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PREFACE

This book is a comprehensive study of Delhi in the early nineteenth
century. My interest in Old Delhi and its history originated during my
several trips to the city as a child. The Red Fort and its surrounding environs
presented an intriguing sight even when I was gulping down Gol-Gappas at
the very famous and ‘historical’ Ghantewala confectioners or perambulating
within the walled city with family and friends. After completing my Master’s
programme in History I decided to take my interests further and explore
different facets of the history of Delhi.

The book represents a revised version of the Ph.D., thesis which I
completed at the Department of History, University of Mumbai, in April
2010. The research work was supervised by Dr. Ruby Maloni, Professor and
Former Head, Department of History, University of Mumbai. Dr. Maloni
supervised this thesis in her unusual style which included having meetings
and lively discussions over steaming hot pizzas at Pizza Hut, snacks at the
Yatch Club (Mumbai) or a simple cup of coffee at our very own ICSSR “AC”
canteen (Kalina Campus, University of Mumbai). My stint as a Ph.D., student
would not have been as adventurous if it had not been for her intelligent
humour and hyper-active working style. Her continuous nudging
encouraged me to indulge in other activities besides research. It has been a
pleasure working under Ruby Ma’am and just a ‘Thanks’ will not suffice for
the inspiration that I received from her.

I would like to express my special gratitude to the Indian Council of
Historical Research, New Delhi, which not only awarded me a Junior Research
Fellowship for two years (2008-2010) but also a Foreign Travel Grant to
conduct research in the various repositories at London.

During the course of my doctoral programme, I also received constant
encouragement from the faculty members of the Department of History
and would like to thank all of them for the same. I must express my special
thanks to the office staff of the department for helping me get through all
the unavoidable administrative hassles that appeared at every stage of my
research work. I would also like to thank some students of the Departments
of Urdu and History, University of Mumbai for helping me with translations.

Discussions with Dr. P.K. Shukla, (Former Member Secretary, Indian
Council of Historical Research), Dr. Ishrat Alam, (Member Secretary, Indian
Council of Historical Research) and Ms. Madhu Prasad (Reader, Department
of Philosophy, Zakir Hussain College, New Delhi) prompted me to view
my work with a different perspective and understand hitherto untouched
areas.

I am grateful to the staff of the Jawahar Lal Nehru Library (Kalina
Campus) and Rajabai Tower Library (Fort Campus), the Asiatic Society, the
British Council (Mumbai), the National Archives of India, the Nehru
Memorial Library, the Delhi State Archives (New Delhi), Amir-ud-Daulah
Public Library (Lucknow), the British Library (London), the Senate House
Library (University of London), and the Society of the Propagation of the
Gospel Archive (Rhodes House Library, Bodleian, University of Oxford).

The support and love of my family and friends made the experience
more pleasurable. I must express my special thanks to Mr. Jagadish Patel, or
‘Jag Sir’ as I fondly call him, who made my visit to Oxbridge an experience
of a lifetime. Anagha Kamble, my colleague and 'Ph.D. buddy', not only
kept me very good company during my research visits to Delhi and London
but also helped me get through all the crisis situations that emerged on a
regular basis. My friends, Vidhi, Eugenia, Pooja and Nancy, cheered me up
when research became dreary.

In my family, I would particularly like to thank Asha & Chander
Sharma, Nirupma & Col. O.D. Sharma, Dr. Aruna & Dr. Rakesh Mehta,
Madhu & Vijay Sharma, Anuja & Raj Karia, Rahul & Rithik, Gauri & Ashish
Sharma, and Frank Christopher. I would also like to thank my grandfather,
Shri B.D. Bhardwaj for his blessings. A very special thanks to my brother,
Utsav, who looked after the ‘technical’ side of the research (Laptops, Pen-
Drives, CDs) and helped me overcome my fear of the machines. I thank
Surbhi, Seema, Vishal, Jiya for helping me in one way or the other.

This work would not have seen the light of day if it had not been for
the unstinted emotional and financial support that I received from my
parents, Uma and Deepak Jetley. It is also to them that I dedicate this work
with profound love and respect.

Moon Moon Jetley

Pune



Urdu sources available on this period of study are vast. Primary sources
such as the Mutiny Papers and the Dihli Urdu Akhbar and other secondary
works in Urdu were translated with the help of students and scholars
proficient in the language. I have also consulted secondary works in which
the translations of the above mentioned manuscripts were available. In
such cases, the source has been cited as a footnote. Relevant Urdu works
which have already been edited and translated to English by prominent
historians have been widely used.

The text of the book necessarily contains many Persian and Urdu terms
and names. A simplistic system has been followed, in order to avoid
anomalies in diacritical marks, and also to make for easy reading.
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The Calm and the Storm: Delhi During 1803-1857 The Qila-i-Mualla and the Delhi Residency

Whoever enters this gloomy Palace,
Remains a prisoner for life in European captivity.1

Entering the city from the Bridge of Boats on 20th January 1848,
Emily Bayly, the daughter of the Resident of Delhi, Thomas Metcalfe,
wrote, “At about one o’clock I looked out of my palanquin, and saw in
the glorious moonlight the minarets of the Jama Masjid, the great
Mohammedan mosque that is one of the chief beauties of Delhi and
North India. As we got nearer I could see the wonderful red walls of
the Qila-i-Mualla that surrounded the city…It was the marvelous
moonlight I had ever seen….”2

The Qila-i-Mualla that Emily describes in her account was also
the Fort of the ‘exalted dignity’ which ever since its foundation in
1648 epitomized political power not only in the city of Delhi but also
the rest of the “patrimonial-bureaucratic”3 Mughal Empire. The Fort
also “symbolized the relationship of the Emperor with his subjects
and was the focus of the daily activities of the daily ritual of the
Mughal Empire”.4 With its administrative, residential, ceremonial,
and commercial wings, the Red Fort was a city within itself.
Shahjahanabad, the city sprawled along the banks of the river
Yamuna and built around the Red Fort, remained the home of the
Mughal Emperor and the political centre till 1857. However, it ceased
to be an imperial capital after 1739 when Nadir Shah and his
marauders ransacked the city.5 Even after the British capture of the

THE QILA-I-MUALLA AND THE
DELHI RESIDENCY
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city in 1803, the Red Fort was the centre of city life. In the years of war
and strife, the Fort had suffered little. The Palace on the other hand had
undergone serious damage. The expensive ornamentation was looted
in large quantities by the Jats. The chief ornament of the Red Fort and
the Mughals, the Peacock Throne, had fallen into the hands of Nadir
Shah. The imperial library of Dara Shukoh was destroyed by Ghulam
Qadir who also dug up the floors of the Palace to find hidden treasures.6

Lack of funds made it difficult for the Marathas to restore the Palace. By
the time of the British invasion, the Red Fort continued to be the political,
administrative and cultural centre of the city. However, the former glory
of the Fort and its occupants dwindled with the advent of the British in
the city.

The Mughal court was the heart of this splendid structure and the
city, epitomizing etiquette and refinement. The activities of the Mughal
court were conducted on a grand scale and to outsiders like Thomas
Roe, who visited India during the reign of Jahangir, it appeared
theatrical.7 The miniatures depicting Shah Jahan’s court bear testimony
to this ostentation. The paintings are marked by the display of
overpowering grandeur, order and immutability. Most of the miniatures
portray a very large number of courtiers, richly attired, each standing in
the exact spot assigned to him according to his rank, all of them in the
same erect posture with their eyes either fixed on the Emperor or the
Jewel Throne.8 The festivities at the court were grand and were
remembered for days. “Never did I witness a more extraordinary scene”,
stated Francois Bernier after being a part of an annual festival at the
Red Fort.9 He further wrote, “ The (Emperor’s) throne was supported by
six massy feet…there is a confusion of diamonds and other jewels, and
that throne, to the best of my collection, is valued at four kourours of
roupies.”10 The culture of “distribution of largesse was clearly pervasive
and seems to have defined Courtly finesse”.11 The court was considered
a sacred place and it became the chief concern of the Emperor to maintain
its sanctity. Shah Jahan instituted the playing of very soft music when
court proceedings were on, “making the environs of the court reminiscent
of a place of worship such as a shrine.”12 Aurangzeb, made it mandatory

for everyone to remove their footwear outside the precincts of the court.13

By the time we reach our period of study, the Mughal court was in
a sorry state of affairs. Its intellectual sensitivity was vigorously
maintained but the court of the early nineteenth century was stripped
off all its political power. The accounts of foreign travelers, who visited
Delhi during this period are replete with the forces of decadence that
had now penetrated in the Qila-i-Mualla.

The Palace was a “melancholy sight”, noted Emily Eden, “so
magnificent originally and so poverty stricken now.”14 The Palace had
also suffered severely as a result of the war and strife. Lack of funds
made any thought of restoration impossible. As Lady Maria Nugent
noted during her visit in 1812, “The hall of the private audience still
retained its beauty even as precious stones on the walls were replaced
by mock.”15 Nugent further wrote, “The hall of audience is beautifully
gilt, and ornamented, and the musnud is very handsome; all the stones
are mock but the effect is good, and when the King holds the durbars, a
string of real pearls is put into the mouths of each of the peacocks.”16

With their reduced splendour, the Durbars were now held only on
special occasions such as the visit of a foreign traveler or on festive
occasions. Bishop Heber gives a detailed account of one such Durbar
that was held in his honour:

“The 31st December was fixed for my presentation to the
Emperor…We were received with presented arms by the troops of the
Palace drawn up within the barbican, and proceeded still on our
elephants , through the noblest gateway and vestibule which I ever
saw…This ended in a ruinous and exceedingly dirty stable yard where
we were received by Captain Grant, as the Mogul’s officer on
guard…After this we passed another richly-carved, but ruinous and
dirty gateway, where our guides withdrawing a canvas screen, called
out in a sort of a harsh chaunt, ‘Lo, the ornament of the world! Lo, the
asylum of the nations! King of Kings! The Emperor Acbar Shah! Just,
Fortunate, victorious!’ We saw in fact a very handsome and striking
Court…with low but richly ornamented buildings. Opposite to us was
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a beautiful pavilion within which was a crowd of people and the poor
old descendant of Tamerlane seated in the midst of them. Mr. Elliot here
bowed three times very low, in which we followed his example…we
then stood in a row on the right hand side of the throne…I then advanced,
bowed three times again, and offered a nuzzur of fifty-one gold mohurs
in an embroidered purse, laid on my handkerchief, in the way practiced
by the Baboos in Calcutta…The Emperor then beckoned to me to come
forwards, and Mr. Elliot told me take off my hat, which had till now
remained on my head, on which the Emperor tied a flimsy turban of
brocade round my head with his own hands, for which, however, I paid
four gold mohurs more. We were then directed to retire to receive the
Khelats which the bounty of the asylum of the world had provided
for us.”17

By the time, Bahadur Shah Zafar acceded to the throne the princely
Nazars came down to a few gold Mohurs and the Khilats were withdrawn
by the British. Other Imperial ceremonies such as the weighing of the
Emperor on festive occasions continued. While Akbar, Jahangir, and
Shah Jahan were weighed against precious stones, the last Kings of
Delhi had to content themselves with different kinds of grain, coral,
and gold.18 The weights were then distributed to the poor.

