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About the Book

A new emperor, Aurangzeb, sits on India’s glittering Peacock Throne – the throne he seized from his father while the old emperor still lived. He has paid for it with blood: during the brutal civil war he hunted down and killed his brothers. Now he must return the Moghul Empire to the true path and achieve new glory. But the exercise of great power is isolating. With enemies everywhere, who should he trust? Certainly not his sons. He must rely on himself and the knowledge that there are more ways to subdue a man than on the battlefield.

But as the years pass memories haunt him – memories of a father who never loved him and a mother who lies in the Taj Mahal; of murdered brothers and of sons and daughters locked in sunless prisons. He tells himself that everything he has done has been necessary – moral, even. But how will his God judge him?


Chapter 1

The Tiger’s Claws

‘The great Bijapuri general Afzal Khan asked Shivaji for a truce so they could meet to agree terms for the Bijapuris to cease the conflict,’ the bearded Maratha commander told his companion as they rode side by side through the Deccan hills to a council of war. ‘Shivaji agreed to the truce and to the meeting but put no trust in Afzal Khan and so prepared carefully. He selected a clearing in some dense jungle beneath his hilltop fortress as the place to talk. Understanding Afzal Khan’s vanity, he had a sumptuous silk-hung pavilion erected at its centre. He then had two pathways cut through the jungle to the clearing, one from his own fort and one from the direction of Afzal Khan’s camp. He wrote to his enemy that only such a magnificent setting could live up to a momentous meeting between two such great leaders and invited Afzal Khan to arrive first to enjoy the splendours. He did all this so he would know by which route Afzal Khan would come and to give himself an unobstructed view from the hilltop of his enemy’s approach before he himself set out.

‘Not content with this, he sent fifty foot soldiers to conceal themselves in the jungle around the clearing, my men and I among them. He had us tie leafy branches to ourselves and our equipment to hide us better. As the time agreed for the meeting drew near, Shivaji – watching from the fort’s high battlements – saw Afzal Khan approaching with about a hundred men. Quickly he sent a messenger – the Brahmin Gopinath – to remind Afzal Khan they’d agreed each would bring only one armed bodyguard and to suggest he leave the rest of his troops by a rock about a mile along the track which he had, as he put it, fortuitously marked earlier with a red cross.

‘The Bijapuri general duly left his men at the rock and travelled the remaining distance to the pavilion in a palanquin with a single bodyguard. I was hidden in the long grass near the path with my men, all of us trying to remain still – no easy task, I can assure you, with the heat and the flies and mosquitoes buzzing around us. Our orders were to show ourselves only if Afzal Khan attempted some trick. As he passed, carried by four bearers in his gilded palanquin, he didn’t seem to be wearing any armour – just a baggy cream robe held together by a jewelled belt. I recognised the muscular shaven-headed bodyguard walking behind him. I had good reason to – it was Sayyid Banda, a bald-headed giant of a man, whose blade left this scar you can still see across the bridge of my nose during our last battle. When the small procession reached the pavilion, about a hundred yards from where I was hiding, the bearers gently lowered the palanquin and withdrew down the track where they squatted on the ground. Afzal Khan motioned Sayyid Banda to enter the pavilion. He did so and a moment or two later reappeared. Apparently satisfied that all was as it should be, he signalled to Afzal Khan, who stepped from the palanquin and himself went inside.

‘Next I heard a blast of trumpets from the fort on the hill. Shivaji approached on foot a few minutes later. He too was wearing simple garments, in his case of blue cotton. Like Afzal Khan, he’d brought just one bodyguard. When Shivaji was a few paces from the pavilion Afzal Khan appeared in the doorway. They made an ill-assorted pair – Afzal Khan broad, stocky and hairy as a bear, our leader small and wiry. Shivaji bowed as he neared the general, who stepped towards him with a broad smile on his face and spread his arms as if to embrace him. Then I caught the flash of metal. Afzal Khan had had a dagger concealed in his wide sleeve, and now struck for Shivaji’s heart. But you know how quick and agile Shivaji can be. He swayed back. The slashing blade cut only his blue robe. As my men and I jumped to our feet and rushed forward, drawing our weapons, he hurled himself on Afzal Khan, who screamed and fell forward, blood crimsoning his pale clothes.’

‘So it’s true – Shivaji did use the wagnuck, the tiger’s claws?’

