled back into its earlier state of bliss. The streets and alleys were buzzing once again. The markets were once again bustling. And yes, have a look at those traditions and institutions which had given birth to this new culture. Above all were the Sufi khanqah.17 At the time of Muhammad Bin Tughlaq there were about 2,000 such places for Sufi gatherings. These had their own culture which remained untouched by the court. Nor had the philosophical style of the religious scholars tinged with their orthodox beliefs found a way to  get to these places. One belonged to the family of Shariyat while the other to the family of the everyday practices—miles away from religious and cultural contestations. Hindu-Muslim, rich-poor anyone who wished to come to this ‘court’ was welcome to benefit from it. There was no compulsion of knowing and speaking Persian. Here Hindvi was in currency. They did not have any quarrel with the art of jesting. Music had taken the form of samaa18 and had permeated these places.


Among these shrines the one that slowly gained a central position was that of Shiekh Nizamuddin Aulia. It was so popular that from morning till late in the night there was always a big crowd of the devotees there. Among these devotees there were Hindus as well as Muslims. Sheikh was not a votary of practising any kind of distinction between them. It is said that one day he was strolling on the terrace of the gathering hall. On the banks of the river Yamuna which flowed nearby he saw some Hindus worshipping as they sang and played musical instruments. Sheikh recited this line:


Har qaum rast rahe dine wa qibla gahe


Each people have their path of faith and a direction they turn to


His disciple, Amir Khusro was otherwise of Turkish origin but completely dyed in the colour of Hindi. One Basant19 morning on his way to the Sheikh’s gathering he passed by the Kalka Temple. He was already feeling very happy to see mustard blooming all around and men and women dressed in bright yellow clothes. When he heard the priests singing in devotion at the temple he felt a strong sway in his own person. He arrived in front of Sheikh Sahab with mustard twigs and flowers adorning his turban, still under the influence of the experience. The guide smiled at seeing the devotee thus and instructed that arrangements be made to celebrate Basant at the khanqah. So this is how the annual Basant fair began at a Sufi’s khanqah. The guide was happy and so was the devotee. What to say of the community kitchen here? It was as if a sada brat20 was on. It was as if no one in the city will go to sleep hungry. But Sheikh himself would fast. What would he have eaten anyway—a roti and a little daal-tarkaari.21


But because of its grandeur this khanqah posed a challenge to the royal court. Look at Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq. What got into his mind that when he was returning from a mission in Bengal he issued an advisory that the well-being of Sheikh Nizamuddin lies in leaving Dilli before the arrival of His Excellency. This message reached the Sheikh. The unruffled spiritual leader uttered, ‘Hunuz Dilli door ast’.22 And lo! What peril befell that Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq could not reach Dilli at all. The palace that his son had built outside the city to welcome him collapsed on him and he was flattened underneath. The king on his way to Dilli had to proceed to the eternal world instead.


So these were the khanqahs of the Dilli of this era. Now hear about the madrasas. At the time Dilli had 1,000 madrasas. Many received state patronage. The expenses of many others were taken care of by the elites. There were also madrasas that took no gifts from either the state or the elites. Their condition would be marked by scarcity. But they had such teachers that students were attracted and came here from far and wide. One madrasa was the Madrasa Firozi which had been established by Firoz Shah. What to say of the grandeur of this madrasa—all around it was such greenery and flowers. The trees were laden with fruit. And in the midst of all this was the impressive building of the madrasa. Adjacent to it was a tank, famous by the name Hauz-e-Khas. A little apart from it were the living chambers for students and teachers and a guest house for the guests. All expenses for board and lodging were paid by the state.


In the city there were also sarais in good numbers. And then there were gardens and orchards, tanks, wells and step-wells. What a huge tank was the Hauz-e-Shamsi! There was a raised platform and a grand building right in the middle of this tank. There were rooms for the Sufis nearby. You can imagine how this tank had become the centre for cultural activities.


The most and best gardens were planted by Firoz Shah Tughlaq.  He was responsible for 1,200 gardens being planted around Dilli. And not merely gardens. This king had 30 tanks, 100 bath houses, and 150 bridges constructed in and around the city. Along with this he had built 100 sarais, 30 seminaries and 40 mosques. And yes, 50 of those bridges were built across rivers. One way to look at it is that with his welfare activities he even compensated as much as possible for the destruction caused by Muhammad Tughlaq. Muhammad Tughlaq was a strange king. A collection of contradictions. In helping the needy he was the Hatim23 of his own time. In matters of killing and murder, he was the Halaku Khan of his time. A hundred tales each of notoriety and goodwill are associated with him.


It bears mention that in this environment the effect of religious conflict is seen very little. It is almost as if the new culture that was emerging was founded on religious tolerance. The Sufis were in any case the flag-bearers of religious tolerance. Hear about Sheikh Hamiduddin Nagauri who got very upset when one of his disciples once called a Hindu, Kafir. He said, ‘My dear, what do you know of the spiritual condition of this person!’ Sufis apart this is quite apparent in the behaviour of the rulers as well. Khaleeq Ahmed Nizami cited Jalaluddin Khilji from Barni.
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