

[image: Travellers in the Golden Realm: How Mughal India Connected England to the World by Lubaaba Al-Azami. The cover image is a Mughal miniature of Shah Jahan holding court as Europeans bring him gifts. The cover background is bright turquoise with a gold floral pattern.]






Dr Lubaaba Al-Azami is a cultural historian specialising in the Global Renaissance. She is a lecturer in Shakespeare and Early Modern Literature at the University of Manchester and a research fellow at the University of Liverpool. She is also founding editor of Medieval and Early Modern Orients (MEMOs, memorients.com), a leading digital platform on premodern encounters between England and the Islamic Worlds.





Travellers in the Golden Realm

 

 

How Mughal India Connected England to the World

 

 

Lubaaba Al-Azami

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: JM_logo]

 

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2024 by John Murray (Publishers)

 

Copyright © Lubaaba Al-Azami 2024

 

The right of Lubaaba Al-Azami to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

Cover painting: Royal Collection Trust / © His Majesty Kind Charles III, 2024 / Bridgeman Images. Background and pattern © Shutterstock.com 

 

Maps drawn by Barking Dog Art 

 

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

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

ebook ISBN 9781529371352 

 

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk

 

John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.

 

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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And now land was close at hand, the land so many others had longed to reach, that lay between the Ganges, sprung from the earthly paradise, and the Indus. Take courage, my brave men, who have set your hearts on the victor’s palm. You have arrived: the land of wealth abounding lies before you.

Luís Vaz de Camões, The Lusiads (1572)





Introduction: Forgotten History

On a cool morning in early January 2020, in the bustling Bangladeshi port city of Chittagong, my husband and I flagged down an auto-rickshaw. We were intent on a historical adventure. Conveying our destination to the driver, we huddled back in the seat of the vibrant green three-wheeler as it sped off. Auto-rickshaw rides were always enjoyable, but this time the trip was coloured by an additional dash of anticipation. The engine revved and spluttered as the driver expertly wove his way through the winding roads of Chawkbazar, one of the busiest districts of the city. Eventually he brought the diminutive taxi to a shuddering halt before a simple red-brick gate topped with a sign in elegant Bangla script. This was the entrance of Hazi Muhammad Mohsin College, one of the oldest educational institutions in the city. Over the past few months I had been attempting to trace the location of a seventeenth-century European monument in Chittagong. My investigations had finally led me here, to this respected state college.

Making our way through the leafy campus, we sought directions from students milling about the grounds and were pointed towards a hill with a steep flight of steps. At the top there were a number of nondescript buildings serving as student dormitories. Yet, nestled behind them, shadowed by the canopy of surrounding trees, was a ruin comprised of tightly packed bricks with watchtowers rising at its corners. Nothing about the dilapidated building indicated what it once had been. The only sign, posted on an outer wall, warned in Bangla that the building was unsafe and not to be entered. Asking around, however, its name among locals confirmed my suspicions: the structure was known as Portugal bhobon (Portugal building). This, then, was the ruin of the seventeenth-century Portuguese building I’d been tracing. Its architectural design mirrored almost exactly another far better preserved seventeenth-century Portuguese structure in the capital, Dhaka; a Catholic church set in the spacious grounds of the Holy Rosary Church that traces its history back to late seventeenth-century Portuguese missionaries. The Chittagong ruin was, however, no church. By its location, built atop a hill, and complete with watchtowers, it was likely once a fort. Similar hilltop forts can be found in India, particularly Goa, once the capital of the Portuguese settlements in Asia. Here in Chittagong, however, the fort was more likely to have been a hideout of the many Iberian pirates who, in the seventeenth century, made a base of the region and terrorised Bengal’s waterways. Notably, many English pirates too plied their violent trade from this coastal port during that period, and may well have availed themselves of this very fort.