‘Yes. He’d concealed it in his right hand and its sharp steel did its work. While Shivaji and his bodyguard turned on Sayyid Banda, the bearers – brave men, I must say – ran forward and bundled the general into his palanquin and started back down the path, leaving a trail of blood behind them. I shouted to my men to seize the bearers while I dragged Afzal Khan from the palanquin. He was barely conscious, so it was an easy matter for me to finish him off with a sword thrust into his ample belly. Then I ran towards Shivaji, thinking to help him by avenging myself against Sayyid Banda, but the swordsman was already on his knees, dying. His hand clutched at his throat ripped open by the tiger’s claws and his lifeblood was pumping on to the red Deccan earth.’

The commander stopped speaking, almost breathless, as if he had been reliving the fight once more.

‘I never tire of that story,’ his companion said a few moments later. ‘But why do you think Shivaji’s summoned us here today? Is he planning a new campaign?’

‘We’ll soon find out.’

The two men approached Shivaji’s command tent and dismounted in the purpling dusk. Together they entered the tent to find the Maratha leader already in full flow, eyes afire with zeal and passion as he denounced the Moghul emperor Aurangzeb as an alien invader of the Marathas’ homeland who had no respect for their faith. ‘He calls us “mountain rats” but he’s the vermin. To satisfy his lust for power he exterminated his own brothers and has imprisoned his father these past years to usurp the throne – vile crimes even by the tenets of his own religion. Rats or not, we’ve already bitten his hand and will do so again and again till we rid ourselves of him.’

With his men fired almost to frenzy by his oratory and dramatic gestures, Shivaji revealed his plan. ‘We will go north and west, travelling by night and in small groups to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible. Then we will unite to seize and plunder the Moghuls’ rich trading port of Surat. My spies tell me that in his foolishness and pride Aurangzeb leaves it but weakly defended, believing none dare attack. He will soon learn better, humbled before his people and our own. Now go and prepare for war, booty and everlasting glory!’ His commanders bellowed their support.

‘Let Aurangzeb’s throat beware the tiger’s claws,’ one of the two late-coming officers said to the other as they departed.
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‘This is the moment. Let the Moghuls pay in blood for their crimes and conquests. Remind them Hindustan is ours not theirs!’ Shivaji kicked his heels into the flanks of his black stallion. The animal burst from the shelter of some brush out on to the soft tangerine sands of the beach as Shivaji charged at the head of his five hundred men towards the low mud walls surrounding Surat. His month-long journey west had been swift and for the most part undetected. Any Moghul commanders who had heard reports of the small bands in which they had travelled had dismissed them as mere roving groups of dacoits before resuming their lives of comfort. Soon they and their kind would learn their error.

Extending his sword before him, Shivaji bent to the already sweat-scummed neck of his horse as it leapt the first of the defences – a wall no more than three feet high. Behind it, a bearded Moghul soldier tried to raise his arm to protect himself but Shivaji’s sword cut into it, severing it just above the wrist. Shivaji was beyond the man before he could strike again and his second blow caught a Moghul officer across his mouth, smashing his teeth and dropping his jaw, slack and bloody, on to his chest. The few other Moghul troops manning the outer defences were already running back towards the inner city walls, some abandoning their weapons as they fled. Then Shivaji heard a ragged series of cracks – musket shots. The purple-turbaned Maratha at his side slid slowly from his saddle, clawing at his chest, and was trampled beneath the hooves of those behind. Nearby a horse crumpled to the sandy ground, throwing its rider as it fell. Two or three other Marathas started to drop back, either themselves or their mounts wounded, but the rest galloped resolutely on.

Looking up at Surat, Shivaji saw a group of Moghul musketmen silhouetted on the flat roof of a two- or three-storey building just behind the closed south gates of the city. They were pushing their ramrods into the barrels of their muskets, preparing to fire again. ‘Make for the gates before they can reload,’ he shouted, turning his horse in that direction with his left hand while slashing with the sword in his right at the back of another fleeing Moghul soldier. Soon he and several of his men were at the gates. He was half hoping that those inside would open them just a little to admit any of their fleeing comrades who made it that far, but no. The defenders were hard-hearted and sensible enough to abandon their fellows to their fate rather than give him a chance to force an entry.

Shivaji thought quickly. How then were he and his men to get into the city?

Leap from horseback on to the walls? No. At about twelve feet they were too high. Form some kind of human ladder? No. Too risky, and it would take too long. Then he saw a small cannon barrel lying rusty and abandoned in the shadow of the mud wall. ‘Grab that cannon barrel – we can use it as a battering ram,’ he shouted as he leapt from his saddle and ran towards it, followed by several of his bodyguards. One of them fell but was quickly up again; a trip not a musket ball must have been the cause. Soon Shivaji and eight of his men, all sweating profusely beneath their breastplates, had lifted the barrel and were in front of the gates.

‘Shouldn’t we hit at that small door in the left gate which they must use at night?’ one of his men suggested.