William Knighton, a British journalist who visited Delhi during
Bahadur Shah Zafar’s reign recorded with cold clarity:

“In solemn mockery of royal splendour, the surviving descendant,
an Emperor in form, and a slave in fact, maintains the empty state of
sovereignty. He has his throne and his scepter, his Palace and his
servants, his ministers and his grand officers — the English have his
kingdom. He receives like a King his foreign visitors, and decorates
them with a valueless collar of tawdry tinsel; he wears jewels and royal
robes and has about him all the paraphernalia of majesty; but the
substance has fled, the shadow only has been retained.”19

Despite the loss of splendour the Mughal Emperors made no
attempts to emulate the British in their appearance or in their personal
lifestyle like the Nawabs of Lucknow, their counterparts in the east.

Lucknow also emerged as a cultural centre of North India during this
period.20 Unlike Delhi which was clinging on to the lost glories of Mughal
culture, Lucknow was going through a general European obsession.21

The Nawabs of Lucknow loved everything that was English and had
also adopted an English way of life.22

Delhi remained a centre of traditional Mughal culture and there
was no question of its ruler “turning up in the durbar dressed up as
British admirals as was common in the courts of Lucknow.”23 To the
eyes of the foreign travelers the Mughal court of the early nineteenth
century may have appeared decadent, however, it cannot be denied
that the Mughals of the ‘twilight’ era tried to maintain the etiquette of
the court as far as possible, despite the financial constrains. For instance,
during the visit of any political entity the Mughal court radiated with
confidence and prosperity, which was reminiscent of former times.

One such occasion was the visit of Lord Amherst in 1827 which
became a grand affair and the court was spurred with activities. It was
reported:

“The morning of 17th February having being fixed as the Governor-
General’s visit to His Majesty Akber Shah, His Lordship proceeded to
the Palace, accompanied by the Resident, the whole of the staff and
suite and a numerous party of English officers, civil and military. The
whole of the troops of the garrison were drawn out in front of the
principal gate of the Palace. When the Suwaree reached the inner gate,
called Nuqqar Kunch, the several gentleman in attendance alighted
from their elephants, according to custom, and proceeded on foot, whilst
the Governor-Genreral was carried on his tonjohn (chair) to the steps of
the Diwan-Khas. The King came into the Hall of Audience from the
Tusbeeh Khaneh, at the same moment as the Governor-General entered
on the opposite side, and meeting his Lordship in front of the throne,
embraced and welcomed him in the most cordial manner. His Majesty
then ascended the Peacock throne and the Governor-General took his
seat on a chair below it on the right. After a short conversation the King
took a handsome string of pearls and emeralds from his neck and placed

24 25



The Calm and the Storm: Delhi During 1803-1857 The Qila-i-Mualla and the Delhi Residency

it around that of Lord Amherst…Salutes of nineteen guns were fired
from His Majesty’s park of artillery, both upon the entry and departure
of the Governor-General. On the morning of the 24th The King proceeded
to the Residency to return the visit of the Governor-General, when His
Majesty was received with every demonstration of respect and honour.
On His Majesty’s arrival he took his seat on the Peacock Throne, which
had been placed previously in the chief room of the Residency for the
purpose…On the 26th his lordship was visited by the Heir Apparent
Aboo Suffur, and eight of the King’s sons. His highness was conducted
to the Residency by the Resident, Charles Metcalfe…Lady Amherst went
to the Palace to visit the Queen and presented her with a splendid
diamond necklace.”24

Imperial processions were also replete with high levels of grandeur.
The Emperor was most punctilious with matters related to his public
appearances. He would “pass in procession with his royal elephants,
decked in their cloth of gold, and would take his seat afterwards at a
special tower in the Fort, from which he would watch the crowd beneath.
The crowds would recognize him and make their obeisance, and thus
much goodwill would be created.”25 During such occasions, Bahadur
Shah Zafar “would give public recitations of his own verses and the
people would loudly applaud.”26 The Princes also moved around on
horses bedecked with all their jewels through the streets of the city at
festival times.27 The procession of the Emperor and his royal entourage
during the Phoolawaron ki Sair or the traditional secular fair of flowers
was also an elaborate affair. The festival was started during the reign of
Akbar Shah and became extremely popular with all citizens, from
artisans to aristocrats and reached its peak during the reign of Bahadur
Shah Zafar. The fair was an ostentatious event with the potentate
mounted on elephant following the trumpets and kettledrums along
with the royal princes and the chief noblemen behind.28 The Mughals
had always regarded processions as important public statements of
their authority. Even in the ‘twilight’ era when financial resources were
scarce, the later Mughal Emperors did not hesitate from taking loans
from money lenders in Delhi to make these cavalcades extravagant.29

Living under the financial protection of the British, the last
Emperors of Delhi took pride in a great and civilized city whose
reputation as a centre of learning and spirituality had gained new
heights. The Emperor of Delhi was still the central figure and was
accepted by his subjects as the presiding deity of the political and socio-
cultural life of the city.30

The Mughal Household

The court of Shah Alam II never exuberated brilliance even in the
best of times, perhaps a reflection of his own simple and reserved
character. 31 Antoine Henri Polier described him as a person “full of
graciousness and condescension…strictly devout and an exact observer
of the ceremonies of his religion….”32 He further noted that Shah Alam
II’s unsuspicious mind and the unreserved confidence that he placed
in his ministers were his two greatest faults.33 Though an unsuccessful
ruler, Shah Alam II was known for his intellectual disposition. Of an
enquiring mind, Shah Alam II was well versed in Arabic, Persian, Turki,
and several ‘Hindustani’ languages and never passed a single day
without indulging a few hours in reading. A benevolent man, he was
known for his love for women and had a large family. Mirza Jawan
Bakht or Jehander Shah was the eldest. Mirza Akbar was the Emperor’s
favourite and succeeded to the throne in 1806.

The successor of Shah Alam II, Akbar Shah, “a venerable old
gentleman and the most adorable of all Princes”34, initiated an era of
corruption and intrigues at the Mughal court. In 1806, on the death of
the recently deceased Emperor, Akbar Shah turned up with a band of
soldiers at the British Residency close to Kashmiri Gate. The Resident
immediately called out the troops and pursued the Mughal party until
they barricaded themselves in the Lal Qila. The British artillery had to
batter down the Palace gate to force an entry. This brief exercise of power
quickly re-established peace within the citadel.35 The Emperor was of a
feeble mind and depended highly upon the royal ladies who became
the chief decision makers during his reign. The petticoat government
which took charge of the reigns of the administration of the Mughal
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court comprised of Qudsia Begum, the Emperor’s mother, Mumtaz
Mahal, his favourite wife, who possessed a passion for power and a
capacity for intrigues, and his paternal aunt, Daulat un-Nisa. It was the
question of the appointment of the heir apparent that triggered the royal
intrigues.36 According to the law of primogeniture the natural choice as
the heir apparent was Abu Zafar, the eldest son of the Emperor. Akbar
Shah along with the Palace Junta favoured the appointment of Mirza
Jahangir, the son of Mumtaz Mahal, as the heir apparent.37

Mirza Jahangir was the most flamboyant and picturesque of all
the royal princes. Pampered immensely by the Emperor and his mother,
Mirza Jahangir grew up to become an ill-mannered youth who indulged
in innumerable caprices and vices. Despite his unruly behavior, Akbar
Shah still favoured the appointment of Mirza Jahangir as the heir —
apparent and recommended his name to the Resident, Archibald Seton.
Mirza Jahangir, who teasingly called Seton “looloo”, grew increasingly
suspicious of the Resident’s intention of promoting his brother, Abu
Zafar, to the post of the heir apparent. It is also said that the Prince
masqueraded with his band of troops inside the Palace. On one occasion
while drinking with his servile courtiers, Jahangir noticed Seton
returning from the durbar. After directing one of his courtier followers
to load the gun he shot at Seton. The shot missed the target and only
knocked off Seton’s hat. Infuriated at the Prince’s audacious act, the
Resident sent a heavily armed British regiment to the Fort the very next
day.38 On reaching the Fort, the regiment fired two shots in the air which
caused quite a panic within the Fort walls. In a bid to save himself, the
Mirza ran behind the Lal Purdah and hid himself with a pillow in his
mother’s apartment. The Lal Purdah hung at the entrance of the court
and only a Lal Purdari could enter it to witness the proceedings of the
court. The British marched beyond the red curtain without taking into
consideration the sanctity attached to the place and arrested the frivolous
Prince. He was thereafter sent in exile to Allahabad on the orders of the
Resident. The grieving mother of Mirza Jahangir made a vow that if her
son was allowed to return to Delhi she would make an offering at the
holy shrine of Khwaja Bhaktiyar Kaki at Mehrauli. After a few days the

British agreed to the Mirza’s return to Delhi. On his return, Mumtaz
Mahal made elaborate preparations for the ceremony. A beautiful flower
canopy was created and was ceremoniously carried to the shrine. The
tradition continued and the pilgrimage of the Mughal household and
the people of Delhi to the shrine at Mehrauli became an annual festival.
Mirza Jahangir did not change his ways and was once again sent to
exile to Allahabad where he became known for his dependence on
Hoffman’s cherry brandy. “This is really the only liquor that you
Englishmen have worth drinking, and its only fault is that it makes one
drunk too soon”, he admitted to W.H. Sleeman, an English officer.39 He
died at an early age of thirty one in 1821 and was buried in Nizam-ud-
din’s enclosure.40

Mirza Babur, the second son of Akbar, was known for his
impeccable European manners. The Prince preferred driving about in a
coach with a horseman carrying his Chillum.41 Dressed in a European-
cut coat, with stars on breasts, top boots and a thick walking stick he
insisted that the coachman never sit above him.42 In the Courtyard of the
Rang Mahal behind the Diwan-i-Aam he built a European style house
whose Corinthian columns and stucco walls stood out in the massive
Islamic red stone structure built by Shah Jahan.43

Abu Zafar, on the other hand, was a man of simplicity and upright
character. He lived and dressed simply and was held in a very
respectable position by the British. After having survived all the political
moves made by the Palace Junta to outwit him as the heir apparent, he
was officially appointed by the British as the heir apparent on January
16, 1810 and was crowned King of Delhi in 1837.44

When Zafar acceded to the throne the court once again was abuzz
with intrigues directed by the royal ladies. The Emperor’s consort Zinat
Mahal called the shots during his reign and worked towards raising
the status of her son Mirza Jawan Bakht, a young lad who enjoyed
pigeon fighting and kite flying, to that of the heir apparent. The British,
on the hand, proposed the name of Mirza Fakhruddin, who was Zafar’s
eldest son. He was a cultured man who commanded a lot of respect
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amongst the elite in Delhi. On the other hand, Mirza Mughal became
known for his notoriety but the Emperor never forgave his corrupt acts.45

Besides the royal intrigues which by now had become an integral part
of the Mughal court, the reign of this philosopher-poet Emperor
undoubtedly witnessed the revival of the cultural glory of the Mughals.

By the time Zafar acceded to the throne he had been stripped off all
the royal prerogatives and his authority did not extend beyond the Fort
walls. Thomas Metcalfe, the Resident of Delhi, kept a firm eye on Zafar
and forbade him from exercising the rights of an Emperor. For instance,
noblemen could not enter the Red Fort in order to meet the Emperor
without the permission of the Resident.46 A number of other restrictions
were also imposed on Zafar like he was barred from presenting his own
family members with crown gems and could not present noblemen with
Khilats.47 In order to enforce his right to rent from his own lands, Zafar
had to make an application to the British.48 The degree of loss of political
control experienced by Zafar was greater since his predecessors like
Akbar Shah and Shah Alam II  could enjoy their nominal sovereignty to
a certain extent. The following Ghazal of Zafar was perhaps an
expression of the profound frustration and limitations that he
experienced:

I want to shatter the bars of my cage,
With the fluttering of my wings.

