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“ Jahan se Dekhiye Yak Shor-e Shor-angez Nikle Hain
(A Riot of Turbulence, Wherever You Look)”:

1

The Dehlvi Ghadar
Mahmood Farooqui

TURBULENCE = SHOR, SHORISH, GHADAR

SHOR – ghul, ghapara, aashob, fitna, fasad, hangama, balwa, fatoor
Turbulence, pandemonium, affliction, disorder, riot, commotion
SHORISH – shor-o ghogha, balwa, ghadar, fasad-o fitna, afratafri, hangama, khalbali
Outburst, mayhem, rebellion, riot/disturbance, helter-skelter, turbulence
GHADAR – Perfidy, faithlessness, ingratitude; fraud, villainy; mutiny, rebellion, sedition, riot,
disturbance, confusion, tumult, noise, bustle
Shor surrounds the Ghadar,2 event and discourse, equally. There is the shor of the very
word ghadar, the shorish of the mutineers, the triumphant shor of the colonial masternarrative and the feeble shorish of the nationalist histories. Amid this noise and commotion,
what I acutely miss is the shor-angezi (tumult-exciting) of the modern, contemporary voice.
While the adivasis (indigenous), the subalterns and the discourses of colonial rule produce
dozens of historical theses, the Ghadar invites few onlookers, fewer revisionists and
absolutely no trespassers. The shorish that surrounds it, therefore, is old, dusty and hoary.
This essay is an infiltrator’s voice, a sneak preview of some voices submerged in
turbulence. This is a preface, but one with a very tenuous connection to the material that
follows. The immense turbulence of 1857 continues to beg for adequately avid readers.
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The Ghadar compels us to think of it counterfactually, while at the same time the
impossibility of doing so is self-evident. To treat the Ghadar as a failure, which in very
superficial terms it was, is to imagine in an underhand way the possibility of its success,
which, alas, would be the greatest counterfactual of Indian history. Barely posing that
question, to try to think of the success the Ghadar could have achieved opens up the realm
of the ludicrous as well as the fantastic. Would the march of civilisation, of capitalism, of
modernity, have been halted, even temporarily, by the furious anger of the ‘pandies’3? Would
the continuous Europeanisation of the earth have been hampered, had the sepoys been
better organised and more tactically astute while attacking the besieging English – at
Kanpur, Lucknow, Jhansi or Delhi?
The Ghadar thus suffers twin, equally debilitating blows. Even as it is indicted on purely
counterfactual grounds, the very moment of its occurrence is stymied by the fact of the
aftermath. Another, better, more civilised and far more familiar kind of anti-colonial
movement is about to rise on the horizon – within five years of the restoration of the Jama
Masjid to the Muslims of the city in 1864 (after it had been used as a stable, as a public
lavatory and as a camp for Sikh soldiers), Mahatma Gandhi would be born; in less than 20
years the Congress party would be formed to lead the ‘proper’ national movement; in less
than 30 years, the Muslim League would be formed. In the midst of this shor, the shorish
of the Ghadar appears at best, stultified; at worst, a terrible utopia.
This greatest show of Hindu-Muslim unity, a utopian stage, if there was one, for the
forthcoming scenes in the long act of Indian nationalism, disturbs and intimidates us. Hindu
soldiers and Muslim civilians; fanatic jehadis and soothsaying pundits; maulvis and rajas –
this togetherness is not of the kind which attracts us. Senile rulers, marauding troopers,
murderous civilians, harassed citizens, the play of each man for himself, the lack of
leadership, organisation, tactic and vision: this is not the “darkened light, the night-scarred
morrow”4 we have in mind as a redemptive unfolding of Indian history.
It is difficult, then, to think passionately about the Ghadar, that most passionate and
protracted of battles ever fought on Indian soil. How does one generate passion for soldiers
who represented the worst and best of the mercenary spirit that had been so typical of the
Indian military market for so many centuries? The well-fed, spoilt children of the Company, not
fighting against but to preserve the privilege they already enjoyed? What progressive threads
can be found in the “multitude of detached and almost contemporaneous incidents”5? Besides,