‘Good idea. Aim for the hinges,’ Shivaji replied. ‘All together at the count of three.’ Gasping with the effort, they swung the heavy barrel back and using all their force crashed it into the door hinge. No effect. ‘Again!’ This time some of the wood splintered but the door remained firmly in position. ‘Harder!’ The third blow knocked the door from its hinges. One of his bodyguard – a short but powerfully built youth – was first through, followed by Shivaji himself and then by twenty or so more of his men. Bending low, they rushed towards the building from which the Moghuls had been shooting, just as one of the Moghuls fired again. The short young man sprawled into the dust, hit in the leg. One of the Marathas too had a loaded musket and coolly paused to take deliberate aim. A green-tunicked Moghul musketeer twisted and pitched from the roof, arms and legs flailing, to crash headfirst to the earth, shattering his skull and spilling his brains. The rest appeared to be trying to flee by jumping or lowering themselves to the ground but the Marathas were on them at once, thrusting and stabbing, and none got away.

As Shivaji and his men paused to take breath, one of his scouts ran up. ‘The Moghuls are abandoning the city, sire. A large well-armed group fled on horseback through a north gate with what looked like several officers at their head. Others are rowing out to Moghul ships in the harbour which are already raising sail.’

‘Cowards all! Start searching for their treasures – products of the taxes Aurangzeb pitilessly piles on us all … And be sure not to harm the common townspeople. They suffer as much at Moghul hands as we do. But look methodically. Our oppressors will have concealed their treasure vaults well.’

Shivaji himself led a small group towards the warehouses fronting the harbour, taking care to keep close to the walls of buildings in case the Moghuls’ flight was a pretence and other troops remained in ambush on the rooftops. But all was quiet as he reached the sea, sparkling beneath the morning sun, and turned along the normally thronging but now deserted wharves. Some large bales of bright yellow cloth lay where dock labourers had dropped them as they fled. Two discarded barrels had spilled much of their contents of pepper into the dust. There was no sound beyond the lapping of the water and the occasional cries of the seabirds pecking at fish on abandoned stalls fringing the quay.

Quietly, Shivaji and his men approached a high brick wall surrounding several large sandstone buildings. Suddenly a musket ball whistled past his ear and others raised puffs of dust around his feet. One Maratha fell, clutching at his bleeding calf. ‘Take cover where you can,’ Shivaji yelled. The firing was coming from the brick-walled compound. Shivaji guessed from his spies’ reports that it must house the European traders – an assumption confirmed when a pale face peered cautiously from an open casement in a higher storey of one of the buildings. A second man appeared at the window, holding a musket which he fired quickly before ducking back down. Despite his apparent haste another Maratha collapsed, the shoulder of his white tunic reddening. One of his comrades rushed forward, seized him beneath the arms and dragged him into the shelter of one of the cloth bales.

Shivaji thought for a moment. There was at least fifty feet of open ground around the compound’s high walls. His men would not lack the courage to cross it, but some would undoubtedly fall. Why waste their lives? ‘Pull back, but surround the compound and make sure no one gets in or out. We will search for the Moghul treasuries and decide what to do with these foreigners later.’

An hour or two passed, but despite discovering some silver coin in the old citadel Shivaji knew they had not found the main stocks of valuables that must exist. He was standing in the shade of two large palm trees puzzling where they might be hidden when a grizzled officer approached him. ‘Sire, one of my men insists that when he stamped his feet on the sandstone paving around the edge of that water tank over there it sounded hollow in one place. He thinks there may be a vault beneath it. When I threw a stone into the water in the tank it didn’t seem as deep as I would expect. He could be right.’

‘Well then. Lift those pavings.’

The Marathas were quickly at work, levering up the flagstones with anything they could find. In less than ten minutes their efforts had uncovered steep steps leading down beneath the tank. A locked metal grille barred the way. A musketeer poured powder from his powder horn on to the lock, ignited it and stood back. A flash and a bang and the grille opened. Beyond through the smoke and gloom Shivaji saw some large iron-bound chests. ‘Prise those open,’ he shouted. His men rushed to obey and soon they had raised the heavy lids, revealing a mass of gold and silver coin.

A smiling Shivaji was still examining the contents of the largest of the chests, letting the coins run through his fingers, when another of his officers – a stout man he had left in charge of the cordon around the European compound – ran up. ‘Sire, the Europeans are …’ he said, gasping for breath.

‘The Europeans are what?’

‘They are offering to ransom themselves and their property.’

‘Go on.’

After taking another gulp of air the man continued. ‘One of the merchants – a white-haired man with a forked beard – came to a window, his hands in the air. He shouted in our language that he wished to talk to whoever was in charge. I came out into the open and told him I was. He said simply that the merchants would give us many lakhs in coin if we agreed to leave them and their compound untouched. I told him you were the only person who could decide but I would inform you at once.’

