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It gives me great pleasure to say a few words about the significance of the contribution of women
to the Uprising of 1857 which is the subject of this book. Dr. Kirti Narain’s piquantly titled,
“Participation and Position of Women Uprising of 1857: Redefinition of Social Status: Then and
Now”, deals with the role that women played in this landmark event, the nature of which has formed a
subject of debate among historians and non-academics too. This is a neglected phenomenon which has
been dealt with comprehensively and analytically. In doing so, the book has unearthed the role of
several women belonging to almost all echelons of society who had some linkage with the revolt.
There is the royalty and the landed aristocracy who formed the natural leaders of the uprising; equally
impactful is the contribution of the warriors, the courtesans, the common women, the singing minstrels,
etc. What is interesting is the mobilization of the nameless women who were giving the grass root
support and forming the symbol of popular resistance. Dr. Narain has endeavoured to debunk the
notion of limited spread, so firstly, not only is the civilian population an active participant, the women
too, despite social restrictions, are visible and not just a silent minority. Secondly, she has also
projected the spread of the spirit of the revolt in the entire country, countering the accepted view of the
revolt being restricted to north India and central India. Both these contentions have been displayed in
six customized maps.

The book deals with resistance as a social, political and cultural phenomenon. It has discussed
social issues that existed in the mid-nineteenth century, and those that affect women in contemporary
India. Dr. Narain has looked at archival documents, explored popular perceptions, and has consulted a
plethora of published and unpublished documents. It also profiles the story of a few participants in the
uprising, known and unknown, on the basis of oral interviews of the descendants. The family trees of
each of the eleven families interviewed give clarity to the genealogical and transformational angle of
the discourse. The inclusion of the print media and the diaries compiled then reveal and reiterate the
significance of the written word. These compel the reader to visualize the attitudes on both sides—the
ruler and the ruled—during and after the event. There is a discussion of reward or punishment meted
out to the Indians and a common thread is visible of a clamp down upon perceived opponents and
reward to loyalists according to the enormity of support or opposition.

In view of the issues that Dr. Narain has explored and the sources that she has used, her insights
on the 1857 Uprising are of great value to historical scholarship. It is a valuable piece of scholarship
and I hope that it will receive the wide readership it deserves.

Mushirul Hasan

 Professor of History and Former Vice Chancellor of Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi.
 Director General of the National Archives of India (2010-13)
 Jawaharlal Nehru Fellow, New Delhi (2013-15)
 President of the Indian History Congress (Modern India); General President (2014)
 Padma Shri Awardee (2007)
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The cover has sketches of women of all types and from all strata of society. Most of them
represent the period of nineteenth century India. There is a woman belonging to the royalty, there is a
warrior and there are women who belong to the common populace. No particular heroine is
represented. The contemporary woman also appears as does the standard symbol of equality of the
sexes. The weapons that appear are those that were used by the Indians in fighting the British, and
have been taken from various sources like the house of Tatya Tope that has been converted into a
museum by the family members. The lotus has been included as it was a code for spreading the
conspiracy messages among the people. The colour scheme of white and black has been used to
project the stark contrast between the attitude of the British government and the rebels. These sketches
have been done by Jaydev Gupta but the cover has been designed by the author and Amina Hasan.

About the Author

Dr. Kirti Narain is a historian and professor. She was Project Director at Giri Institute of
Development Studies, Lucknow where she worked upon the ICSSR Project on which this book is
based. She retired as Principal of Jai Hind College, Mumbai in 2011. She was Adjunct Professor at
The Chinese University of Hong Kong where she taught Indian History and courses on Women in
India for five years. She was also Fellow at the University of Hong Kong and worked on a Project on
Education of Girls in China and India. Prior to that, she was Head of the Department of History at the
Dayanand Girls Post-Graduate College, Kanpur. An academic for thirty-eight years, she has five
books and around forty papers to her credit. She is the recipient of several awards and has organized
many national and international academic seminars.
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The nature of the Revolt of 1857 is a subject of constant debate among academics and non-academics
and to arrive at a consensus is well-nigh impossible. However, the Revolt, Uprising, Revolution, First War
of Indian Independence, whatever appellation one may give to this event, it still remains probably the most
dynamic and known event of Indian history. It forms a cusp between colonial stranglehold and the
onslaught of the national movement. This event actually made the Indians realize their own strength and
gave rise to a unique self-confidence among the early leaders of the national movement. Each generation
interrogates history on the basis of prevailing beliefs and suitability. Hence, new and challenging aspects
find their place in historical writing. One such theme that has evoked wide interest is the gender aspect and
it has become the focal area of contemporary times. Not only is there interest in the heroines of 1857, but
also in the manner that the conflict impacted the lives of both Indian and European women, who were
either participants or who, in most cases, were non-participant and non-combatant.

The predominant strain in the study is the ‘woman’ factor, but this cannot be discussed in isolation.
Hence, certain issues and sectors have been delved into that give a holistic flavour to the entire presentation.
Effort has been made to break out of the limitations of thematic writing and consider facets that would
create an inter-relational hypothesis, thus lending credibility and comprehensiveness to the question of the
marginalized—the women. The term ‘participation of women’ has to be interpreted before a more detailed
explanation is given. This term has been used in a much wider sense that what is popularly understood.
Women have been classified as significant players during the Revolt, as well as a part of the general social
issues that affected them—issues that were prevalent as societal practices during that era. The social facet
raises the piquant question with regard to the continuance of the issues that may be relevant in
contemporary society and could be a throwback to the mid-nineteenth century era. It is in this regard that
the ‘now’ factor becomes relevant and social regressions or progressions require serious attention.

The book has been divided into nine parts; each part comprises chapters relevant to the broad theme
encapsulated in the title. However, the discussion would have been incomplete if a very significant aspect
of the Revolt had not been dwelt upon. This is the spread of the Revolt, an event which is popularly
believed to have a limited spread and restricted to northern and central India. This premise has been
tackled at the beginning itself and a stand-alone segment has been inserted, titled, Areas of the Revolt.

Part 1 is titled, 1857—Known Women Heroes in Popular History. This is comprised of Chapter 1
which has two sections, A and B. Begum Hazrat Mahal—the indomitable queen of Awadh—and Rani
Lakshmibai, the valiant queen of Jhansi, were the model warrior queens who fought for their rights and
took on the might of the British. At a time when women of the nobility remained indoors, these women
took on the mantle of leadership in challenging the annexation of major Indian States by the British.

Part 2 is piquantly titled, Lesser Known Women Heroes—Antecedents and Segregations. This has
three chapters and is the most significant constituent of the study. Chapter 2 profiles women who played a
commanding role in the era preceding the Revolt as their lives prove that oppositions by women, even of
the royalty, existed well before the turbulence of 1857. Chapter 3 is divided into three sections and deals
with the widespread activities of the women belonging to the royalty and the landed aristocracy; the
courtesans who were probably the detached players in the Revolt and involved themselves in various roles
of informants, combatants and comfort women; and the prostitutes who provided grass root liveliness to
the tumult. Chapter 4 encapsulates stories of the nameless women who had a very important role to play, a
fact that has gone unreported in historical writing. Their presence is both provocative and fascinating,
hence the title, The Common Women: Unsung and Unreported.

PREFACE AND INTRODUCTION
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Part 3 tackles the marginalized sections of society, the dalit women and the tribal women. Chapter 5,
Local Uprisings: The ‘Margin’ Speaks Up, thus has two divisions that deal separately with the dynamism
of the movement of dalit women; and the tribal women, who in many cases complemented the campaigns
of men involved in the Revolt in the form of local uprisings. The aspect, ‘marginalized among the
marginalized,’ raises questions, as relevant then as they are now, that need to be answered.

Part 4 contains Chapters 6 and 7, titled, Attitudes and Atrocities, and Attitudes and Loyalties. The
mutual and circumstantial mistrust that the Uprising witnessed on the part of Indians as well as the British,
often translated into misdemeanours on both sides. These occasionally took the shape of atrocities,
sometimes heinous in nature. That attitudes determined atrocities or atrocities determined attitudes was a
question that has been dwelt upon by writers ever since the happenings of 1857. The absence of indigenous
writing has resulted in dependence on writings by European women, resulting in a predominance of
incidents of atrocities committed on Englishwomen. There were several stories of Indian men and women
who remained loyal to the British during the Revolt. They helped the British government in various ways
and were often rewarded for their loyalty. While the women were generally unobtrusive, the men came out
openly to support the British. These spanned across the royalty, the landed aristocracy, the government
employees, army personnel and the common populace, better referred to as the civilian population.

Part 5 is blatantly titled, Role of Men. Any writing on the Revolt cannot be complete unless the male
actors in the happenings are profiled. Chapter 8 portrays the known male heroes of the Revolt and the two
segments of the chapter look dispassionately at the situations that Nana Sahib, the ill-fated adopted son of
Baji Rao II, and the embattled Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah, were faced with. Several writings have
put these into contradictory slots of heroism and opportunism. With a paucity of indigenous eyewitness
accounts, the task becomes challenging and a reinvention of existing paradigms becomes imperative.
Chapter 9 succinctly dwells upon Wajid Ali Shah—Catalyst of the Revolt. Wajid Ali Shah is probably the
most controversial figure of the time. He was most unfortunate to have ascended the coveted throne of
Awadh during the time when the East India Company was determined to take over the prosperous region
of Awadh for their benefit. Rejected in the colonial discourse as a laggard and an incompetent ruler
worthy of deportation, his commitment to the well-being of Awadh is the theme of nationalist writing and
he emerges as a ruler who has been slighted on account of obvious colonial opportunism.

Part 6, titled, Post-event Reactions and Relationships comprises of Chapters 10, 11 and 12. Petitions
concerning pensions, allowances and financial dispensations were put forth before the British government
by people belonging to all segments of society. The attitudes of the British while entertaining such
petitions and action taken on them reveal the colonial mindset of reward and award for loyalty and support.
While the attitudes of the governing class were important, the hierarchy and attitudes of the governed
needed to be defined. Broadly, these could be classified as the Royalty and Landed Aristocracy, the
Common Populace, the Tribal people, Concubines and Menials. The Revolt affected the psychology of
the people and in turn societal relationships also underwent a transformation. There were petitions put
forth that called for alleviation of problems that were not restricted to requests for pensions and
allowances. These throw light on social issues that were pertinent in 1857 and are pertinent in
contemporary society. Restitution of freedom from imprisonment for crimes like rape and culpable
homicide or just plain theft, were petitions made to the government. Property matters also were prominent
subjects for which petitions were filed. Women were the predominant players and belonged to all
segments of society. There were the aristocrats, the courtesans, the prostitutes, professionals, as well as
domestic workers.

Part 7 is arguably the most incisive section in the book. Titled, Social Practices and Social Status of
Women: Then and Now, Chapter 13 is subtitled, Social Issues in 1857—Unfolding the Status of Women
and Social Reforms. In the nineteenth century, women were portrayed as an authentic body of national
tradition, whereas men represented the progressive agent of national modernity. Nationalist leaders
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projected ‘femininity’ in a way that enhanced the ‘masculinity’ of Indian men. Women were incarcerated
in the house. Evil customs like Sati, purdah, child marriage, enforced widowhood, dowry, female
infanticide, the devadasi system, etc. crept into society over time, and this led to a decline in the status of
women. These social evils became so deep-rooted in Hindu society that it took more than two hundred
and fifty years to emancipate the Hindu woman from her subordinate and subservient position. Reforms
by the British were perceived as interference in social systems to conceal and reaffirm social and political
control by the masters.

Chapter 14 of Part 7 is appropriately titled, Social Issues in Contemporary India: Status of Women
and Social Reforms. The longest chapter of the book, it enunciates the various social ills that plague
contemporary Indian society. Most of these are based on gender bias. A large number of women are in the
workforce, but norms that restrict women to the home are still powerful in India, defining activities that
were meant, or prohibited, for women. This has relegated women to an inferior position, despite the fact
that in all spheres of legal rights, the constitution does not permit classification on the basis of sex, and
prohibits sex as a determinant of differential treatment. However, most of the urban, as well as rural,
women are now coming forward to fight against social evils, and have been trying to identify and
recognize themselves as individuals. They are not working only in stereotypical fields, like education and
medicine, but can also be seen in other emerging sectors. Today, women have become significant
catalysts of change in society. Yet, violence, discrimination and inequality still cast a long shadow over
their lives. There has been a marked increase in the incidents of crimes against women in the past few
years. The disturbing question that emerges is whether the social systems that were prevalent in the
nineteenth century still exist in a veiled manner, and whether new issues have surfaced that have affected
women in various ways, both regressively and progressively. The chapter is stimulating and perturbing.
The continuance or discontinuance of the established social practices, relevant in the 1857 era, has been
tackled. The emergence of new issues in addition to the old ones has necessitated a questioning of
modernity and modernism. The effort here is not to make a direct comparison of the woman’s issue
between contemporary and mid-nineteenth century era, but to highlight issues that existed ‘then’ and exist
today, as also to discuss emergent issues that affect the position of women in 21st century India.

Part 8 has two Chapters. Chapter 15, titled, The Legacy—Voices of the Descendants, is divided into
six sections. Chapter 16, titled, The Legacy – Significant Others, profiles two families. Part 8 is totally
different from the preceding parts as a look at the descendants of men and women present during the era
of the Revolt, either as participants or just as onlookers, has been taken. This was an aspect neglected by
most writers and provides a holistic picture of continuity down the ages. One of the ways by which the
social and cultural aspects of the transformed society in the last two centuries could be understood was
through the voices of these descendants, thus giving credence to the popular methodology of the oral
tradition. The antecedents of those families and their condition today could provide an overview of the
changing fortunes and transformed lives. With that aim, descendants of eight such families were
interviewed. While three could trace their lineage to the famous rulers of 1857, the others were warriors or
belonged to the landed aristocracy. The families revealed a plethora of information on the lives and
lifestyles of their ancestors. The information shared by them was not only restricted to the events of the
Revolt; it provided a deep insight into the condition, social status and social practices prevalent among the
different classes or sections of society, ‘then and now.’

Part 9 is the last part and is a fitting culmination to the issues dealt with in other parts. No study can
be complete without a reference to the media in all its avatars. This part, titled, Expressions, has been
divided into two chapters and lends liveliness to the discourse. The nineteenth century was a defining era
in history when India saw the emergence of modern techniques in almost every sphere of the political and
social milieu of the country. This affected the mindset of almost every component of society that had to
find an outlet in a way that would express the collective and individual mood of the people, the governed
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as well as the governing. There was a flood of writings in magazines and reporting in newspapers. These
displayed both archival records and analytical writings on the Revolt. Probably, no other event has
become as deeply embedded in popular memory and discourse as has been the Revolt of 1857. To put
across the reflections of the media, Chapter 17 surmises and reflects on the print media that include
newspapers, magazines and journals, both in the vernacular and English, published in the nineteenth
century, especially at the time of the Revolt. Chapter 18 is the last, and portrays the very crucial situation
that existed in 1857, a situation written about in their diaries and letters by Englishwomen. Their anguish
at the changed circumstances and their deprivations are lucidly projected in their writings. The desire for
retribution against the actors of the Revolt grows with the worsening situation. It is a typical emotion of a
victor who has been vanquished even if temporarily, notwithstanding the fact that the so-called ‘rebel’ is
fighting for life.

Methodology
The terms used for the upsurge are ‘Uprising’ and ‘Revolt’, and these have been used

interchangeably. The references are comprehensive and authentic. However, some documents are old,
hence some parts are illegible. Names of cities and places have been used differently in different sources.
Wherever the original documents spelt the names in the certain way, the spellings have not been changed.
The names of cities, like Bombay, Calcutta, etc., have been retained as they were referred to thirty years
back. Any changes before that have been applied. The Urdu, Hindi and Persian names in the chapters have
been used with different spellings according to the sources referred to. For example, ‘Mohammad’ has
been used as the contemporary spelling; in 1857, it was spelt as ‘Muhammad’ or ‘Muhammed’; the
British spelling being ‘Mohamed’. The common terms used in the Indian languages have been used in
normal font, but the uncommon names have been put in italics. Like zamindar is put straight and zenana is
put in italics. Liberal use of quotations has been made and these reflect the situations as they existed then
and exist now. Family interviews have been treated as original sources though the authenticity of these is
not verifiable. However, they give a fair idea about the social conditions that prevailed. Questionnaires
were compiled to conduct interviews of the respondents on the basis of their ancestral lineage.
To embellish the book, customized maps have been created on the basis of the Administrative Divisions
of 1857-58, which have been determined by the Census Department. Most of the photographs have been
compiled by the researchers taken during the field visits to various places.

Author
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The Revolt spread to various parts of the country and specific, relatively unknown incidents
proved this. The hypothesis that the Revolt was restricted to only Awadh, Delhi and parts of Central
India has several dents as there were incidents in recorded history that indicated the outbreak in other
areas also. These oppositions range from a regular Revolt to disturbances to a simmering discontent. It
would be worthwhile to look at the subaltern—insignificant incidents that revealed the presence of the
significant. Conspiracies were being hatched with the involvement of the common populace. There
were indications, which the British did not understand, like, the waterman bhishti refused to give water
to the sahib; or the ayah at the sahib’s house left without informing. There were whispers and rumours
in the bazaar. Intellectual women, magicians and female astrologers volunteered to initiate and
motivate women. Female gypsies and others presented before the female populace a picture of the
demonical government, a rogue ‘ghost’ that had shackled the country and had to be burnt.1

Awadh
One of the major events that triggered off the Uprising was the annexation of Awadh in 1856,

when Nawab Wajid Ali Shah was exiled to Calcutta. Awadh was the main centre of the Revolt and
was spearheaded by Begum Hazrat Mahal, the wife of the erstwhile Nawab. Besides Lucknow,
Barabanki, Unnao, Sultanpur, Allahabad, Kanpur, Varanasi, Sultanpur, Jahangirabad, Mitauli
(Kheri), Sitapur, Gonda and Mathura were the affected areas. There was an uprising in Banaras and
the Sikh army also joined in.2 South of Bari Pargana, District Sultanpur, was Mahmudabad. The
greater part of the pargana was held by Bais, of whom the chief proprietors were Bei Singh of
Kanhmau and Jawahir Singh of Basahidih, both taluqdars.3 Some of the parganas mentioned in Ain-i-
Akbari with their respective owners were, Daryabad—Chauhans and Raikwars; Bhitauli—Rajputs and
Jats; Rudauli—Bais and Chauhans; Fatehpur—Shekhzadas and Rajputs, etc. The Chauhans formed a
portion of the great colony, which occupies the west of Faizabad, Pachhimrath, and Mangalsi,
extending to Rudauli and Daryabad in this district. Principal Chiefs of Bara Banki were Taluqa of
Ramnagar, Hardha, Surajpur, Jahangirabad, Barai and Rudauli. All these taluqas were on the side of
the rebels during the Uprising and they joined forces to fight against the British.