But like a caged bird in a painting,
There is no possibility of being free.

Morning breeze, tell the garden
That spring and Autumn for me are alike.

How should I know,
When one comes, and the other goes?49

Zafar was described as a “man of spare figure and stature, plainly
apparelled.”50 It was perceived that he was a simple man and did not
inherit any of his ancestor’s vices like drinking wine or eating beef. His

weakness for mangoes kept him ill most of the time.51 Termed as a
“rhapsodist” by Leopold Van Orlich,52 Zafar preferred being aloof and
spent time alone by the banks of the river Yamuna.

Emily Eden gives us a vivid description of the Emperor in one of
his many solitary moments:

“…the old King was sitting in the garden which leads down to the
Jumna with a chowrybadar, waving the flies from him, but the garden is
all gone to decay too, and the ‘Light of the World’ had a forlorn and
darkened look.”53

It was also around this time that the Mughal court and the city of
Delhi became a centre of learning. Zafar’s literary and aesthetic tastes
as well as his poetic talents were chiselled first by Shaikh Ibrahim Zauq,
the poet laureate of the court and later by Mirza Asadullah Ghalib, the
poet laureate of the city.54 He adored poetry, philosophy, gardens55, taking
a boat ride down the river Yamuna,56 sporting excursions,57 and his
regular visits to the tomb of Maulvi Fakhruddin and the tomb of the late
Emperor and his father, Emperor Mohammad Akbar Shah.58 The court
under Bahadur Shah Zafar also kept alive the Delhi school of painting
which produced at least two painters of merit in Raja Jivan Ram and
Husain Nazir.

The Solona or Punkha festival, which was held every August towards
the end of the rains, was patronized by him.59 The flower festival of
Zafar’s reign was a secular fair with Hindus and Muslims participating
in large numbers. The Mughal court during Zafar’s reign boasted of a
composite religious culture with Hindu festivals being celebrated with
as much fanfare as the Muslim ones. Rakhi, Holi, and Diwali were
ceremonious events and Zafar granted Bakshish to his Hindu workers
during these festivities. He visited temples and other Hindi shrines and
also applied the vermillion on his head. He once wrote:

“When after applying ‘tika’ I went into the idol houses O Zafar!
That idol burst saying, if he is not a Brahman who else can he be?”60
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Maulvi Muhammad Zakaullah who as a child frequented the
Mughal court during Zafar’s reign wrote, “During the reign of Bahadur
Shah, there was a noticeable amalgamation of customs and usages among
the Hindus and Mussalmans…On occasions of general rejoicing, such
as the conclusion of the Fast of Ramzan every year, congratulations would
be sent be Hindus to their Musalman friends, and these would be
graciously acknowledged. The art of living peaceably with neighbours of
a different level had reached a very high level.”61 Minor communal clashes,
however, did occur in the city not only between the Hindus and Muslims
but also between the Shias and Sunnis.62 On one occasion a rumour also
spread from Lucknow that Zafar had converted to the Shia faith. Ghalib,
the poet laureate of the court, was asked by him to compose a poem
countering the charge.63 Ghalib, himself a Shia, acceded to the royal
command and composed a poem with the King as its narrator.64

“The Mughal Court remained to the last the nurturing ground of a
composite culture, polished manners and etiquette; even if the means
for a cultured life of ease had evaporated, the core remained.”65 The Red
Fort became the centre of learning and Zafar also succeeded in creating
a court of intellectual brilliance. At a time when political skies were
darkening over the House of Timur, the Mughals left no stone unturned
to display their power and authority. The violent exchanges between
recalcitrant princes and Residents, like in the case of Mirza Jahangir
and Resident Archibald Seton, became fine examples of political
conflicts within the Qila-i-Mualla.66 The British presence in the city did
not deter the rulers from demonstrating their sovereignty. Magniloquent
court ceremonies and imperial processions kept Mughal sovereignty
alive in popular imagination. Decay had set in the Mughal court,
however, this did not prevent the fermenting of resistance against the
‘Company Bahadur’, which now controlled the political reins of the
city.

The Residency of Delhi

By the end of the eighteenth century and the early half of the
nineteenth century the East India Company, once a mere trading

organisation, was making its presence felt in the political world of India.
In 1764, the Company held three power enclaves in the Mughal Empire
around the ports of Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay. By 1797 Bengal,
Benares, and Bihar had also been integrated in to the Company rule. In
order to exert control or ‘Indirect Rule’67 over these Ceded and Conquered
Provinces, Agents or Residents were dispatched to the Indian courts.
The appointment of Samuel Middleton in 1764 at the court of
Murshidabad was the first formal appointment of a British Resident.
Residents were also deputed to the courts of Lucknow, Hyderabad and
Pune. In the initial years the Residents, who were also military officers,
performed only one primary task — that of a communicator between the
Company and the local ruler. With the passage of time the duties and
responsibilities of the Residents increased and they also became chief
administrators of the state.68

The Residency of Delhi was established in 1803 after the British
occupied Delhi during the course of the Second Anglo-Maratha War.
Lord Lake, the Commander-in-Chief of the British army, was received
by Akbar Shah, the eldest son of the Emperor, and was escorted to the
Palace where he met the Emperor on September 16, 1803.69 Only by
taking Shah Alam II under the protection of the British Government
could a possible French ascendancy in the Mughal court be
averted.70After the capture of Delhi and unconditional acceptance of
British protection by Shah Alam II, the British appointed a “civil or
military officer to attend His Majesty in the capacity of Agent or
Representative of the British Government”.71The person selected by Lord
Lake to perform this duty was David Ochterlony who was appointed
the acting Resident and Chief Commandant at Delhi. The Residency in
Delhi thus came into being on September 24, 1803 and due to its strategic
location and the presence of the Mughal Emperor it also became the
headquarters of diplomacy in northern India. In 1805 the British divided
the Delhi region into two parts for administrative and political reasons.
A smaller part called the ‘Assigned Territories’ was kept directly under
the control of the Company. The larger part was divided and handed
over to the local rulers. The Assigned Territory consisted of the areas
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under Panipat, Sonipat, Samalkha, Ganaur, Palam, Palwal, Nuh,
Nagina, Hathin, Ferozepur Jhirkha, Sohna and Rewari. The other larger
part was divided into various Princely states and handed over to loyal
local Kings and Nawabs, which included Sahib Singh of Patiala, Bhag
Singh of Jind, Jaswant Singh of Nabha and Bhai Lal Singh of Kaithal.72

The Resident was placed under the control of the Commander-in-
Chief who was vested with the authority to conduct both ‘military and
political’ affairs in India. The Delhi Resident was vested with
discretionary powers in matters related to administration, and with the
passage of time his post, the most coveted in India, came next only to the
Governor-General in Council. The Resident himself was in the position
of a Mughal frontier Governor and had in his charge the protected Cis-
Sutlej states, and the various small states in and around Delhi. The
Resident was also entrusted with the vital task of dealing with the
Mughal Emperor on issues related to the royal stipend and the
appointment of the heir-apparent. The first task that confronted the
Delhi Resident was the formation of a permanent arrangement, “for the
future maintenance of the dignity and comfort of his imperial majesty
and of the royal family on principles calculated to provide for those
desirable objects with the utmost benefit to the reputation of British
justice and liberality, and to secure the important advantage to be derived
from the connection between the House of Taimur and the British power
in India”73, which led to the Arrangement of 1805.

Arrangement of 1805

As the successor of Warren Hastings,74 Lord Wellesley (1798-1805),
gave a new direction to the British policy towards the Indian states.
When he took over as the Governor-General, the British were consciously
pursuing the policy of non-intervention. Wellesley saw the dangers
inherent in this policy and aimed at increasing the influence of the
British in Indian politics. His tenure was a period of expansion for the
British Government in India. With the British annexation of Delhi,
Wellesley became conscious of the position of the Mughal Emperor and
feared that he might form a dangerous instrument. In order to avert

such a possibility he sought to secure the nominal authority of Shah
Alam II and his family by taking him under the financial protection of
the British.75

Keeping in mind the intentions of the Governor-General,
negotiations proceeded between the Government and its officers
regarding the arrangement with the Mughal Emperor. The outstanding
point that emerged from these deliberations was that since Shah
Alam II had lost all political powers no attempt should be made to
revive them. Differences arose on minor questions of dignity and
emoluments. The reduction in Shah Alam II’s status was to be
accompanied by every attention to his material comfort and to his
personal dignity. The Mughals would now play a negligible role in
India politics and their political feelings would be “dulled by opiates of
comfort and respect”.76 The two primary issues of Company policy were
firstly, the question of finance or the royal stipend and secondly, the
question of etiquette and honour.

Colonel William Scott was appointed as the Resident on February
25, 1804 to frame a political arrangement regarding the position to be
allotted to the Mughal ruler.77 He submitted a proposal to this affect.
His views were not accepted in totality but they formed the basis of the
subsequent arrangement. According to Scott, the conquest of Delhi and
the region contagious to it were made directly from the Marathas and
not from the Emperor. Hence, the Government possessed indisputable
rights over these conquered territories.78 Scott suggested the payment of
the allowance adequate for the support of the Emperor and the royal
family, either in the form of money or territory or partly both. The Emperor
was allowed to retain a certain portion of his former possession and to
exercise authority within that limit under the superintendence of the
British Resident at his court. All appointments to the public offices were
to be made by the Emperor and all acts of public authority to be issued
in the royal name, but not until the British Resident agreed to them. The
British military force stationed in the territory assigned to the Emperor
was to be at the disposal of the British Resident.
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The Emperor was to be left free regarding the distribution of money
among the several members of his family, but the British wished to be
informed about the expenditure incurred. William Scott did not live
long to receive the Governor-General’s reaction to his proposals. After
his death, David Ochterlony was appointed the Resident on November
7, 1804 in a permanent capacity.79 In the initial years the Resident was
placed under the control of the Commander-in-Chief who was vested
with the authority to conduct both military and political affairs.

William Scott’s ideas were accepted by the Government and it was
decided that for the maintenance of the royal family the Emperor would
be provided with land assignments and an annual stipend. It was
decided that the fiscal administration of these territories should be
entirely in the hands of the officers appointed by the Emperor with the
sanction of the British Government. The principal officers for the
collection of the customs and duties of the city of Delhi and the
management of the police were also to be appointed by the Resident, in
concurrence with the Mughal Emperor.80 The settlement also assured
that some money passed into the hands of the Emperor in the shape of
revenue than in the shape of pension. He could also flatter himself with
the thought of possessing some officers and some subjects of his own.
However, the suggestions made by Scott were rejected by David
Ochterlony.