Shivaji paused to think. The Europeans were well armed. To overcome them by force would incur casualties and take time. Time during which the Moghuls might return, perhaps reinforced. The ransom offered was large, and when added to the contents of the chests around him would sate his men’s hunger for plunder as well as finance his campaigns against Hindustan’s oppressors for a considerable time. What’s more, why should he make an enemy of these foreigners, whose own relations with the Moghuls were not, he had heard, that good? Their support – and in particular the modern weapons they could supply – might prove useful in his future struggles to free his homeland.

‘Tell them I accept their offer.’
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Screeching crows searched for roosts as dusk began to fall on the Red Fort in Delhi and the Emperor Aurangzeb walked from his private apartments through the lines of his bowing courtiers and commanders to his open-sided Hall of Public Audience. He looked neither left nor right as he mounted the marble dais and seated himself on his father’s golden, jewel-encrusted peacock throne. He presented an imposing if austere figure, tall and slim in plain cream robes, his long elegant fingers resting lightly on the throne’s glittering arms. His beard, frosted with grey, was neatly trimmed. The unsmiling dark eyes above his hawk nose were fixed on the yellow silk clad person of the Governor of Surat, whom two guards were leading towards him. When he was twelve feet from the dais the governor threw himself full length to the ground.

‘Rise. I do not require such extravagant and ostentatious shows of submission.’ Aurangzeb’s voice was quiet and emotionless. ‘What I do require, however, is an explanation of your actions at Surat. How could you allow the upstart Shivaji and his hill bandits to loot the city?’

‘Majesty, I did not have a big enough garrison. The Marathas came in their thousands. They took us by surprise. They were fanatics, careless of their own lives. Surat’s defences have not been fully repaired since … since the … events just before you came to the throne …’

‘How many men did you have, in fact?’

‘No more than six hundred and fifty.’

‘And cannon?’

‘Ten, but small and of old design.’

‘Why didn’t you post outlying sentries on horseback to warn of any approaching danger?’

‘I posted sentries … but not mounted. And I realise now not enough, Majesty.’

Aurangzeb held the governor with his silent gaze.

‘Majesty, all I could do was to order the citizens to take their most precious possessions and flee for their lives into the countryside,’ the governor stammered.

‘As you did yourself?’

‘Yes.’ The governor hung his head.

‘Leaving Surat to be plundered for four days?’

The governor nodded, his throat suddenly too dry to speak. The man’s unease and fear were all too obvious. His face was running with sweat, staining the neck of his yellow silk tunic.

‘How did the Europeans succeed in safeguarding their property when you could not protect mine?’

The governor’s eyes were flickering from side to side in panic and he was twisting his hands together. ‘Majesty, they had a small area to defend. I had a whole town.’ He gulped for breath. ‘The foreigners had new weapons … my men were too few … They feared the Marathas …’

Clearly the governor hadn’t realised how much he already knew, Aurangzeb thought to himself – or the strength of his network of spies, or the grasp of detail on which he prided himself. ‘But what about the three thousand troops who according to your previous report should have been garrisoning the town?’ Aurangzeb produced a piece of paper. ‘My treasurer has given me your receipt for the annual allowance you are paid for their maintenance from my imperial treasury. Isn’t that your seal and signature?’

The governor, now shaking uncontrollably, dropped to his knees before Aurangzeb. He could not answer. Knowing the man had appropriated the allowance instead of using it to recruit, pay and equip troops, Aurangzeb rose to his feet, a stern, straight-backed figure. ‘You have betrayed not only your emperor but more importantly your god by breaking the tenets of the holy Koran which forbid theft and corruption. You have disgraced me and your religion before an infidel and the foreigners who are already insolent and contemptuous of our rule. If you had died you would have been a martyr. Now what are you? A cur, cringing and whimpering before your master. Because I am merciful I will not send you to your eternal punishment, but you and your family will surrender your property to the throne. To cleanse yourself of your sin you will make the haj to Mecca as a poor and humble pilgrim, living only by the alms you can beg on the way. Now get out of my sight!’

The governor, by now slumped on the floor, tried to stand but fell back. The two guards seized him by the arms and dragged him away, leaving a trail of yellow liquid in his wake. The coward had lost control of his bladder.

Aurangzeb turned to his silent courtiers and generals. ‘Remember that man’s fate. I will not let the acid of corruption eat into the ties that bind our state. I shall not be so merciful if any of you transgress. As for that traitor Shivaji, I have already despatched strong forces to wipe him and his insults to the Moghul dynasty from the surface of the earth. All of you are now dismissed to apply yourselves to your duties with renewed and selfless determination and vigour.’