The legacies of England’s and Europe’s early history are laced through the city of Chittagong, not just in the hilltop ruin at Mohsin College but in the very geography and etymology of the metropolis. In the historic old town, by the banks of the Karnaphuli River whose waterways were once haunted by European pirates, is an area named Firingi Bazaar. Firingi was the term used by the Mughals and their Indian subjects from at least the sixteenth century, specifically for the European foreigners who first arrived at those shores centuries previously. Bazaar speaks to the primary impetus of those first arrivals: trade. Further living legacies of this early history are to be found in the local Catholic diocese, headquartered at the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Holy Rosary. The diocese traces its roots to early seventeenth-century Portuguese arrivals, as testified by a memorial to this early community within the cathedral’s spotless grounds. Scattered across the city are also Anglican churches, with signs highlighting their foundation by early English arrivals who, centuries gone by, had travelled to and resided in these lands.

The history of early Anglo-European travellers to the Indian subcontinent is hidden in plain sight, not just in Chittagong but throughout the region. Forts, churches and tombs, tangible monuments of a dynamic past surviving in bricks and mortar, are dotted across the landscape, many preserved as sites of heritage and tourism. More potently, the histories remain alive among the descendants of those who lived it; like the Chittagong locals whose name Portugal bhoban harks back to the hilltop fort’s earliest roots, and the local Catholic communities whose surnames – Gomes, D’Cruz, Costa – speak to a European heritage. The very land recalls the firingis – English, Portuguese, Dutch, Italian, French – who once travelled there intent on trading in these rich realms.

Yet, back in England today, these thriving histories are barely whispered, less spoken of. Instead, the historic relationship between England and India is predominantly viewed through a lens of the British Empire. With colonial rule still in living memory, looted artefacts still in British possession, and the consequences of empire continuing to impact lives to this day, Britain’s colonial control over India dominates understandings of the history between these two lands. In Britain, the story has centred on the nation’s dominance over its Indian colony and subjects. For many years libraries have been filled with books about British rule in India, the ‘Jewel in the Crown’ of the empire over which the sun never set. Cultural productions have been no less prolific: films, dramas, documentaries, art and beyond tracing this relatively recent past. More recently a renewed attention to the violent realities and legacies of colonialism has meant freshly critical writings are re-examining Britain’s imperial heritage and casting light on the brutality and pillage that established and sustained it. In these discussions, too, the light is shone brightest on the British colonial period in India. You’d be forgiven for thinking that the British Empire in India was the sum total of the historic relationship between these two lands. In fact, for much of my life I too believed this to be the case.

My parents, who were born and raised in Bangladesh, told us stories of Britain’s rule and looting of the Indian subcontinent; they recounted how figures such as Tipu Sultan, an eighteenth-century ruler of the southern Indian Kingdom of Mysore, resisted. The Raj remained fresh and raw for them, given their parents were British subjects who had spent their youth experiencing the oppressive indignities of colonial domination and who had campaigned for independence. In 1947 when Britain finally departed, having carved up the land into Pakistan and present-day India, my grandparents’ generation experienced the elation of self-determination devastatingly mingled with communal bloodshed triggered by Partition. In due course my parents’ generation became the first born into independence, but they too were not spared the violence of empire. The newly created Pakistan, indifferently doodled into being by an English lawyer as a two-part nation separated by a vast stretch of hostile Indian territory, did not last. In 1971 a bloody war of independence founded Bangladesh from the erstwhile East Pakistan while West Pakistan became what is modern-day Pakistan. By this my grandparents’ generation endured the staggering experience of their national identity being shredded and stitched no less than four times: British colonial subjects to Indian, Pakistani and, finally, Bangladeshi citizens.

For my elders, empire was both a searing lived reality and enduringly painful memory. For me, heir to this bruised heritage and born and raised English, Britain’s complex history with the Indian subcontinent has always been tightly woven into my being; a sonorous presence in my lived reality and identity. With the violence of empire still tangible, its discourses burgeoning in literature and the arts, along with the mass of extant writings, cultural accounts and stories of my forebears, it seemed that the formative relationship between the two countries was crystallised during this period. Yet, as I researched further, I found a treasure trove of previously unexamined historical sources that evidenced a relationship dating much further back, to at least the reign of Elizabeth I. Amongst these sources, were a footnote on the travels of an English sea captain who undertook the lengthy voyage to India in the early seventeenth century; an observation on the Indian preference for tobacco recorded in a 1661 English treatise on coffee; even mention of an English diplomat who served at the Mughal court. I was astounded. Here was evidence, backed by primary sources, of a relationship reaching as far back as the days of Shakespeare.