The conflagration in Awadh has been, referred to in relation with the various facets of the
Uprising in the entire book and supports the assumption of Awadh being the epicentre of the event.
The fall of Lucknow, the siege of the Residency, the capture of power at Kanpur, etc. were events that
gave the Uprising a national flavour. They definitely contributed to the holistic representation of the
Revolt as a widespread movement, a precursor to the National Movement.4

Western UP
The Uprising was triggered off by the Indian Sepoys at Meerut on May 10, 1857. By the end of

May 1857, the ‘mutiny’ had totally spread. Bulandshahar, Malagarh and Anupshahar were in the
throes of the Revolt, with the Rani of Anupshahar playing a valiant role there.5 On May 31, 1857, the
British were present at the church in Shahjahanpur (near GF College) when early in the morning 20-22
revolutionaries entered the church with swords and sticks in their hands. The English women and
children were on the run, and though the Raja of Puwayya was a loyalist, he was a coward and did not
give them shelter, but eventually they escaped to Aurangabad.6

Areas of the Revolt
PREFACE AND
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Delhi
The sepoys reached Delhi after the outbreak at Meerut. Bahadur Shah, the Mughal Emperor,

referred to by some as the King of Delhi, assumed the leadership. His condition was pitiable, the
treasury was empty, was in bad health, old and powerless. The colonial masters had completely
overpowered him and he was just a titular ruler, albeit still considered as the leader who had
credibility to head a unified opposition.7 After the battle of Badli Ki Serai, on October 7, 1857, Delhi
was released from rebel control. The effectiveness of the Revolt was heavily dented and with the relief
of Awadh by Colin Campbell, the death knell of the Revolt in Northern India sounded. However, the
rumblings remained, “Even now vast number of rebels in Bareilly, Farrukhabad and Lucknow are
determined to fight in organized groups and to dispute (the possession of) every acre of the soil
(literally ‘from Parsang to Parsang’) …. (In the neighbourhood of Delhi) the Meos of Sohna and Nuh
(Gurgaon District) have created uproar in such fashion that you would imagine lunatics had broken
loose from their chains. Tula Ram…is still at large in Rewari and has now joined his forces with those
of Devi, the Meo, and operates under him. This group, in those hilly and forest regions, has its
independent plan of fighting the (British) rulers. In a word, you might almost say that the very
elements in India are in ferment.”8

Bihar
Bihar too was not unaffected by the Revolt. There were disturbances in Hazaribagh, Darbhanga,

Purnia, Singbhum, Gopiganj, Patna and Jagdishpur. An example of outstanding valour displayed
by women during the Revolt of 1857 can be found in Jagdishpur (Bihar). Kunwar Singh, belonging to
the royal family of Jagdishpur, actively participated in the Revolt. Despite his demise on April 14,
1858, the hopes of independence were kept alive by his brother Amar Singh who successfully
organized the rebellion in Bihar from April to October 1858.9 Unfortunately, in Darbhanga, the spread
of the Revolt was curbed because of the support of the Raja, Raghunandan Singh, and the so-called
respectable citizens of the town to the authorities. Similarly, in Singbhum, Hazaribagh and Patna,
despite the active participation of the people, the Revolt did not grow on account of the loyalty of the
regional rulers towards the British. To name a few, Raja Bhoop Singh of Patna aided the government;
as did the Raja of Serakhillah and the Thakur of Khersherwah who offered their services and
assistance as well as 700 to 800 retainers to help the British at Singbhum.10 However, the spread of the
Revolt in Bihar could not be denied. At Pali, there were reports of the murder of some British officials
that necessitated the despatch of the 47th NI from Mirzapur to Pali to curb the rebels there.11

East Uttar Pradesh
East UP felt the impact of the Uprising and was especially noticed on account of the escape of the

main leaders, like Begum Hazrat Mahal and others, to Nepal via Gorakhpur and other places.
Gorakhpur, Bansi, Basti, Khalilabad, Azamgarh, Bahraich, Tanda and Sutassee—all were
affected. Rebels attempted to operate from the forests but were chased and in attempting to cross the
Rapti many perished, but some led by Mahomed Hussun did manage to cross the Ghagra and reach
Tanda.12 Gorakhpur was occupied by the rebels but was re-occupied by the British through military
operations.13 Basti and Bansi were typical examples of areas of active rebellion where the disturbances
were rendered ineffective by the loyal Indian rulers! Raja of Bansi and the Rani of Basti evinced their
loyalty to the government during the present disturbances, and while the former defeated the rebel
detachment there, the latter fell upon the rebel army in its flight and captured one of its guns.14 The
tehsil at Khalilabad, which they had turned into a strongly entrenched post and where they kept a large
magazine of powder, was blown up by the rebels in their retreat.15 Many taluqdars and large
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landholders declared war against the British after the Annexation of Oudh in 1856 as many lost their
lands due to several reasons, i.e., non-payment of revenue, not having land rights on the villages
occupied by them, some being ousted and their opponents being considered the rightful rulers.
However, many benefited, so the British were taken aback that so many landowners rebelled against
them, consequently leading to reoccupation by the British of their territories and their confiscation
(1858 villages). The Bahraich region was particularly affected where the landowners took an active
and hostile stance against the British. ‘The chief delinquents among them were the Rajas of Chahalari
and Dhaurahra, the Bhitauli Raja, and the Raja of Baundi.’16 Raja of Baundi was the head of the
Raikwar clan and guided the others as he was devoted to the cause as Begum Hazrat Mahal had gone
to his fort after the capture of Awadh.

Punjab
Punjab witnessed a mixed reaction but the discontent was brewing and sparks did fly in several

areas like Gurgaon, Karnal, Jhajjar, Nuh, Sohna, Bahadurgarh, Ballabhgarh, Loharu, Pataudi,
Farrukhnagar, Dujana and Rewari.17 There was no dearth of loyalists that quelled the Revolt in
Punjab and neighbouring areas. The Raja of Jaipur assisted the government on the application of the
Political Agent, Capt. W.F. Edens, in quelling the disturbed district of Gurgaon. His troops also
escorted number of English officers, women and children from Nasirabad to Agra. An officer from
Karnal wrote about the providential escape he had from Delhi when the ‘mutiny’ was at its height
there. He travelled on foot without clothes and shelter. He was helped by the zamindar, his friend, and
the family given shelter by Rani Mungha Dabee.18 “The army mutinied at Sialkot but Tilak Pandey,
the Subadar, refused to join the mutiny and guarded the magazine with his life.”19

The North-East
Assam: Historical reviews of the North-East highlighted that there was brewing discontent in the

region, which culminated in the region’s participation in the Uprising of 1857. Guwahati, Jorhat,
Dibrugarh, Garo Khasi Jaintia Hills, Manipur, Golaghat, Barak Valley, Sylhet, Cachar, Sadiya, Lushai
hills and Latu were all affected by the Revolt. In Assam, Maniram Dewan impressed upon the hapless
prince to lift the standard of the Revolt by inciting the sepoys at Jorhat, Guwahati, Dibrugarh and
Golaghat. Taken aback by the spread of the upheaval to Assam, tea planters exited their estates and
sought shelter in Guwahati. American Baptist missionaries at Guwahati were anxious about their
security. The Assam (Tea) Company’s Assamese workers got work that supported the rebels. “Had an
outbreak occurred, there can be no doubt that they would have sided with the rebels,” the Company
reported in March 1858. Madhuram Koch, the labour contractor, was sentenced to seven years
imprisonment in January 1858.20 The diary of a British soldier, George Carter, stationed at Dibrugarh
with the Assam Light Infantry (ALI) had details of, and the duration of, the military disturbances in
Upper Assam. Carter mentioned the state of the military establishments, which panicked since
Hindustanis exclusively made up the artillery. By the middle of August 1857, Lt. Colonel Simon
Hannay, Commanding Officer of the ALI, contemplated ‘open precautionary measures’ and there was
panic all around. Meanwhile, at Jorhat, there were apprehensions that some incriminating documents
linked Kandarpeswar Singha to a planned uprising in Assam. Arrests then followed in the battalion.
Carter mentioned the names of Jamedar Noor Mahammed, ‘native’ doctor, Hadaiat Ali and sepoy
Shaikh Muhammad. The arrival of the Gurkha troops augmented the ANI and plans for defence of
Dibrugarh were finalized.

East Bengal and Barak Valley and Khasi-Jaintia Hills were impacted by the Revolt. In
November 1857, when they learnt about the Uprising at Meerut, 300 sepoys of the 34th Native
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Infantry, stationed in the port town of Chittagong, mutinied. They looted the Collector’s office,
released prisoners and took off towards Sylhet through Tripura with ` 27,8267 and three elephants.
They entered Cachar and were able to muster support from several Manipuri princes, among whom
mention was made of Norindrojeet Sing, who planned to enter Manipur through the mutineers and
expropriate the government of the State. They were pursued by the Sylet Light Infantry and by
February 1858, around 185 of the rebel soldiers were killed, women and children imprisoned and the
rest dispersed.21 News about the turmoil in the Brahmaputra and Barak valleys had also reached the
Khasi-Jaintia hills. Khasi chiefs were excited at the news of the fall of the British power. One of them
was the former Jaintia Raja, Rajendra Singh, who professed loyalty to the British, but the British
authorities were suspicious that he may use the troubled 1857 scenario to regain Jaintia. He was
commanded to stay in Sylhet under the vigil of the authorities.

Several pockets in India drew patriotic inspiration from the events that took place in 1857. For
instance, in Manipur, Thangal General (of a Thangal Naga tribe of Manipur) joined the movement as
he was struck by the patriotic fervour in India at that time. He was one of the 34th Native Infantry
mutineers who mutinied at Chittagong on November 18, 1857. These mutineers, “after burning their
lines, breaking open the jail and releasing the prisoners, and plundering the treasury, marched through
the jungles of Hill-Tipperah and reached Sylhet and Cachar, where three Manipuri princes were
arrested for entertaining hostile design towards the British and sent to Alipur Jail.”22 The movement’s
impact was felt at Manipur towards which some Manipuri princes headed. Most of them, barring three
or four, died or were captured during the repeated attacks by regular troops. Among those who
escaped was Thangal General, who thereafter chose to serve in the Royal Court of Manipur.23

Central India
Malwa, Neemuch to Sagar, Gwalior to Mhow, Bhopal, Indore, Dhgaon, Sipoli, Ramgarh,

Ahiri, Ramgarh, Jabalpur, Bastar, Nagpur, Mandla, Arapalli and Mollampalli were rife with the
spirit of the Revolt.24 The heroism of the Rani of Ramgarh disturbed the Commissioner of Jabalpur
who allowed her to rule till such time as the British had regained control over the lost territories in the
north, as was evident in their declared policy of ‘discretion was the better part of valour’. They had
difficulty in curbing her in military encounters with her in April 1858 and could never capture her as
she preferred death to dishonour, and ultimately committed suicide.25

The Revolt of the Gond tribe, living in the hilly terrains of Vindhya and Satpura region in
Madhya Pradesh, occurred when Bapurao, the zamindar of Mollampalli, and Venkatrao, the zamindar
of Arapalli, ignited the flame of rebellion in this region. They organised the Gonds, Mariye and
Rohillas into an army and captured the adjoining areas. After receiving this news, the British
dispatched an army under Captain Shakespeare to deal with this menace. However, after reaching at
the spot, the British army realized that it was difficult to suppress the army of Bapurao and Venkatrao.
Rani Laxmibai of Ahiri refused to surrender the two leaders. Totally rattled, on April 26, 1858, the
Commissioner of Nagpur issued an order stating, “Everyone involved in the armed mutiny should be
hanged with immediate effect. Others involved in pending cases should meet the same fate. The
harshest possible treatment should be meted out to their leaders.” Unfortunately, the two were
betrayed by someone in the Rani’s court and Baburao was hanged, while Venkatrao escaped to Bastar
to carry on the Revolt there. In 1860, he was caught and awarded life imprisonment.26

Jhansi, Gwalior and Indore: The spread of the revolutionary spirit to Jhansi and other areas in
Bundelkhand was spearheaded by Rani Lakshmi Bai, Tatya Tope and Rao Sahib. The whole country
was rife with speculation of the imminent revolt that threatened to take massive proportions in Central
India. The refusal of Scindia and Holkar to help the revolutionaries, suppressed the Revolts there.
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Despite the fact that the Gwalior army joined the Rani of Jhansi and Tatya Tope’s forces, the might of
Sir Hugh Rose resulted in a defeat of these forces and the death of the Rani in June 1858.27 The kind
of simmering discontent had all the portents of a much bigger conflagration. An incident revealed the
state of things in cantonments. In Mhow, the Native Officer of the 23rd Native Infantry refused entry
to a badmash, who attempted to incite the sepoys, by threatening them that European artillery was
ready to fire and would blow them away. It was asserted by Mofussilite, that though the person given
credit for pre-empting the Revolt at Mhow was the Commanding Officer of the Artillery, it was
actually the fidelity of the Native Officer that did it!28

Similarly, Holkar wrote to the British Agent about how a detachment of State troops stationed for
protection of the Residency along with British forces, “adopted a course of direct mutiny, and led on
by their unfortunate fate... raised a great disturbance, and having commenced firing guns, killed some
innocent beings.” The whole Residency was plundered and it necessitated Holkar to ask for help from
Mhow. However, the Mhow troops had mutinied, and marched to Indore to join the mutinous and
disaffected there. Holkar lamented, “It is impossible to describe the excitement, plunder, and
bloodshed that continued here for two following days. I had no troops left to think of fighting with the
troops of the line from Mhow...” His anguish conveyed the fact that as late as June 1858 Central India
was a tinderbox that could easily have been ignited if the Maratha Chiefs had helped. Every hand was
now against the English, from Neemuch to Saugor, from Gwalior to Mhow. The force at Durand’s
disposal was “extremely inadequate to the restoration of order and stay of anarchy. The Gwalior
contingent had become our most powerful foe; the Bhopal contingent was in open mutiny and no trust
could be put in the Malwa contingent.”29

All the turbulent Afghans and foreign mercenaries in the surrounding district joined the rebels.
Firoz Shah, of the Delhi Royal Family placed himself at the head and raised the Musalman standard.
The heavy rains continued and made the black soil impassable. Nawab Adil Mohd Khan also joined
them. These men gave out that they were going to the Peshwa, which led the British to think that they
would go to Kalpi. Great many Moofsids and Thakurs who had plundered the districts lying on the
other bank of the Ganga had also joined the rebels.

Western and Southern India
Since the establishment of British power, regions in Maharashtra, Goa, Karnataka, Andhra

Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala displayed occasional resistance to colonial systems. Local leaders
and local people took up local issues. However, since 1854, different areas in South and West India
seemed to be looking at a wider landscape and by the time the Uprising of 1857 happened, the country
south of the Narmada was disturbed. The popular belief that Western and Southern India remained
unaffected by the Revolt was probably a creation of the accounts written in and around 1857. These
were mostly accounts and writings by the English, and were naturally biased. There were several
reasons for resistance in South India. These prevailed much before the actual Revolt of 1857 broke out.
In the late 1830s, the colonial government decided to reduce the area held by local chieftains, referring
to it as ‘alienated land’, so several such areas lapsed to the British government in the Bombay
Presidency and the Madras Presidency. Hence, local rulers, like the Nawab of Carnatic, who lost
economic, social and political positions they had held for centuries, did not hesitate to join the
discontented anti-British groups. Secondly, there was no particular tradition of loyalty to the British in
the Madras army. There were occasions when troops of the ‘native’ cavalry or infantry regiments
revolted against their British officers.30 Thirdly, there were local chieftains like Rani Chennamma of
Kittur in Karnataka who, for various reasons, waged battles against the colonial government (1824).
Fourthly, since the 1850s Christian missionaries had been active in Southern India creating a sense of
injustice that led to the formation of the Madras Native Association in 1852.
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The government was certainly concerned about the disaffection in South India. The resolution of
the Government of Madras in the Judicial Department, dated September 3, 1857 is indicative of this
concern. It stated, “Hyderabad is always inflammable and was sure to be deeply excited.... Our
Provinces of Kurnool, Cuddapah and Malabar contain a large Muslim population which would
participate in these feelings and at Madras itself and the towns of Arcot, Vellore and Trichinopoly
animosity was felt in consequence of extinction of the Nawabship of the Carnatic...Prominent notice
was drawn to the Native Community by the press....... The policy of annexing Native States on the
failure of lineal male heirs may in particular be noticed as having been discussed in very inflammatory
language.” 31 From the Resolution, it was evident that in 1857 a conspiracy existed across the country,
from Belgaum to Mysore, Kurnool and Madras.

G.A. Ballard, Special Commissioner for North Canara (Karwar) believed that, “The Uprisings
were due to people’s love for freedom and the leadership by the Dasais who were ever against the
British rule.”32 However, it is a fact that the Revolt everywhere was led by the natural leaders of the
people, the educated middle class. In 1857, in South India, there were many leaders who had no vested
interests and fought ‘selflessly’ against the British. Some prominent ones were Rango Bapuji in Satara;
Sonaji Pandit, Rangarao Pagay and Moulvi Syed Alauddin in Hyderabad; Bhamrao Mundargi and
Chotu Singh in Karnataka; and Ghulam Ghaus in Madras. There were others in Chingelpet, Arnagerry,
Krishna, Coimbatore, Mulbagal Swamy, etc. Besides these, the hill and forest communities like the
Bhils, Kolis and Gonds from Maharashtra; Bedars of Karnataka; Koyas and Savaras of Andhra
Pradesh, were led by valiant leaders like Bhīma Naik, Kaji Sing, Ramji Gond, Gudgya, Subba Reddy
and others, who rose in Uprising. Hindus, Muslims, townspeople, tribals, civilians, and army men, all
fought together. They failed in their task and failed in the end. 33 Unfortunately, the common thread
that ran through the disaffected states was that most of the conspiracies failed as the British came to
know about them and crushed them and most of the time, either deported the rulers—or perpetrators of
the crime—or imprisoned them or even put them to death.

Bombay was suspected as a centre that harboured supporters among Indian leaders of high standing
in the city including, Jagannath Shankarshet (1804-1865). He was the driving force behind the
establishment of the Bombay Association in 1852 and was its first President. The Association was set up
to be able to send petitions to the government with regard to prevalent problems or issues. He was a shetia,
a rich person of the mercantile class. The Bombay Association suffered a setback because Bhauji Lad and
he were, suspected of being involved in the Revolt though no conclusive evidence was, found against
them.34 Jagannath Shankarsheth, himself, narrowly escaped being arrested on charges of high treason,
after a secret inquiry by Charles Forjett, Deputy Commissioner of Police, as ordered by the Governor of
Bombay.35 A reign of terror was unleashed by the Bombay government and anyone suspected of being
connected in any way with the Revolt was arrested and punished in some way or the other. One of the
punishments was being publicly hanged or blown from cannon. In September 1857, Forjett erected
gallows near the Bombay Police Commissioner’s office. The 10th and 11th N.I. regiments were present in
Bombay and some of the sepoys in these were a part of the conspiracy of revolt. Ganga Prasad was one
such person in whose home the secret meetings were held.36

Ratnagiri was disturbed, as was evident from a letter from the Commissioner of Police to the
Judicial Secretary to the Government, Bombay, June 13, 1857, which said, “It is not expedient that the
detachment of the line stationed there should be either removed or reduced in number.”37 Similarly, at
Satara, the British authorities conveyed to Hugh Rose that, “it would be impolitic at present to
remove the military guard from Satara jail.”38 Satara was a victim of the Doctrine of Lapse and headed
by the Agent of the ruler, Rangoji Bapuji. Grand Jacob observed, “Rango Bapuji took advantage of the
Satara situation, and in conjunction with Nana Saheb (Peshwa), became a leading spirit in 1857-58.”39
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Kolhapur was a great Maratha State, its heritage going back to Shivaji. It was subjugated by the
British by a treaty of October 1, 1812. The 27th N.I. Regiment of the British army was quartered at
Kolhapur. The sepoys had contacts and links with revolutionaries in other parts of the country. Reports
were that Baiza Bai Shinde of Gwalior would visit Kolhapur to mobilize the forces there. The Revolt
of the army was raised on July 31, 1857 under the leadership of Ramji Shirsat and about 200 sepoys,
primarily the Pardesis and Marathas in the Regiment.