Dusk had fallen and bats not crows filled the air as Aurangzeb returned to his personal apartments. Alone there he took out a key, unlocked a small ivory casket and removed a piece of paper. Still standing, he re-read the letter he had received from Shivaji and shown to no one.

You Moghuls think you are fine soldiers but even the best of you could not survive for long in my lands. The territory of the Marathas is harsh and hard but it is ours. We love it and will defend it to the last of our lives and fortresses. Trespass here and you will drown in your own blood.

Such boastful and arrogant taunting might provoke other men into rash and hasty actions, as Shivaji doubtless intended it should him. But experience had taught him the value of keeping his emotions under control and concentrating on what mattered – in this case bringing those who defied him to justice. This he would achieve in his own time and in his own way, but when his victory came it would be absolute and for ever: a lesson to any other aspiring rebel upstarts.


Chapter 2

Begum Padishah

‘What is it, sister?’ Aurangzeb put down his silver and turquoise bound copy of the Koran and looked up at Roshanara. She was gasping for breath as if she had run all the way from the haram to his private apartments.

‘Two cossids – messengers – have come from Agra …’ she managed at last. ‘They brought me a message from Jahanara.’

‘Jahanara? She’s not ill?’

‘No … not Jahanara, but our father. She says he is close to death and begs me to persuade you to go to him. She says he has things he wishes to say to you …’

Aurangzeb stood up. ‘What things?’

‘Jahanara doesn’t say, but she insists that if you don’t come at once it will be too late.’

‘Too late? For me or for our father?’

Roshanara blinked. Sometimes Aurangzeb’s mind was hard to read. ‘Perhaps for you both,’ she ventured.

‘He forfeited my respect many years ago. Besides, what could we possibly say to one another now? He will reproach me. I will tell him that I did what I did for the good of the empire. How will that benefit either of us?’

Tears were forming in Roshanara’s eyes. How she wished Aurangzeb would put his arms round her, but that wasn’t his way. He was staring straight ahead, his face as immobile as it was inscrutable. ‘Do you remember how our father rescued me from a swollen river when I was a baby?’ she asked. ‘I recall nothing about it, of course – I was too young – but Jahanara does. When we were growing up she often told me how I was torn from our mother’s arms when our wagon overturned in the water and was nearly washed away but he saved me. I owe it to him that I’m alive today.

‘I’ve heard the story many times. And I’ve some good memories of our father of my own from when our mother was alive. But in the years after she died we both know things changed. We shouldn’t be over-sentimental. I, in particular, as emperor cannot allow emotions to cloud my judgement.’

‘But sometimes I think … I think … we might not have always been fair in our judgement of him. Maybe he was only doing what he thought was for the best.’

Aurangzeb took his sister’s hands in his. ‘It’s natural that at a time like this we remember the ties which once bound our family, but we deceive ourselves if we think that what we did was wrong. Besides, it was I not you who decided how things must be, not for my own good or benefit but for the sake of the empire. I take full responsibility for it before the world and before God. You must remember what would have happened had I not acted. Dara Shukoh was not only a heretic and contemptuous of his brothers but weak and soft at his core. Given time he would have destroyed much of what our ancestors fought for while our father – blind to the faults of his favourite son as is the man who looks into the noonday sun – stood fondly by.’

Roshanara nodded. Her brother was probably right – he usually was. In all the years since Aurangzeb had seized the throne from Shah Jahan and made her First Lady of the Empire in place of her older sister Jahanara they’d never spoken of these matters. And she’d been content for it to be so. Her life had run smoothly and pleasantly. Position, wealth … most worldly things she’d ever wanted were hers. She ruled the haram. And though she sometimes indulged herself in ways she knew he wouldn’t approve of she was discreet – very discreet! She was a good First Lady, just as she’d been a good daughter until she realised how little she mattered to her father compared with Dara and Jahanara. She shouldn’t feel guilty. Wiping away her tears with the back of her hand, she asked, ‘What will you do, Aurangzeb? Will you go to Agra?’