are those threads worth investigating, knowing, as we do, the fact of their eventual abortion?
And if sticking it properly into the English is all we are looking for, then this is only one of the
insurgencies against colonial rule, a little more widespread but no more bloody than the scores
that preceded it, or indeed, were to succeed it – from Vellore to the Santhals of Chhota Nagpur,
from the Wahhabis of Syed Ahmed to the Faraizis of Titu Mir, from the Burmese and Afghan
wars to the long rebellion of Prince Mahmud in Java, Indonesia.
Besides, they got it back as good as they gave.
It is impossible, then, to study the Ghadar and escape colonial triumphalism – and that
is another reason why it takes particular gumption to research it. To delight in the killing of
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one Englishman is to overlook the burning of thousands of villagers, the decimation of entire
populations and habitations. To celebrate the holding of Delhi or Lucknow forces one to
quietly digest the ignominy of a handful of Englishmen holding on to their positions,
outnumbered by hundreds to one and surrounded by hostility, as the besieged everywhere
were. To describe the valour of the mutineers is to suffer the overbearing brutality of a
Hodson or a Nicholson,6 to celebrate the camaraderie between the mutineers and the
ordinary people is to be subject to the bullying of the sharif, the mutilation of gentility that
so disgusted Ghalib,7 and to stomach the dissension and the factionalism that tore the
insurgencies apart. For each Rani Jhansi there is a Scindia, for each Kunwar Singh a Patiala,
for each Taluqdar a Nizam, for each Zafar a Ghalib…
So if there is no progress, nor progressivism, if there is neither modernity nor colonial
discourse, if there is no unity and only a partial agency, if there is no vision and only a
makeshift strategy – then what can we invoke when we think of the Ghadar? After the heat
of Independence and the dust of the Mutiny settles down, we are left, then, to study
“rumour”8; or to probe, in the course of our search for the subaltern, the “climate of fear,
distrust, apprehension and expectations”9.
But where is the subaltern in the mutiny? The camp followers, perhaps, or the potter,
the baker, the grass-cutter, the water-carrier, the coolie, the carpenter; but it appears, ever
so dismayingly, that despite his ubiquitous presence on the scene, the subaltern is wholly
absent in the discussion. For the colonials, he is there as a mark of assertion, as an
attestation to the fact that the colonial has still, despite the imminent threat to his life and
status, not lost the superiority, and its sense, that makes him a colonial:
As arrogant, as intolerant, and as fearless as ever, we still closed our eyes to the fact
that our lives lay in the hollow of the hand which we so despised. Even in the midst of
disasters and humiliation, which would have softened and enfeebled others, our pride of
race still upheld us, stern, hard and immovable.10
On the Indian side, the subalterns are the badmash, the badkhwaah11 who, disguised
as sepoys, were looting shops in Delhi, blackmailing residents to part with money on threat
of declaring them as supporters of or providers of refuge to the English; these subalterns
were ruffians, settling private scores when the world turned upside down. As for the
labourers, workers, artisans who were being commandeered, conscripted and forced into
choosing a side, there is a terrible silence surrounding their activity. For each soldier, ten
camp followers on either side. Who are they, why are they there in this unpaid and
unprofessional war, how do they resist, who do they resist?
When the hurly burly is done, though, we return eventually to where we started from.
As the master framed this most masterly of narratives, here is the trapping we have not yet
escaped from – “a multitude of detached and almost contemporaneous incidents, the only
connecting link being the universal fact that the Black man had risen against the white”12.
Still, there was turbulence, there was rumour, there was a threat to, and dissolution of,
established authority; there were over 70,000 professional soldiers, the best in the world;
there were about 30,000 volunteers, joined by thousands of ordinary people, maulvis,