The Revolt started with an attack on the Regiment treasury and on the quarters of the European
officers, the stable being the next target. The rebels then marched to Ratnagiri where a detachment of
the 27th N.I., about 250 strong, was stationed. Chima Saheb, the younger brother of the ruler of
Kolhapur headed this joint Revolt of the army and the townspeople. They took possession of the
palace and gates of the fort. Col. Le Grand Jacob was appointed by the Bombay government as the
Special Commissioner with the commands of the troops in Kolhapur and Sawantwadi. Le Grand
reported that the ferment of the ‘mutiny’ had been brewing, and almost all native officers were
involved. He said that regular emissaries from Satara, Gwalior, etc. were coming to Chima Saheb, one
of the emissaries, being from Nana Sahib, having visited southern centres, including Mysore.40

However, the Revolt was suppressed by the British as on August 18, 1857, the 27th N.I. at Kolhapur
was disarmed at a public parade, as was the detachment of the 27th N.I. at Ratnagiri. Court Martial
was conducted in courts formed at several stations under the recently passed Act 14 of 1857. The
rebels were convicted and some sentenced to death, eight were blown away from the guns. Jacob
reported that, “All met death with fortitude, refusing to purchase life by betraying their common
secret.”41 In May 1858, the British government struck the 27th N.I. Regiment off its army List, and
thus came to an end the chapter in the 1857 Revolt in South India.42

After the failure of the army revolt, some elements started gathering again under the leadership of
Chima Saheb. Taibai, the erstwhile dowager queen of Kolhapur, played an important role in
insitigating the 2nd uprising at Kolhapur. Jacob, the Special Commissioner in Kolhapur, wrote, “There
is throughout the country a general feeling of dislike to English rule and that any great reverse would
bring this into active operation.”43 The outbreak at Kolhapur happened on December 6, 1857 when the
rebels took the city by storm by placing a gun at the gates and threatening to blow it up. The Raja
surrendered without a fight, but the British forces reached there and fighting ensued. However, the
next day, the British forces broke all resistance and the revolt was put down. Chima Saheb left
Kolhapur hurriedly and was later deported to Sind in May, 1858, where, he died at Karachi on May 15,
1869. Chima Saheb’s wife, Sakwarbai, appealed to Jacob to allow her to go with her husband but her
request was turned down, thus resulting in her suicide on April 2, 1858. Chima Saheb also lost all
claims to the throne of Kolhapur.

Bhil Rising in Khandesh: The Kolis and the Bhils were the two communities residing in South
Nasik and North Ahmednagar areas. They were staunch supporters of the Peshwas and fought
continuously against the British since 1820. During 1857, Nasik was the scene of considerable anti-British
activities. The Bhils of South Nasik and North Ahmednagar were 7000 strong. They were a section of the
war-like and backward community of Central India, scattered mostly in the Western Ghats, with their
main stronghold in Khandesh. They had a history of armed resistance against the British in the first half of
the nineteenth century. The Bhil leaders were very active during 1857 and proclaimed that they were
acting under authority of the Mughal Emperor at Delhi. They raised the standard of revolt against the
British authority at Khandesh. British officers have given accounts of the ‘determined resistance’ that the
Bhils had offered.44 In the Battle of Amba Pani on April 11, 1857 alone, more than 460 women and
children were taken prisoners. Thus, it is evident that the entire Bhil population of the hills took up arms
against the British.45 The repercussions of the Bhil Revolt were felt in southern Ahmednagar, Nashik
district, and a few parts of Hyderabad State where similar revolts occurred.
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Penth in Nasik had a large population of Kolis, who on December 6, 1857 attacked Harshul and
destroyed all the Mamlatdar office records. Along with Bhil leaders, they besieged the government
office. Raja Bhagwantrao of Penth had been corresponding with Nana Sahib and along with his
Dewan, planned the risings in Penth. He, along with his compatriots, was arrested and hanged in
public in January 1858.46 His property was attached and the revenue of Penth, henceforth, was to be
collected in the name of the British.

In Pune, when the Revolt broke out in May 1857, the news of the happenings was reported in
Marathi and English newspapers and messages too arrived continuously from the north. The impact
was palpable in Pune, for example, prayers were offered at the Jama Masjid in Pune on May 22, 1857,
for the success of the Uprising at Delhi.47 At the Poona Native General Library, the centre of
intellectual activity, “seditious conversations were openly carried on in favour of the mutineers and
against the British.” Luminaries like Professors Kero Lakshman Chhhatre, Krishnashastri Chiplunkar,
and the editor of the daily, Dnyanaprakash, Krishnaji Trimbak Ranade, were among these. The
Commissioner of Police, A. Bettington, observed that the government should decide whether the
library should be closed down, as also whether those in government employ—involved in fostering a
spirit of ‘mistrust and disaffection’—ought to be acted against.48 The British government, however,
refrained from taking any such action. In September 1857, copies of the Peshwa’s Proclamation in
Marathi were stuck near the college and the library. 49 One of the leading organizers in Pune was,
Balwantrao Babaji Bhosale. He wrote a letter secretly to Dadasaheb Bhosale at Kolhapur on March 22,
1858, “Everything here is ready, but there is great need of money.......The officers of the Paltans here
are on our side. Our friend, Bala Sathe who joined Nana Sahib has written to urge readiness and care
and promised to send money for our expenses.”50 In 1861, Rao Saheb Peshwa, the nephew of Nana
Sahib arrived near Pune but left for Hyderabad to re-assemble forces for a prospective Revolt.51

Hyderabad State was a major area where several anti-British Uprisings were planned. In
Aurangabad, on June 12, 1857, the 1st Cavalry of the Hyderabad Contingent openly revolted against
the British and refused to proceed to the north to fight the forces of Bahadur Shah. The Artillery and
the Infantry stationed at Hyderabad also joined the Revolt, along with troopers of the 9th Cavalry and
Infantry of the Hyderabad Subsidiary. Very soon, the common people in Aurangabad also joined them.
On the night of June 13, the Cavalry raised the banner of Revolt, under the leadership of Chhedi Khan,
Jamadar of the 3rd Troop. The British apprehended most of the rebels, and Chhedi Khan and his
followers escaped to Hyderabad, where they were arrested by Salar Jung, the Nizam’s minister, and
handed over to the British Resident. On July 17, the British Residency at Hyderabad was attacked by
200 Rohillas and the common people under the leadership of Maulvi Alauddin and Turabaz Khan on
July 17, 1857. 52 “There were local leaders at different places who organized recruiting of soldiers for
the army, collecting of arms and ammunition, sending of emissaries, raising of money, pasting up
posters, etc. The local leaders had communication links with leaders at the national level, like Nana
Saheb Peshwa and Tatya Tope.”53 The British authorities were concerned about these developments as
strategically Hyderabad was crucial. “If the Nizam went, the whole Peninsula as far as Cape Comorin
would go. Hyderabad was to Southern India what Delhi was to Northern India. All in this quarter look
to the Nizam and his capital: and general insurrection here would spread like wildfire throughout the
Madras Presidency and to Nagpore.”54 Also, The Resident reported that cavalry and infantry sepoys of
the Hyderabad Subsidiary Force were moving around without permission. “The opportunity and a
leader are all that [are].....wanting to extend...the Revolt to the Deccan and all Southern India......how
can they be considered good and trustworthy soldiers?” 55

Mysore became a centre of opposition after the defeat of Tipu Sultan in 1799. In 1855, the plan,
though unsuccessful, was a serious effort to overthrow British yoke.56 The Commissioner, M. Cubbon,
admitted that, “the last two years and a half were considered unfavourable for the introduction of new
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measures amongst a population naturally suspicious and to some extent disposed to identify the
progress of English education with the loss of caste.”57 During the Revolt, there was sufficient reason
to believe that Mysore was disturbed. As mentioned before, Major General Jacob observed that
Chimma Sahib of Kolhapur had received among others one emissary from Nana Sahib who had
reported that he had secured the cooperation of 40 regiments in the South. Col. Davidson, the British
Resident at Hyderabad from 1857, had reported, “Letters of the most treasonable and seditious
character were intercepted from Aurangabad, Bhopal, Ahmedabad, Belgaum, Kurnool and Mysore.”58

It is beyond doubt that a wide network of revolutionaries prevailed, there was voluntary involvement
of the masses, and there was a very hostile spirit against the British that was prevalent. The British
sought, and obtained, the help of the Maharaja of Mysore in tackling the simmering discontent.59 Thus,
the uprisings in Mysore were suppressed by the British with the Maharaja’s help but it was not easy as
the movement had spread to the masses.

Coastal Andhra was affected by the Revolt. Anti-British uprisings occurred at different places in
coastal Andhra—from Ganjam in the North to Nellore in the south. Rajas, zamindars, Poligars, and
hill chieftains of Savaras, Khonds and other forest communities here wielded political and army power,
and had traditionally defied the British authority. Radhakrishna Dandasena, the chieftain of Gaiba,
rose against the British, but was caught and hanged to death. His relatives and followers were also
rounded up and by the beginning of 1858, were sentenced to imprisonment and sent away to different
jails. Some were executed.

In the Vishakhapatnam area, there had been several altercations between the several rajas and
zamindars and the British, the main antagonist being the Raja of Vizianagram, leading ultimately to
his defeat and death. Similarly, many other chiefs fought losing battles against the British. There were
grain riots in July 1857 in Vizianagram and Allipore, Banglaore, etc. This was probably because firstly,
the suspension of public works rendered a large number of people unemployed; and secondly, for want
of rain and large exportation of grain, food became expensive.60 It was interesting that in August 1857
Telugu placards against the British government appeared on the walls of Vishakhapatnam which were
purportedly messages from the Muslims of the area conveying the orders of the Mughal Emperor that
the British would certainly be quitting the country.61

The Christian missionary activity in Madras was resented by the Hindus there. It was an
important centre for anti-British activities. Besides the Revolt of the 1st Hyderabad Cavalry, at
Aurangabad in June 1857, men of the 7th Madras Cavalry troopers preached Uprising against the
British. In Madras the state of anti-British feelings in Triplicane, with a predominantly Muslim
population connected to the Nawab of Carnatic, necessitated the establishment of military posts in
different parts of the city. Madras had links with Belgaum, Kolhapur and other places and these links
resulted in spread of revolutionary ideas. The British government of Madras was cautious from the
beginning and endeavoured to check revolutionary activities. The fear was that disbanded sepoys of
the Bengal army would enter Madras and it was ordered that their movements be watched, as they
could enter in the guise of fakirs.62 Despite this, revolutionaries spread the word of anti-British
movements. It was ordered that, “All the convicts from Madras under sentence of Transportation for
Mutiny, Treason and Rebellion have been sent to the Andaman Islands.”63

In Goa, the struggle against the Portuguese atrocities got intermingled with the Revolt against the
British elsewhere. The Sattari Mahal, which was part of the Sawantwadi State and bordered on North-
east of Goa, was in a protracted struggle against Portuguese economic and social suppression and
exploitation. Dipuji Rane, their leader, started the struggle against the Portuguese rule in 1852. In May
1857, with the commencement of the Uprising in other parts of India, Dipuji’s activities increased.
In a long letter to the Portuguese government, Dipuji lamented about the sorry state of affairs of the
people of Goa and the repression of the Portuguese.64
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The chief of Jamkhindi, Ramchandrao, alias, Appasaheb Patwardhan, organized revolt in
different centres in North Karnataka from June 1857. He connected with Nargund, Satara, Kolhapur,
Shorapur, Sangli, Miraj, etc. and a worried Political Agent, C.J. Manson, writing from Ramdurg on
May 29, 1858, urged Col. Jacob to arrange for the “immediate occupation of Sanglee and Meeraj from
Kolapore and Satara.”65 The main supporter in the Raja’s effort was Chhotu Singh, the Commandant
of the Jamkhindi troops. Appasaheb was finally arrested in March 1858 and deported, but released in
January 1859 under the direct order to dismantle entirely all the forts and other strongholds in
Jamkhindi. There was some preparation for the Revolt in Bijapur. There was gunpowder seized by
the British from one Dhongri, purportedly meant for the Raja of Jamkhindi.

There was a long tradition of anti-British feeling in Belgaum district ever since Belgaum fort fell
in April 1818, and British conquest was complete as far as the south of Krishna River was concerned.
The 1st Great Revolt that had taken place was at Kittur headed by Rani Chinamma of the ruling Desai
family. Hence, there was traditionally an anti-British feeling in Belgaum. “The Revolt in Belgaum was
suppressed with a heavy hand resulting into trials of patriots, their executions, and sentences of
transportation beyond the sea for life.”66 On June 12, 1858, Babasaheb, the Chief of Nargund, was
hanged publically in Belgaum. Letters of Munshi Mahommed Hussain at Belgaum to N.I. Regiments
at Kolhapur and Belgaum were intercepted and these showed “how widespread was the organization
and how large in number sepoys in south India in every station were ready to join the War of
Independence.” He was tried by the British Military Court at Belgaum, and blown away from the gun
publicly on August 14, 1857.67

South Andhra Pradesh: In Cuddapah and Kurnool, Rohilla attacks were seen in 1857 as not
only carried out with plunder in view but with political motives.68 Simultaneously, there was a serious
attempt to instigate a revolt of the Indian sepoys in the British army regiment at Cuddapah, the 30th
Madras N.I. Regiment by Sheikh Peer Shahi as there was dissatisfaction at the dilatoriness of the
Nizam who was looked up to assume leadership, if success was to be met. He was sentenced to ten
year’s rigorous imprisonment, and as in Nellore, the revolt was aborted.69

In Pondicherry, Cuddalore and Thanjavur, in coastal Tamil Nadu, there were ‘suspicious
characters’ spreading the word of revolt, but no serious incident was recorded. However, there were
some ‘Mutiny prisoners’ even in 1861. In interior Tamil Nadu, in North Arcot, Salem and Madurai,
some fakirs were apprehended. In Coimbatore, at Bhavani, a Sanyasi, Mulbagalu Swamy, who was
the Guru of a large number of followers, was suspected of organizing the people against the British in
1857. The government authorities declared that an eye would be kept on him and if any treasonable
behaviour was seen, his land would be attached.70

There is evidence to show that there were efforts to instigate uprisings in Kerala in 1857-58. For
example, letters from Malabar, which were intercepted by the British government in August 1857, were
addressed to a Subadar of the 10th N.I. Regiment at Bombay, and it was this regiment that revolted in
August-October, 1857 in Bombay. Sporadic efforts to create uprisings went on till end of 1859. The grain
riots at Quilon in 1859 exhibited that any political or economic injustice would be resisted. Though the
movement in Kerala was weak, it demonstrated that the fear of British power was diminishing.71

Central Coastal Andhra: Disbanded soldiers of the Bengal army were going around spreading
news about the revolt in the north. A rebellion broke out in the hills north of Yernagudem in
Rajamundry on September 17, 1857 under the leadership of Karkonda Subba Reddy, with the support
of rajas and zamindars. It was crushed and leaders were arrested, five of them were taken to different
parts of Rajamundry and publicly hanged. The Muslims in Machilipatnam (Masulipatam) had
close contacts with their compatriots at Hyderabad and disturbances here started almost at the same
time as Hyderabad. As the British feared, on November 7, 1857, a body of 400 Rohillas and Telegus
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attacked Jaggiapeta, a large trading town in the district on the frontiers of the Nizam’s territory. Four
men on duty at the Kutchery were killed and the government treasury was looted. The culprits were
punished and disturbances quelled.

Guntur was simmering as the peasants were incensed with the arbitrary collection of revenue.
Sultan Baksh, a member connected with the Royal Family of Bahadur Shah, arrived in Chinglepet
from Madras. It became a hotbed of secret meetings and conspiracies. On the night of July 27, 1857,
5000 to 6000 men collected, and struck down and disconnected the telegraph posts and wires nearby.
The Chinglepet Uprising was suppressed with a heavy hand.72

Halgili in Karnataka had predominantly the Bedars, a martial community, traditionally hunters,
the Chief of Shorpur State being one of them. He, with the Desais and jagirdars, planned to
overthrow the British power there. Halgili refused to disarm in compliance with the Disarming Act of
September 11, 1857. On November 27, 1857, the Bijapur Cavalry arrived and a battle ensued, the
Halgili leaders were killed and Shorpur did not help. 73

Later Risings
As late as 1859, attempts were made to overthrow the British in the Southern regions. The British

Resident of Hyderabad, Col. C. Davidson, went to Calcutta to see the British Governor General, Lord
Canning. It was arranged that he would be at the Nizam’s Durbar on March 15, 1859, to present a
kharita to thank the Nizam for his support to the British during the revolt. The people were already
angry at the unholy alliance between the Nizam and the British. When the Nizam’s minister, Salar
Jung, and the Resident were walking in the courtyard, they were suddenly attacked by Jahangir Khan,
a Rohilkhand Pathan. A scuffle ensued between the guards of the Nizam’s minister and Jahangir Khan.
In this, Jahangir Khan was mortally wounded. He died of his wounds. Plans were underway in Beed
since the beginning of 1859 to launch uprisings against the British in the name of the Raja of Satara.
The Englishman of June 25, 1859 noted, “We shall find the conspirators and rebels so numerous that,
of a necessity we shall be obliged to close our eyes to the offence. But.......the salutary measure of
punishing some men of name and note.......will not be wanting.” The planners were across professions
and groups, there were the Deshmuhs, Deshpandes, Chiefs of Rajputs and Rohillas, the son of a
Collector, etc. The plans failed, probably because of the lack of finances.74

In Hyderabad, in 1862, a valiant and serious effort was made to gather forces once again against
the British power. The leader was Rao Saheb Peshwa, nephew of Nana Sahib. After the defeat at
Gwalior, he arrived in Hyderabad and stayed in Begum Bazar. Both he and Kishan Rao,
a revolutionary, were engaged in enlisting men and collecting money for an Uprising. The British
were wary and convicted around forty of his men. Rao Saheb and Kishan Rao escaped, and later
wandered in the guise of bairagi pilgrims in the hills north of Punjab, while his Brahman servant was
captured at Narsinghi. He was ultimately apprehended along with his wife at Chenani (Jammu Region)
in 1862, and sent to Kanpur, where he was hanged to death on August 1862.75

At Bhalki in Bidar district, Ram Rao alias Jung Bahadur, nephew of Chhatrapati Shahu of
Satara, raised the banner of revolt in 1867. He had been sent by Tatya Tope to the south during 1857,
was arrested in 1859 and later released. He collected hundreds of followers to raise the banner against
the British and the Nizam. He captured some forts there and everywhere his official papers carried the
seal with ‘Chhatrapati’ inscribed on it. He declared that he was reviving the gaddi of the Chhatrapati at
Satara. Rama Rao and his associates, including Bhim Rao, were arrested around April 1867, trials
conducted in the Nizam’s Criminal Court, and they were transported for life. Thus, the effort at a
rising fizzled out. 76



(xxiv)

Tatya Tope’s Movements: South and Western India
Tatya Tope was in touch with the people and leaders in South India. He had sent his emissaries to

the Nizam’s territory, urging the people to join against the British. Tatya Tope crossed the Narmada
River and marched towards Khandesh in the beginning of November, 1858. He entered Khandesh
when it was too late and the Bhil Rising had ended. On November 23, 1858, he attacked Kargund,
a village 30 miles from Sindva. On the following day, his forces looted the British Post Office and
destroyed telegraph wires on the Agra road. They then went northwards and reached Chota Udaipur,
where there was an encounter with the forces of Brig. Parke on December 18, 1858. Tatya’s forces
were expected to cross the Narmada again and go to the south and enter Khandesh again through
Akarni. However, there seems to have been a change of plans and they rapidly moved towards
Khandwa. It is a quirk of history that time did not favour Tatya and conditions were not suitable for
opening another front in the south. If that had been achieved, history would probably have been
different!77
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Begum Hazrat Mahal Warrior and strategist (with her son Birjis Qadr)

Radiance Weekly, 31, August - 6, September, 2003, New Delhi 23.6.1985



Begum Hazrat Mahal, the indomitable queen of Awadh, and Rani Lakshmibai, the valiant queen
of Jhansi, were the model warrior queens who fought for their rights and took on the might of the
British. Their role in the Uprising is unforgettable and has found a significant place in popular history.
At a time when women of the nobility remained indoors, these women took on the mantle of
leadership in challenging the annexation of major Indian States by the British.

(A) Begum Hazrat Mahal
Begum Hazrat Mahal was one of the queens of Wajid Ali Shah, the Nawab of Awadh. She did not

belong to a royal family, but had an unconquerable will; and displayed her revolutionary nature in several
instances—a quality that drove her to become one of the most feted female leaders of the Revolt.