‘I don’t know.’ Aurangzeb gently released his sister’s hands. He realised he must think carefully. The news of his father’s illness wasn’t unexpected. How could it be? Shah Jahan was old, and as the regular reports from his jailers had informed him, had been growing increasingly frail over recent months. If he was honest, and he shouldn’t conceal his true feelings from himself over the six years since he’d deposed and imprisoned his father, there’d been times he’d wished him dead. Or at least sincerely thought he did …

Yet now that his father’s passing was becoming a reality he wasn’t quite so sure. Despite what he’d said to Roshanara, did he feel at least a little guilty about imprisoning Shah Jahan? Why had he never visited him in prison? Had it been because he couldn’t trust himself in case his father showed him forgiveness, love even, and he was weak enough to relent towards him? But what could the outcome of any reconciliation have been? Shah Jahan back on the throne – or his brother Dara Shukoh’s surviving son? No, he could never have allowed that to happen for the sake of the empire. But perhaps it had been something else: fear of what he might have seen in Shah Jahan’s eyes. Contempt, not the love that in his youth he had craved and deserved from a father who reserved his affections for his heretic eldest son.

Even when he had sailed down the Jumna river from Delhi to pray at the Taj Mahal where his mother Mumtaz lay in her jewel-inlaid white marble sarcophagus he had not permitted himself a single glance up at the Agra fort as he passed almost in the shadow of its red sandstone walls, conscious that Shah Jahan might be watching from the octagonal tower of

































Historical Note

Like the previous five books in the Empire of the Moghul series, this is an historical novel. This means that although the story is based on history the characters’ words and motivations and the detailed action are fiction. When I put words into a character’s mouth they’re designed to represent what the character might have thought and said at the time. Sometimes the words are at complete variance with my own ‘Utopian’ views that all races and creeds should seek to live in peace side by side and respectful of each other’s cultures and traditions. This is particularly important to state when dealing with such a controversial character as Aurangzeb, who still raises considerable emotions.

There are a number of sources on Aurangzeb’s life. He himself had a chronicle written on his reign, like so many of his predecessors. It was called Alamgir-nama and written by Mohammed Kazim. However, Aurangzeb ordered him to cease it after ten years of his reign, forbidding him to write any more because he considered chronicles a form of vanity. Other contemporary chronicles include: Mufazzal Khan’s Tarikh-i-Mufazzali, spanning from the beginning of the world to the tenth year of Aurangzeb’s rule; Rai Bhara Mal’s Lubb al-Tawarikh-i-Hind, a history of all India’s rulers by a courtier of Dara Shukoh’s; Mirat-i-Alam, thought by some to be the work of Bakhtawar Khan, a eunuch employed by Aurangzeb, but attributed by others to his friend Mohammed Baqa; Futuhat-i-Alamgiri by Ishwardas Nagar, a courtier of Aurangzeb’s; Muntakhab al-Lubab, a record of Timur and his line, concluding shortly after Aurangzeb’s death and written in secret by one of Aurangzeb’s courtiers, Khafi Khan; Maasir-i-Alamgiri, written on the orders of Muazzam after he succeeded his father by a man who had been a scribe at Aurangzeb’s court; and Akham-i-Alamgiri, an anonymous set of somewhat fanciful stories about Aurangzeb.

A number of letters written or dictated by Aurangzeb in Persian have also survived and been translated. In Aurangzeb’s time there were several European travellers in the sub-continent who recorded their impressions of the Moghul Empire. They included Niccolao Manucci whose Storia do Mogor is a colourful, gossipy work. Manucci lived in India from 1656 until his death some time around 1717. There were also the Frenchmen François Bernier who wrote Travels in the Moghul Empire and Jean-Baptiste Tavernier who wrote Travels in India. Sir William Norris, the British envoy to the Moghul Empire at the end of the seventeenth century, left a series of unpublished journals, extracts from which appear in H. Das, The Norris Embassy to Aurangzeb.

Among modern historians, in addition to my own researches, I have used extensively the respected Indian historian Abraham Eraly’s The Mughal Throne as well as Bamber Gascoigne’s The Great Moghuls, Waldemar Hansen’s The Peacock Throne, and the Cambridge History of India.

As noted above, most characters have their origins in history. However, a few – Jaginder Singh of Amber, Wazim Khan, Umar Ali, Yusuf Khan, Kamran Beg, Rashid Khan and sundry governors and more minor characters – are either composites of people who existed or entirely fictional. So too are Nicholas Ballantyne and Ashok Singh of Amber, only briefly referred to in this book but important in previous volumes of the series.

Aurangzeb was an orthodox Sunni Muslim. His religious policies are, of course, particularly controversial. Some writers contend that Aurangzeb’s policies towards the Hindu religion and its temples were driven mainly by political pragmatism and designed primarily to assert political sovereignty. They point out that at other times in his life he made land grants to Hindu temples. His campaigns against the Rajputs – to whom he did not apply many of his measures – seem to have been motivated by his desire to curb their temporal powers more than by religious considerations. It is certainly true (cf. Eraly, p.401) that Aurangzeb employed more Hindu officials than did the famous and tolerant Emperor Akbar. He also exhibited tolerance when reacting to questioning about why he allowed so many members of the Shia Muslim sect to hold office, saying ‘What connection have worldly affairs with religion? … For you is your religion and for me is mine. Wise men disapprove of the removal from office of able officers.’