Strange Days / 257

pandits, zamindars (landowners), servicemen, poets, scholars, gamblers, sellers of
bhang,13 all involved in the war for Delhi. Mobs were looting houses on the charge, or
pretext, that the inhabitants were supporting the English. Crowds were resisting soldiers on
a rampage. Princes were rediscovering power; paupers were aggrandising themselves; the
price of gold was touching the sky; rumours abounded everywhere; the Englishmen were
dressing like Indians; the bands of armies fighting against them were playing English bands
and their songs; the sharif (gentility) were being forced to eat kaddu and baingan;14 women
were eloping with lovers; courtesans and prostitutes were thriving; Indians were appointing
themselves Commissioners and Collectors and Colonels and Generals; grain was being
hoarded; a cacophonous contest for information was continuing apace in the midst of the
felling of telegraph wires; ideologues were thundering the language of apocalypse and
doomsday and of the hundredth anniversary of the battle of Plassey, and reminding their
“Hindu brothers of the Mahabharata and of Krishna”15 – and all this in Delhi itself, let alone
other cities, other centres.
The following documents were extricated and extracted from various sources in the city
by the occupying English army – from the kotwali (police station), the secretariat, homes,
spies; each one diligently marked and copied, sometimes in triplicate, stored as a monument
for posterity, one of the great founding moments of the colonial archive. There are thousands
of these documents stored in the National Archives, indexed in a published catalogue called
the ‘Mutiny Papers’. For all the colonial intentionality motivating this extensive, meticulous and
arduous classification, they provide one of the densest descriptions of a city at war and at
work, of administration and anarchy, of deceit and desperation. Many of these documents
have never even been seen by anyone. There are enough unopened pages and chapters of
Indian history here to keep a few of us going, for a distance and duration far beyond the
shor(es) of the impending 150th anniversary of the Ghadar in 2007.
UPHEAVAL
Noble men and great scholars have fallen from power; and the lowly ones, who have never
known wealth or honour, now have prestige and unlimited riches. One whose father
wandered dust-stained through the streets now proclaims himself ruler of the wind.
– Ghalib, Dastanbui16