What followed was a deep – and deeply personal – dive into Britain’s earliest history with India, a process that would ultimately lead to both a doctorate and the book that is now in your hands. It was a project both to unearth a hidden history and search for my own pasts. What I found was near two centuries of decisive and dramatic encounters between these two lands that had been neglected by the majority of writings and cultural productions on the history of Britain and India. It was and continues to be a staggering gap in the story of one of the most recognised and recounted relationships in history. This book is a contribution towards filling it in, which also offers up a larger, more complex and infinitely more interesting account of the history we thought we knew.

And, as my travels in Chittagong revealed, in the countless tangible historical markers and living legacies across the Indian subcontinent, the foundations of this far earlier yet lesser spoken of encounter were always there, waiting to be unearthed.

 

In 1526 the Mughal founding father Zahir al-Din Muhammad Babur (d. 1530) captured northern India from the Lodhi sultanate of Delhi. Of his triumph, Babur’s daughter, Gulbadan Banu Begim (d. 1603), proudly wrote that ‘the treasures of five kings fell into his hands’.1 With this foundational wealth, Babur settled into his new Indian home and set about establishing his kingdom. The Mughal realm he founded went on to become one of the largest and most prosperous centralised states in pre-modern history. Its immense wealth was such that in 1600 Mughal India’s gross domestic product (GDP) was beaten only by that of Ming China, and by the end of the century India had surpassed China too. As Babur and his descendants governed, they absorbed their surroundings, becoming committedly Indian and remaining so. Then, as now, this was a land of many cultures and traditions, and the Mughals wove themselves indistinguishably into the rich tapestry of Hindustan. Both administration and households came to reflect the nation in all its variety. Excepting the turbulent reign of Babur’s son and heir, Humayun (d. 1556), the Mughal monarchs went on to consolidate and expand their Indian dominions, particularly through the seventeenth century. Humayun’s son Akbar (d. 1605) completed the process of administrative consolidation such that his successors, Jahangir (d. 1627), Shah Jahan (d. 1666) and Alamgir I (d. 1707), could focus on expansion. By the time of Alamgir I’s death, in 1707, the empire was at its zenith, having absorbed most of the Indian subcontinent.

Mughal governance over this immense and expanding kingdom was characterised by a centralised bureaucracy with the emperor as ultimate authority in a system formalised under Akbar. In central government, the emperor functioned as chief executive beneath whom were four ministers of state who answered directly to him. The empire was further split into regional subah (provinces) where the same structure of authority was duplicated. Each subah was overseen by a subahdar (governor), appointed by and accountable to the emperor and his ministers. Each subah had further regional divisions with administrators and officials at local level. The ministers, governors and senior administrators of the empire were drawn from a Mughal nobility whose status was awarded based on a numerical military system of ranking. In this mansabdari system the numerical rank or mansab corresponded to status, salary and the number of cavalry under an individual’s command – this could number from the hundreds to the thousands: for example, the highest ranks of usually up to twelve thousand cavalry were reserved for royalty.

Beyond the formalised administration was a further powerful arm of imperial authority: the zenana. Similar to the haram of the Ottomans, the zenana was the royal residence where the emperor along with the women and children of his household resided. This included the immensely influential Mughal queens and princesses, who often held sway over the emperor. The Mughals traced their bloodline from the central Asian conqueror Timur (d. 1405), in whose realms the political and material authority of royal women was marked. Timur’s chief consort, Saray Mulk Khanim, not only held a leading position at the Timurid court but held a lavish court of her own, hosting foreign dignitaries. Timur’s sister Qutlug Tarkhan Aga was a close confidante who actively roused her brother to military action. Gohar Shad, chief consort of Timur’s successor Shah Rukh, was similarly politically influential, not only throughout her husband’s reign but in the succession struggles following his death. A patron of architecture, among her commissions is the grand Goharshad Mosque in Mashhad, Iran. Born of this imperial bloodline, Mughal royal women wielded immense political influence and material clout. From Aisan Dawlat Begim, grandmother and chief political adviser to Babur, to Nur Jahan Begim, chief consort and joint sovereign with Jahangir, Mughal queens and princesses were often the power behind the throne of this commanding empire. Newcomers to Mughal lands, including English traders, thus often found that the gatekeepers in India were not the emperor or his administrators but the queens and princesses who, in the words of England’s first ambassador to India, Sir Thomas Roe, were ‘more inaccessible than any Goddess’.2