Begum Hazrat Mahal’s original name was Muhammadi Khanum. She was born into a family of
poor artisans who belonged to Faizabad, the erstwhile capital of the Kingdom of Awadh. Her father,
Mian Amber, was unemployed and poor. He mostly helped people out with odd jobs to sustain a
lifestyle for himself and his daughter. It was only in the year 1842 that he was offered a permanent job
as a caretaker of some mausoleum in Lucknow.1

The whole family of Mian Amber had migrated to Lucknow after he accepted the job. A few
months later, tragedy struck, Mian Amber fell ill and died due to tuberculosis. A relative took his
youngest daughter, Muhammadi, away. This man was her uncle and had a good reputation in the city
as one of the finest topi makers of Lucknow.2 One day, the topi maker was asked to make a cap for the
prince and he did a beautiful job by making a nicely embroidered one with sequins and precious stones.
Muhammadi saw the exquisite masterpiece, and immediately fell in love with it. She tried to put it on,
and, in the process, she felt like a princess.
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2 Participation and Position of Women Uprising of 1857: ...

The next day, a few soldiers and a eunuch came rushing towards her uncle’s house. They seemed
to be extremely angry and they started searching the house frantically. Her uncle was petrified at the
sight of the angry soldiers and ran out of the house through the backdoor, leaving Muhammadi and her
aunt alone. The soldiers wanted to know where her husband was as the cap he had embroidered with
gold and had put precious stones and gems for the Shehzada, had been tried by someone even before it
could be worn by the prince himself. There was a strand of hair entangled in the cap, which pointed
towards the fact that a female had worn the cap.3

Muhammadi was just a little girl of fourteen then. She was thin, weak and pale but she was beautiful
with striking features and big bold eyes. Her aunt had always hated her as she was more beautiful than her
own daughter and everyone praised her beauty. She saw this opportunity as a chance to get rid of her, so
she asked the soldiers to take her away as she was the one who had tried on the cap even before the prince
could put it on. The soldiers and the eunuch called her and asked her a few questions in stern voices. She
did not answer the questions of the soldiers and they initially decided to take her to the palace. However,
they changed their mind and instead of arresting her, instructed her aunt to send her husband to the court at
the palace on his return. A few days passed, two women, named Amman and Imaman, visited the
embroiderer’s home. They were courtesans from the Royal House and they also groomed beautiful girls
for aristocratic harems. They taught them etiquette, dance and other arts, and the most accomplished girls
were lucky as they got entry into the royal palace and they could live a life of plenty and luxury.4 The aunt
received a heavy purse in return for handing over Muhammadi to them and she happily availed of this
opportunity of getting rid of the girl in the uncle’s absence.

Imaman and Amman took Muhammadi away. She was instructed to head straight to the Chowk
area to a big haveli, which belonged to the two courtesans. The haveli was huge and elaborately
decorated. Muhammadi felt she had landed in heaven!5 It was the beginning of a new dawn for her.
She went on to become the most celebrated courtesan of the Chowk area, and eventually become one
of the prominent fairies of the Parikhana (abode of fairies) of Janabe Alam Wajid Ali Shah, who
organized cultural activities at the Parikhana. Generally drawn from the families of courtesans, these
women dedicated their lives to the promotion of culture. The suffix of pari was attached to their names.
She was taught the skill of writing and reading and the art of music and dance. Popularly known as
Mahak Pari, she caught the attention of the Nawab and he accepted her as one of his mutahi wives.
When she became pregnant, she was made a Begum and given the title of ‘Iftikharunnisa Begum.’ At
his coronation, the Nawab conferred on her the title of Nawab Hazrat Mahal.6

According to Elihu Jan,7 Hazrat Mahal was one of his Begums who were divorced by him on
detection of inauspicious marks of a snake on their backs. Sleeman also corroborates this fact.8 The
snake story makes interesting reading. Wajid Ali Shah’s mother was Begum Alia. The story went that
the king fell in love with one of the slave girls of his mother. One day, smitten with love, he came to
his mother and expressed his displeasure at her disapproval of this liaison. The Raj Mata was astute
and said that she had not sent the woman purposely to him as there was an image of a snake on her
back and she would bring bad luck to whoever was associated with her. Wajid Ali Shah ordered that
all the Begums be checked for this symbol. Those who were found to have this symbol on them were,
Nishat Mahal, Khurshid Mahal, Hazrat Mahal, Suleiman Mahal, Dara Begum, Hazrat Begum, Bari
Begum, and Choti Begum. He divorced them and they were ordered to live outside the royal palace.
Later, some advocates for the Begums advised the King that Hindu Pandits could remove this curse
through their mantras. The curse was thus removed and their former powers restored. However, except
for the Bari and Choti Begums, the rest preferred to live outside the palace.9
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The Condition of the Awadh Harem
Hazrat Mahal was really devastated by this incident and chose not to return to the palace. The

wives of the harem sat on dynamite. Only the main queen was secure, but whether she would receive
the respect, or her husband’s support, in trying times, was not certain. If this was so with the main
queen, the fate of the rest of the members of the harem was questionable. The ruler always wanted to
have nubile young women in his harem and naturally could not satisfy the needs of all his consorts.
Hence, many of them did not see his face for days or even months together. The slave girls too did not
respect them and considered them inferior to themselves. Big and small members of the court
pandered to those begums, ranis, or concubines who were the recent favourites of the king. There were
conspiracies and plots hatched against them by the former favourites, or by the aspirants for the king’s
attention. Women, who were emotional, were bound to be deeply hurt by this and harbored a feeling
of resentment towards such practices.10

The Legacy of the Nawabs of Awadh
Abutalib, the respected courtier during Asafuddaulah’s time, recorded that the offsprings of the

pregnant women in the king’s harem were accorded the status of his children. There were several
stories of legitimate sons being declared illegitimate if the powerful women of the harem so decided.
There were some cases where the favourite concubine’s son was selected by the king to be anointed as
his heir. When such a lady fell from grace, he denied succession to that particular son. The lady in
question was denied any privileges that she may have enjoyed earlier. The favourite of Nasiruddin,
Qadasia Begum, fell from grace; totally shaken, she consumed poison in the king’s presence.11

Coronation of Birjis Qadr
Hazrat Mahal’s son was Mirza Ramzan Ali Khan Al-Mullakab Mirza Birjis Qadr. He was the

fourth son of Wajid Ali Shah, and she was determined to put her son on the throne.12 The Nawab had
travelled to Calcutta with several of his wives, but Hazrat Mahal had been left behind in Lucknow.
Interestingly, she was not a particularly favourite or important wife of Wajid Ali Shah and her role in
the political affairs until the outbreak of the struggle was insignificant. Wajid Ali Shah did not care for
her much during his exile and did not enter into a regular correspondence with her. She did not resent
this and, released from the demands of the royal harem, she sought to promote the claim of their son,
Birjis Qadr, to the throne. Sir William Russell has praised the Begum in superlative terms, “An
immense ability and strength of character can be seen in the Begum.............she declared an unending
war against us. These Ranis and Begums were so energetic and possessed a strong character, and it
seems that even though they lived in harems and in ‘Zenankhanas’, they developed an action-oriented
mental strength.”13 British writers, who have chronicled Awadh, have praised the wisdom, intelligence
and organizational ability of the Begum in some way or the other.

Begum Khas Mahal, the primary wife of Wajid Ali Shah was the mother of his first three sons.
The first was dumb and mute; the second was anointed heir apparent, but died of small pox at a young
age; the third was Hamid Ali, who was declared the heir apparent. After the annexation of Awadh in
1856, he accompanied his grandmother, Begum Alia, and others, to England to plead with Queen
Victoria for restoration of Wajid Ali Shah as Nawab of Awadh. He was away in England, and the
quest for anointing the Nawab gained momentum. Hazrat Mahal was helped in her mission by Raja Jai
Lal Singh, who belonged to the “old, much aggrieved Court faction that had lost more, in some ways,
than the King himself by annexation.”14 There were two candidates for the throne amongst the
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younger members of the ex-Royal family. The cavalry, which was predominantly Muslim, supported
Sulaiman Qadr, the brother of the ex-king, but he probably foresaw the return of British power and
declined the offer.

Begum Hazrat Mahal was the only member of the zenana willing to commit herself to the
rebellion. She convinced Emperor Bahadur Shah to name Birjis Qadr regent for Awadh, impounded
the assets of corrupt officials and used them to remunerate her own troops, and enlisted esteemed
Hindus to join her administration, which was primarily Muslim. “Raja Jai Lal Singh, who became her
primary military commander, brought with him most of the local Hindu soldiers and threw their
support behind the Begum and her son.”15 She agreed to present her son to the soldiery as a child of
Wajid Ali Shah in return for recognition of herself as military leader. Birjis Qadr was accepted by the
army and was enthroned but not all the soldiers were happy with the choice.16 Another version was
that when the struggle broke out at Lucknow, the rebels were on a look out for a ruler. According to
Elihu Jan, they forcibly took away Birjis Qadr despite pleadings and protestations by Hazrat Mahal.
However, in another account, the rebels selected Birjis Qadr only after efforts by Mammu Khan, the
steward of Hazrat Mahal, who had to agree to a number of conditions before Birjis Qadr was made the
King. The British questioned the legitimacy of this decision and spread the canard that he was the son
of Mammu Khan.17

This was also a contentious matter as far as the other women of Wajid Ali Shah were concerned.
They became jealous of Hazrat Mahal and opposed this. Nawab Fakr Mahal, Mehdi Begum, Bandi Jan,
Nawab Suleiman Mahal, Nawab Shikoh Mahal, Nawab Farkhunda Mahal, Yasmin Mahal, Mahboob
Mahal, Khurd Mahal, Sultan Jahan Mahal, and other Begums went to Hazrat Mahal and said, “May
you remain well, we congratulate you that your son has become the king. But we have been disowned.
This is the motive of the army is what we have heard yesterday. Now you must do justice and consign
such a kingdom to the flames wherein it is rumoured that the king and the other begums at Calcutta
may not remain alive and may be hanged.” (This was the apprehension of all when it was decided in
July 1857 that the Awadh army would attack the British and defeat them finally. This apprehension
was not without basis that Wajid Ali Shah and others at Calcutta would be killed if this happened.
However, the begums were not selfless and sought the easier way out, one of conspiracy rather than
confront the British).18

Hazrat Mahal was infuriated and said, “You wish me ill and are jealous of the existence of this
kingdom.” The courtiers of the Begum were also angry and warned the Begum that these other
begums were hand-in-glove with the British, and because of them everything will be destroyed. The
Begum too agreed with this conclusion of theirs.19

The influence of Raja Jai Lal and Khan carried the day, and through their negotiations with the
rebels, Birjis Qadr was anointed as the King of Awadh with due fanfare and protocol. Khan, on being
appointed to the Dewan Khannah, became all-powerful. Hazrat Mahal proclaimed herself as the
Regent as Birjis Qadr was a minor, about twelve years old. She took on the reins of governance and
tried to get the support of the taluqdars of Awadh, both in recognising her son as Nawab and in
joining her in the Uprising.20 There were government notifications as well as newspaper reports of the
coronation. “The King created by the Rebels, is the son of Wajid Ali, who is prisoner in Fort William;
he is ten years of age, and of course a mere puppet in the hands of the insurgents…His mother Begum
Hazrat Mahal had charge of all matters of state; and was in fact regent. She held Cutcherry in the
vicinity of Kaiserbagh and by all accounts was vigorous minded and energetic woman. Her character
was the foulest and one of her paramours Khan, who she had made Chief Justice and Dewan, was
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openly acknowledged in that relation to her and from his influence over her possessed more power
than the Prime Minister himself.”21

The Uprising and Hazrat Mahal
The coronation of Birjis Qadr and the assumption of leadership by Begum Hazrat Mahal had a

salutary effect on the populace. It felt that peace and order had returned and this would be an end to the
exploitation that had prevailed after the departure of Wajid Ali Shah and the annexation of Awadh. This
was the handiwork of Ahmadullah Shah who selflessly did this for the benefit of the people of Awadh.

The Supporters
Hazrat Mahal could not accept a secondary role in the Awadh harem and it was natural that she

should head the Revolt in Lucknow, and that other Rajas should accept her leadership. When the
Uprising happened, the taluqdars and zamindars were ordered to come to Lucknow with their armies.
The 10 taluqdars who came to Lucknow with their armies were:

Raja Devibaksh Singh of Gonda (3000 soldiers), Taluqdar of Gusaingunj (4000 soldiers), Raja
Shivdarshan Singh of Chandapur (10,000 soldiers), Zamindar Rambaksh of Chandapur (2000 soldiers
and 3 cannons), Raja Lal Madhosingh of Amethi (5000 infantry, 200 cavalry and 4 cannons), Rana
Beni Madho Singh, Taluqdar of Baiswara, (5000 soldiers and 5 cannons), Kalloo Khan, the ‘karinda’
of Raja of Nanpara (10,000 soldiers), Rana Raghunath Singh of Khajur Gaon (2000 soldiers and
4 cannons), Chaudhuri Hashmat Ali of Sandila (4000 soldiers) and Chaudhuri Mir Mansab Ali of
Rasloolabad (1000 soldiers).

It was not as if these promptly came when ordered. Begum Hazrat Mahal had to make several
trips and have several meetings before they were mobilized. Raja Narpatsingh of Rohiya (Hardoi),
Raja Hardevbaksh Singh of Katiyari, Raja Duniyasingh of Rajpur—all accepted the orders of Birjis
Qadr and entertained the sepoys. Raja Hanumant Singh of Kalakankar, Babu Gulab Singh of Taraul—
both came to Lucknow with their armies and valiantly fought the British. Some of these rulers bore the
cost of the battles and some received money from the treasury of Awadh.

The Detractors
There were many like, Makhansingh of Bangarmau, Mir Ghulam Jafar of Usmanpur, Mir Alamali of

Sandi-Baban, and Bhikham Khan of Salon, who did not follow the orders of Birjis Qadr. When the
Begum was on the run, after Lucknow had been taken by the British, she did not have many who gave her
shelter. Raja Mardansingh, the zamindar of Bharawan, made an insulting remark, “I cannot give you
refuge because you will jump around like a frog.”22 It was the fate of the loser that such insulting remarks
should be made. If the revolutionaries had won, people like Mardansingh would have termed this
‘hopping of a frog’ as ‘the stormy tours of her Highness Begum Hazrat Mahal!’

The Battle Lost
The Begum of Awadh did her best to gather all the taluqdars, zamindars and other ‘native’ chiefs

of Awadh to form a large army to fight against the British forces. She worked in close association with
other leaders of the Revolt and led the army in several battles.
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The Battle of Chinhat
The Battle of Chinhat was fought on the morning of June 30, 1857, between the British forces

and the Indian rebels, at Ismailganj near Chinhat near Lucknow. The British were led by the Chief
Commissioner of Awadh, Sir Henry Lawrence, and the ‘native’ troops by Bakht Khan, who carried
out the command of the Begum of Awadh.23 On approaching Ismailganj, Lawrence’s force of 600
soldiers was suddenly fired upon by the rebel forces, which were 6,000 in number. The rebels were in
well-prepared positions, and soon inflicted heavy casualties on Lawrence’s force. At a crucial moment,
many of his soldiers, especially Indian artillerymen, betrayed him by going over to the other side;
while the Sikh cavalrymen fled.24

Siege of the Residency
The Begum used her power against the British in Lucknow during the period between late June

and mid-September 1857. Immediately after the loss at Chinhat, Sir Henry Lawrence placed his
dependents and forces in the 37-acre compound called the Residency. These and the European
civilians sheltered there numbered about 600. Along with her generals, Hazrat Mahal blocked the
Residency, bombarded it and placed snipers to attack unwary residents. Hit by a fragment from an
artillery shell on July 2, 1857, Sir Henry Lawrence was the first casualty of the assault. Contemporary
British press broadcast the siege of the Residency, which drew world attention to Lucknow and the
state of Awadh.25 Eighty-seven days later, on September 25, 1857, the troops of General Havelock
entered the Residency. They reinforced the garrison and did not relieve it. “However, the siege of the
Residency is more generally regarded as a blockade. This lasted till November 17, 1857 when the
British Commander-in-Chief, Sir Colin Campbell forced his way in and in the next few days withdrew
all garrison starting with the women and children on November 19, 1857. This withdrawal was
skillfully done and there were no casualties and the rebels were left in ignorance of the final
withdrawal of troops which apparently they had not been expecting………….The Residency remained
in rebel hands until 16th of March 1858, when the city was re-conquered and occupied by Sir Colin
Campbell, and Hazrat Mahal……..retreated to the north.”26 “Campbell relieved the siege of the
Residency and left a sizeable force under Outram’s command at the Alambagh just outside the city.”27

Encounters at Alambagh: Defiance and Disillusionment
Despite attacking Outram’s forces on six separate occasions between Christmas day, 1857, and

late February 1858, Hazrat Mahal’s commanders failed to budge the British. The British ousted the
Begum and her troops from Lucknow after recapturing the city on March 16, 1858. Despite
maintaining an army in the field, she failed to reinstate herself and her son in Lucknow and continued
to defy the British despite her desperate predicament. “When Queen Victoria issued a proclamation
taking the British East India Company’s possessions in India under control of the Crown, on
November 1, 1858, the Begum responded with an announcement of her own. She criticized the British
offers as misleading, lacking in substance, and as breaking treaties and promises. She further accused
the British of using discontent among the native people as pretence for taking over the country, and
demanded the restoration of her family as rightful rulers.”28

Begum Hazrat Mahal was keen to drive General Outram out of Alambagh. As one commentator
puts it, “Huzrut Mahal, the Begum of Oude, with prayers and tears, besought the Chiefs to drive
Outram from the Alambagh before the main army should join him. On one occasion when indignantly
haranguing the durbar, she suddenly tore the veil from her beautiful face, and denounced her
astonished hearers for their indifference to the wrongs and sufferings of their countrywomen. Repeated
but wholly unsuccessful, attempts were made on the Alambagh; and in one of these (February 25,
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1858), the Begum appeared in the field, mounted on an elephant. But her efforts were all in vain: her
short uneasy term of power was well-neigh over; and she was to be driven forth, a hunted fugitive,
from her native city.”29 It is even said that she threatened to make peace with the British if her soldiers
were not brave enough to capture the Alambagh for their king.30

Hazrat Mahal was displeased with the performance of her commanders. The Indian troops’
failure to capture the Residency during the siege was attributed to the arguments between the generals.
Moreover, the British offered pardons and favourable terms to Indians who were able to establish that
they were not involved in the deaths of British citizens. Many taluqdars, the important landowners of
Awadh, took advantage of the terms offered by the British. In November, when Campbell finally
relieved the siege, she lost her patience. She summoned a durbar, or high council, where she addressed
her army and reportedly said, “The whole army is in Lucknow, but it is without courage. Why does it
not attack the Alambagh? Is it waiting for the English to be reinforced and Lucknow to be surrounded?
How much longer am I to pay the sepoys for doing nothing? Answer now, and if fight you won’t,
I shall negotiate with the English to spare my life.”31

Beligarad: The Last Battle
In the last battle of Beligarad, Beni Madho, Raja Devibaksh, Muhammad Hussain Nazim gave

her full support. The group of Nana Sahib and the Rani of Tulsipur were with her. In the previously
mentioned battle, the rulers of Charda, Chahalari, etc. participated. There were orders/proclamations
titled, ‘Sarkar-e-Birjise’, with respect to the Revolt with the Amhat rulers. According to ‘Awadh ke
Ghadar ka Itihas’, by Pandit Devidutt Shukla, the armies of the Awadh taluqdars, zamindars and
chakladars that had collected in Lucknow, comprised of one lakh and fifty thousand soldiers.