Bedecked with a fur-cap and shawl and reputed to have thirteen
Indian wives, Delhi’s first Resident embraced Mughal culture. Known
as “Loony Akhtar” he perambulated around the Red Fort promenade
with each of his wife on the back of her own elephant. Ochterlony was
found to be the ideal person to deal with the dispirited Emperor. He
found certain clauses in the arrangement recommended by Scott
dissatisfactory and pointed out the shortcomings. In a letter dated 30th

November, 1804 to the Governor-General he stated, “… the provision
intended for His Majesty should be a fixed stipend, payable in ready
money for his treasury. Any lands assigned for this purpose would, I
am fully persuaded, be unproductive of the real value, nor could the

controlling power intended to be vested in the Resident prevent much
oppression in the Pargannahs and exorbitant taxation in the city.”81It
soon appeared that the new arrangement would pander to the vanity of
the Emperor and would give him power to waste his substance upon
favorites and parasites. In a subsequent letter he stated, “… invest him
with control, is to give him power to injure himself to which the avarice
and self interest of numberless dependents would undoubtedly
lead.”82After the suggestions of Ochterlony were reviewed, the supreme
Government agreed to modify the arrangement. In accordance with the
new arrangement, they gave him a nominal authority over the assigned
territories, but arranged that at the request of His Majesty, the Company
servants shall undertake administration in his name. Hence, “the lands
might be considered as Khalsa land, placed by His Majesty under the
charge of British authority…”83The terms of the provision were as
follows: “… a specified portion of the territories in the vicinity of Delhi
… should be assigned in part of the provision for the maintenance of the
royal family… those lands should remain under the charge of the
Resident at Delhi… the revenue should be collected and justice should
be done in the name of His Majesty, Shah Alam II, under regulations to
be fixed by the British Government.” 84

It was left for the Resident to decide the reasonable amount to be
given to the Emperor to meet the expenses of the royal household.
Keeping in mind the former significance of the Mughal dynasty,
Ochterlony suggested an annual payment of Rs. 15,55,000 to the Emperor
and royal household and a sum of Rs. 10,000 to the Emperor on all-
important festivals.85 It was also promised to the Emperor that the
payment will be enhanced once the financial conditions of the British,
which were severely affected due to the continuous warfare, improves.

By such a provision the Government’s motive of seemingly
preserving the dignity and stature of the Mughal Emperor was fulfilled.
The British at this stage did not desire to openly oppose the sovereignty
of the Emperor by stripping him of his royal prerogatives and privileges.
While establishing the relationship between the protector and the
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protected, the Government avoided injuring the feelings of the Mughal
Emperor. A degree of respect and conciliatory attitude towards the
Emperor was recommended. Hence, Shah Alam II was allowed to
maintain a Durbar and other manifestations of royalty inside the Palace.
The arrangement of 1805 accorded an imperial status to the British and
relegated the Emperor to a position of a stipendiary. The arrangement
met with the dissatisfaction of the Mughal emperor Shah Alam II but
the British chose to ignore his dejection at this point. The successors of
Shah Alam II protested the arrangement vehemently and in order to re-
instate their authority they demanded an increase in the royal stipend
and full liberty in the appointment of the heir apparent. The two issues
acquired immense importance in the subsequent years. This not only
disrupted calm in the political pinnacle of the city, the Qila-i-Mualla,
but also highlighted the deteriorating relations between the Resident
and the Emperor, bringing it to the notice of Delhi’s citizens.

The Resident and the Mughals: The Question of the Royal Stipend
and the Appointment of the Heir Apparent

David Ochterlony noticed with alarm the growing disaffection and
dissatisfaction in the Palace. Shah Alam II had been witness to the
resplendent glory of the Mughals and to live as the stipendiary of the
British was antagonistic. Ochterlony took care of the feelings of the
Emperor and immediately suggested the payment of Rupees fifteen lakhs
to the Mughal house. While he was making arrangements towards
pacification, he was given the news of his removal as the Resident of
Delhi in 1806. Ochterlony was an outstanding officer of the British army
and also a skilled administrator who played a significant role in arriving
at a settlement with the Mughal house. His removal came at a time
when the character of the office of the Delhi Resident had changed
considerably. It was now required of the Delhi Residents to concentrate
only on civil and political duties. Sir George Barlow, Acting Governor-
General (1805-1807), preferred an administrator to a military officer to
manage the affairs of Delhi.86 Consequently, Archibald Seton took charge
of the Residency on June 25th, 1806.87

During his tenure as the Resident of Delhi, Archibald Seton
experienced severe resistance from the Mughal household. This was
also the time when relations between the Mughals and the British were
considerably strained. The Emperor and the ladies of the harem, which
included Qudsia Begum, the Emperor’s mother, Mumtaz Mahal, his
favourite wife, and his paternal aunt, Daulat un-Nisa, pressed hard for
an increase in the royal stipend. They also demanded full hand in the
appointment of the heir-apparent. Soon after his accession Akbar Shah
requested the British to augment the stipend since the sum offered by
them prevented him from meeting his daily expenses.88 His demands
were, however, not conceded to. The attitude of the British officials in
Delhi to the question of the royal stipend had changed since the departure
of Wellesley from India and the death of Shah Alam II. The British
avoided maintaining a conciliatory attitude towards the Mughal house.
The removal of the acculturated Ochterlony was also an outcome of this
alteration in British policy. The British Government also feared that if
they admitted to the demands of the Emperor it would prove detrimental
to their interests. However, the appointment of Lord Minto as the
Governor-General of India in 1807, led to the augmentation of the royal
stipend. Lord Minto was aware of the promise made by the British in
1805. He sanctioned this increase as he also felt that the stipend hitherto
offered to the Emperor was not sufficient to meet the expenses of the
royal household. In the course of his enquiry, he was also acquainted
with the problems of the Salatin or distant members of the royal family,
who received a minimal amount as their personal allowance.89

Despite the augmentation in the stipend, the political conflicts
between the Mughals and the British increased as the royal family also
demanded control in the appointment of the heir apparent. Shah Alam
II died on November 19, 1806 and his eldest son, Akbar Shah, succeeded
to the throne on the very next day. The accession of Akbar Shah to the
throne and the pre-dominance of the petticoat government during his
reign created a stir in the British Residency for he left no stone unturned
to restore his authority. The natural choice to the throne, according to
the law of primogeniture upheld by the British Government, was Abu
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Zafar, the eldest son of the Emperor. Akbar Shah who wanted to appoint
Mirza Jahangir, the son of his favourite wife Mumtaz Mahal, overlooked
the claims of Abu Zafar, and in a letter to the then Resident Archibald
Seton explained the merits of Mirza Jahangir and the reasons for which
he should be appointed as the next King. It was an ancient Mughal
right to nominate the successor. It was felt that this could provide the
necessary setting for the reassertion of Mughal supremacy.

In a bid to assert his authority the Emperor appointed Mirza
Jahangir as heir apparent and conferred him with the titles that belonged
to the rank. In a letter addressed to Resident Seton, the Emperor informed
him about the ceremony and once again suggested the name of Mirza
Jahangir. The British authorities, on the other hand, felt that since they
were the main support of the Emperor he should certainly not take
decisions of political importance without prior consent. The Emperor,
however, was not willing to desist and resented the attempt of the British
Government to impose their will over a matter which was a family affair.
But his arguments did not have any effect and he was advised to adhere
to the Government. The Palace now became an arena of active intrigues
where conspiracies were being hatched to discredit Abu Zafar. A
declaration stating that he was willing to withdraw his claims and put
forward those of his brother was also obtained from Zafar. The Prince
first accepted that he had indeed signed the declaration but later
confessed that he was being pressurized to do so. Determined to outwit
Zafar, Akbar Shah also invested Mirza Jahangir with the dignity of the
heir-apparent. The Governor-General, Lord Minto, promptly refused to
recognize Mirza Jahangir and forbade the Resident from attending the
installation.

Akbar Shah continued to assert his imperial pretensions and the
ladies of the Palace, Mumtaz Mahal in particular, and her adherents,
did much to flame the ambition. The Government felt that the attempts
of the Emperor to obtain a degree of ascendancy and latitude of
independent action could “lead to consequences of the most serious
embarrassment and even danger to the interest of the British Government

in India.”90 The Governor General attributed this change in the attitude
of the Emperor partly to the passive and submissive conduct of Seton,
which indicated vacillation on the part of the British. A marked change
in the conduct of the Resident towards the Emperor was needed. Without
injuring his feelings, the Mughal monarch’s vain ambitions had to be
curbed.

After all his attempts turned futile, the Emperor decided to make a
direct appeal to the Governor-General. Shah Haji, one of his confidential
men, was selected by the Emperor to present the Khilat to the Governor-
General at Calcutta.91 Through this mission the Emperor tried to obtain
an increase in the royal stipend and the permission to procure for Mirza
Jahangir the position of heir apparent. The Governor -- General gave
his consent to the mission but he did not accord a formal reception.
Accordingly, Shah Haji and Raja Sher Mal reached Calcutta on June 1,
1808. The attempts of Shah Haji to give the mission a public character
by conferring the Governor General with Khilats and honorary titles
proved unsuccessful. He was received as a confidential servant of the
Emperor and accorded the honour of a private audience. The mission
also ended in a failure and it thus become clear that the British
Government would not accept Mirza Jahangir as the heir-apparent.
The Palace Junta was not dissuaded from fulfilling their aims and in
their next move they showered Mirza Jahangir with money, titles and
rank higher than that of Abu Zafar. This elevation in his status increased
the importance of Jahangir who now masqueraded with his troops inside
the Palace trying to assert his authority. Abu Zafar, on the other hand,
became a non-entity.

At the same time Mumtaz Mahal expressed the desire to adopt the
Resident Seton to achieve the same end. The Resident was evidently put
in a delicate situation and found it embarrassing to refuse the offer in
view of the honour attached to it. He had not received the concurrence
of the Governor-General but he decided to go ahead with it and accept
the honour to avoid any humiliation to the royal family. Mirza Jahangir
performed the adoption ceremony by placing on the Resident’s head
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the turban of adoption. The act placed Mirza Jahangir on a higher
pedestal and since the ceremony was performed in open court on the
occasion of Id, the people were made to believe that Mirza Jahangir
occupied a significant position in the Red Fort.92 Hence, it became
imperative for the Resident to take immediate action to nullify the effects
created in the minds of the public. The Resident immediately acted upon
the suggestion of the Governor General and urged upon the Emperor
the necessity of withdrawing the honours conferred upon Jahangir.93

The Emperor who was induced to adopt such a line of action agreed to
do so after some hesitation and honours were withdrawn without any
serious objections. The incident was a serious jolt to the Palace junta.
The rebellion of Mirza Jahangir against the occupation of Palace gates
by British troops and his subsequent removal to Allahabad put the
Palace party at rest. Abu Zafar was then appointed as the heir apparent
on January 16, 1810.94

Seton’s passive and conciliatory attitude towards the Mughal
house was not viewed favourably by Charles Metcalfe who took over as
the Resident of Delhi in 1811. His term marked a clear change in the
attitude of the British towards the Mughal house. “ I do not exactly
conform to the policy of Seton’s mode of managing the Royal Family”,
Metcalfe wrote in a letter addressed to J.W. Sherer, a member of the
Bengal Civil Service.95 “It is by a submission of manner and conduct”,
he further wrote, “carried on in my opinion far beyond the respect and
attention which can be either prescribed by forms, or dictated by a
humane consideration for the fallen fortunes of a once illustrious family.
It destroys entirely the dignity which ought to be attached to him who
represents the British Government, and who in reality, is to govern at
Dihlee; and it raises ideas of imperial power and sway which ought to
be put to sleep for ever. As it is evident that we do not mean to restore
imperial power to the King; we ought not to pursue a conduct calculated
to make him aspire to it. Let us treat him with respect due to his rank
and situation; let us make him comfortable in respect to circumstances,
and give him all the means, as far as possible, of being happy; but

unless we mean to establish his power, let us not encourage to dream of
it.”96

Charles Metcalfe’s policy differed from the earlier stance of British
officials like Ochterlony and Seton, who believed in appeasing the
Mughal household. He was appointed the Resident of Delhi twice (1st

term: 1811-1819, 2nd term: 1824-1829).97 The change in the attitude of the
British only intensified the sense of political unease. Akbar Shah
continued to press for an increase in his stipend and adopted several
measures to achieve this end.98

The Mughal ruler sought redress directly from the King of England.
Ram Mohan Roy, a scholar and a social reformer was appointed as the
royal envoy and the title of Raja was bestowed upon him. He was
instructed by the Emperor to draft a letter containing this demand.
Though he faced several obstructions from the British, Raja Ram Mohan
Roy succeeded in putting forth the demands. As a result the Board of
Directors sanctioned an increase of rupees three lakhs annually to the
stipend of the Emperor. The grant was declined by Raja Ram Mohan
Roy since he believed that the royal household deserved a better deal.99

Roy’s unfortunate death compelled the Emperor to accept the offer
without any conditions. The Emperor later declined the grant, as he
had no free hand in its distribution. Also, the grant was of no advantage
as he was left with a very meagre amount for his own use. Akbar Shah
died on September 28, 1837 and his son Abdul Muzaffar Sirajuddin
Muhammad Bahadur Shah Zafar succeeded him.