It was precisely at this time of Mughal ascendancy that English arrivals first landed on India’s shores. The earliest itinerant travellers, singular individuals adventurous enough to brave the perilous journey alone, later made way for the more concerted arrival of the East India Company (EIC), whose legacy in India would prove most enduring and notorious. Yet, crucially, the EIC’s arrival was far from intentional. India had never been the primary target of the Company. The aim of the merchants who braved the voyage around the Cape had been the great spices of the East, to be found primarily in the Indonesian archipelago. This they marked as their target, battling deadly months at sea amid storm and disease to make landfall at the cluster of diminutive Moluccan islands from which cloves, nutmeg and mace were exclusively sourced. However, their failure to successfully barter in English goods and the greater regional currency of Indian textiles was the impetus that first turned these Company traders towards Mughal shores. Whereas England’s primary export of woollen broadcloth, thickly woven and dyed in deep colours, could not be sold in the sweltering Moluccan heat, the great lengths of delicately woven airy cotton imported by India’s traders to the archipelago’s spice markets enjoyed a roaring trade. In the pursuit of spice, these same textiles were in turn sought by the EIC, heralding the decision to send the first English ship, captained by William Hawkins, to Mughal shores in 1607. The earliest EIC contact with India was thus an afterthought; a detour in pursuit of an altogether different mercantile prize.

This little-known fact is at the heart of the untold story within these pages. For the first century and a half at least of English travel to India, the English presence in Mughal lands was as struggling merchant petitioners plying an abortive trade whose impact in the thriving state and society hosting them was negligible. While the first trickle of early individual English travellers made way for larger collective voyages and exchanges, the English and their activities remained largely insignificant to the broader concerns of India and its rulers.

In considering this forgotten history a striking fact emerges: the British Empire in India was never intentional. Furthermore, it was singularly unpredictable. The greatest hindrance to the English advance was arguably its timing. The first travellers and traders arrived during the Mughal golden age, a period covering the reign of the founder Babur (1526–30) to that of Alamgir I (1658–1707). The Mughal Empire in this period constituted one of the most expansive, wealthy and powerful states in the world, and throughout the seventeenth century it only advanced its position further. The India these first English pilgrims encountered was thus a vast and thriving realm. It was abundant in natural resources and possessed advanced manufacturing industries that produced some of the world’s most demanded and profitable commodities. It retained sweeping, well-equipped armies that expanded an immense territory overseen by a complex state bureaucracy. Its Mughal rulers, both male and female, governed with formidable authority, and access to the region’s mercantile treasures was hard-won. For the English merchant arrivals, hailing from an impoverished and distant northern island still reeling from the aftermath of the Reformation and the associated isolation from Europe, inroads into a burgeoning Indian marketplace was the sole aspiration – and a sufficient challenge. For over a century their experiences in Mughal India are the stories of travellers and traders arriving as humble entrants desperately seeking access to the splendour and mercantile wealth of a vast – and singularly indifferent – superpower.