On the opposite side of the argument, many other historians point to discriminatory policies carried out by Aurangzeb. On 12 April 1679 he reimposed the jizya – the tax on ‘infidels’ remitted by the Emperor Akbar. He ordered the demolition of new and recently refurbished Hindu temples, even if by no means all were destroyed. He banned Hindu festivals such as Holi and Diwali and did not allow – according to Eraly – the use by Hindus of palanquins or Arab horses without permission.

I portray Aurangzeb as sincere in his religious beliefs and tend to follow Abraham Eraly in particular in regard to ‘facts’ on his religious policies. What is a ‘fact’ is of course difficult to discern in history, particularly when it comes to evaluating controversial characters – King Richard III of England being a good example. I think it is also worth remembering that in the seventeenth century – the period in which Aurangzeb lived – in Europe the Protestant and Catholic sects of the Christian religion were fighting brutal wars against each other in which those of the other faith were massacred. In England, Oliver Cromwell, ‘Protector’ of England after the execution of King Charles I, banned some religious festivals, the theatre and many other entertainments like maypole dancing. His iconoclastic followers defaced Catholic statuary. Catholic services were banned and no Catholic could hold office.

Like all the Moghuls, Aurangzeb used the lunar Muslim calendar but I have followed the western Common Era one. Aurangzeb had a long reign and in some cases time scales have been adjusted and compressed, and, of course, many events omitted for narrative purposes. The dates given in this historical note are the actual ones.


Additional Notes

Chapter 1

Shivaji’s date of birth is not entirely certain but generally considered to be 6 April 1627 at the fort of Shivneri in the western Ghats. There are several versions of the encounter between Shivaji and Afzal Khan, which is usually said to have happened on 20 November 1659. Another of Shivaji’s most famous feats occurred when, after Aurangzeb had sent his uncle Shaista Khan, the brother of Mumtaz Mahal, to suppress him, Shivaji and a small group of his men infiltrated Shaista Khan’s camp in Pune and succeeded in penetrating his haram and wounding him before escaping. Shivaji’s attack on Surat took place in January 1664.

Chapter 2

Aurangzeb was born in November 1618. His father the Emperor Shah Jahan was born in 1592, the son of the Emperor Jahangir and the grandson of the Emperor Akbar. As described in The Serpent’s Tooth (book five of this series) when Shah Jahan became ill in September 1657, three of his sons – Murad, born in 1624, Shah Shuja, born in 1616, and Aurangzeb – rebelled to prevent their elder brother Dara Shukoh, born in 1615, their father’s preferred successor, from taking the throne if Shah Jahan died. Aurangzeb in particular considered Dara Shukoh to be a heretic. The three rebellious brothers acted to some degree in concert – a letter survives from Aurangzeb to Murad outlining how they would split the empire between them. Aurangzeb and Murad defeated Dara at Samugarh, eight miles south-east of Agra, in May 1658. Aurangzeb’s forces eventually captured Dara Shukoh and Aurangzeb had him executed in Delhi in August 1659. His small tomb is on the platform of the Emperor Humayun’s tomb in Delhi.

Meanwhile Aurangzeb had rid himself of Murad, tricking him into entering his camp and then his tent alone, capturing and subsequently imprisoning him before having him executed. To legitimise the execution he made use of the fact that, in the early stages of his own bid for the throne, Murad had murdered his finance minister. Aurangzeb blandly invited the minister’s family to seek justice which, under Muslim law, allowed them to demand either financial compensation or, if they so insisted, a life for a life. While the minister’s eldest son refused to seek compensation either financial or physical, the second son, some said bribed, refused money but demanded Murad’s death and on 4 December 1661 Murad was executed. Aurangzeb characteristically rewarded the elder brother for ‘not enforcing his claim of blood’.

Shah Shuja had been defeated earlier in the war of succession but made several further attempts to intervene. After a series of defeats he fled into the lands of the pirate king of Arakan, east of Bengal, where he disappeared, quite probably murdered. During Shah Shuja’s conflict with Aurangzeb, Aurangzeb’s own eldest son Mohammed Sultan had briefly joined Shah Shuja. In punishment Aurangzeb confined him in the fortress palace of Gwalior where he died sixteen years later. During the same period Aurangzeb was also responsible for the death of Dara Shukoh’s eldest son Suleiman Shukoh, who was forced to drink daily doses of pousta – an opium concoction – until he died. Aurangzeb also imprisoned Dara Shukoh’s other son, Sipihr, in the fortress of Gwalior.