But we must needs regret the fact that unlike other cities where the ordinary people made
efforts and joined the action in killing and putting away the Kuffars (infidels) the people of
our city did not play their desired role and were defamed for nothing. It is also to be
regretted even more that the Victorious army which has staked its life and is constantly
facing death and is devoting its day and night to the task [of ejecting the kaffirs for our sake]
are not being properly taken care of by our compatriots, their food and shelter is not being
provided by those who have the means to contribute so but show no regard for it.
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 12 July
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Collection 67, No. 143
[Undated]
The Lord of the World and the Universe,
The Gwalior cavalry camping on top the Haweli of Farashu Saheb has so oppressed the
entire mohalla (neighbourhood) that it is impossible to describe it. Initially they used to dish
out some money to the mohallawallahs (residents) for expenses, etc., but in spite of that
they would treat the residents so badly that they would catch hold of each of us and forcibly
demand money and seize something here and there. After our request a guard of platoons
was appointed by the Sirkar so the residents give upkeep to the guards but the riders broke
all limits last night when they went to the Thanadar and told him that we do not get to eat
therefore we are going to plunder the mohalla. The residents therefore spent a terribly
sleepless and anxious night. This can be verified by the report of the Thanadar or the
Hawaldar of the platoon. Therefore we plead that orders be given to the Risaladar of the
said platoon that they should leave this mohalla and go someplace else [then it will be] true
Mastership and justice.
Devoted,
Gobind Rai,
Pratap Singh and all the residents of the mohalla
Collection 67, No. 46
14 July 1857
Your Exalted Majesty,
This poor and helpless widow owns a kothi (house) and thirteen shops at guzar Kashmiri
Gate as a way for her subsistence. Four five days ago some 30 horsemen and some
Tilangas17 intruded into the kothi by force and coercion and have encamped there. The
poor servant could not protest or do anything out of fear and terror. My submission is that
the truth is that kothi and those shops are my only assets and even their rent barely
provides for me and my dependents.
Further plea is that because of the army’s stay my house is likely to be destroyed and
wrecked. Therefore I hope that out of your inestimable generosity and mercy Your Majesty
would cast a glance and issue orders that this poor one’s house should be vacated so that
this servant can achieve justice and spend the rest of her life praying for the everlasting
strength of your Majesty.
Widow,
Qasim Khan deceased
[Order – By this order the officers of the army are directed to get the house and the shops
of the widow vacated. Act promptly.]
Collection 100, Number 60
29 June 1857
My dearest brother Khizr Sultan,
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The soldiers of the platoon are removing the hooks, beams and planks from the bridge on
the Jamna river and the whole bridge is being looted/broken. An order has come from His
Majesty regarding the upkeep of the bridge. Therefore you are being instructed to
immediately make arrangements for securing the bridge so that no sepoy can take the
rings or the planks from the bridge otherwise it will be destroyed.
Mirza Zaheeruddin, Commander-in-Chief
[Response – The orders have been executed as demanded.]
CONVULSION
Behold, whose prowess has reduced them to this state, it was their own soldiers too. And
from what we are hearing, the attitude of the rest of the soldiers would be manifest too. Do
you not see, you sceptics, the supremacy of the prowess of the Almighty over the might of
the Christians, that you still maintain their infallibility and wonder who can stand against the
Angrez (English). This is the reason [belief] because of which many of the notables, nobles
and Kings, especially from Rajputana, have not supported us, and apart from them there
are many who are actively supporting the Angrez, but such is God’s doing that most of them
are chastised and are punished. Remember the Angrez have earned God’s wrath.
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 12 July
Collection 135 (No. unspecified)
9 August 1857
Royal Edict to all Officers of the Army
This is the order of the King, that first of all the fact is that I did everything that suited the sepoys’
pleasure and left nothing undone from my side. I had made a compact with the troops that they
are like my children, and just as children insist on something and are mollified, I too agreed to
all your insistence and did everything to keep you happy. Unfortunately you showed no
consideration even for my life, nor did you heed my old age… If it is not agreeable to you then
take me to Khwaja Saheb.18 He protects everyone and I will go there and become an attendant
(sweeper) and stay there. If that is also not possible I will get up and leave, let us see who can
stop me. How does it matter whether I am killed by you or by them. And all the oppression
against my subjects is being committed not on them but on me, therefore it should be
immediately taken care of. Otherwise give me an answer. I will do as I say and sleep. And a box
of his Exalted Highness has also gone missing when Hakim Ahsanullah Khan’s house was
looted. Any paper signed with the seal in the box dating after 16 Zialhijja is invalid.