That England would one day come to govern this territory was beyond imagining, less premeditation or expectation. As English travellers and traders stumbled through seventeenth-century Mughal lands, this fact only became clearer. While the Mughals enjoyed their greatest era, the English were barely a blip on the Indian horizon. For the imperial authorities, the English relevance – when eventually acknowledged – was confined to the role of the modest East India Company fleets in the Indian Ocean, as the Mughals played off maritime Europeans against each other to protect Indian interests at sea. Meanwhile, the EIC itself faced hurdle after hurdle, and battled relentlessly against an ever-present threat of dissolution. In its London headquarters, political intrigue combined with financial strains, maintaining the Company at the precipice of ruin for much of the century. In far-flung India, trials at home threatened to cripple an already struggling English trade as it battled to maintain its efforts while simultaneously facing violent and often far superior European competition.

Amid their struggles, the English marvelled at the resplendence of the Mughal realms. They saw riches beyond imagining – from the magnificent gold thrones of the Mughal court and the countless pearls and jewels adorning the emperors to the abundant diamonds sourced in the mines of the Deccan Plateau. In a land of power and blinding abundance, the English arrivals were enthralled and desperate to scrape a share, not only by penetrating the Mughal market but also by absorbing cultures and customs. On India’s assimilative shores countless English arrivals actively sought to become Indian; absorbing language, culture and cuisine in an effort to identify with and advance in the golden realm of the so-called Great Mughal. They conversed in local tongues, adopted local attire, maintained households that followed Indian customs and acquired Indian spouses. By this, England’s first arrivals increasingly embraced a new Anglo-Indian identity. Far from any notion of capturing India for England, India captured the English, who were most willingly caught.

The English traders primarily sought India’s dazzling array of fragrant spices, vibrant dyes and luxuriant textiles ranging from lush woven cottons to richly brocaded silks, returning to England to trade in these treasures. In the process England itself was also enrichingly transformed; Indian flavours, goods and cultures became tightly knitted into English culture. The marvellous stories brought home by the early travellers to India found their way into the great cultural productions of the day. From the glittering Indian stones in the crown described by Shakespeare in Henry VI and Marlowe’s wildly popular dramatic portrayal of the Mughal ancestor Timur in Tamburlaine to the voyage to Bengala (Bengal) mentioned in Milton’s Paradise Lost, India attained an unprecedented cultural currency in seventeenth-century England.

On the other hand, like the Moluccans, the Indians were far from keen on English goods, not least the great bolts of coarse woollen broadcloth imported from Cornwall. Where items did succeed in piquing interest, the advanced industries and crafters of India replicated them with an expertise that rendered England’s imports all but redundant. Yet, this disadvantage compelled an internationalist creativity among traders that helped forge pivotal and lasting global connections for the English. EIC trade in Mughal realms not only extended to profitable commerce in the Moluccas but birthed inroads in global markets from China and Japan to West Africa and the Americas. By this, the period reveals itself as a tempestuous era of England’s mercantile and global birth, centred in India against the backdrop of a rising Mughal power.

These critical early connections are the historical foundations of today’s Britain. The delectable, spiced inflections of British cuisine and vibrant multicultural make-up of Britain’s communities all draw threads from these first travellers and their voyages to India over four centuries ago. Yet, while these early histories remain alive and visible in South Asia and among its diaspora, echoes have weakened before the historical proximity and overwhelming discourses of Britain’s empire, which has come to define the history of the Indian subcontinent and England. In Britain itself the history is near forgotten; relegated to the dusty corners of centuries-old archives in favour of a more concerted engagement with the British Empire. Nonetheless, the heritage of this momentous yet forgotten past remains alive in the nuances of Britain’s melded cultures and still tangible treasures scattered across the nation. Whether a surreptitious grind of pepper to season a dish in a rural Yorkshire kitchen or a vast mural in the UK Parliament, here too these earliest relationships are hidden in plain sight, waiting to be recalled, revived and acknowledged. In these pages this long-forgotten history is finally brought back to life. It is a tale of a grand realm of monarchs, an island nation of merchants and a British Empire that almost never was.