Since the beginning of the Revolt, many obstacles arose in the management/direction of the
Revolt. The revolutionaries faced problems of all kinds and obstacles of all types from the Court of
Awadh. There was a disagreement between the Begum and Mammu Khan, and Ahmadullah Shah,
who realized the weak leadership of Mammu Khan and asked him not to give orders to the army as at
that time a strong leadership was required. Mammu Khan had the support of Hazrat Mahal and
continued to lead the forces.32 However, they were one pointed in their objective and decided to go
forward with the attack on Beligarad, on July 31, 1857, under the leadership of Ahmadullah Shah.
Finally, Sir Colin Campbell succeeded in recapturing Lucknow and the Begum was forced to retreat.
She turned down all offers of amnesty and was prepared to escape rather than get caught by the British
troops.”33 However, there was a view that Hazrat Mahal offered to come into the British camp if her
life was spared, but in this regard, no order was issued.34

In his deposition, Ali Raza Khan, the former kotwal of Lucknow, recounted the course of events.
He said that she anointed her son, Birjis Qadr, as the Nawab after the deportation of Nawab Wajid Ali
Shah to Matiaburj in Calcutta. On frequent occasions, he had urged Birjis Qadr to negotiate a peace
but he never attended to what he said. When Kaiserbagh fell and he and the Begum were the fugitives
in Husainabad, they made him write to General Outram offering to surrender. “An answer came to the
Begum to send me and her papers to the General by 8 of that night and that matters would be arranged
and promising that the troops should not advance further than the Residency for 5 days. Next day at
noon Khan came to me at Ali Nukkee’s garden where I had taken refuge with Hushmut Ali and said
he could not restrain the sepoys who had made an attack from the Hosenabad on the British position
and so the chances of peace were at end.”35 Hazrat Mahal then ordered Jowahir Kuneech to produce
the gaddi; she went and returned with it and “it was placed in the Chandee wala Bara Durre and the
ornaments, mundeel, and crown were arranged so that if they made him Naib, the mundeel would be
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ready, but if the King, the Crown should be at hand. It rained heavily. About 30000 Telinghas came
but it could not be recognized who were sepoys or who officers were. Others followed.”36

It was really surprising that such a large army, brave and valiant, could not be victorious. The
only explanation was that the armies were not well organized, hence they lost. There was infighting
also, and this was the bane of the Revolt. For example, some begums came to Hazrat Mahal after
many Englishmen were killed in the Battle of Beligarad, and warned her that the altercation at
Beligarad may have serious repercussions on the group with Wajid Ali Shah at Calcutta, with the
imminent danger of killings as a form of revenge. They advised the Begum that the ‘Sultanate’ of
Beligarad should be dumped and not encouraged. The Begum accused them of being jealous and there
was an argument. When rumours reached the army officers, they believed that the begums had joined
hands with the English and should be ousted from the palace. Such rumours were rampant, and this
was bad for the morale of the army.

The royal treasury was severely depleted and there was corruption too. Leaders like Mammu
Khan and others were suspected of having pocketed money meant for the war. He was Hazrat Mahal’s
favourite and could get away with a lot of misdoing. It was debateable as to how close he was to
Hazrat Mahal personally, but he did wield a lot of influence on her. That was due to two reasons:
(1) He was the link between ‘Sarkar-e-Birjisi’ and the Military Parliament, and (2) He provided
finances to the Begum by fair and foul means. However, his personal integrity was doubtful and he
was not steadfast in character.

Character and Leadership of Hazrat Mahal—A Critique
Sir William Russell wrote in his diary, that she had aroused the whole of Awadh for the benefit

of her son, and the leaders of Awadh had promised to remain loyal to her son. This was not very
correct as such a large populace could not have rallied around her only because of her son and heir.
She had a mesmeric quality about her and had really motivated the people of Awadh to challenge the
British. She was only twenty-six years old and was always in purdah like the other queens, but she
had the courage to come out and face the world. She did not have the luxury of high birth or
respectability, or of an affluent family. With all these handicaps, she still succeeded in mobilizing the
people and reached thus far in her effort to wage a battle against colonial stranglehold. Despite being
in a beleaguered situation, it was believed that only the smaller rulers did not support the Begum, the
bigger ones did and were loyal to her even after she flew to Nepal.37

Sir W. Russell further said about Begum Hazrat Mahal, “The great bulk of the sepoy army is
supposed to be inside Lucknow, but they will not fight as well as the match-lock-men of Oudh who
have followed their chiefs to maintain the cause of their young king, Birjis Qadr and who may be
fairly regarded as engaged in a patriotic war for their country and their sovereign. The sepoys during
the siege of the Residency never came on as boldly as the Zamindari levies and Nujeibs. The Begum
exhibits great energy and ability. She has excited all Oudh to take up the interests of her son and the
chiefs have sworn to be faithful to him. We affect to disbelieve his legitimacy but the zamindars who
ought to be better judges of the fact accept Birjis Qadr without hesitation. Will government treat these
men as rebels or as honourable enemies? The Begum declares undying war against us. It appears from
the energetic characters of these Ranees and Begums that they acquire from their zenanas and harems
a considerable amount of actual mental power and, at all events, become able intrigues. Their contests
for the ascendency over the minds of men give vigour and acuteness to their intellect.”38

As Birjis Qadr was a minor, it was Nawab Hazrat Mahal who functioned as the dejure regent and
defacto ruler and organizer of resistance against the British. It was she who tried to organize
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conflicting interests and views on one platform in order to defeat the British. From 7th of July, when
Birjis Qadr was crowned, till 16th of July, 1858, when she and Birjis Qadr left Lucknow for Baundi
and thence to Nepal, it was rule of Hazrat Mahal over Lucknow and adjoining areas.

Inspiration and Motivation for Women: Appreciation and Criticism
She has been a subject of appreciation of many writers. Sunderlal based his premise on the book

by George Wickers written in 1858. His opinion was that several women were inspired by the Begum
in Awadh and donned male attire and arms and fought the war in Awadh. He wrote that some lesser-
respected and lesser-known women gave their lives in the defence of Lucknow. He cited an example
given by Garden Alexander where several African women fought like wild cats at Sikandarbagh and
no one came to know that they were women till they died. The unknown heroine died at Sikandarbagh
and it was discovered only later that she was a woman. After the fall of Lucknow, a frail old woman
was seen collecting garbage at the Iron Bridge. After a few days, she was found dead there. When an
inquiry was made, it was found that she had come there to blow up some tunnel with dynamite. She
failed, and died as a result.39

Like the Rani of Jhansi, Begum Hazrat Mahal had also created a women’s force. Her maids in the
palace were trained under her and were her followers. She had also made a group of female spies. This
way, despite disunity in her ranks, she was able to keep alive the spirit of Revolt among the people of
Awadh for almost 2 years.40 Hindu and Muslim women helped the revolutionaries in various ways.
They transported cannons and other arms and ammunitions, helped the soldiers using those cannons,
provided and helped the sepoys getting food and water, and looked after the wounded and tended to
them, if required they even took up arms and fought in the battlefield. Some died and some were
mistreated by the British.41

The British were ultimately able to capture Lucknow. Her life in Nepal was beset with problems
but she stoutly refused to renounce the claim of her son by accepting a British pension. Finally, the
Nepali Prime Minister sanctioned a pension of 500 rupees for her and her son and provided them a
suitable accommodation in Kathmandu in 1860. She died in wilderness in 1879. Thus ended the life
and career of a woman, who, despite her humble birth, not only rose to be the wife of a king, but who
also, in an hour of crisis and emergency, exhibited great qualities of head and heart, courage and
statesmanship. Russell was perfectly right when he said that she was a ‘better man than her husband.’

She got both criticism and appreciation from the women of the court of Awadh—those who had
remained in Lucknow and those who had accompanied Wajid Ali Shah to Calcutta. Begum Sayda of
Lucknow wrote to Wajid Ali Shah in Calcutta, “Hazrat Mahal showed such courage that the enemy
was terrified. She turned out to be very daring. She has brought name to the Sultan Alam.”
(Oct. 1858).42 Sarfnas Begum, in a letter to Akhtar Mahal, wife of Wajid Ali, with him in Calcutta,
made mention of Hazrat Mahal, “I did not know Hazrat Mahal was such a brave lady. Seated on an
elephant, she led her troops against the English without any fear. Alambagh was the scene of a pitched
battle. Ahmadullah Shah joined Hazrat Mahal and they fought with valour and courage but luck did
not favour them.”43 Shaida Begum, in another letter to Wajid Ali Shah wrote, “Main nahin samajhti
thi ki Hazrat Mahal aisi aafat ki parkala hain, khud haathi par baith kar tilangon ke aage aage
firangion se mukabla karti hain.”44

A fair illustration of some of the other begums’ baneful interference in the plans of Hazrat Mahal
was given by Kamal-ud-din Haider, a minister in the Awadh Court, himself. When the Nawab left
Lucknow, he remained in Lucknow and gave unstinted support to Hazrat Mahal. It happened on the
day the army declared its intention to attack the Residency. These begums went to her and protested
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that such an attack might endanger the lives of Wajid Ali Shah and others at Calcutta. The Begum was
disgusted at their fears and left the room. Next day, the army officers were warned by the Begum to
maintain secrecy as she felt that some of the begums were in league with the British and so did not
desire that the attack on Residency should take place. In September 1857, when one of the begums,
Jilua Khana, was attacked, the other begums deserted her and left for other places. Hazrat Mahal
ordered that they may be looked for and be brought back. She also tried to prevent those who were
intending to depart. However, none stood by her and hardly sixty of them remained. A proclamation
was issued in the name of zamindars with an end to excite and infuse patriotic feelings to join the
government and exhibit their loyalty to the Begum and her son; by and by many people began to enlist
their support to the Begum.

The Road to Nepal—The End
Hazrat Mahal remained steadfast in her defiance and by the end of 1859 had lost most of her

followers. She had no option but to seek shelter with the Maharaja of Nepal, Jung Bahadur. She
refused the British government’s offers and remained in Nepal until her death in 1879. “She was the
last free leader of the Mutiny.”45 When the indefatigable Begum heard to her chagrin, that the Prime
Minister and the de facto ruler of Nepal, Jung Bahadur had been coaxed into joining the English due to
a most tempting offer of a share in the territory of Awadh, she immediately set to break such an
alliance and so counter offered him a much larger area. Further, she tried through her agents to win
over all such sepoy regiments that were still professing loyalty to the British government.

C. Raikes wrote, “The mutineers have chief authority in Lucknow. They have well-fortified the
Begum’s palace in Kaiserbagh, having built a double timber wall and filled in the interval with mud;
many guns are already in position and they daily cast more; all the big guns have been taken into
Kaiserbagh, leaving none out. There are certainly about 30000 sepoys on duty at the Kaiserbagh.”46

During the Revolt, Fred Roberts wrote letters to his father at camp Lucknow. He said, “The she-devil
of a Begum is still inside inciting the sepoys to fight to the last. Her traps are, however, all packed
ready for a start, and I doubt not that she will be off in a day or two. I may be able to send you a line to
announce the fall of Lucknow in a day or two.”47 By March 12, 1858, Kaiserbagh began to be shelled
from all sides. Although depressed, the Begum courageously remained in the palace against the advice
of the highest officers. Kamal-ud-din Haider gave a vivid description of her departure. She went out
on foot through the western gate of Kaiserbagh and emerged at Ghasiyari mandi. From there she
passed by the ridge of Shahmina, and reached Maulviganj. Here she was escorted to Ghulam Raza
Khan’s residence at Naval Road via, Yahya Ganj, Nakhas and Chowk. Feeling insecure, Raza Khan
escorted her to Mahalsara at Husainabad. She never lost heart and moved among her men with the
spirit that deserved better success! On the defeat of the army, she was prevailed upon to proceed to
Mahmudabad on March 16, 1858. She stayed at Raja Nawab Ali Khan’s residence for a while and
then went to Bhatauli. The Begum is said to have 6000 followers but when the force of Sir Colin
Campbell advanced, the Begum left her post without any fight.48 She finally reached Bundi where she
decided to continue the hostilities with the English, appointing Mammu Khan as minister.

However, she was not able to sustain the hostilities against the British and very soon was on the
road to Nepal. R.S. Tamanna had written about Hazrat Mahal’s predicament that she was not able to
settle down at one place as she was hounded by the British and had to flee from one place to another.49

She first reached Nanpara and stayed there for a night, and then went to the village Bhagwanpur in
Tulsipur of Nepal, proceeding to Deogarh after that. The British encircled her entourage there from all
sides. The Nepal government intervened and informed that she and her son could go and stay at
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Naikobe, at the same time issuing a warning that her army should not join her there. The families of
Khan and Nawab of Bareilly and Najibabad accompanied the Begum to Naikobe. Here, Birjis Qadr
contracted small pox and became very ill. The government of Nepal gave her an ultimatum either to
leave the country or to surrender to the British. In either case, she was required to leave Nepal, as she
would not be given asylum.

The Begum’s efforts that prevented the execution of many Europeans convinced Jung Bahadur
that she deserved to be honoured but he was also sure the British would not do so. So, he finally
decided to invite her to Kathmandu. The Begum and her son, after an exacting and tiresome period,
arrived safely at Kathmandu on the night of February 8, 1860, under the protection of Jung Bahadur.
A house, formerly belonging to Bhim Sen, a former minister, was temporarily allotted to her. Jung
Bahadur conferred her with an allowance of ` 500/- p.m. Hazrat Mahal died in the month of April in
1879.50 The exact date and time of her death was debatable and not certain. Different sources have
furnished different dates as far as her death was concerned.

Several British writers commented upon the condition of the begums left behind. Moulvi
Ahmadulah and the Begum had safely affected their escape. Firoz Shah, the Mughal scion was on the
run and planned to fight once again. Kunwar Singh, the ruler of Arrah, in Bihar, had already gone to
Azamgarh to give fresh evidence of his indomitable courage and indefatigable industry. However, not
all members of the Awadh Royal Family were so lucky. Russell visited some of the captive begums
and their female attendants. He described the pathetic condition that they were in, “We found them all
in one large, low, dark and dirty room, without windows on the ground floor,” and, “Bruce’s entrance
was the signal for a shrill uplifting of voice and passionate exclamations from the ladies who were
crouched down round the walls. The ‘great leveler’ had in one short night made beggar women of
begums.” The participation of common women, and the fact that women of less exalted ranks had laid
down their lives in the defence of the city, was a constant refrain in the writings of Russell.51

Motivation and Culmination
British historians have cited power as the driving force behind the Begum’s participation in the

Revolt but subsequent events proved that she was not driven by either greed for power or wealth.52

She promoted brave and dedicated officers and upbraided those found wanting. Raja Man Singh was
awarded during his courageous attack and fight during the capture of the Residency; and, at the same
time, she rebuked Ram Baksh Singh and remarked that his heart was made of water! She brilliantly
rose to the occasion when it was required of her, but unfortunately, many fissiparous factors
foredoomed a united resistance to the English. The chronicler, Sharar, lamented that had the Begum
not been Purdanashin she would have made a better commander-in-chief than many of the men in her
army. Most of the leaders, like Nana Sahib, General Bakht Khan Ruhela and Prince Firoz Shah, who
had fled from Delhi and other places, came to Lucknow with their huge forces. As if the existing
worries were not enough for her, the responsibility of providing for them fell on her. To generate
income she levied a kind of war tax upon all the well-to-do classes and members of the royal families
of Awadh. Nawab Taj Mahal, widow of Nasiruddin Haider, resented this tax. Some of the Begums,
like Nigar Mahal, however, willingly contributed to the cause.

In a counter-proclamation to Queen Victoria’s proclamation, dated November 1, 1858, Hazrat
Mahal referred to many acts of injustice and bad faith on the part of the British government. She
further went on to ask a very pertinent question in connection with Queen Victoria’s assurance that she
was not desirous of increase in territory, “Why does Her Majesty not restore our country to us when
our people want it?” Criticizing the British sense of justice, she said that, “No one has ever seen in a
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dream that the English forgave an offense… It is worth a little reflection that they have promised no
better employment for Hindostanis than making roads and digging canals. If people cannot see clearly,
what this meant, there is no hope for them. Let no subject be deceived by the proclamation.”53

Instructions were communicated with regard to the disposal of the issue of Begum Hazrat Mahal
and Birjis Qadr on their arrival in Awadh, and a report was called for with regard to the age and
disposition of the son of Beni Madho Singh, the Raja of Baiswara, and the best mode of providing for
him in Awadh. The Commissioner was asked to submit a report, as a reply, on the arrangements he
had made for giving effect to the Governor-General’s desire with respect to the Begum and her son.
The reply was similar to the one with regard to Beni Madho’s son.54 Bakht Khan offered to come in,
and it was directed that the Begum’s Council, of which he was a member, should inform him that his
surrender would be followed by his trial for the issuance of the order for the execution of the English
prisoners in Lucknow. This was, conveyed to the Officer Commanding Outposts, and, if desirous,
Khan could attempt to negotiate with him.55

In continuation of the previous correspondence detailing the course pursued with regard to the
Begum, a copy of the reply of Khan was forwarded for information. It also stated that the Begum and
certain of her followers had taken refuge in the Nepal territory. The Secretary, Government of India,
was asked to transmit a copy of the annexed to the President in Council.56 The British government
reported that the rebellion in Awadh had been entirely suppressed. The Begum and some followers
with guns entered Nepal by marching in the night, partly by forcing their way and partly by bribing!
The sepoys of her party were said to be plundering the Nepal villages. A corps of observation
remained on the frontier and Nana was supposed to be with them.57

The Lucknow correspondent of the Delhi Gazette, said, “Birjis Qadr, the Pseudo Scion of Rebel
Royalty, his putative father, Mammu Khan, that Messalina of late Lucknow Court, viz., the Begum
Huzrut Mahal and last but not the least....the Nana...have fled for safety, if not for succour, to a corner
of a Nepalese dominion, where they are.....perfectly snug for the present. It remains to be seen how our
faithful ally Jung Bahadoor will act on this occasion, whether he will proceed to seize these refugees
in his territory and make them over to the British Authorities, or whether he will assume an air of
passive indifference. It is a matter of some moment just now to learn how the Nepalese chief will act,
and it is a question if he can be required to give them up by the terms of any treaty that may be in
existence to secure at least one of these culprits, whose hands have been imbued with the cold-blooded
murder of women and children no obstacle should be allowed to stand in the way. If the integrity of
neutral territory is to be respected, let the fidelity of our ally be tested in the first instance by his
voluntarily giving up the miscreant who is now brought to bay, failing which, it would be better to
provoke a war even here with the Goorkha Power, rather than we should have the Nana and his
associates in flight, exulting in their escape and laughing at us in the face of all India.”58

In the end, the Begum gave a statement that the Revolt had been only of the sepoys. She tried to
exonerate herself and her son of all blame with regard to the Revolt. She said that they participated
because of the fear of the sepoys. Maybe she was threatened that dire consequences would meet her
family at Calcutta if she did not relent, hence this statement.59

Later Years
It was said that Begum Hazrat Mahal bought a house in Kathmandu and, after turning down the

offer of a pension for Birjis Qadr, lived there with him. She married him to the daughter of a
revolutionary, Shazhada Mirza Daewoo, Mukhtarunissa (renamed Mahtab Ara Begum after her
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marriage). The grandson of Birjis Qadr, Mirza Kaukab Qadr, said that after the marriage, the Begum
secretly sent her daughter-in-law to Calcutta to take the blessings of Wajid Ali Shah. Begum Hazrat
Mahal died in 1874 and her remains could be found in a graveyard at Kathmandu. Nawab Wajid Ali
Shah died at Calcutta in 1887. Birjis Qadr went on to sire eight children, Agajani, Hashmat Ara, Badr
Qadr, Jamal Ara, Khurshid Qadr, Husn Ara, Meher Qadr, and last name unknown. He died in dubious
circumstances at Calcutta on August 13, 1893.60

(B) Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi

Early Life

Date of Birth—A Question Mark
Manikarnika Tambe, better known as Rani Lakshmibai, was born into a Marathi family in

Varanasi as then, her father, Moropant Tambe, was a member of the retinue of Chimnaji Apa, the
brother of Peshwa Baji Rao II. Her mother, Bhagirathi Bai, was the first wife of Moropant. She died
when Lakshmibai was only three or four years old. There are diverse claims with regard to her year of
birth. Some authors have said that she was born in 1835 and this meant that she would have been only
seven years old at the time of her marriage. Even Parsanis believed that the Rani was born on
November 19, 1835, and, when Moropant went to Bithur to join the retinue of Baji Rao II after
Chimnaji Apa passed away, she was four years old. This does not seem possible as Chimnaji died in
1832, and Moropant would have left Varanasi only then. Thus, Lakshmibai’s date of birth would have
to be somewhere around 1827-28. Hence, most writers believe that Lakshmibai, the Rani of Jhansi
was born on November 19, 1828 and lived up to June 17, 1858.61 By this calculation, she must have
been around thirty in 1857. The British, in their various writings, confirmed this view. A British writer
claimed that she was only 30 when she was killed at the battlefield she was
an Indian queen and warrior.62 Besides this, in 1842—the year when she got married—she is, said to
have attained puberty and her father had been rather anxious about her marriage. Macpherson has said,
“The Ranee, an ardent, daring, licentious woman under thirty, gave spirit and hope to all.”63 In Majha
Pravas, which is an eyewitness account given by Vishnu Godse, the Rani has been described as being
of marriageable age. In the 1998 publication of Bundelkhand Samagra magazine, released by the
Indian History Compilation Committee, Jhansi Section, Bundelkhand, Uttar Pradesh, Dr. M.P.
Srivastava on page 64 wrote, “Lakshmibai, who has earned immortal fame in India, was born in, or
close to, the year 1827 and in the year 1857 she must have been of the age of about thirty—her mother,
Bhagirathi Bai had died when she was only four years old.”64