The same thing is true for vegetables and saag (spinach). People have been found to
complain that even kaddu and baingan cannot be found in the bazaars. Potatoes and arvi
(yams) when available are of stale and rotten variety, stored from before by farsighted
kunjras.19 From the gardens inside the city some produce does reach a few places but the
poor and the middle class can only lick their lips and watch them (as they are earmarked
for the select).
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 14 June
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Collection 135, No. 168
[Undated]
Commander-in-Chief to the Kotwal
The brave and distinguished Syed Mubarak Shah Khan Kotwal Shahar,
Your application, along with the note of the Thanadar of the Kashmiri Darwaza to the effect
that because of the unavailability of materials of war the soldiers are hell-bent on conducting
a house search there passed our eyes. It is hereby ordered that you should go and figure
out which platoons these soldiers belong to. A proclamation has been passed in all platoons
that whoever suspects [the presence of] any magazine stuff anywhere should first inform
the government, along with the informant [who spotted it]. Afterwards through the Kotwali
a search will be conducted. Tell the Sipahis (soldiers) that they should first go to the General
Bahadur with the informant and submit an application there, when an order is passed from
there a search will be conducted. Without the application of the spy/informant no searches
will be conducted at respectable people’s houses...
Collection 62, No. 167
5 September 1857
The Guide of the Universe, Master of the World, His Lordship General Commander-in-Chief,
may your fame be eternal.
Your Lordship, at some eleven o’clock Allah Bakhsh, resident of Chandni Chowk came and
said that 500-600 men have surrounded Munshi Abdul Waheed who are about to humiliate
him and are demanding two hundred Rupees. The devoted one instantly reached the house
of the said Munshi with a police patrol and ammunition and took stock to discover that in
reality there were some five-six hundred people and some 150 ruffians of the city. They
were saying that give us the money otherwise we will humiliate you and had also stopped
a cow and a carriage from making its way to Saharanpurr and were demanding a hundred
Rupees failing which they would wreak excesses. When the devoted one tried to dissuade
them from rioting they unsheathed their swords and made to attack the devoted one and
the soldiers. My Lord had I not been accompanied by grenadiers and soldiers of war I am
sure we would have lost our lives and they would have looted all the shops in Bazaar
Chandni Chowk...
With the greatest respects,
May the Sun of the Kingdom shine forever,
Devoted,
Syed Nazar Ali Thanadar,
Chandni Chowk
Collection 63, No. 41
16 August 1857
The Son of the Preceptor of the Universe, the Crown Prince Lord Commander in Chief,
My Lord,
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The application of the residents of Faiz Bazar regarding the collection of money from the
deprived and the indigent people of the city against Lala Jatamal Sahukar despite the
government’s orders to the contrary has passed your eyes. There was a government order
that indigent people should not be taxed. The intention is not to hurt anyone, therefore the
applicants have submitted their evidence/witness and await your Lordship’s command.
With the greatest respects,
Deputy Kotwal,
Khuda Bakhsh Khan
[Note – After examining the petition in the said case an order was passed that Jatamal
Sahu, the resident of Dehli Darwaza is to be summoned through the Faiz BazarThanadar.]
Collection 67, No. 73
27 July 1857
Abstract – Deposition of Imam Khan regarding his arrest.
Name – Imam Khan, s/o Mutawakkil Khan, Qaum20 – Pathan, Resident – Akbarabad,
Occupation – shopkeeper, illiterate.
Q. Why have you been arrested?
A. The deponent was a shopkeeper of flour and pulses, etc., with the English platoon. I had
come here to the Ridge where the English platoons have dug trenches. I imagined that if I
die here then I will go straight to hell. Somehow I should join the Islamic forces. When I found
the time I left at nine in the morning with merely a pair of clothes and some cash. When I
reached the Ridge some ten-twelve Gujars met me and caught me and took me to a garden.
They seized the money and the clothes and left me. It has been five days since I presented
myself to his Majesty. I had wished to take the arms from his Majesty to go and fight the
enemies. Now I beseech his Majesty that I should be given some arms so that I can join the
Islamic force and fight the enemies.
Q. Do you have any acquaintances?
A. I have no acquaintance here. Only my faith, for I am a Muslim, and that is my only proof
and witness.
Collection 61, No. 369
14 August 1857
After all the due respects the submission is this that all the officers that are there style
themselves Colonel Sahibs and as Generals, please inform the humble one about the ranks
and proper forms of address for them because at the time of writing applications to them
there is great difficulty. One doesn’t know which mode of address will please them and
which will displease them. Please write as soon as possible.
Kotwal, Delhi

We believe that despite witnessing all that has happened there are many in our country who
are still in awe of the Angrez. They are not convinced that the government has fallen and
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hope it will be shortly restored. We warn them, they must atone for it by seeking God’s
favour and thus cure themselves. They should recite the Quran and know that this sickness
has come upon them due to their lack of faith. They should offer Namaz, read the Quran
aloud and with feeling and try and cleanse their souls. They should read the previous issues
of this paper where we have listed many [Quranic] verses dealing with the greatness of God
and the fate of doubters and disbelievers.
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 12 July
Collection 53
[dated between 19 May and 10 August 1857]
The Darogha Saheb and the kind and benevolent Thanedars of this city,
As per the government’s order you should please call the following merchants and send
them with Jamadar Jawahar Singh. If anybody resists then let us know so we can send a
contingent to arrest him.
Abdul Hakeem Khan, Kotwal
-

Govardan Das Kabulwallah
Nuna Mal
Gulab Rai
Harihar Ram
Chandi Mal
Suraj Bhan
Lala Zorawar Chand
Lala Kirori Mal
Nandkishore Topkhanawallah
Bulaqi Das
Uttam Chand Bulaqi Das
Bihari Lal