With the accession of Bahadur Shah Zafar, the status of the Mughal
Emperor was further eroded. The royal prerogatives like the presentation
of Nazars and the bestowal of Khilats and titles was gradually removed.
The twenties and the early thirties saw rapid changes in the personnel
status and jurisdiction of the Residency. The ‘Golden Age’ of the Delhi
Residency was over with the departure of Residents like Ochterlony
and Seton, who were known for their unflinching integrity and devotion
towards the Mughal house. Charles Metcalfe’s successor Edward
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Colebrooke lowered his prestige by indulging in corruption and
nepotism for which he was suspended and later on dismissed.100He
was followed by Francis Hawkins who took charge of the Residency in
1829.101 Hawkins’ inefficiency resulted in his quick removal from the
office of the Residency and W.B. Martin was appointed in his place.102

In the meantime, the Residency at Delhi was relegated to the position of
an Agency by Lord William Bentinck in 1832. The Resident was now
addressed as the Civil Commissioner. Martin was thence relieved of his
post and William Fraser took charge of the Agency in 1832. He was not
destined to remain long in the office since as he was murdered in 1835
on the directions of Nawab Shamsuddin of Ferozepur. Thomas
Theophilus Metcalfe, younger brother of Charles Metcalfe, then took
over the charge of the Agency.

Zafar continued to press for demands that were raised by his
predecessors. Immediately after his accession Zafar, like his
predecessors, set on the task of demanding an increase in the stipend.
The issue of the appointment of the heir apparent re-emerged. Once
again the Palace was abuzz with intrigues directed by the royal ladies.
According to the rights of primogeniture upheld by the British, the
successor of Zafar was his eldest son, Mirza Fakhruddin. But the
Emperor due to the influence of his favourite wife, Zinat Mahal,
recommended her son, Mirza Jawan Bakht. Zafar objected to Fakhruddin
on the grounds of illegitimacy. But the Government believed that
illegitimacy was no bar to succession. Mirza Fakhru was assured that
he would be acknowledged as the successor to the throne on the death
of his father. He agreed to this decision of the British and also to the
conditions that he would give up royal titles, honours, privileges and
the Palace.103 Fakhru accepted the agreement as it also prevented Mirza
Jawan Bakht from furthering his claims. The agreement marked an end
to the privileges enjoyed by the royal household for centuries. The person
most vexed by this agreement was Zinat Mahal. She tried to influence
the Governor General by appointing an Englishman of considerable
knowledge, Thomas Cavendish Fenvick, as her attorney for advocating

the claims of Jawan Bakht at Agra and Calcutta.104 Fenvick was sent to
Calcutta to obtain a decision in favour of the Prince which the Governor-
General rejected.105 Meanwhile, Simon Fraser had taken over the charge
of the Agency after the death of Thomas Metcalfe.106 At the Calcutta
headquarters Lord Dalhousie was replaced by Lord Canning.

By this time the supremacy of the British in India had also been
established and the position of the Mughal Emperor had become
insignificant. The British attitude towards the Mughal house underwent
several changes.107 With the unanimous support of the Government,
Lord Canning devised new policies regarding the Mughal Emperor.
According to the new arrangement, almost all privileges finalized with
Fakhru were to be scrapped on Zafar’s death. No sons of the Emperor
were found competent enough to be appointed as the heir apparent.
The Agent was therefore in favour of leaving the question of the heir —
apparent in abeyance till the death of Zafar. Fakhru’s unexpected death
in 1856 provided a golden opportunity to obtain the appointment of
Jawan Bakht as the heir apparent. The very next day of his death the
Emperor produced a document demanding the elevation of Mirza Jawan
Bakht as the heir-apparent signed by all his sons except Mirza Koeash,
the eldest son, who presented a separate memorial in which he
advocated his claims to be recognized as the heir apparent. Mirza Koesh
was informed that the British Government would recognize him as the
head of the family, provided he agreed to all the conditions laid down.
The Agent recommended the abolition of the title and changes in the
style of address, salute and other such formalities. In the existing political
situation in India, the Mughal Emperor had outlived his usefulness to
the British. The salute was not to exceed nineteen guns. An allowance
of Rs. 15,000 per month was considered adequate for personal expenses.
The other members of the royal family could draw their allowances
from the treasury, subject to revision on the death of the incumbents. In
matters related to the royal stipend it was believed that the allowance
offered to the Emperor was sufficient to fulfill all his requirements. The
British decided to make no further changes in the offer and consider it
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as final.108 The Emperor’s amount remained fixed at rupees twelve lakhs
per annum. The political events of the 1850s virtually closed the chapter
of the Mughals.

The consistent denial of the British in granting the Emperor an
increase in his allowance or appointing a heir-apparent of his choice
accentuated the decline in the political status of the Mughals and the
consequent rise in British power. Most importantly, the question of the
royal stipend and the appointment of the heir apparent reveals the
growing political contentions in the city during this period. Conflicting
situations had emerged between the Mughals and the British soon after
the Residency was established. The settlement of 1805 did not meet
with the satisfaction of the Emperor. Shah Alam II initiated the struggle
to re-instate Mughal authority. It continued through the reigns of Akbar
Shah and Bahadur Shah Zafar. The political conflicts between the royal
house and the British intensified when Residents like David Ochterlony
and Seton, who professed veneration for the past glory of the Mughals,
were succeeded by Charles Metcalfe, William Hawkins, and Simon
Fraser. They belonged to a different mindset and believed in the
supremacy of British rule.

The political influence of the Residency at Delhi extended beyond
the Fort walls and the city of Shahjahanabad. It was a part of the North-
Western provinces and it also included a certain portion of Haryana.
The Cis-Satlej states to the north-west of Delhi also came under the
jurisdiction of the British. As a result the Delhi Residency became the
premier institute of the British Government for the conduct of its political
and diplomatic activities in North India. It was also from these states
that resistance to British rule emerged frequently. It is to the political
dealings of the British in these regions that we shall now turn our
attention.

The Residency and the Adjoining Territories

In the area adjoining Delhi, the English were treated as invaders
and continued to be opposed. The Sikh chiefs of Ambala, Karnal and

Thaneshar were the first to oppose the British rule. They formed a loose
confederacy under Gurdit Singh of Ladhwa and Bhanga Singh of
Thanesar. Bhanga Singh of Jind and Lal Singh of Kaithal had to soon
surrender to Lord Lake. The Sikhs plundered and looted the Doab and
David Ochterlony sent a force led by Colonel Burns to subdue the Sikhs
in 1805. The second wing of opposition came from the inhabitants of
Gurgaon and Mahendergarh. The local population in these regions
constituted mainly of the Ahirs, Meos, and Ranghars who opposed to the
changed system. Of their recalcitrant nature, Metcalfe noted, “They did
not pay land revenue, nor did they pay any other tax. No officials high
or low could afford to visit their villages without the Company of
infantry moving with him for his protection, and even then he was
threatened with destruction.”109It was only in 1809 that the British could
crush their rebellion. Similarly, the Muslim Bhatti Rajputs under the
leadership of Zabita Khan of Sirsa and Rania and Khan Bahadur Khan
of Fatehabad rose against the English. It was only after two bloody
expeditions that the British were able to suppress them in 1809. The Jats
and Ranghars of Bhiwani territory also challenged the authority of the
British. All the prominent rulers, Nawab Bahadur Khan, Ahmad Baksh
Khan, and Abdus Samad Khan proved incompetent. There occurred a
time when nobody was willing to be the ruler of the area. As a result
Archibald Seton occupied the region in 1818 after fierce conflict with
the local populace.

The British also paid their attention towards the native chiefs in
the Cis-Sutlej states. The Government changed the policy of keeping the
Yamuna as the administrative boundary on the North-West. It was
perhaps due to the danger of the intrusion of external powers like the
French, the Turks, the Persians, and the Russians into India as they
were mediating with Maharaja Ranjit Singh. The frequent attacks of
Maharaja Ranjit Singh during 1806-1809 had made the British cautious.
The chiefs of Ladhwa, Patiala, Jind and Kaithal also feared an aggression
from Maharaja Ranjit Singh and sought protection from the British,
which they secured in 1809. By the end of the decade though the British
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had consolidated their position in the region, opposition against them
continued. Mismanagement, absence of judicial administration, coercive
methods adopted for the collection of revenue and maltreatment of the
chiefs by the British encouraged antagonism between the rulers and the
ruled.

The British had to suppress revolts led by Jodh Singh of Kalsia and
Pratap Singh of Jind. The revolts were a result of British interference in
their accession policy. While the British forces were entangled in the
rugged politics of the area now known as Haryana, the murder of
William Fraser, Resident of Delhi, rocked the Residency. William Fraser
was the Resident of Delhi since 1830. He was a self- willed officer on
whom no power could be entrusted without the risk of it being abused.
Two versions prevail regarding his murder. Firstly, Shamsuddin Khan,
the Nawab of Loharu and Ferozepur — Jhirkha did not want to give
away his territories for the maintenance of his two brothers, Aminuddin
and Jiauddin. William Fraser instigated the brothers to get their dues
which created animosity between the Nawab and him. It was also
suspected that Fraser treated the cousin of the Nawab with disrespect,
much to the annoyance of the Nawab. Consequently, William Fraser
was assassinated on the orders of the Nawab. Shamsuddin and Karim
Khan were tried and sentenced to death.110 The proceedings of the trial
generated attention of the city of Delhi and the death sentence was
received with a lot of agitation. Karim Khan was hanged on 28th August,
1835 and the day was observed as a sacred day. Similarly, when the
Nawab was send to the gallows a huge number of people gathered to
witness the event. Their trial mobilized public opinion and was also a
factor that led to the emergence of Urdu Press. Resistance to British rule
continued as the revolts led Kaithal (1842-43) and Ladwa (1845-46)
created instability.