Childhood and Marriage
Manu was known as Chhabeli because of her sprightly ways. Rani Lakshmibai had a son,

Damodar Rao, in 1851, but he died at the age of about four months. During her childhood at Bithur,
she played with Nana Sahib, Tatya Tope and Rao Sahib. Nana was eighteen, she was seven, and both
had great affection for each other. Nana and Chhabeli played together in the armoury and learned their
lessons in swordplay, which they were destined to use in later life for the defense of their country.65

When Nana and Rao Saheb were learning their lessons under their tutor, she would closely watch
them, and as a result learnt to read. Nana would be sitting in a howdah on an elephant and she would
call out to him, “Won’t you take me too?” Sometimes, Nana would lift her up and both would learn to
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ride the elephant! Sometimes, Nana on a horse would be waiting for Manu to come and join him, and
just then, she would come galloping on a horse with a sword at her side!66 The Rani was involved in
playing outdoor games and sports, thus learning about arms and their working, shooting of guns,
horsemanship, etc. She was highly intelligent, and apart from Marathi and Hindi, she learned Sanskrit
and picked up some Persian, which was the court language of the Mughals. She had a firm
determination and always spoke logically and confidently. In his description of her when in early teens,
Vishnu Godse said that she was tall and slim, and was endowed with beauty, intellect and character.
John Lang, in his book, Wanderings in India, said, “She was a woman of about middle size, rather
stout, but not too stout. Her face must have been very handsome when she was younger and even now,
it had many charms, though according to my idea of beauty, it was too rounded. The expression also
was very good and very intelligent. The eyes were particularly fine and the nose delicately shaped. She
was not very fair, though she was far from black... She had no ornaments, strange to say, upon her
person, except a pair of gold earrings. A remarkably fine figure she had. What spoilt her was her voice,
which was something between a whine and a croak.”67

Rani Lakshmibai was married to Maharaja Gangadhar Rao in 1842, the Brahmin ruler of Jhansi,
as his wife had died without an heir. Gangadhar Rao’s son had died and he was anxious to remarry and
produce an heir. He was supposed to be a bit odd, like he dressed up as a woman sometimes and
mixed only with women during that period. However, as a ruler, he was very well regarded and Jhansi
was safe of thieves and well-governed. He sent a proposal to Moropant for his daughter Chhabeli.
Moropant agreed but on the condition that he be given a house in Jhansi and all the expenses of the
wedding be met by the ruler. This was accepted and the marriage was a grand affair. Moropant Tambe
came to Jhansi where he was appointed as a courtier in the Jhansi court. After he had settled down in
Jhansi, he remarried. He tied the knot with Chimnabai, the daughter of Vasudev Khanwalkar of
Gursarai.68 After her marriage, Manubai became Lakshmibai Newalkar. Popular belief is that
Gangadhar Rao was around forty-five years old, and Lakshmibai would have been around 15, but
some writers differ in the matter of her age.69 In 1843, Jhansi, which had been administered by the
British, was handed over to Gangadhar Rao along with 30 lakhs that were there in the treasury. Up till
then, the ruler of Jhansi had limited powers.

Rani Lakshmibai, as she was known, was incarcerated in the palace. She had no freedom and was
not allowed to meet any males. She was kept under lock and key as the king was a very suspicious and
stern man. She, who was so used to mixing with boys and playing games meant for boys, lost her glow.
The Rani felt constricted as she had to observe purdah and her interference in administration was not
appreciated by Gangadhar Rao. Her free spirit was curbed by the rules and regulations she had to
adhere to at Jhansi. The American writer, Joyce Libra Chapman, in her book, The Rani of Jhansi,
published in 1998, has written, “The circumscribed life of a queen was too abrupt a change from the
martial games and company of male playmates that she had enjoyed in Bithur. She chafed under
continual surveillance and the atmosphere of suspicion that surrounded the court, especially the
zenana. Life in purdah was a hardship. ......Relations between Lakshmibai and her husband must have
been difficult in these circumstances. ...the Maharaja was not only aging and suspicious, but also short
tempered; capricious and unbalanced in his political judgements...Rewards and punishment were
meted out without regard to justice.”70

Adoption of Anand Rao
The Rani delivered a son in 1851 but he died after three months. The Maharaja, Gangadhar Rao,

was heartbroken and fell ill, and, as time passed, his condition worsened. In 1853, he realized his end



1857—Known Women Heroes in Popular History 15

was near and he adopted a son, Anand Rao (who was renamed, Damodar Rao), with ceremony and
adequate legal proceeding. Anand Rao was the descendent of Raghunath Rao I, and by English
calculation, was the son of his paternal uncle. The adoption took place on 20th November 1853, at that
time Damodar Rao was supposed to be five years old.71 Gangadhar Rao sent a letter, dated November
19, 1853, to the Assistant Political Agent, Major John Malcolm Ellis, apprising him of this adoption.72

He appointed the Rani as Regent in her capacity as mother of the child. He also prepared a kharita,
a document he read out before the elders, like Moropant Tambe and the Diwan, Narsingh Rao.73 This
was read in the presence of Major Ellis, who had taken over the Agency of Jhansi, and awaited further
orders from the government. The kharita said that Anand Rao, a five-year-old child, had been adopted;
and reiterated the treaty that had been entered into with the British in 1817. This treaty guaranteed the
territory to the heirs of his family, in perpetual succession, whether heir by descent, consanguinity, or
succession, or adoption. He trusted that, in consideration of the fidelity, he had always evinced
towards government; favour might be shown to his child. The kharita also appointed the Rani as the
queen; and was personally handed over to Major Ellis.74

Gangadhar Rao died the next day, and the question of accepting the adopted son as legal heir
arose. The Rani did not lack supporters in the British government. Major Ellis was in favour of the
government accepting the adoption, and he wrote to Major John Malcolm, the Political Agent of
Gwalior, Rewa and Bundelkhand, on December 24, 1853, supporting the validity of adoption in
accordance with the declared intentions of the Court of Directors as indicated in Paragraphs 16 and 17
of despatch number (9) dated March 27, 1839. However, Malcolm in his 14-Point Report sent to
Calcutta suggested the attachment of the Jhansi kingdom to the British territory. Jalaun had already
been annexed because there was no natural heir. The second Maratha kingdom was Jhansi, and this
should be annexed under the Doctrine of Lapse.

The Rani appealed to Lord Dalhousie, the Governor General, but her appeal was rejected and
orders were given that Jhansi should be annexed on March 7, 1854.75 She made two appeals. The first
appeal was rejected; but the second kharita (appeal), dated February 16, 1854, was a detailed one. It
put forth facts about the previous treaty and listed the four states that had been allowed to adopt. This
reached Dalhousie on February 28, but on February 27, 1854, Dalhousie had put his seal on the final
order of the annexation of Jhansi. He recommended that a force not less than a Regiment of Native
Infantry and one of Irregular Cavalry be kept at Jhansi as a precautionary measure against the
zamindars of the district.76

Her sympathizer, Major Ellis, reported, “About a month after the order had gone forth for the
annexation of Jhansi and previous to a wing of the 13th Native Infantry occupying the country,
I received a letter in Persian written upon ‘Gold Paper’ from the Rani begging me to pay her a visit.
The letter was brought to me by two natives of rank. One had been the financial minister of the Raja
and the other was the head vakeel of the Rani. I was at Agra when I received the Rani’s letter and Agra
is 2 days’ journey. Even as I travelled to Jhansi, I sympathized with the woman. The boy who the Raja
had adopted was only 6 years old and during his minority, the Rani was to be the regent, and it was no
small matter for a native woman of rank to give up such a rank and become pensioner for 6000 pounds
a year. While I was speaking to the regent prince on my arrival, I heard a shrill and discordant voice
issuing from behind the purdah and to my surprise, the voice was that of Maharani. The Rani having
invited me to come closer to the purdah began to pour forth her grievances and whenever she paused
the women by who she was surrounded set up a sort of melancholy chorus. I had heard from the vakeel
that the Rani was a handsome woman of 6 or 7 and 20 years of age. She wore a plain dress, devoid of
any ornaments on her person. She energetically responded after some conversation, ‘Mera Jhansi



16 Participation and Position of Women Uprising of 1857: ...

nahin denge’ (I will not give up my Jhansi). The next day Rani presented me with an elephant, a camel
and Arab, a pair of greyhounds of great swiftness, a quality of silks and stuffs and a pair of Indian
shawls. I accepted these things with great reluctance but the financial minister entreated me to take
them. The Rani also presented me with a portrait of herself taken by a native, a Hindu.”77

Annexation of Jhansi and Lord Dalhousie
Lord Dalhousie put forth substantive arguments with regard to the annexation of Jhansi. In her

letters/appeals, the Rani had stated the existing camaraderie between Jhansi and the British, and the
ease with which the relationship with the British had flowered. With regard to the precedent stated by
the Rani, where adoption was recognized, he remarked that Tehri and Datia were independent states,
the succession to which cannot be considered a precedent. In Jalaun, if an adoption was allowed, he
observed, that a concession by the British Government of the privileges to adopt, or any particular
occasion, from motives of friendship or policy, by no means involved the admission of a right to adopt
on the part of the rulers of these or of any other states.78 As to the significance of the second article of
the treaty of 1817, he remarked, “There is no need of and no assertion conclusively for Rao Ram
Chand did adopt a boy, but the British Government did not acknowledge the boy as successor and it
nominated another person to be the Raja.” As regards the adoption made by the late Raja, he remarked,
“The boy whom Raja adopted on the day before his death, is but a very distant relation of the Raja.
The adoption of a boy by any man when he is almost in the last agonies is liable to suspicion. It is in
the present case more than usually so.”79

The Status of Jhansi
According to Lord Dalhousie, Jhansi was a dependent State. The Raja was one of the many such

‘Chiefs of Bundelkhand’, who merely held land and enjoyed public revenue under grants that
emanated from different sources. There were those issued by a sovereign to a subject with respect to
which, the power that made the grant, or that which by conquering, or otherwise, as succeeded to its
rights, was certainly entitled to limited succession according to the limitation of the grant. This grant
was confined to the male heirs of the body, and precluded adoption. There was no male heir of the
Raja and there was no male heir of any Raja or any Subedar of Jhansi with whom the British
Government had relations at any point in time. Besides this, the Late Raja was not expected to adopt a
son even by his people; notwithstanding that, the British Government had not acknowledged a
previous adoption of one of the earlier Rajas of Jhansi. The adoption of Anand Rao referred to as
Damodar Rao, had not been sanctioned and recognized by the British Government. It had been done a
day before the death of Gangadhar Rao, so was not acceptable to the government, and, consequently,
Jhansi would lapse to the British Government.

Agreement with the Rani—The Jhansi Fort Her Living Quarters
The Rani was provided a pension of five thousand rupees per month and this would be valid only

in her lifetime. The palace in the city would be her new residence and would be considered her
personal property. Till she was alive, the Rani and her female servants would not be arrested and
would be outside the jurisdiction of the British courts. In accordance with the wishes of the late Raja,
all jewels, personal wealth and the money left in the royal treasury after deduction of expenditure of
the State, would be considered the personal property of the Rani. A list was made of the dependents
and associates of the Maharaja so that the government in the form of pensions could determine
allowance.80 Lord Dalhousie accepted these proposals but gave a new interpretation to the issue of
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jewels and private funds. The private funds of the Maharaja were the personal property of the adopted
son and not the Rani. He stressed upon the fact that the adoption was good for the assertion of
Damodar Rao over private property but not for the transfer of the Jhansi Principality to him.81

What is worthy of mention is that she had no dearth of supporters among the British officers.
Major Evans Bell too criticized Dalhousie for this. He wrote, “The concept of Jhansi being a grant
from government was erroneous in the light of the preamble of the treaty of 1817 as well as the
articles, two, three, four and seven of the same where in words, ‘The British Government’, ‘Jhansi
Government’, and ‘Two Governments’ occur.”82 D.P. Tahmankar in his book, ‘Rani of Jhansi’, wrote,
“To apply the term Jagir to a considerable state such as Jhansi, with its own laws, administration and
armed forces, was fantastic as it was insulting.” The Resident of Jhansi, Francis David Gordon,
requested that the adoption may be allowed, but the request was turned down and orders issued that
Jhansi must be merged with the British Empire. The Resident followed the orders and took charge as
the resident administrator in charge of the entire principality. Only the Jhansi Fort, as well as the
Royal treasuries, was left to the Rani.

Contemporary historians, as also Vishnu Godshe, have described the Manju Mahal (the palace in
the Jhansi Fort, where the Rani lived) as having nine sections. Dr Thomas Lowe, a medical officer
who participated in the Jhansi campaign, has described the palace in his book, ‘Central India’. He says
that the main palace or Khas Mahal was situated inside the fort. Exquisitely done, it was a fitting
abode for the Rani. “The palace as a building was the most beautiful and richly furnished I have seen
in India. It had vast halls and many courtyards, embellished with marble fountains and tanks and large
deep Verandahs.” The rooms had rich Persian carpets and brocade tapestry. There was a garden all
around it and it had fruit trees at the fringes. There were gold and silver chairs. The Rani had a golden
dome above her ornate seat. There were eight women guards around her with swords in their hands.83

The Rani requested the Resident to allow her to go on a pilgrimage to Prayag or Kashi, so that
she could be tonsured and could start life as a traditional Brahmin widow. This request was also turned
down. Ultimately, as decided, Jhansi lapsed to the Raj in May 1854 along with Jalaun. Both were
brought under the supervision of Capt. W.C. Erskine, Commissioner of Sagar and Narbada territories,
at Jabalpur. A new Superintendent of Jhansi and Jalaun, Capt. Alexander Skene, and Deputy
Superintendent, Francis David Gordon, were placed under Erskine. Erskine, in turn, was answerable to
the Lieutenant Governor, Auckland Colvin, of the NWP of Agra and Awadh.84 The Rani vacated the
fort and started living in the palace in the city.

Problems Faced by the Rani
After the lapse of Jhansi, several issues started cropping up. These were related to collection of

new taxes, the revenue collected earlier, pension, new appointments, the dismemberment of the Jhansi
army, the reduction of the effectiveness of the arms and ammunitions of the army, etc. It was
becoming difficult to substitute the administration of a popular ruler with that of the administration of
a foreign power, the British. It was also anticipated that the Rani would not take this change meekly
and would make every effort to restore her rule.85

Robert Hamilton was the Agent to the Governor General for Central India and he met the Rani
twice, in 1854 and 1855. She met him behind a curtain but she spoke candidly and openly and in her
second meeting with him, there was nobody with her and she was alone. The question of the
repayment of the old debts incurred by the State of Jhansi came up and there was a difference of
opinion among the British officials regarding the fact whether the debt should be claimed from the
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pension disbursed to the Rani or these should be treated as debts incurred for the welfare of the State
and could not be treated as personal debts, hence should not be deducted from the pension promised to
the Rani. She told him that the debts were those of the State and not her personal ones, and that she
had not contracted them. Her pension was for her support and the maintenance of her position and not
for paying off old debts.86 Hamilton agreed with this and communicated the same to Colvin. He also
conveyed her wish to locate to Varanasi if her late husband was not properly honoured, a move with
dangerous portents considering her popularity in Jhansi! He said, “She once put aside the purdah and
spoke to me face to face and I had a full opportunity of seeing her for some time, this impression was
that she was a clever strong-minded woman, well able to argue and too much for man unless there was
a complete command of patience and temper. I have found this with all the clever ladies............the old
Mai Sahib at Indore, the old lady of Dhar.”87 Hamilton had also reported that he did not find a single
paper with incriminating evidence of the Rani’s role in the murder of Europeans at the Jokhun Bagh.
The Rani, in fact, was reported to have sent milk for the Commissioner’s children. She was not present
when the Commissioner was struck down by the darogah, when the former was leaving the fort.88

Appeals were made by the Rani to Lord Dalhousie, but were rejected, “Her requests were wholly
inadmissible and the orders for the resumption of the State would not be revoked.”89

Lakshmibai—Redefining the Concept of Womanhood
Rani Lakshmibai was representative of a woman whose life shattered the contemporary view

held about women and their role in society. Vrindavan Lal Verma in his famous historical novel,
Jhansi ki Rani, debunked the traditional and typical views that are held regarding women.90 Women
were expected to conform to certain standards laid down for them. There was an inextricable
relationship between women and coyness; they had to be well versed in arts, which could entertain
men; they were not required to be concerned with whatever was happening outside the confines of
their homes; and, most significantly, warriors perceived them as objects fit for consumption.

The Rani of Jhansi was, addressed as ‘Chhabeli’, but she hated this nickname, as ‘Chhabeli’ was
representative of the society, which perceived a woman as a ‘construct’, according to which she was
fragile and feeble. Since young Manu was highly skilled in the use of weapons of all kinds, she
resented any reference to her as a stereotypical girl. She suggested that women should take training in
horse riding and in handling weapons. Vrindavan Lal Verma accorded importance to this aspect of the
Rani’s personality. Rani Lakshmibai raised an all women army, which went on to be pitted against the
English troops in 1858. She employed the dancer, Moti Bai, and the daughter of a courtesan, Juhi, in
the service of the country by training them in spying and the art of warfare. She inspired the women in
her ambit to live with dignity. Among those women were her servants Sundar, Mundar, Kashi and
Jhalkari Bai. Rani was the mouthpiece of the people and not the high caste courtiers.91 It was because
of the confidence that the Rani inspired in Juhi that she put up a valiant front before the English in
every situation. When Rao Saheb, King of Banpur, King of Shahgarh and Nawab of Banda sent
invitations to Juhi to perform a dance, she replied with dignity and pride, “ I am a soldier in the army
of Rani of Jhansi and do not think myself any less than a Nawab or Raja. These people perceive me as
the daughter of a courtesan…so for them I am the colonel of the Rani who has the guts to turn the
forefathers of General Rose in their graves.”

The Rani’s perspective was not only different from that of the existing feudal society, but also
critical of it. Rani saw a woman as a person in her own right rather than through the multiple
constructs of status, caste, religion, etc. She made a concerted and unabashed attempt to give a voice
to women. An incident in the novel threw light on the adverse social position of women that existed
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during that era. When the time to appoint a commander arose in Kalpi, everyone suggested the name
of Rao Saheb for the task before them, despite the fact that he was not as capable and efficient as the
Rani. The novelist remarked that the leaders themselves paved the way for their own defeat by
selecting Rao Saheb over the Rani.92 Though a small incident, it shed light on the chauvinistic
behaviour of the people in that period.