But those who are Muslims may heed the signs and those of Hindu Dharm should light their
hearts with the refulgence of their faith. Except the Adipurush, the Primeval Deity, nothing
is permanent. They should look at their religious books [and see] how many magnificent
dynasties and kingdoms came into being in the land of Hindustan and how they all met their
end. Ravana, the King of Sarandeep who had an army of demons until he was beaten by
Raja Ramchandra, the Suryabanshi Rajput. Nothing can withstand divine resolution. Kans,
the ruler of Mathura, what a powerful King who conquered the whole word and made to
assault the Inderlok itself, when in the Yadukul family was born Shri Krishna Maharaj who
[so defeated him] that except his name nothing was left. Apart from that the Kshatriya clan
that had become so powerful that it was vying for equality with the Brahmins, witness the
workings of the Almighty, that how the Raja called Parsuram destroyed them and eventually
after Raja Janmejaya they were so wiped out that not even their name remained. So when
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you see all these mighty Kingdoms and remember how God brings them to an end after a
short period then why do you not comprehend that God has sent his hidden help [to defeat]
this hundred-year-old Kingdom so that this community which regarded the children of God
with contempt and addressed your brothers and brethren as ‘black man’ and thus insulted
and humiliated them. They are to be shown the prowess of the Almighty.
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 14 June
Collection 61, No. 396
17 August 1857
The note of the miracle-bearing one about the summoning of the bankers of Katra Neel was
received. Your Lordship, the state of these disobedient bankers is this that whenever this
servant goes to their houses to demand dues at that time they shut their doors and do not
give any reply. They vanish away. This servant cannot enter their houses without the
permission of the Exalted One. Therefore I pray that whatever is the command regarding
the summoning and demanding dues of these bankers will be carried out. The supplication
was made as it was only proper to do so.
May the Sun of the Kingdom and the Real always be resplendent,
Servant,
Syed Nazar Ali, Thanadar, Chandni Chowk
WOMEN
Collection 67, No. 7
5 June 1857
Your Exalted Majesty,
Yesterday, from eleven am till the afternoon a woman called Saaru telin (of the oilman
caste), resident of Kauriya Pul took seven Tilangas with her and looted all the goods and
properties at my house, worth one hundred Rupees. After the pleader made a
report/complaint when the Thanadar of Kashmiri Gate visited my house with some Tilangas
to make arrangements [for security, etc.] the woman said before the Thanadar that a lot of
stolen and plundered goods are stored in this house. So he got my entire house dug up.
My claim is against Saaru telin and after investigation I want my goods to be recovered from
that woman and a sword and a vilayati (foreign) musket and some utensils which are my
property and lying at the Kotwali should be returned to me. The Kotwal of the city has let
that woman go and has asked me to present a warrant attesting my ownership.
Devoted,
Faiz Khan
Resident Gali Kunjna, Kashmiri Gate
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Collection 62, No. 84
4 August 1857
Long live his Exalted Majesty,
My Lord. In the past this servant belonged to the Hindu community and then converted to
Islam from Hinduism. The servant has lived long at Meerutt where the Kafirs have struck.
Having accepted the Mohammedi path I came here to appear before your lordship and seek
blessings. There was a woman named Hussaini tawaif (courtesan) with whom I got married.
This servant and the woman came to Delhi. That woman then, after having appeared at
Sarai Idgah, left me and befriended one named Khuda Bakhsh who is a spy and a gambler.
She also took away all the valuables that this servant had brought from home.
Therefore I am filing this application before his Majesty and am hoping that the accused
should be summoned and my valuables returned to me. If this cannot happen then at least
my [legally] married wife should be returned and so [thus] I may receive justice from his
Lord’s bounty. The humble one has no recourse other than the Shining Lord to seek help.
I made bold [to express myself] only out of necessity.
Servant,
Shaikh Islam, Resident Meerutt and Delhi
Collection 67, No. 9
19 June 1857
Name – Shankar Nath, s/o of Sita Ram, Qaum – Khattri, Resident of Koocha Brijnath,
Occupation – service, age 63 years.
Q. Complainant, what is your suit?
A. Nawab Amir Mirza got my daughter Kauyal Rai falsely arrested on the charge of being a
spy of the Firangis (foreigners). I hope she will be released soon.
Q. Why has he got her arrested?
A. The answer is that he is friends with Afsar Khan and has access to Amir Mirza therefore
he [managed to] get her arrested and Amir Mirza wants to marry that girl but that woman
does not want to. Therefore he got her arrested through some Turk horsemen otherwise
what does my daughter have to do with spying or Firangis.
LAWMAKERS
Apart from this the thing is that the water and air of our city of Delhi is such that the troops
who display and can act with great daring outside and put the Kaffirs to sword and their
deaths in one attack itself, the moment they drink the water of the city and do a round of
Chandni Chowk and stroll about in the big and small Dariba and go around Jama Masjid and
enjoy eating the qalaqand of Ghantawala and its laddus, they lose all urge and determination
to fight and kill the enemy and become shorn of all strength and resolution. Experience as
well as books of histories and biographies show us how this place [i.e. Delhi] has been
prone to luxury and idleness and has ever ensnared [men] to indulgent supine-ness which
is an impediment to governance, battle, warfare and pursuit of enemies. That is the reason
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why wizened leaders of yore did not prefer to station their forces inside the city and the
conquering Salateen (rulers) of the past did not favour this place of rest as an abode or
place for living and the evidence of the daily goings on is the witness to the truth of this
state and this opinion.
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 23 August
Collection 53
(Documents dated between 19 May and 10 August 1857)
22 June 1857
Respected Kotwal Sahib,
After the due respects the submission is that Fakhruddin Jamadar and Mirza Khan and Wazir
Khan Barqandazes21 of the Thana were sent for their daily rounds as is the practice. Below
the ramparts they noted some sacks of loot stacked by the wall and they challenged the
owners. The owner argued back and unsheathed a sword and there was some jostling and
raised voices when some Tilangas, posted at Lahori Gate came and hit Mirza Khan
Barqandaz until he was bleeding and have kept the Jamadar and the Barqandaz hidden in
their custody. Although I sent word many times but they do not listen and do not heed
anybody. Therefore I am submitting the details because the Tilangas posted at that gate are
Royal servants. If this goes on then it would be impossible to maintain order and discipline
because the daily rounds are conducted to keep an eye on mischief and disorder. Whatever
you command shall be obeyed.
Mirza Mohammed Khan, Darogha, Guzar Qasim Jaan
Collection 60, No. 253
1 July 1857
Commander-in-Chief to the Kotwal
An order has been proclaimed to the effect that without the order of the government and
the presence of the informer no [forced] searches will be conducted at any respectable
person’s house. Yet, people of the army have been known to flout the order and act in
contravention to it. It is incumbent upon you to stop them and to investigate the platoon
these soldiers belong to. Let us know quickly and keep the soldiers at bay. Act firmly.
Collection 110, No. 294
[Undated]
To the Kotwal of the City,
It has been learnt that many residents of the city have muskets, guns and other weapons
stored in their houses. You are therefore instructed to impound all the swords, guns, etc.
wherever their existence is learnt about. If they hand it over freely then it is the best
otherwise forcibly search their houses and seize the things mentioned and have it sent over.
But be very careful during the search that except for swords, guns and bullets no harm
should accrue to anybody’s house. Nobody should misbehave with them or insult them. You