The afore-going analysis of the political developments of this period
clearly contradicts the idea of a political calm in the city. The arrival of
the British in the city generated conflicts that emanated in different
forms from the Red Fort. The Mughal rulers were not only lost in the

idyllic pleasures of their gardens and poetic verses but also made several
attempts to keep alive Mughal sovereignty. The magnificent imperial
processions and the grand Durbars of the Mughals, even during the
time of financial constraints, were used as means to display their power
and authority to the new political entrants in the city. The issues related
to the royal stipend and the appointment of the heir-apparent were as
tools to re-instate their supremacy. The dealings of the British with the
rulers of the adjoining territories revealed that political unease also
existed beyond the fortified city.

The Administration of Delhi

The breakdown of the Mughal Empire towards the end of the
eighteenth century created turmoil in Delhi. The Mughal Emperor, ever
since Nadir Shah’s invasion, had reigned only in name and was without
an empire or authority. The law of the sword had become the law of the
land with no sound administrative structure to govern the city and its
adjoining territories. The revenue administration was in shambles and
the military force was put in charge of revenue collection. Under such
circumstances it became imperative for the British to devise an effective
plan to restore administrative stability in the city. The start was made
by David Ochterlony who organized a force of volunteers to keep a
check the plundering the in the area.111 The foundation of the
administrative structure and the principles of the system were laid by
the Governor-General in Council. Delhi was a ‘non-regulation’ district,
outside the codes of British India.112 The Mughal administrative structure
served as an archetype for the British administrative system in Delhi. In
1805, the Delhi Resident had been given considerable powers in
administration. As the head of the territory the Resident was vested
with political, revenue, and judicial powers and acted under the direct
control of the Governor-General. One civil servant assisted the Resident
in superintending the collection of revenue and the administration of
justice. He was expected to send periodical reports to the Governor-
General and received instructions from him. The Resident exercised his
powers, which were absolute, in the name of the King of Delhi. However,
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the first real effort for replacing this makeshift structure with an efficient
and stable administrative structure began in 1806 with the arrival of
Archibald Seton as the Resident, with the young Charles Metcalfe, only
five years out of the College of Fort William, as his assistant. Derided as
an “infidel stinking of alcohol” by a Chisti Sufi Pir of Delhi,113, Metcalfe
toured the region in 1807. After being appointed as the Resident at the
age of twenty-six, Metcalfe laid the foundation of an administrative
structure.114 The ‘Dihli System’, as he termed it, was a modification of the
indigenous system.115 It became the basis of the administrative system
in the Delhi territory for years to come and was also regarded as the
greatest single administrative work ever put through by a British ruler.

Civil Administration

The Delhi territory was treated as a province or a Suba, of which
the Resident was a Subadar. The territory would have to be divided into
smaller areas with the increase in population, prosperity, and
administrative business. Each sub-division then would be placed under
a British assistant who would combine the functions of a Collector,
Judge, and Magistrate. The Resident was assisted by Naibs. The
Assistants exercised wide discretionary powers and worked under his
authority and control. They were assisted by Hindu and Muslim law
officers in the administration of justice and in matters related to revenue
they were aided by Tahsildars and his assistants. The number of these
assistants varied from time to time. The usual number being seven. In
1815, at the height of the system, there were only four, of whom three
were engaged in judicial duties. The one revenue officer was also in
charge of the customs. The assistants were assigned no definite territorial
jurisdiction. In 1816, Metcalfe asked for six assistants, each assistant
again having an exclusive department. The departments were: Revenue
Inclusive of Customs, Political, Police, Criminal Justice and Police of
the city, and Civil Justice. One assistant was kept in reserve for
miscellaneous duties and to fill in any vacancy. Charles Metcalfe mixed
the tasks of the assistants and at times his assistants performed the
combined job of Judges and Magistrates elsewhere. The assistants, at
times, were also assisted by Metcalfe in carrying out their duties.

The Resident himself was in the position of a Mughal governor.
He had in his charge the protected Cis-Sutlej Sikh states, and the various
small states in and around the Delhi territory. In addition he was in
charge of the conduct of foreign relations with the independent states of
Rajputana (till 1818) and with the Punjab and the North- West. Below
the Resident his assistant’s authority descended straight to the Amil or
officer in charge of the Pargana or sub-district. In British usage the Pargana
became a Tahsil and the Amil a Tahsildar. The Tahsildar as before dealt
with the village Muqaddams on all matters except the revenue assessment,
which was settled by an assistant at first in annual and then in triennial
tours. Tahsildar’s establishments had been placed at suitable places
throughout the country. Contiguous villages were formed into groups
called Zails, with a headman known as Zaildar. He was usually a
prominent Muqaddam, and served as a link between the villages and
the Tahsildar. The Muqaddams retained their position as the
representatives of the cultivators. A police Thana or post under an Indian
police officer was established at each Pargana. This was under the direct
management of Edward Gardener, the second assistant. It was an
informal system of administration where men governed without any
interference of regulations. It led to the formation of strong executive
government the basis of which was “union of powers and unity of
command”.116 The administrative structure underwent a change when
Charles Metcalfe left Delhi as the Resident in 1818. Soon after his
departure, the discretionary powers of the Delhi Resident were reduced.
This was achieved by assigning the civil and political duties of the
Resident to two different officials. David Ochterlony took over as the
next Resident and was invested with political duties. The civil
administration was handed over to Thomas Fortescue. The growing
administrative work in the Delhi territory had necessitated this division
of functions. Further changes were introduced in the administrative set
up after the departure of Thomas Fortescue in 1820. An office of the
Deputy Superintendent was created which was to be under the control
of the Resident. Until the arrival of Henry Middleton who was appointed
Deputy Superintendent, William Fraser held charge of the post. This
position continued until the Board of Revenue for the Western Provinces

50 51



The Calm and the Storm: Delhi During 1803-1857 The Qila-i-Mualla and the Delhi Residency

took over the charge of the administration of Delhi territory in 1822. A
Board was now made responsible for administration instead of a single
officer. The Board constituted of the following members: Charles Elliot,
William Fraser, followed by Henry Batson and Walter Ewer. The Board
fiercely attacked the Delhi system of Charles Metcalfe and proposed an
immediate introduction of the regulations for a vigilant control over the
Assistants. As a result of the Board’s objections changes were not only
introduced in the civil administration but also the judicial and the
revenue Departments.

Judicial Administration

The formal and legal judicial procedure of the Regulation system
was considered unsuitable to a society composed of simple, rough, and
traditional village communities. The foundation of the judicial
administration was once again laid by Charles Metcalfe. He emphasized
on the increasing number of the European population in India and
observed, “The increasing number of European population will
necessarily be accompanied by considerable changes in the judicial
administration”.117He further added, “The only object that strikes me to
the spread of a British Christian population in India is the existing
discordance of the laws by which our English and native subjects are
respectively governed”.118 The judicial system in Delhi, partially based
on indigenous methods, was simple and easy to comprehend. The
judicial administration fell into two sections, that of the city and the
village. At the city there were three gradations of civil courts, the sessions
of which were held at Delhi. The lowest court was the court of Petty
suite, which was placed under the native commissioner. They had
original jurisdiction over cases involving not more than Rs. 100, and
summary jurisdiction on amounts not exceeding Rs. 10. These courts
were useful and did enormous business.

The Muslim and Hindu law officers attached to the criminal courts
at Delhi performed the duties of this court as well, in addition to their
duties as law officers. The higher courts known as the Courts of Ordinary

Suits was presided over by British Assistants. The Resident’s court,
which was the highest civil Court, was normally an appellate one but
he tried cases in the absence of the Assistant. When Delhi was divided
into four zones in 1819, the Assistants Court’s were stationed at their
respective headquarters and were likewise assisted by the Amins in
charge of petty suits. Until then one British Assistant was exclusively
in charge of the civil court at Delhi. A striking feature of the civil
judicature related the debtors. A debtor having once undergone
imprisonment for his failure to pay off debts still had to discharge the
old debt when he had acquired sufficient property, failing which he
was liable to be prosecuted again.

The Sadr Amins were upgraded and invested with more
responsibilities under the Civil Commissioner, Thomas Fortescue.
Mohammad Sadruddin Azurda, a poet and a well-known figure of
Delhi’s literary circles, was also employed in the judicial department as
a Sadr Amin. Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan also served as the Sadr Amin in the
judicial department in Delhi for quite some time. The procedure followed
in these courts was remarkably simple. Witnesses were examined at
length and exhibits recorded. Pleadings were pointed and short. In the
administration of criminal justice, the Resident with the help of two
British Assistants administered justice. The city of Delhi was under one
of the Assistants. The other Assistant with a separate establishment
policed the rest of the territory and dispensed justice. The Resident tried
heinous offences at Delhi. But the Assistants also had the power of
inflicting long period of sentences. In one case, Metcalfe sentenced a
prisoner to twenty eight years of imprisonment on 12 January, 1814.
The sentence of the same prisoner was doubled on 16th August, 1814 on
charges of attempting to escape from prison.

Metcalfe delegated wide discretionary powers to his young
Assistants whose powers increased considerably by following the
principle of union of functions. The assistants were Collectors,
Magistrates, and Judges at the same time. In order to curb crime and
track down criminals, expert village detectives known as Khojis were
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deployed. These Khojis were extraordinary persons, who rarely seemed
to have failed in a mission. In the company of the headmen and
landholders they usually followed the criminal’s track. If this led to
another village, the responsibility of finding the culprits fell on residents
of that village who in the same manner went in pursuit. When the track
was untraceable beyond a village, that village was declared criminal
and was asked to hand over the guilty, failing which the whole village
was obliged to pay the value of the property lost. If the robbers were
delivered the village was not bound to pay any reparation. An
interesting feature of criminal justice was the abolition of capital
punishment by Charles Metcalfe. He scrapped both mutilation and
gallows because he believed that Courts were meant to perform well.
The only severe punishment inflicted by him was solitary confinement
in chains for life.

Village disputes were generally decided by the Panchayats. If civil
cases of some importance came up they were settled by arbitration.
Panchayats were convened to decide issues relating to the same caste
group, whereas arbitration was meant for all, irrespective of distinctions
of caste, clan and religion. William Fraser developed the system of
Panchayat partly on the principle of a jury. By this method he decided a
number of cases related to boundary disputes. The boundary disputes
generally occurred between two villages or the communities of the two
villages. In such a case the heads of the contending villages acting for
and in the presence of the whole body, nominated six members on each
other side, making the number of members of the jury twelve. These
members were selected from amongst the respectable persons of the
village of the same Pargana or local sub-division. The right of challenge
was freely allowed and the jury was required to be unanimous. Their
decision was usually satisfactory and respected by all.

These Panchayats as representatives of the people regulated the
matters connected with their security and rights. When disputes in a
village occurred a Panchayat was summoned. The number of the
Panchayats depended on the seriousness of the case. In ordinary cases

one or two headmen, friends or neighbours of the party formed the
Panchayat. In important matters, or when the party was not convinced,
more were called in, sometimes the entire group of village Zamindars sat
down to decide the case. Usually the decisions were reached with
fairness and charges of injustice or impartiality against the tribunal
were not usually made. When the Board was entrusted with the
administration of Delhi they were vested with both judicial and revenue
powers. They were also prescribed a mode of conduct for the
administration of civil and criminal justice. In civil matters more rules
were framed enhancing the powers of the Sadr Amins. In criminal
matters no change was introduced except that rules for holding sessions
and jail deliveries were laid down. Additional rules to limit the powers
of the Assistants were introduced.