Rani Lakshmibai—Lifestyle, Generosity and Bravery
The Rani was much into rituals and prayer, and Vishnu Godse, the Brahmin traveller from Versai,

impressed her with his knowledge of the scriptures. Resultantly, she provided a house for him and his
uncle, referred to as ‘Kaka’, in his eyewitness account. They were given all amenities and 30/- as a
monthly allowance. They became retainers of the Rani and she showered them with expensive gifts
and clothes. They were soon important members of the Rani’s entourage.93

The Rani was disciplined. She woke up at the crack of dawn and her morning routine included
wrestling and weightlifting. She then rode her horse, and also practiced riding an elephant. The Rani
then proceeded with her daily chores, which included an elaborate scented bath, after which she wore
a delicate chanderi white sari and put ash on her forehead, as a high-caste widow ought to do. She had
not tonsured her head, as she had not been allowed to visit Kashi. Highly religious, she followed all
the rituals that a widow had to perform. Around 3 pm, she held court. For this session, she appeared in
male clothing. She generally wore, “pyjamas, a waistcoat and headgear with starched, fan-like top.
Around her waist, she tied a scarf with gold embroidery and hung from it a sword in a scabbard. She
was a tall fair woman—dressed thus, she looked like an avatar of a warrior goddess.”94 Sometimes she
dressed as a woman, but wore only gold bangles and no nose ring that denoted her widowhood. She
wore a simple string of pearls and a diamond ring. Her hair was tied in a plait or in a bun. Her head
was generally covered by a white shawl and she sat resting on a bolster in a secluded section under a
golden arch of the durbar hall. Lakshman Rao was her prime minister, and, though illiterate, was very
clever and shrewd. The Rani was highly intelligent and together they dealt with all civil and criminal
cases. “Since Lakshmibai herself was well-educated, sometimes she wrote out the orders herself. She
was an exemplary judge, clear-headed and merciless in dispensing justice. I occasionally saw her
punish criminals herself with a stick. After the court was adjourned, the Rani visited the temple of
Goddess Mahalakshmi in the company of her adopted son on Fridays and Tuesdays.”95

She encouraged the arts and several plays were held in Jhansi. She rode on horseback as well as
in a covered chariot. Two to four attractive maidens ran alongside her chariot and very soon they
became trained in running very fast. The Rani had a good eye for horses, at that time only Baba Sahib
Apte of Gwalior and Nana Sahib of Bithur were credited with this ability. The Rani cared deeply for
her subjects of and she personally saw to it that criminals were hauled up and punished. She set high
standards of bravery and generosity. No one in need was turned away and she generously gave him
what he wanted but after verifying that he was genuine. “One day, when I had gone to visit the
Mahalakshmi temple with the Rani, she noticed a crowd of about a thousand people asking for help on
the way back to the fort.....Upon being told that these were poor people who had no warm clothes to
ward off the harsh winter cold, she ordered that all of them be provided with padded jackets, caps and
blankets as soon as possible. The very next day all the tailors of the town were summoned and asked
to stitch the required articles of clothing...some four thousand articles, we were told, were distributed.
There are many such tales of her largesse.”96
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The Revolt Breaks Out at Jhansi

Massacre at Jokhun Bagh
The Raja of Banpur, situated near the Betwa River, regarded the Rani as his sister. He gave

refuge to the revolutionary armies. He apprehended that there would be a battle with the British so
asked his populace to disperse to some villages and other areas. He then sent his family and treasury to
Jhansi, and later he himself reached Jhansi. The Rani put them up in a separate palace.97 The Revolt
commenced at Jhansi on June 5, 1857, as a few infantry sepoys of the 12th Native Infantry and 12
Artillery seized the Star Fort.98 On June 8, 1857, the rebels renewed the assault with a new-found
vigour. British officers, women and children, in order to save their lives, took shelter in Lorgurh Fort.
They were about 55 in number. When the revolutionaries tried to enter, the British resisted and
eventually succeeded in driving them away. However, the rebels again came later, well equipped with
cannons, and the British found it difficult to save the captives. Captain Skene was ready to surrender,
so three personnel were sent to the Rani requesting her to allow all the captives of the fort to go to the
British Colonies. Through an Indian doctor, Saleh Mohammad, the rebels promised that they would
allow the captives a safe passage on the condition that they would lay down their arms and vacate the
fort first. The women and children among them were treated with consideration. The Rani sent her
ambassador to the fort, asking the British to leave. He assured them that their lives would be spared,
but there was a simmering anger among the people.99 Hence, when the besieged reached Jokhun Bagh,
a message arrived from the leader of the Jhansi Revolt, Risaldar Kala Khan, that all the Europeans
comprising the group—men, women and children—had been put to sword by the rebels and killed on
June 8, 1857. Only one Englishwoman, Mrs. Mutlow, escaped, disguised in an Indian dress, to tell the
tale of the carnage.100 This perpetration of horror on the part of the Indian rebels was in some measure
a reaction to the atrocities inflicted by British troops. They had committed indiscriminate savagery by
executing the natives in the line of their march. It was said that in two days forty-two men were
executed. Similar atrocities seemed to have been perpetuated even in the western parts of the country.
It was probable that reports of this gory action reached Jhansi by June 8, 1857 and people were
incensed and wanted to take revenge.

Rani and Jokhun Bagh
The revolting soldiers left for Delhi on June 11, according to plan. Before they left Jhansi, they

declared the slogan, Khalq Khuda Ka, Mulk Badshah Ka, aur Raj Jhansi ki Rani ka (Representative of
God, Country of the Emperor, and Kingdom of the Rani of Jhansi).101 The Rani’s role in the massacre
at Jokhun Bagh was debatable. It has been suggested by some that she had no control over the rebels
and was not involved. There was reliable evidence to exonerate Rani of Jhansi from the crimes
attributed to her by counteracting the popular opinions held against her. An account in Manjha Pravas
proved that the British authorities at Jhansi were assured of her probity. Capt. Gordon had called upon
the Rani to take charge till they were rehabilitated in the district. Besides, the belief which stemmed
from Robert Hamilton’s incriminating testimony against the Rani also was subject to some discount
since he did not accuse her expressly. Rani’s innocence was confirmed again when an Englishman,
T.A. Martin, wrote from Agra on August, 20, 1889 to Damodar Rao, “Your poor mother was very
unjustly and cruelly dealt with and one knows her true case as I do…she supplied European residents
of Jhansi with food for 2 days after they had gone in the fort––got 100 matchlock men from Kurrura
and sent them to assist us.”102
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Gordon observed that, as regards the murder of the Europeans, as soon as they came out of the
fort, they were seized by the rebels and were killed. The Rani herself denied any part in the massacre
and condemned it. She sent a letter to Erskine, Commissioner of the Sagar Division, that she had no
role to play in this massacre. On June 14, she sent another letter, wherein she referred to her previous
letter, regretting the fate of the Europeans at Jhansi. Then she mentioned that some areas subordinate
to Jhansi had been taken possession of by the chiefs of those areas and they were plundering the
country and she was unable to ensure the safety of those areas on account of paucity of funds.103

Erskine replied to these letters authorizing her to manage the district for the British government,
collect revenue, raise the police force, and make whatever arrangements required. However, the
Governor General issued a warning that the Rani would have to prove that her contention of non-
involvement in the massacre was correct; and if found to be an untruth, she would not be protected by
the government.104 Thus, the Secretary to the Government of India, in a letter to Erskine wrote, “In
respect to the Rani, I am to state that though his Lordship in Council does not blame you for accepting,
in the circumstances in which you were placed, her account of her own proceedings, and sentiments,
and entrusting to her the management of the Jhansi territory on behalf of the British Government yet
this circumstance will not protect her if her account should turn out to be false. From the account
supplied to Government by Major Ellis, it appears that the Rani did lend assistance to the Mutineers
and rebels, and that she gave guns and men.”105

There were contradictory opinions in newspapers with regard to her involvement in the massacre of
Europeans. The Poona Observer, dated April 21, 1857, borrowed a piece from Bombay Times dated
March 31, 1858 which itself was an extract from a letter of General Sir Hugh Rose’s force dated March 31.
It can be described as the Camp Jhansi letter, which made an observation of the indiscriminate massacre
perpetrated by the Rani’s troops, of the whole of the European families then resident at that place. It stated,
“The whole of the European community, men, women and children, were forcibly brought out of their
homes; and in presence of the Ranee, stripped naked. She who styles herself ‘Ranee’ ordered the
blackening of their faces with a composition of suet and oil. She gave the women into the hands of the
rebel sepoys to be dishonoured, first by them, and then handed over to the rabble.”106

On April 21, The Poona Observer published a letter, which was written to their editor by Capt.
J.W. Pinkeney Superintendent of Jalaun, Jhansi and Chanderi. He had made a searching enquiry to
ascertain what really took place at the massacre in question. He mentioned that no sooner the gates of
the fort opened the mutineers and rebels took the European men, women and children to a place
outside the fort called the Jokhun Bagh. The men were first murdered and then the children and
women, with swords and spears. “The females were never taken before the Ranee, nor were their faces
blackened nor were they dishonoured as Bombay Times correspondent mistakenly asserts.”107

Administration of Jhansi—Rani as Representative of the British
The Rani faced problems from several quarters. Sadashiv Rao laid claim to the kingdom of Jhansi,

but failed to do so. Consequently, it was reported that, “The Rani accordingly assumed the
Government on behalf of her adopted son, a child of eight years named Damodar Rao, and on the 11th
June the mutineers left Jhansi for Delhi. Sadashiv Rao, having failed to enlist the mutineers in his
cause now, also left Jhansi, and assembling 300 men, seized.... Karahra on June 13th, he removed the
British native officials, appointed his own, levied money and issued a proclamation to the effect that
‘Maharaja Sada Sheo Ram Narayan has ascended the throne of Jhansi at Karahra.’ Shortly after,
however, the Rani sent some of her troops against him and he fled to Narwar, whence he was
inveigled by the Rani into her power and put under restraint.”108
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List of Rani’s Functionaries and Military Officers
The Rani collected persons loyal to her and appointed them in various branches of administration,

one of them being her father, Moropant Tambe.109

Functionaries: Mama Sahib, the Rani’s father, Dewan Luchmun Ram, Gungadhur Bhaeea,
Kashee Nath, Bala Bhaoo, Lalloo Buxee, Bhola Nath Moonshrif, Nana Sahib, brother of the Dewan
and Jamoo Bhaeea.

Thakur leaders: Dewan Jawahir Singh of Kataille, Muyhby Raja, brother of Kataille, Doola Jeo
of Khairna Walla, Ganesh Jeo of Khairna Walla, Dewan Nath Singh, Zalim Singh of Sakaitee, Bhooj
Bali Sing of Karar Khera, Mungul Sing of Karar Khera and Son of Oodunt Singh.

Others: Jharoo Koour, Choonee, Khoob Chund, Ramoo Bhaeea, Kaman or Gooman Killadar,
Bodh Singh, Rummoo Khidmutgar, Sookdeo, Gopal Ram Pundit, Bhaoo Poar, Ram Purshaud
Soobadar, Gunput Ram Pundit, Hussein Ally Khan Risaldar, Nuthoo Khan Risaldar, Moohurdeen
Khan Risaldar and Pahulwan Singh.110

She also unearthed the old cannons that had been buried in the fort. She got them functional and
installed them in the ramparts of the fort. Of these, Kadak Bijli and Ghangaraj are still famous.111 As far
as women were concerned, Moti Bai was appointed in the Intelligence Department, and Sundar and
Kashibai were appointed as Colonels in the Women’s Army.112 “The Rani assumed control there as
Erskine had authorized her to do pending the arrival of a new British Superintendent. Her administration
of Jhansi was vigorous and firm. .........She moved easily among the Town’s people, sometimes in a white
widow’s sari......she was beloved by residents there more than her husband or his two predecessors, who
had not distinguished themselves in any way.”113 She is often compared to Joan of Arc.

She moved to the fort after June 11, 1857. She attended to the serious issue of security and
defence. She manufactured weapons and set up cannons, besides creating a formidable force. The Rani
raised a body of 14000 men and unearthed the guns which had been concealed by the former Raja. She
began to cast cannons and make ammunitions. She established a mint of her own. She raised her own
flag on the fort.114 She was well versed in horsemanship, swordsmanship and military strategy. Her
rule lasted for ten months, and she displayed a unique leadership in civil and military issues. She was
extremely generous and exemplary in her concern for the poor. Her bravery, caste-unity, the fighting
prowess of Hindus and Muslims as well as the women there, was an indisputable fact.115

Trouble with Neighbours
In February 1858, Rani of Jhansi sent a copy of a letter, titled, Dharm ki Vijay (Victory of

Religion) that she had written to the rulers of the nearby areas in Bundelkhand, appealing them to save
their religion and sacrifice everything of theirs in doing this. Canning received a copy from Hamilton
and chose to ignore it as he felt there was very little disturbance and in the letter, the rebel Rani had
professed her loyalty in general terms (according to the translation). However, she had to deal with
some of the neighbouring rulers, who took advantage of her situation and the prevailing confusion and
marched on Jhansi. Among these enemies nearer home were the rulers of Orchha, Charkari, Pihari and
Dalia. They were all defeated by the Rani’s forces, and had to leave Jhansi.116

The Rani understood the fact that the British would not come forward to help her in times of need,
and, as stated above, started building up her military strength. She adopted the ‘wait and watch’ policy
with regard to the British. The Maratha leaders like Holkar and had become stooges of the British and
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there was no hope of them rendering help. The Orchha engagement was testimony to the active role
that her female warriors and attendants played in the Rani’s encounters.

Battle with Orchha
The Orchha State had lost considerable territory almost a century ago to the Marathas. The Raja

thought that the opportunity was ripe to take over these areas. Thus, Jhansi was besieged in September
1857, but the Rani defeated the Orchha troops by March 1858. In the battle against Orchha, only the
Raja of Banpur came forward with active assistance. A vivid description of the Rani aloft her horse,
Champa, has been given in various writings. It is also said that in this battle, the female soldiers,
Sundar and Mundar, were aloft their respective horses and participated in the battle along with her.117

The Rani’s personal female guards including Kashibai, Moti Bai, Juhi, etc., were stationed in the city.
The valour of the Rani and the way she lead from the front raised the morale of her armies, and the
imagery of her in male attire, leading the battle, will always remain etched in the annals of history.118

Some letters were found in the luggage of Tatya Tope that threw light on the Jhansi-Orchha battle.
These letters revealed that the Banpur Raja had made effort to effect a treaty between the warring
States. However, the Orchha ruler was adamant that the Jhansi region was part of the Orchha State and
he would forcefully take it back. He refused peace moves made by the Banpur Raja.119

Battle at Jhansi
The Rani was outraged by the attitude of the British. They subsumed her land, stopped her

pension and denied her request to stop cow slaughter in Jhansi. She secretly started exchanging letters
with Nana Sahib, and regained power at Jhansi. Tatya Tope was ably handling Kalpi Principality,
which generated annual revenue of some 56 lakh rupees. However, she had to build an army to crush
the invading forces of the neighbouring rulers of Orchha and Datia; and counter the British who were
convinced that she was responsible for the previous British deaths.120

The Rani of Jhansi was especially active in inspecting the troops and she could continually be
seen on horseback, armed with sword and pistol at the head of 300 horses.121 She negotiated with the
rebel rajas, of Banpur and Shahgarh. Sheikh Hingan, Hookambardar of Capt. Gordon, appeared to
have carried some messages to the Rani from his master. The Rani placed guards on her gate and shut
herself in her palace.122 Capt. Gordon sent a message to her soliciting her assistance at this crisis, but
this was refused as the rebels threatened to put her to death and to set fire to her palace in case of her
compliance with the Captain’s request. The Rani’s guards then joined the rebels. She conveyed to
Gordon that it was her Raj and he and other gentlemen would go where she liked. He, on the other
hand, stated that Rani sent a message through her servant about the besieged and the contents were to
this effect, “What can I do, sepoys have surrounded me, and say I have concealed the gentlemen and
that I must get the fort evacuated, and assist them to save myself. I have sent guns and my followers; if
you wish to save yourself abandon the fort, no one will injure you.” According to Sheikh Hingan, the
rebels promised that the Europeans would be able to leave Jhansi safely.123

The army at Jhansi had revolted and the Revolt had spread from Mhow to Kalpi, hence the
British were not as well disposed towards her as they had been earlier when they had handed over the
kingdom to her, the fate of which would be decided later. Jhansi was no longer a friendly State as
Orchha, Datia, Samthar, Panna, etc. were. The reasons for the change in the attitude of the British
were two, one was that the killing of the Europeans at Jokhan Bagh wherein the Rani was suspected as
having played a role, despite her protestations of innocence. Secondly, because of the spread of the
Revolt in Central India, it was considered necessary to contain Jhansi. The Raja of Banpur was
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reported to have reached Jhansi with 1000 (the numbers vary and another source has put the number at
2500) cavalry and infantry and the Rani made food etc. available to them. The Rani mounted six
cannons on the ramparts of the fort and all arrangements for the army were made.124 An urgent
meeting of the Rani and her officers was held on March 15, 1858, wherein, the Rani was advised to
desist from opposing the British forces. However, her father, Moropant and Gangadhar Pant had a
different point of view, “Our lost kingdom has been recovered with infinite difficulty; it were not now
unbecoming to surrender it save upon death in fighting.”125 The Rani expected Tatya Tope at any time
to reach with his forces. Tatya Tope crossed the Betwa River and accompanied with the forces of Raja
of Banpur and other rebel rulers, as well as his force consisting of twenty-seven guns, 2,000 mutineers
and 6000 or 7000 Bundelas, and a large body of cavalry, reached outskirts of Jhansi on April 1, 1858.

In March 1858, British forces, along with Indian soldiers recruited from the south, led by Sir
Hugh Rose, the commander of the Central India campaign, came to Jhansi to recapture the city whose
Rani now wanted independence! Jhansi was besieged and conquered despite strong resistance. Several
members of the city’s civilian population were killed in the fighting. The Battle was a violent one but
the Jhansi warriors and the Rani at their helm fought bravely for eleven days. Tatya Tope’s army
reached there to help Rani but soon withdrew and Rani was left to her own devices. The goras126

entered the devastated city. They looted and killed several men from the populace. “The only courtesy
the white men observed was that they did not touch the women.”127 Nevertheless, many young women
were so terrified that they flung themselves into the wells. “Some women were shot dead trying to
shield their husbands, who were also subsequently killed. Thousands of innocent women thus died.
But perhaps it is senseless to expect humane behaviour from marauding soldiers, either white or native,
at the time of war. The British government had provided each white solder with express instructions
that if anyone misbehaved with women he should be shot like a dog. This measure perhaps saved
many women’s lives, but the white soldiers robbed the women of all their precious ornaments at
gunpoint.”128

“Bai Sahib felt that she was responsible for all this destruction...So she called her men and said
she would like everyone to leave, after which she would blow herself up, along with the empty
fort.”129 An old soldier calmed her and reminded her that suicide was a sin and she along with some
soldiers should leave the city at night and join the Peshwa’s troops. The Rani, generous as ever,
“Called all of us Brahmins and gave us a formal send off with whatever gifts she could spare..........We
all left thereafter.....Kaka and I once again headed for the house of Keshav Bhatt.”130 The Rani escaped
with all the gold and precious items of her treasury, with 200 loyal men, 1200 mercenary soldiers and
relatives. She had her adopted son tied to her back with a satin sash, sat on a white horse and they left
the fort. However, the British army was alerted and firing occurred in which many died. The Rani
escaped. “Her galloping horse, and another on which one of her trusted maid servants sat, broke
through the British cordon.”

Jhansi after the Rani
Kaka and Vishnu got refuge at Keshav Bhatt’s house and were going to leave for a secret room

called, bakhar.131 They were almost attacked by two white men but were saved because of their wit
and their pleading in an accent different to the northern one. “When we reached the end of the tunnel,
we found the room crowded with dozens of men, women and children.”132 In the meanwhile, Karkare,
the Brahmin from the neighbouring house, and his son were killed and their widows appealed to
Vishnu and Kaka to do the last rites. They performed them with whatever wood was available, be it
cradle, doors, etc. They brought the two women to their house and did not treat them as unclean and
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untouchable. There was firing, destruction and looting all around. The white men inflicted such
atrocities on the Indians that sent shivers down people. A Brahmin, Agnihotri, was performing his
daily holy ritual when the white soldiers entered his house. They went right in, saw the embers
covered with a helmet, and thinking there was some hidden treasure underneath it, began to dig into it
and burnt their fingers instead! Enraged, they killed all the men there, including Agnihotri. “After
three days, the enemy, having plundered the city, finally left, carrying all the gold, silver and precious
stones they could. They left nothing behind; not even a shred of cloth.”133 The Jhansi library was
famous for its large range of books, as its rulers had bought all kinds of rare texts, religious ones too,
to enrich the library. All these were destroyed because of the looting. The temple of Goddess
Mahalakshmi was looted and all the treasure was carried away.134 “I felt perhaps that the goddess was
so enraged at the desecration of her city that she did not want any of those precious ornaments
anymore.”135 There was a hierarchy in the British army. The white soldiers looted gold and silver, and
the native soldiers from Madras and Hyderabad were only allowed to loot copper and brass utensils,
textiles and grains!