266 / Sarai Reader 2006: Turbulence

are made responsible for the good conduct, if any complaints are made on this score, you
will be held accountable.
Collection 53
[Documents dated between 19 May and 10 August 1857]
Notice to the Thanedar of Kashmiri Darwaza
There was a note from trader Bahauddin stating that Bahauddin’s shop as well as two
houses of Prince Kamran Bahadur which fall in your area were searched without any basis
and you even let it be stormed. Therefore it is being written to the Thanedar of Kashmiri
Darwaza that until [someone’s guilt] is proved you should desist from raiding or looting
anybody’s house. When and if you intend to raid somebody’s house you should immediately
inform the [Kotwali ]. Until permission is granted by the Kotwali no raids should be
conducted. If anybody complains to you [about anyone] then you should get him to swear
under oath and keep him in the lock up. You will be acting against your interest if you act
against [the rules]. In case of any doubt please contact the Kotwali right away.
SUBALTERNS

There is something else that needs attention which is causing a lot of damage to the people
which is that the water-carriers have stopped filling water. Poor shurfas (gentility) are seen
carrying water in pails on their shoulders and only then the necessary household tasks such
as cooking, etc. can take place. The halalkhors have become haramkhors,22 many mohallas
have not been able to earn for several days and if this situation continues then decay,
deaths and disease will combine together to spoil the city’s air and an epidemic will spread
all over the city and even to areas adjacent and around.
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 14 June
Collection 67, No. 152
[Undated]
My Lord, we servants belong to the potter caste and have four-five houses and our work
consists of moulding pots and pans and we give these utensils away to the armed forces.
Many of our men have run away. Now the Kotwal, through the Thanadar of Turkman Gate,
has had us arrested and sends us away for government work and makes us do labour as
coolies. We are thus faced with total ruin. If we continue to be conscripted as coolies we
shall leave and the work of preparing utensils will suffer. We hope that your Lordship will
issue an order and an order be handed to us so that the Kotwal or the Thanadar of Turkman
Gate stop arresting us and sending us to the front.
Devoted,
- Kalka Chaudhry,
- Debi Prasad
- Bhola
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- Jodha
(some more names)
Potter caste, Kali Masjid under Turkman Gate thana
Collection 111 c, No. 139
8 August 1857
The Valiant City Kotwal,
Immediately upon the receipt of this note please arrest as many water-carriers of the city
as can be arrested and dispatch them to the gunpowder factory so that the saltpetre that
is still left there is saved. Please regard the matter as urgent and obey the instructions
promptly.
[Gloss – Water-carriers were sent.]
Collection 67, No. 68
[Undated]
Name – Kalicharan, s/o Baldev, Qaum – carpenter, Resident Maandu, Occupation –
carpentry, age 40 years, literate
Name – Moolchand, Qaum – carpenter, Resident Farrukhabad, Occupation – carpentry, age
30 years, literate
Q. Do you have a joint deposition or different?
A. Our deposition is the same.
Q. State the reason for your arrest.
A. Some three months ago we were engaged in repairing the bridge on the canal of the
river Hindon. When the disturbances broke out we were in Arhsanth village, when the first
battle took place at Arhsanth we left it and were making our way to the village when the
Risaldar deployed at Ghaziuddin Nagar whose name we do not know sent Ramdin horseman
to say that we were to appear before his Majesty the King. We left with the horseman and
stayed at Ghaziuddinnagar on Tuesday. Some six days ago we arrived here on Wednesday
morning and Ramdin horseman handed us here. We have no clue as to the reason for our
arrest. As far as we know we have done nothing wrong.
Q. Which cavalry does Ramdin sawar belong to?
A. He is with the 2nd cavalry posted at Ghaziuddinnagar.
Q. What do you want?
A. We want to be set free.
[Order given that they be released.]
Collection 61, No. 352
12 August 1857
Mohammed Ihsanullah Khan, Thanadar, Turkman Gate, to the Kotwal. Sends Chaudhris of
Shoemakers and Tailors.
After greetings and respects it is stated that as per your instructions the Head [of the clan
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of] shoemakers and of tailors are being sent to you.
Mohammed Ihsanullah Khan,
Thanadar, Turkman Gate
Collection 61, Number 296
4 August 1857
After the submission of the deepest respects it is urged that your note regarding the
summoning of the bakers and the confectioners was received. As for summoning them the
situation is this that the said Halwai is a banjara23 and is unwilling to send the stuff required
without money…

Whereas the treacherous English fraudulently proclaim their might and the strength of their
government at whichever place they take over, city or village. They do everything in their
power [propaganda] to advertise their power and to maintain people’s fear of them. The
moment they flee from the Ridge the petty Zamindars of Sonepat and Baghpat would eat
them alive. Inshallah then not a single Gora (white man) will be able to reach even Merath
or Panipat.
– Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 12 August
CONCLUSION
The content of what we know about the Ghadar is a measure of what we are content to
know about it. It is thus, mostly, a page of contents: a list of names, events and battles,
sometimes local, sometimes national. Memory finds no place here, except as reified
historical accretion, serviceable for a national movement or an anniversary. Like the anqa24
of Urdu poetry, there but not there, everywhere yet never to be found, the discourse around
the Ghadar reproduces, generation after generation, the stale binaries of local versus
national, personal versus ideological, heroic versus cowardly, swan song versus harbinger.
The more we use these markers, the more difficult it is to find them; the more these
categories are resisted, the stronger their impress on the discussion.
‘Resistance’ – why is that term entirely missing from the vocabulary surrounding the
Ghadar? What about protest? In these documents alone there is so much protest and so
much resistance – residents against soldiers, policemen against orders from higher-ups,
sepoys against officers, commoners against the administration, and ideologues against the
spirit of Delhi. What about racism? Can we make sense of the hatred that everywhere brims
over against the firangis without accounting for the humiliation and the insults that the black
man had been facing from the white?
Without protest, resistance and racism, the collective bid for power that constituted the
Ghadar remains anqa, and all we are left with is “the rising of the black man against the
white”, as inexplicable and as stultifying as ever.
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Author’s Note
All these documents, and thousands besides, were generated during the Ghadar in Delhi. Even as the city was
being bombarded, the paperwork continued apace. Without an institutionalised order, this massive
correspondence could not have existed. The standardised form of the petitions also implies the profusion of

munshis, a professional class of scribes, who drafted these letters; as also an equal number of carriers and
messengers. While few documents specifically mention them, their invisibility cannot mask their ubiquity.
In a manner that is very familiar to contemporary Indians, we find the Delhi police being used as the strong arm
of the state even as the fragile administrative authority is forced to acknowledge the power of public opinion.
They are asked to commandeer labour and resources, to make forcible searches and arrests, but without
offending anyone! The Princes, particularly Mirza Zaheeruddin alias Mirza Mughal, the Commander-in-Chief until
he was replaced by Bakht Khan, belie the stereotype of effeteness that has been haunting them (especially
since Munshi Premchand’s famous story Shatraj ke Khilari).25
The firebrand editor of Delhi Urdu Akhbar, Mohammed Baqar, was the father of the legendary Mohammed
Husain ‘Azad’, the writer of Ab-e Hayat, one of the most formative works of modern Urdu. Azad later recalled
how he escaped from Delhi clutching only the manuscript of his beloved Ustad ‘Zauq’, which he subsequently
published. Baqar’s case, however, is queered by a particular letter, preserved in an English translation in the
Delhi Archives, addressed to William Hodson, where he makes suggestions about how to recapture the city. In
other words, he could have been an English spy!
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NOTES
1.