OPF/jm_logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





OPF/clip0003.png
Timur (1336-1405) CHinGers KHAN (1160-1227)

Miran Shah Chaghatay

Yunus Khan Mogul = Aisan Dawlat Begim

I_ll_l

Mirza Omar Shaykh = Qutlug Nigar Khanim

ZaHR AL-DIN MUHAMMAD BABUR (1483—1539) = Maham Begim

Hamida Banu Begim = Nasir A.-Din Munammap Humayun (1508—1556)

Asu AL-FarH Jarar AL-Div MusAMMAD AKBAR (1542-1605) = Maryam al-Zamani

Jagat Gosain = NUR AL-DIN SALIM JAHANGIR (1560-1627)

SHAHAB AL-DIN MUHAMMAD SHAH JAHAN (1627-1657) = Mumtaz Mahal

Dilras Banu Begim = Mus1 AL-Din MuHAMMAD
AURANGZEB ALAMGIR | (1618—1707)





OPF/clip0001.png
The Mughal Empire, 1526-1707

53
HINDU KUSH [ oo

KASHMIR

Kabul
.

Peshwar
.

AFGHANISTAN

Kz.nd;ahar

1 - e
s v+ e

BALUCHISTAN

Thar Desert Delhi

i A
MARWAR it
Fatehpuor Sikri
:
Jodphur Ajmer

X Chitor BUNDELKHAND

MEWAR
Bhopal
o

KHANDESH RS
y e L
R N
AN
Burhanpur \7 o
i S

. GogNDWANA

KHAMBHAT,
o BERAR
Bombay M
AHMEDNAGAR

y
X Janjira Fort X Golconda’

Balasore

=

ODISHA

BAY OF
BENGAL

5 DECCAN
z X Bijapur & g
Z 8
* i ¥ N f\/ i
% Lashia o Machilipatnam
o

o
ARABIAN %
SEA

0 100 200 300 400 miles

IMPERIAL BORDERS

[ Babur’s reign, 1530

[ Akbar’s reign, 1605

[ Aurangzeb’s reign, 1707






OPF/clip0002.png
/

P
o JENGiaND T
¥ ) j‘ o Amsterdain . .
£ Logdin 2SDUTCH East India Company Trading Posts |
{
NORTH \
ATLANTIC 3 /\ ,Q/»Cﬂ»‘\”v?nia
- s
o ’;(\ 3 p 13
PORTUGAL { Magrid Va
78 -
LM"”“I YSPAIN (. .
;\«J_ﬂ ' A
NZPS 2
SRR = s SARAVID
- / KINGDOM OF e e~ £
oy MOROCCO oy Skt g Y fahah
7 Basral o o
o f/ A{q\ Bandar’ \ : EAST /TOKUGAWA
Y 3,,\ Abbas Ag;g N CHINA , SHOGUNATE
> @
/ n/%.}»&uk ~ AN I 3 SEA
T A MUGHAL EMPIRE-D™ PAAGS S ’
Ve WA N idab “yKasim Bazar | angon .
/ a0 Ahmedabad Hooghly A ™y phaka * (> VA
K $enaickih ) Khara ﬁ“ﬁ.@d s caleagab fn [0 T %
! B s R IR S S
) L &\ o ARABIAN ABombay. Jeavor 1 (0 %
N A FANTE \F Py SEA | A 1 ~ )
<( N\ |\ STATEs ,l/ esesNan | he ey o &%‘»N"'DZW\ [3
E 4 N % TN ~ Machilipats \ 4 soutH
L RiNepon ovo » DS WIS [~ apdi e saputhaa | CHINA ¢
5, Nt [ eitbire L o 3 e, ) Al i ]
ST ! F} PN 2 o
“-___DAHOMEY ( A~ J W2 VA
———KINGDOM \ oA O\ Trincomalee Y 4
| Kormanse o ) \ / . | eaicilox 7
SN s, ) ! L
’ { {
Guror ¢ {
GUINEA 0 = &
\ ‘ G
. j J Aﬁ"”‘r
5 ! ) -
sencoslens, | JAVASERZY S DA
Bantam A4—2ePgr2 M i SEA
TSt -t
INDIAN OCEAN e L
SOUTH "Amsysm)u
ATLANTIC
N
cities
aTrading posts
0 500 1000 1500 2000 miles
Cape of Good Hope &Vf
24






OPF/cover.jpg
LUBAABA AL-AZAMI