Economic Administration: The Village and the City

After the fall of Delhi, a whole territory had been parceled out into
rent free estates by Lord Lake who wanted to create a permanent interest
in the soil and to reconcile the landlords to the British Government. His
brief period of administration was largely engaged in preventing the
raids of Holkar and maintaining peace. Archibald Seton, a reputed and
experienced administrator, laid the foundation of a sound
administrative system when he was appointed Resident in 1806. When
he first came to Delhi William Spedding and William Fraser assisted
him. Seton realized the need of setting up a well-regulated system of
revenue administration and soon appointed Spedding in charge of
finding solutions. Spedding suggested that lands that generated revenue
of Rs. 20,000 were to be distributed to any person selected by the
Government. Seton rejected his proposition, which was based on the
misconception that only big landowners could initiate economic
development. Meanwhile, Charles Metcalfe took over from Spedding as
Superintendent of Revenue, in October 1806 and held the post till 1808.
Metcalfe viewed the situation from a completely different perspective.
He was of the opinion that an increase in the revenue could be achieved
only through an improvement in agriculture and the consequent
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prosperity. Two years of intensive training in the revenue line under
Seton had given Metcalfe a first hand knowledge of the country and its
people. Metcalfe realized that land revenue was the core of Indian
administration and in its proper administration depended not only the
happiness of the people but also the future of the British rule in India.
This was elucidated in his reports on the revenue administration. When
he toured the region he identified the evils of the present revenue system
and came to the conclusion that Amildari should be completely avoided.
Also, the practice of distributing lands in the form of Jagirs should be
abolished as it siphoned off the revenue of the Government to
individuals. His tours through the country soon changed his opinion
of the Zamindars to a positive one. Notwithstanding their turbulence,
he wrote in 1815, “There is a manliness of character which makes it
pleasant to deal with them. On the whole notwithstanding the faults
which have been mentioned, my opinion is in favour of the inhabitants
both of the city of Dihlee and of its territory; and I feel an attachment for
them, whenever the day of separation shall come.”119

The area comprising the Delhi Territory and spread north across
the river Yamuna was an area of uncertain rainfall, subject to frequent
draught and famine. The village proprietors were also its cultivators
and in most cases closely knit Jat groups who shared land amongst
themselves through the Bhaiyachara tenure.120 The land revenue was
collected through the agency of the different levels of intermediaries
who sometimes possessed and often did not possess any clan
connection with the villages. Villages were often combined by political
affiliation in multiples of four or seven, with the largest being a group of
eighty four villages also known as a Chaurasi.121 These village
communities were termed by Charles Metcalfe as ‘Village Republics’.
He noted: ‘“The Village Communities are little Republics, having nearly
everything they want within themselves, and almost independent of
any foreign relations. They seem to last where nothing else lasts. Dynasty
after dynasty tumbles down; revolution succeeds to revolution; Hindu,
Pathan, Mughul, Maratha, Sikh, English, are masters in turn; but the

village communities remain the same.” 122 It was partly on the basis of
this theory that Karl Marx developed his ideas about the Indian agrarian
system.

Metcalfe also accepted that the right to property was an incentive
to individual initiative and social improvement. Unless propriety rights
were recognized and made secure no economic progress could be
attained. However, in Delhi the Jagirdari system had gained ground in
the eighteenth century when the Mughal government was in a state of
decadence. Shah Alam II gifted several villages during his reign.
Powerful men acquired lands either by fraud or by force, and later
claimed possession of them as Jagirs. Metcalfe was convinced that these
persons had been officers of the then governments who collected revenue
on their behalf. Their pretensions to proprietary rights were untenable.
The only proprietors of the soil, according to him, were the village
communities and they had the paramount claim to it. Metcalfe thus
wished to resume as many Jagirs as possible. Each resumption added
to the state revenue besides increasing the influence of the government
in that quarter. He was also against the idea of interfering with the
existing system. He also proposed that all lands held under illegal titles
should be attached by the Government. In case of lands whose validity
of tenure was admitted he ordered a full compensation at market rates
to the affected individuals. Metcalfe claimed that the purpose was not
to expropriate the big landowning class, for instance, the Zamindars.
“Admitting that the Government has the property of the soil, the question
is, as the Government cannot occupy the land, and as the land requires
resident proprietors, who are the people that, next to the Government
may be supposed to have the best right? It is here that the paramount
claim of the village zamindars may be justly and indisputably contended
for”.123 He stated his willingness to consider each case on its merits
without being influenced by doctrines or preconceived notions. The
villages belonging to Qudsia Begum, the King’s Mother, the Nawab of
Shamsuddin and Kalhoji were confirmed in their possessions.
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The object of his administration was to maintain the system intact
as far as he could and to prevent outside interference as in the case of
Bengal Regulations. Seton, who was in favour of introducing the Bengal
pattern in Delhi, agreed with Metcalfe’s observations. During Seton’s
tenure, village settlements continued to be made without upsetting the
existing social order. Also the method of assessment, the mode of
collection and the machinery used for the purpose remained indigenous
in character. In all matters related to revenue affairs Seton employed
existing methods. Seton’s period of administration of five years was
devoted to the acquiring of information and knowledge of the territory.
Seton had succeeded in maintaining peace and protecting the lives and
property of the people, as a result of which the revenue of the territory
increased, the country evidently growing in prosperity. After two years
of intensive training in the revenue line when Metcalfe took over as the
Resident in 1811, he rejected the Bengal pattern completely. Metcalfe
based his system on a different set of ideas suited for the ground
conditions in Delhi. The revenue system that he introduced in Delhi
came to be known as the Village Settlement. This system exempted Delhi
from the Bengal Regulations, and was Metcalfe’s own understanding
of an autonomous village system. In all the villages, the Zamindars were
put in charge of revenue collection. In some villages the entire village
owned the land and entered into a settlement with the Government. The
Bhaiyachara system of joint ownership, where in the community owned
equal shares of land, was prevalent here. The Bhaiyachara tenure was
almost universal in which possession was also the measure of rights in
all lands and all the cultivators who were proprietors paid the same
revenue rates and belonged to the same community particularly that of
the Jats.124 Over most of the Rohtak district, for example, the land was
held by a single cultivating community, the Jats who formed a majority
in the Gohana Pargana. As a result of the landholding castes of this
region, whether the Khatri or Brahmin, remained essentially a petty
gentry living on rental or labour tribute of the lineage chief; Jats in the
case of Delhi. Their numbers were large and their community chief could
not displace or subordinate them and establish his own descendants as

the propriety chief.125

Under the Bhaiyachara system all cultivators were proprietors,
paid the same revenue rates and belonged to the single farmer caste of
the Jats. The Bhaiyachara system reduced the power and influence of
the higher classes so as to weaken their hold on the masses. No caste
distinctions were made either in the procedure of taking oaths or
examination of witnesses; nor did the punishment differ for crimes
committed by either a Brahmin or a Sudra. This process was indeed
significant and meant a re-organization of the social forces. In other
words, a social revolution was on the agenda which was achieved by
regulating the revenue system of the country. The ill effects of the
Permanent Settlement system of Bengal may have prompted such a move
in the Delhi region. However, the Bhaiyachara system was not free from
shortcomings even though it regulated the village society and aimed to
introduce social reforms in the form of caste equality. Richard G. Fox
viewed the Bhaiyachara system in north India as “denoting the bottom
dead centre of the developmental cycle, the point from which the tenures
tended to gravitate and from which Zamindari arose anew.”126 It was
the most recalcitrant of all tenurial forms and gave undue authority to a
particular clan or tribe. Such groups enjoyed stronger ‘democratic’ clan
structures and could more readily disown superior traditional
leadership. At times of crisis those living on poor, unirrigated land felt
impoverished and disgraced in the eyes of their caste fellows. The system
created massive economic and social differences amongst people
belonging to the same caste or clan, giving rise to internal rift and strife.

Besides the Bhaiyachara system there also existed the Mukaddam
system. There were eight or ten or just one of them and were called
Mukadams. Here the Patidari system of land prevailed. In such a system,
the ownership of land was based on inheritance. The Zamindars were
the real occupants of soil and continued to be the masters as long as
they paid the revenue demanded. The village Zamindars were the real
proprietors and they possessed the right of sale, mortgage, transfer, and
gift within the village. Mukkadams on the other hand were the managers

58 59



The Calm and the Storm: Delhi During 1803-1857 The Qila-i-Mualla and the Delhi Residency

of the land. Unlike the Zamindars who were invested with tremendous
powers, the Mukaddams could not enjoy an exalted position.

Once the revenue demand was fixed, the village proprietors were
left to themselves to share it according to the laws of the village. The
customary laws prevalent fixed the relation between them and the tenant.
The mode of collection of revenue differed from village to village. In
some villages the internal administration was based on the ploughs
while in others, on the land, or families or on the divisions of the village.
The revenue was fixed after a survey of the village was conducted and
accurate measurement of lands to be assessed was taken. A number of
aspects were taken into consideration while investigating the land.
These included the quality of the land, its proximity to markets, forms of
irrigation, number of ploughs and wells, etc. An estimate of the produce
in relation to the extent of the land was taken. The produce of the whole
village was divided into different classes known as the Bighas. The
demand was fixed determining the Pargana rates if due to any reason
the land could not be measured. The Amildari system was followed
under Seton for the purpose of revenue administration. Under this
system, the Amildar occupied a significant position and served as a
link between the Assistants and landholders. There were also sub-
divisional officers known as Tahsildars. Metcalfe, however, replaced
the Amildari system with the Tahsildari system. When the Jagirs of
Palwal, Mandouti, Gohana and Barset lapsed to the Government in
1818, Tahsildars on monthly salaries were immediately appointed in
these places. Metcalfe appointed William Fraser as the First Assistant
who was in charge of revenue affairs in Delhi. Edward Gardner, the
Second Assistant, was also engaged in revenue settlement. Fraser moved
from village to village settling land revenues as well as the disputes
arising from them. These Assistants aided by Indian officials examined
the cultivated lands in person and fixed the Government demand after
survey, measurement and forming an estimate of the produce.

In 1819 when Metcalfe left Delhi the civil and political duties of the
Resident were separated and assigned to two individuals. David
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Ochterlony was appointed Resident whereas Thomas Fortescue was
given charge of the civil administration of the territory. No change
whatever was intended in the system of revenue management followed
earlier in Delhi. With the departure of Fortescue in 1820 the duties of the
Commissioner were transferred to the newly created office of the Deputy
Superintendent to be under the control of the Resident. Until the arrival
of Henry Middleton who was appointed Deputy Superintendent,
William Fraser held charge of the post. This position continued until
the Board of Revenue for the Western Provinces took over the
administration of the Delhi territory in 1822. The Board was instructed
to follow the rules of 1819. Among the members of the Board Alexander
Ross distinguished himself as an efficient officer. Charles Elliot officiated
as Senior Member after Ross’s departure. William Fraser was appointed
as Second Member, followed by Henry Batson and Walter Ewer as Third
Officiating Members of the Board respectively. The Board found some
faults in the system practiced in Delhi and proposed an immediate
introduction of regulations for a vigilant control over the Assistants, as
also of a written code to conduct the business of government. The Board
was authorized to frame rules for conducting business should there be
no rules for guidance. No report was prepared by the Board and only
minutes full of charges and counter charges were sent to the
Government. William Fraser with his bias in favour of the Delhi System
became anathema to the Council. Even personal relations between the
Board members were strained. The mismanagement in the Board
continued with the members complaining that the division of duties
was faulty and business overwhelming. As a result of the confusion in
the Board the Delhi countryside suffered from gross over-assessment,
the territory being ravaged by a severe famine in 1824 and 1825.