The British established their power in Jhansi and all things wooden were used to cremate the
nameless dead so that the city was cleansed. Moropant had escaped to Daria hoping to get refuge from
the Raja. He took shelter in a betel-leaf seller’s house after handing him some gold coins. The man
later betrayed him, out of fear and the British dragged Moropant out and carried him on a palanquin to
Jhansi, where he was hanged in public view in March 1858. A black flag was hanged above the fort
for a week.136 The British auctioned off the properties of the palace that they did not need and the
Gaekwads, the Holkars and the Sindhias purchased these. “Jhansi was left with nothing. Everything
was sold off.”137

Flight of Rani of Jhansi
On April 4, 1858, the Rani and Rao Saheb fled in wild haste with four or five elephants, fifteen

camels, cooking pots, but no tent, to Choorkee, sixteen miles off in Jalaun, where Tope’s family lay, it
being held by a relative of Rani’s adopted child. Rani gave hope to all. She rode about everywhere in
military attire, followed by forty sowars from Kota and by a Brahminee concubine of her late husband.
They pushed on the same day to Sravun where the fifth Irregulars and 400 or 500 Infantry rallied
around Rao Saheb and parties of all arms, thereafter gathered to him daily.138 Lamb reported the
disorganized state of Jalaun district, and said that the presence of trustworthy troops could only save
the Province from anarchy and confusion. He went on to report further, that Rani of Jhansi had
assumed the title of sovereign and had issued orders to tahsildars and others to join her with their
followers. Tatya Tope, Rani of Jhansi and Raja of Banpur were seen together at Orai in Jalaun.139

Battle of Kunch
Kunch lay on the Jhansi-Kalpi road and was regarded as an ideal place to counter the advance of

the British under General Hugh Rose, the Commander of the Central India campaign. She and Tatya
Tope took the field with a large army made up of sepoy regiments from the Bengal army, the Gwalior
contingent, the cavalry from Kota, and levies of various rulers who were in revolt against the British,
and the remains of the Jhansi army. The infantry fought bravely and showed commendable fortitude,
but the cavalry was cowardly, according to an officer present there. The rebels were defeated and
Tatya Tope escaped from there.140



26 Participation and Position of Women Uprising of 1857: ...

Battle of Kalpi
After the unsuccessful stand at Kunch, and having lost the Battle of Charkari, the rebels lead by

the Rani, Rao Saheb and Tatya Tope proceeded to Kalpi in May 1858. Despite the defeat at Kunch,
the Rani, undaunted, retreated from Kunch, but with ‘resolution and intelligence.’141 Malleson, has
said, “The manner in which they conducted their retreat...there was no hurry, no disorder, no rushing
to the rear. All was orderly.”142 The forces of Jhansi and Rao Saheb reached Kalpi and were met by the
forces (around 2000) of the Raja of Banda, who per force had to retreat to Kalpi on account of his
defeat at the hands of General Whitlock. Tatya Tope left Kalpi and it was not certain where he was,
though some records say that he was at Gwalior but others did not know this. The command was in the
hands of Rao Saheb and the Rani was only put in charge of a small force. Shrimant Chintamani Tambe,
the stepbrother of the Rani, said that the Rani had minimal forces left by then. “The Maharani did not
have any able soldiers. Tatya Tope and Rao Saheb did not understand that they could have given her
some army for her to lead so that her war expertise could be used to their advantage. The rulers of
Banpur and Shahgarh were tired because of their own wars that they had fought and lost to the British.
There could be no expectations from them. However, the Rani’s female warrior, Ganga Bai, died
while fighting with Captain Mac Mohan. It is said that the British were left wondering whether she
was the Rani of Jhansi.143

The rebels now prepared for engagement at Kalpi, what the Rani referred to as their ‘only
arsenal’. Her soldiers were dispirited and bedraggled. Vishnu Godshe and Kaka, his uncle, reached
Kalpi and encountered the Rani herself. “She was dressed as a Pathan male and looked exhausted,
dusty and tense. Her face looked sad and flushed.”144 She recognized them and paid them her respects.
She lamented, “I don’t know what sins I have committed to end up thus.”145 They later visited her
camp at Kalpi, and met her there. “That was the last meeting with the noble Rani of Jhansi and, as
always, she was very kind to us.”146 She handed some money to them and advised them of the escape
route to the North.

The Battle of Kalpi was a losing battle. When the regular soldiers heard about the defeats at
Lucknow, Delhi, and Jhansi, they left the Peshwa’s army and deserted their posts to return to civilian
lives. The men who replaced them were absolute novices because who would recruit for a losing side.
They were mostly local gangsters and dacoits, the army being just an excuse for looting and
plundering. When it became obvious that the Peshwa’s army was going to lose, thousands of the new
soldiers simply left the army and began plundering and looting the city. “We saw terrible scenes of
violence and women, in particular, were singled out for ill treatment of all kinds...We saw soldiers
torturing rich traders for money and women from noble families being chased and molested.”147 Most
of the paddy-pounding poor widows in the Chitrakoot area petitioned to the British to return their
savings deposits but their pleas went unheard.

However, she fought bravely with the sword, despite the fact that the Kalpi battle was lost. Kalpi
was looted as had Jhansi earlier. Leading Indian rulers aided the British, and this created an uneven
balance in military and moral strength. The Nizam of Hyderabad had provided 5000 cavalry men, and,
Holkar, Gaekwad and Ghorpade similarly aided the British. Her adversaries had never underestimated
her as evident in the comment of Sir Hugh Rose, “The high descent of the Ranee; her unbounded
liberality to her troops and the retainers, and her fortitude which no reverses could shake, rendered her
an influential and dangerous adversary.”148 The rebels lost Kalpi, and the armies began to go towards
Khandesh, ensuring hegemony of the British. The Revolt in the Indore region was crushed while
camping in Mhow.149
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Gwalior—The Last Battleground
Rani of Jhansi, Tatya Tope and Rao Saheb reached Gwalior and the Morar Cantonment. They

demanded four lakhs rupees from Jayajirao Shinde (Sindhia). His Prime Minister, Dinkar Rao
Rajwade, refused to pay and prepared for battle. However, the Gwalior army considered the Peshwas
their masters and refused to attack their representatives! The rebel army initially won and Sindhia was
forced to turn to the British for help. Rajwade left for Agra to ask for help and the demoralized
Gwalior army was in a state of disarray. The rebels started celebrating their victory. The Rani with
some troops entered the palace but ordered the army not to force open the doors bearing the seal of
Baiza Bai, the queen mother. She then sent for Tatya and Rao Saheb. Many soldiers of the Gwalior
army joined them and for eighteen days they ruled the city of Gwalior wherein many valuables,
clothes, etc. were sold to whoever wished to buy them. This way money was collected, the Brahmins
given free meals every day and law and order was maintained. A Camel Express from Gwalior
reported the formal reinstatement of Sindhia in his palace on this date. The arrival of Baiza Bai with
the Maharaja’s family, the occupation of the Fort by British troops, and general gratification amongst
the people were reported.150

Mr. Layard addressed a large assembly at St. James Hall, London on 11th May 1858 in which he
remarked, “…the Rani of Jhansi, an independent sovereign, dispatched two ambassadors to the British
camp to negotiate terms of peace. How were they received? (A pause… then a shout on tiptoe, while
the right arm swept through the air likes a sledgehammer) They were hanged; (cries of shame! from
the galleries). Was it ever known in civilized warfare that the ambassadors of an independent
sovereign, in arms for her rights were hanged?”151 However, R. Hamilton contradicted this report. He
denied that Rani sent the envoys to him.152

Battle at Gwalior
The Rani, Rao Saheb, Raja of Banda, etc. reached Gwalior. Tatya joined them. The Gwalior

Army was divided over joining the rebels or not but majority in the army left Sindhia and joined the
rebel army. Sindhia with his minister, Diwan Rajwade, left Gwalior. The Diwan was a great influence
on Sindhia and egged him on to not join the rebel cause. The Baiza Bai left Gwalior and, despite Rao
Saheb’s protestations, did not come back to take hold of Gwalior. Rao Saheb declared Gwalior to be a
part of the Peshwa’s kingdom, and he remained the deputy in the name of Nana Sahib. It was reported
that, “A Durbar was held; the officers and noblemen in the service of Baiza Baee Saheb asked Rao
Saheb to take as much money, and as many troops and guns as he wanted, and to leave the place, after
which they would come and occupy it. Rao Saheb’s answer to this was that he will decide the matter
next day. Rao Saheb lives in the Baee’s or Sindhia’s palace, and at night sleeps in the Camp. All the
tents of Maharaja Sindhia have been pitched. Tatya Tope lives in a house in the Camp, and is zealous
in making war-like preparations. The Ranee of Jhansee lives in.... (blank in original) house.
Sometimes she puts on saree and cholee, and at others, she ties a roomal around her head, after the
fashion of puthans. Deewan Dinkur Rao’s house together with his property has been made over to the
Nawab of Banda, who has placed his guards over it, and will personally occupy it in a day or two. In
the same manner, the several rebel chiefs. Rao Saheb has caused the removal of Baba Mohurkur’s
property and has appointed some sepoys and two guns at his quarters. Ameerchund (Amir Chand)
Bantia has great power. Bhola Hurkara, who has been confined for life by Maharajah Sindhia, has
been released by Rao Saheb’s order, and 500 Hurkaras having been appointed he has been made
Jemadar of them. All the business of the Dawk is carried on through him.”153
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There was all effort being made by the rebels to strengthen and consolidate their position in
Gwalior. A peculiar situation emerged, war was imminent and festivities were going on in Gwalior.
The Rani was dismayed by this situation but was not able to change the situation. (Message E.A.
Reade, dated Agra, June 8, 1858) The Rani of Jhansi was seen, “as especially active in inspecting the
troops. She is continually on horseback, armed with sword and pistol, at the head of 300 Horse.”
(Message from E.A. Reade, dated Agra June 11. 1858, P. 1163) Rani Lakshmibai was commanding an
army of 10,000 soldiers at Kotah. This army also included the red shirts and white shirts of the
Gwalior Contingent. There were 58 cannons placed in Kotah ki Sarai, the Fort, the Camp, Phoolbagh
and Morar. The main followers from Jhansi were Raghunath Singh, Ganpat Rao, Ramchandra Rao,
Kashi Bai, Juhi, the ADC of the Rani, Pathan Gul Mohammad Khan, and Nanhe Khan, etc. The Rani
loved blue and was clad in a blue angarkha and churidar pyajama, a blue turban of chanderi material,
a pearl choker in her neck, a sword inlaid with jewels was in her hand, and she was inspecting the
parade in the field. (Imagery written by Mahashweta Devi, p. 1210)

The Gwalior Residency was burnt and looted on June 9, 1858, as reported by E.A. Reade on
June 12, 1858. In the meanwhile, Hugh Rose was fast approaching Gwalior. Reports reached Hugh
Rose about the dissensions between the rebels and Sindhia’s troops, but it was apparently sorted out.
By June 14, 1858, Sindhia with some loyalists had reached Dholpur. (Message from E.A. Reade, Agra,
June 15, 1858) However, Sindhia’s forces deserted the rebels and tried to flee.

Death of the Rani of Jhansi—Different Versions
Hugh Rose arrived and it was reported that the Rani of Jhansi was killed in battle. Maharaja Sindhia

arrived at Gwalior. Bhawani Prasad, the special agent of Bhopal, was stationed at Sehore and sent daily
communications to Nawab Sikandar Jahan Begum of Bhopal, giving a vivid picture of the activities of
Tatya Tope, Nana Sahib and the Rani of Jhansi. On June 18, 1858, he reported, “May it please Your
Highness. Rani Jhansi and Nawab Banda both resorted to firing from their morcha against the British
regiment under the command of Major R. The hand of Nawab of Banda was blown by a ball fired from
the morcha of Major R. Another mortar ball hit Rani Jhansi on the breast and killed her in the battlefield.
The insurgents burnt her body in sandalwood.”154 Another communication, “The Ranee of Jhansie is
killed. Maharajah Sindhia has arrived. Brigadier Smith took four guns in the fight yesterday.”155 On June
20, 1858, Sindhia reoccupied his palace and the people received him well. The fort was occupied by the
British forces and all was quiet. The Baiza Bai and her ladies also joined the Maharaja.156

The Rani died in the Battle of Kotah ki Sarai on June 17, 1858. It was a fiercely fought battle and a
face-to-face confrontation. The Rani fought a pitched battle. She, along with Raghunath Singh and her
friend, Mundar, fought fearlessly. Mundar died of a gunshot and this slowed the Rani’s flight. She cut
down the attacker of Mundar with her sword. It was very hot and the Jhansi army was sapped of energy.
Raghunath Singh died of a heat stroke. The Rani escaped but was cut on her face with a sabre, a shot was
fired at her on her side and she started bleeding profusely. Her bodyguard, Gul Mohammad, with four
solders went to look for her. They found her across the canal, lying lifeless on her horse, with blood
splattered all around her. Gul Mohammad carried her to a nearby ashram of the sage Gangaram.
Ramchandra Deshmukh and Kashibai who had been entrusted with the care of Damodar Rao, brought him
there. The Rani recovered for a short while and looked at her son, and evinced the desire that her body
should not fall into the hands of the British. She died and was cremated at the ashram.157

Another version of her death was that while seated on her horse drinking some sherbet, four
hundred of the 5th Irregulars with her, the alarm went off that the Hussars were approaching. The
rebels fled as forty-fifty of them came, and only fifteen rebels remained. The Rani’s horse refused to
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leap the Sonerekha canal and she received a shot in the side and a sabre cut on her head, but she rode
off. She soon fell down dead and was cremated in a nearby garden. At the same time, the Brahmini
concubine of her late husband, who never left her side, received a long sabre cut in the front. She rode
into the city and was tended by a Fakir and a Mohammadan Kotwal. She died later and was said to be
buried as a Muslim convert.

The most popular version was that after the Rani of Jhansi was badly wounded in the battle of Kotah
ke Sarai at Gwalior, she was taken to a hut of Baba Ganga Das by her trusted follower Ram Chandra Desh
Guru. In the hut, she was revived by the baba; she blessed her son Damodar Rao and died soon after. Baba
Ganga Das performed her last rites so that her dead body would not get into the hands of the British. It
was said that Ram Chandra Guru took away Damodar Rao to some safe place.158

Another interesting version was that of Mrs. Henry Duberly, “Sir Hugh Rose told me that
although mortally wounded she was not actually killed on the field, but was carried off the ground,
and ordered a funeral pile to be built, which she ascended and fired with her own hand.”159

Conclusion—Immortalized in Death
Savarkar was at his eloquent best when he described the feats of Lakshmibai of Jhansi, “One

such life vindicates the whole existence of a nation! She was the concentrated essence of all virtues…
It is a very rarely that a nation is as fortunate as to be able to claim such an angelic person, as daughter
and a queen.”160 She was in direct contrast to Banka Bai of Nagpur who was a traitor and loyal
towards the British Government.161 Majumdar too regarded the Rani as a ‘brave and high-souled’
woman, but argued “nothing can be more erroneous than to associate her name with struggle for
independence, either of Jhansi or of India.”162 The Revolt was waning as the rebels were deeply
dispirited by the Rani’s death.163

Reiner Jeroshe was First Secretary in the German Embassy in New Delhi. He carried out
extensive research on Rani of Jhansi, and summed up her life in a succinct manner. He said, “The Rani
underwent many changes. From a child of a modest family, she became Maharani, then a widow
without any importance, after that a warrior queen against Orchha and Datia and finally a heroine in
the Mutiny. Except for her early years, her life was a great tragedy with many disappointments. You
sometimes wonder how she managed to cope with so many setbacks.” He again said, “Rani
Laxmibai’s support to the mutineers was not given voluntarily. In fact at that point of time, she was
not yet the great heroine of later days. She was a helpless widow only who in the eyes of the mutineers
was very rich. Ironically, she became a warrior queen only when her Indian neighbours started to
attack her. When the British General, Sir Hugh Rose, came to attack Jhansi he found already a Rani
accustomed to fight.”164

Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi is immortalized in popular memory as the leading protagonist in the
Revolt of 1857. Her heroism and invincibility has been the theme of several writings and folk music.
She has been portrayed differently in the various etchings that have been done over the years. Her
actual appearance has been a matter of continuous debate and discussion. However, most writers have
applauded her valour and horsemanship and she has emerged as a warrior queen in academic and
popular writings. Recorded history remembers her as one heroine who encapsulated all attributes of a
warrior and one who subsumes all other women who may have participated in any combat in any era.
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List of persons associated with the Rani of Jhansi 165

No. Name of the Person Nature of conduct given in detail
1 Moroo Balwant alias Mama Pundit of Jhansi He was considered as one of the principal rebels of

Bundelkhand. He was the father of the Rani of Jhansi. He was
known to have caused the murder of several Europeans, men
and women. He was arrested in Datia, found guilty and was
later hanged on April 19, 1858.

2 Laloo Bakshi, Pundit of Jhansi This person was also very active in causing the murder of
Europeans at Jhansi. He held the appointment of
Commander in Chief of the Rani’s forces at Jhansi. He was
arrested at Jhansi and sentenced to death.

3 Bukshish Ally, son of Enait Ally Casre Sheikh
inhabitant of Moradabad

This man was jail Daroga of Jhansi. He joined the mutineers
by their attack on Europeans and also in their murder and is
said to have cut Captain Skene with his own hands. He was
still at large and a proclamation was issued for his arrest.

4 Muhammed Buksh Shaikh He was the Jail Jamadar of Jhansi. He was involved in the
massacre of several Europeans and he accompanied the
mutineers to Delhi.

5 Gangadhar, S/o Lachman Rao, Pundit of
Jhansi

One of the Principal Khamdars or agents of the Rani of
Jhansi. He was also the principal advisor of the Rani. He
was still at large and a proclamation for his arrest was
issued on the May, 3 1858.

6 Lachman Rao, Pundit of Jhansi This man was the principal advisor of the Rani and also an
agent.

7 Bishnoo Bhao He was one of the principal leaders of the rebel army of the
Rani. He escaped from the fort with a large amount of
treasure belonging to the Rani. He was arrested in the Datia
State.

8 Mangoo Goojar Commanded 50 men under the Rani of Jhansi.
9 Sanauley Rajput This man was also arrested on charges of assisting Bishnoo

Bhao.
10 Soorjan Singh, Pundit of Datia One of the leaders of the Rani’s army. He escaped from

Jhansi when the fort was stormed. However, he was arrested
near Isagarh and sent to Jhansi for trial.

11 Sadashiv Narain, Jageerdar of Parola. Lately
residing in Jhansi

This man had close connections with the Rani of Jhansi and he
took possession of the fort of Karehra and proclaimed himself
the king of that part of the country.

12 Jungjeet Bundela, Thakur of Bhasneh Zillah,
Jhansi

He was commanding a large party of rebels. He was
formerly a leader of the Rani’s army.

13 Murdan Singh, Thakur of Salorae Zillah,
Jhansi

A close aide of the Rani. A party of British troops was sent
to arrest him, however, he escaped.

14 Jawahar Singh Pawar, Thakur of Kateeli of
Duttia

One of the principal leaders of Rani’s troops and now was
in open rebellion and was the head of a group of rebels. He
accompanied the Rani on her flight from Jhansi and he
fought against the British forces at Gwalior and Kalpi.

15 Ramchandra Keshav alias Ramu Bhaia,
Pundit of Jhansi

Rebel leader and formerly the Kiledar of Pichore; he
commanded the troops of Jhansi.

16 Munca Ram Gujar of Jhansi Rebel leader and Killedar of Karerah, who commanded the
troops there.

17 Faiz Ally, Musalman of Kanpur He is said to have cut down Mrs. Skene.
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