I have had the temerity to modify a couplet from Mir Taqi Mir: “Jahan se dekhiye yak sher-e shor-angez

nikle hain (You will find a turbulence-inciting couplet, wherever you look [in this collection])”. In Diwan-e Mir,
(ed.) Maulvi Abdul Haq, Anjuman-Taraqqi-e Urdu, (Hind), 22nd edition, 2000, Delhi), p. 6.
2.

The nomenclature of the events of 1857 remains a matter of contention. ‘Mutiny’, the term preferred by
colonial rulers, underplays the significance of the wider civic revolt; ‘war of independence’, the label
preferred by nationalists, seems anachronistic. The contemporaries usually used the terms ghadar, fasad,

balwa and shorish. All considered, the word Ghadar subsumes the many different connotations of the
event, and I have therefore chosen to stay with it.
3.

Derogatory reference for Indian soldiers in general, following the large number of persons with the
surname Pandey who were employed in the armies of the East India Company; and building upon the fact,
perhaps, that Mangal Pandey was one of the first soldiers to rebel against the company. See Sir Henry
Yule, Hobson-Jobson: A Glossary of Colloquial Anglo-Indian Words and Phrases, and of Kindred Terms,
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Etymological, Historical, Geographical and Discursive (New edn. edited by William Crooke, B.A.; J. Murray,
1903, London), p. 667.
4.

The quote is from Faiz Ahmed Faiz’s famous lament for 1947, “Yeh dagh- dagh ujala, yeh shab guzeidah

sehar… ”
5.
6.

John Kaye. History of the Sepoy War in India, Vol. 3, Preface, vi (W.H. Allen & Co., 1877, London).
Brigadier-General John Nicholson, the ruthless commander of the Moveable Column that assaulted Delhi,
was known for his inveterate hatred of the rebel sepoys as well as for his fierce piety. Major William
Hodson, commander of Hodson’s Horse, head of intelligence at Delhi, reportedly killed 49 natives with his
own hands in one day; he played a leading role in the assault and capture of Delhi.

7.

“Every worthless fellow, puffed up with pride, perpetrates what he will… The jewels of the city’s fair-faced
women… fill the sacks of the vile, dishonoured thieves and pilferers”. Mirza Asadullah Khan Ghalib,

Dastanbui, transl. Ralph Russell and Khurshid ul Islam. In (ed.) Ralph Russell, The Oxford India Ghalib: Life,
Letters and Ghazals (Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 119.
8.

See Homi Bhabha, “By Bread Alone: Signs of Violence in the Mid-Nineteenth Century”. In Homi Bhabha, The

Location of Culture (Routledge, 1990, New York/London), pp. 195-212.
9.

See Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (Oxford, 1983), passim.

10. John Kaye, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 603-6. I am thankful to Shahid Amin for this insight.
11. Rascal, malicious one – the terms most commonly used for the crowds that are so universal during the

Ghadar, everywhere.
12. John Kaye, op. cit., p. 606.
13. Cannabis.
14. Squash and brinjal, vegetables considered infra dig by the Delhi elites.
15. See Delhi Urdu Akhbar, 12 July, p. 1.
16. Dastanbui (transl. K. A. Faruqi, Delhi, 1970) pp. 33-34; cited in Pavan Verma, Ghalib: The Man, The Times
(Viking/Penguin, 1988, Delhi), p. 147.
17. Generic name for the sepoys in Delhi. Originated from the Telengana region of Andhra Pradesh, from when
the first batch of Indian sepoys recruited by the East India Company first wore English uniforms.
18. Khwaja Qutubddin Bakhtyar Kaki, the patron saint of Delhi whose shrine at Mehrauli, located near the
Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah’s summer palace, attracted frequent visits from the sovereign.
19. Vegetable sellers.
20. The word qaum, later used to refer, alternately, to community or nation, appears in these documents,
unexceptionally, as a marker of ethnicity/caste and/or occupation, hence I have let it remain untranslated.
21. A foot soldier armed with a rifle, as opposed to a mounted, gun-bearing soldier who was called a

tafangchi.
22. Legitimate earning/permissibles are called halal and illegitimate ones haram. The phrase here means
roughly that the honest have become corrupt, and vice versa.
23. A caste who are carriers of grain, salt, & c. (syn. banjara), an individual of that caste; a company of people
of this caste (as on its march, or at its encampment). See Platts, op. cit., p. 963.
24. Anqa (fem. of anaq, 'long-necked'; rt. 'to be long in the neck'), s.m. A fabulous bird, the phoenix; a rara
avis (simurg), adj. Scarce, rare, hard to get or find; wonderful, curious; anqa hona, to be rare & c. (e.g.,
is zamane mein rozgar anqa hai, proverb, meaning it is difficult to find employment in this age). See Platts,
op. cit., p. 766.
25. The famous Urdu/Hindi writer Munshi Premchand's story The Chess Players, which narrates how two Nawabs
of Lucknow remain obsessed with their games of chess even as the city is annexed during the Mutiny.