Rains failed in 1824 and famine conditions developed in many
parts of the territory. Haryana, so famous for its luxuriant grass, was
now barren. William Fraser believed that revenue could be demanded
only at the risk of driving people to rebellion and expatriation. It is
surprising that despite the famine conditions of 1824 and 1825 the
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revenue increased by a large amount in the next year. Despite the increase
in revenue it has been asserted that Delhi was a universally over-
assessed territory and that Metcalfe’s system was primarily responsible
for this. Most members of the Board of Revenue in the Western Provinces
delivered a verdict that the mode of proceeding had produced nothing
but ruin to the people. The area around the Panipat region had been
over-assessed and had also suffered from the exactions of the headmen.127

Metcalfe himself admitted that between 1822 and 1825 assessments in
the Delhi territory had been made on a high scale.128 In a letter to Fraser,
Metcalfe stated, “You appear to be convinced that you assessments
have been fair and moderate…but, judging from the consequences, I
should oppose that they had borne hard on the people. Has it not been
common practice to sell cattle, jewels, and other property for the
realizations of revenue…?.”129 Between 1819 and 1825 it was under
Fraser’s management that the assessment was made. Even during the
Board’s tenure, William Fraser as the Second Member of the Board
directly supervised revenue administration. William Fraser was a
wayward genius but one of the serious evils that the Board faced during
his tenure was lack of information regarding matters relating to the
revenue assessment in the Delhi territory. William Fraser was known
for not supplying relevant information when it was demanded of him.
The Board charged him for fixing the assessment arbitrarily. It was also
discovered by the Board that in 1824 Fraser had planned a permanent
settlement for a few villages in the Pargana of Gohana. This was not
permitted for obvious reasons since the Court of Directors had ruled out
such proceedings in 1811. The Board ordered an enquiry into the matter
and it was established that the charges against Fraser were indeed
correct.

Metcalfe’s management of revenue was in some ways satisfactory
and the land revenue had increased considerably during his tenure. He
brought more than 400 erstwhile waste villages under cultivation. The
acquisition of rent-free and partially rent free lands was a fact of this
period and it gave a remarkable and unexpected increase in the revenue.

However, with more land under cultivation, grazing communities like
the Gujjars and Meos were largely displaced. The new policies also
affected the other inhabitants of this region particularly the Ranghars
and the Ahirs. One outlet for them became military service. Apart from
enlisting in the regular regiments of the East India Company’s army,
they also filled the ranks of the local Haryana L.I. and 14th Irregular
cavalry. Communities like that of the Meos also supported the political
struggles of their leaders against the British. Fraser’s corrupt practices
and the over-assessment of Delhi’s revenue during this period became
a blot on Metcalfe’s ‘Delhi System’. Struck by famine and the land policy
adopted by Company officers, the peasantry as well as other agro-based
communities whose prime occupation involved cattle grazing, of the
Delhi territory largely remained dissatisfied. As a result the Delhi
countryside became oppressed and agitated and the gulf between the
peasantry and the British officers widened. It was also admitted by the
British authorities that the early summary assessment of land revenue
was oppressive and the methods of collection were extortionate. For
instance, in the Hissar district the demands were exceedingly high. The
demand for a tract in 1839 was 4.9 lakhs which in 1890 was assessed to
be only  2/3rd of it. The Company policy of heavy revenue greatly affected
the peasant economy. It compelled many peasants to desert their homes
and villages in search of a better living. Several efforts were made to
improve the land revenue system, particularly by Lord William Bentinck
and William Martin Birds, a senior member of the Board of Revenue in
Allahabad. Their efforts led to the passing of the famous Regulation IX
of 1833. Its aim was to improve the machinery for the revision of the
land revenue. The regulation was also implemented in the Delhi
region.130 It based the land assessment of the land revenue on the
amount of rent paid by the land holders on the eve of the settlement
instead upon the amount of the produce of the land as it was prevailing
from the days of the Mughals. R.M. Bird also suggested measures for
the improvement of irrigation in the Haryana region as it suffered from
a dry and arid weather. The reforms suggested by Bird were vehemently

62 63



The Calm and the Storm: Delhi During 1803-1857 The Qila-i-Mualla and the Delhi Residency

opposed by the peasantry and made no improvement. The land
assessment in the region around the Karnal and Gurgaon district from
1833-1842 was no different from the earlier demands.

The additional problem of price control also affected the peasants
significantly. The price of grain had not been much higher than the
general average in ten years as had been reported by Cavendish, the
principal Assistant of the western Division. During the time of an
abundant production the surplus had been hoarded by the Banias. In
1822-24 a bumper crop had been reaped throughout North India and
merchants in Haryana had brought wheat at a lesser price and hoarded
it for a better market. While processes were governed by the operation of
the law of supply and demand, it appeared in the Delhi region that the
Banias controlled the economy. The British lamented the illegal activities
initiated by the Banias but no strict action was taken against them.

The British revenue administration also introduced changes not
only in the agrarian society but also transformed Indian agriculture as
a whole.131 The British forced the production of commercial crops such
as indigo, cotton, and sugarcane on Indian soil. This commercial form
of agriculture was also implemented by Indians such as Begum Samru
who in her Jagir at Sardhana near Meerut secured the cultivation of
profitable products such as sugarcane and cotton. During the 1820s,
there was a spectacular rise in prices; indigo production especially
raised dramatically throughout the Doab districts much to the dismay
of the peasant community.132

Dissatisfaction against the introduction of British economic reforms
was not restricted only to the country side but also affected urban areas.
The economic administrative set up of the British also changed the face
of the walled city area. Traditionally Shahjahanabad was a flourishing
city with a bustling trade and commerce. A city of many Bazaars and
Nakhas, Delhi functioned as a strategic market area catering to cities like
Bareily, Pilibhit, Rampur, Muradabad, Patiala, Ambala and Sirhind.133

Prior to the arrival of the British, Delhi was a self-contained economy.
The members of the nobility in the time of the Mughals had workshops

in the precints of their Havelis and the merchants had similar workshops
in the central Bazaar.134 In the eighteenth century there was also a rapid
acquisition of wealth by members belonging to inferior merchant and
artisan groups in north Indian cities like Agra and Benares. It was in
these cities that lower caste communities became successful city
entrepreneurs.135 In Delhi, a Muslim-Chamar combination dominated
leather supply and was greatly patronized by Mahaji Scindia.136 With
the advent of the British the urban economic administration which was
hitherto dominated by traditional upper caste Muslims and the
backward caste Hindu entrepreneurs was replaced by the new Khatri-
Jain-Marwari axis.137 As control over the grain trade seemed to be the
only means to dominate the economy, the British encouraged the Khatris
and Marwaris to overtake the wholesale and retail businesses. The rise
in prices of grains and the British refusal to cut down the prices resulted
in the famine like situation. It was widely believed that the Khatris were
committing Badmashi openly and there was no one to stop them. The
result was a series of riots in the city. The first to occur was in the year
1807 when a Muslim mob looted a Jain banker. On May 1st, 1807 a
wealthy banker named Hur Sukh Rai told the Resident that he was
planning to sponsor a Rathyatra for installing an idol in a temple outside
the city walls. The Resident Seton fearing a clash asked the banker to
refrain from staging a public procession. The latter agreed, promising
to hold the ceremony in private. Despite this a Muslim mob looted the
banker’s house. The mob then spread to the area around the Jama Masjid,
plundering the houses of rich traders and merchants. Several fights
ensued, and casualties occurred on both sides. By the time Charles
Metcalfe, then still an Assistant- Resident, appeared on the scene the
crowd had dispersed and the tension had subsided. Charles Metcalfe
painted this incidence as communal in a letter to J.W. Sheerer. However,
what transpired in 1807 was not entirely communal in nature. This
clash between the Muslims and the Jain bankers may also have been a
result of the economic impact of the British administration. The riots
were a manifestation of economic tensions among the lower social classes
of the city that had little to do with religion.
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After insufficient rains since the beginning of the 1830s, the
monsoon failed completely in the region between Allahabad and Delhi
in 1837. Soon the availability of basic food items deteriorated rapidly in
the countryside. Starving peasants started looting their way into the
city and were joined by the Gujjars and later by the ordinary citizens of
Delhi. The local populace expected the administration to prevent
fluctuations in price. But in the case of the British administration in
Delhi the officials refused to act against the malpractices of the grain
dealers. The situation grew worse when the Commissioner Thomas
Metcalfe, fined some citizens who asked for prices to be fixed on the
plea that they had addressed him in an impolite manner. 138

Purbias started to fill the city in search of food. They looted boats
full of grain destined for Agra, where scarcity was yet greater. Elliot, the
first non-Indian Kotwal of Delhi was appointed to deal with the
situation. The appointment of a non-Indian to the post of the Kotwal
caused protests from the Red Fort since the Mughal regarded this to be
their sovereign right.139 Elliot was unable to quell the riots and to protect
private property the Commissioner increased the police force. The anger
of the people further increased when rumours spread that the British
had sanctioned the re-distribution of grains. It became evident that the
wholesale grain dealers had sold their grain for 22-25 seers per rupee
whilst the city’s retailers were selling at only 12 seers per rupee. The
people held the British responsible, and felt entitled to take public action
against profiteering and plunder.

In 1838 the British faced similar problems when the Rabi crops
failed. John Bell, the Joint Magistrate of the city, tried to regulate the
supply of grain more directly. Bell suspected the city’s wholesale
merchants of manipulating the grain market for sheer profiteering. To
break the monopoly of the grain merchants, Bell tried to establish a city-
centered grain market in co-operation with a wealthy Bania of the city.
This triggered a wild rumour to the effect that Bell was forcing Delhi’s
wholesale merchants to bring down grain prices to 17 seers per rupee, a
figure which was unprofitable. The merchant community responded
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by closing down their Bazaars which further aggravated the food crisis.
This once again gave rise to riotous situations. The authorities were
able to bring the situation under control by lowering the prices. Since
this episode the city remained quiet, only to blaze in 1857.

The administrative changes in the city restored civil and judicial
stability. However, a direct outcome of British administration was
resistance from various sections of the city which at times also assumed
violent forms. The British “style civil and judicial administration
overrode the community feeling and a compassionate personal
bureaucracy, sensitive to the sentiments of the people, created through
Mughal government.”140The paternalistic style of government typified
by the ‘Delhi System’ of Charles Metcalfe met with resistance from within
the sections of the British provincial administration. The rural economic
structure created angst in the peasant community and other agro-based
communities like the Gujjars. The altering of the urban economic
structure gave rise to the illegal activities of local merchant communities
and also wrecked relations between the British and local populace of
the city.

The repeated attempts of the royal family to assert their political
authority, the growing uneasiness between the Mughals and the British,
the agitated countryside, and the food riots in the city reveals that the
politico-administrative conflicts were brewing in the city. The responses
of the various classes of Delhi’s citizenry, including the royalty, the
peasants, other rural communities, and the common man living in the
walled city to the new political and administrative structure in the city
affirms that the ‘calm’ in Delhi was gravely affected by the developments
of this period.
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