Ever since the battle of Samugarh, Shah Jahan had been besieged and then imprisoned by Aurangzeb’s forces in the Agra fort. Jahanara, his eldest daughter, born in 1614, stayed with him throughout but his two other surviving daughters, Roshanara, born in 1617 and a long-time supporter of Aurangzeb, and Gauharara, deserted him. The mother of all Shah Jahan’s children mentioned in this book, Mumtaz Mahal, had died giving birth to Gauharara in June 1631 in Burhanpur. Her death had a profound effect on Shah Jahan who loved her deeply and, I believe, on her children. She of course is buried in the Taj Mahal, the world’s greatest monument to love.

Although he had been enthroned in a simple ceremony in July 1658, Auranzgeb’s formal and spectacular coronation took place in Delhi on 15 June 1659.

During the first year of Shah Jahan’s incarceration, father and son exchanged letters, full of reproaches on Shah Jahan’s side and pious self-justifications on Aurangzeb’s. In one letter, however, Aurangzeb cut straight to the point, stating with the deep hurt of a neglected child, ‘I was convinced that Your Majesty loved not me.’ He also taunted his father with Shah Jahan’s own commission of fratricide. Aurangzeb’s belief that his father did not love him and his grief at the loss of his mother are, I think, key to his character.

Shah Jahan fell ill for the last time in the Agra fort in January 1666. According to some accounts, realising that he was dying, he asked to be carried to an adjoining balcony from where he could more easily see the Taj Mahal. There, wrapped in soft Kashmiri blankets and with the weeping Jahanara by his side, he died in the early hours of 22 January 1666. Attendants bathed his body in camphor water, wrapped it in pale shrouds and laid it in a sandalwood coffin. The next morning he was taken out head first, as custom demanded, through a newly reopened basement gate down to the riverbank and rowed across the Jumna accompanied by a small party of mourners.

Jahanara had planned ‘a grand and honourable funeral’ for her father but this was not to be. Aurangzeb had not sanctioned a state funeral. Instead, to the chanting of prayers, the body of the old emperor was quickly and quietly laid beside Mumtaz in the marble crypt of the Taj Mahal. I believe, however, that Shah Jahan had intended to build a separate magnificent tomb for himself, possibly in the Mahtab Bagh, the lovely ‘Moonlight Garden’, across the Jumna from the Taj.

The peacock throne was seized from Delhi in 1739 by the Persian Emperor Nadir Shah during his occupation of the city and taken back to Persia where it disappeared, presumably broken up. The peacock throne on which later Persian Shahs sat was constructed in the nineteenth century and was not related to the Moghul peacock throne. Nadir Shah also took with him from the Moghul treasuries the famous Koh-i-Nur diamond. It was extracted from the ground in the mines of Golcunda – the only diamond mines in the world until the discovery of diamonds in South Africa in the late nineteenth century. It was given, it was said, by members of the royal family of Gwalior to the future Emperor Humayun in gratitude for his good treatment of them following the death of the Raja of Gwalior fighting on the losing side at the battle of Panipat when the first emperor, Babur, seized control of north-western India, establishing the Moghul Empire. As described in Brothers at War (volume two of this series), Humayun later gave the diamond to the Shah of Persia to encourage him to provide Persian support for his bid to recapture his throne. Eventually the gem came back to Hindustan and became part of Shah Jahan’s jewel collection where the French jeweller Tavernier admired it. It was Nadir Shah who gave the gem the name Koh-i-Nur, ‘Mountain of Light’. After Nadir Shah’s assassination the diamond was taken to Afghanistan by a Persian general who set himself up as a ruler there. One of his descendants Shah Soojah, when he was a fugitive, gave it to Ranjit Singh, the Sikh ruler of the Punjab in the early nineteenth century. Ranjit Singh wore the gem mounted in a bracelet. After the British seized the Punjab, the Governor-General of India sent it to Queen Victoria and it became part of the British Crown Jewels.

The scars still evident to Aurangzeb on Jahanara’s face dated from her being badly burned on 4 April 1644 in an incident described by one of Shah Jahan’s chroniclers:

… the border of her chaste garment brushed against a lamp left burning on the floor in the middle of the hall. As the dresses worn by the ladies of the palace are made of the most delicate fabrics and perfumed with fragrant oils, her garment caught fire and was instantly enveloped in flames. Four of her private attendants were at hand, and they immediately tried to extinguish the fire; yet as it spread itself over their garments as well, their efforts proved unavailing. As it all happened so quickly, before the alarm could be given and water procured, the back and hands and both sides of the body of that mine of excellence were dreadfully burned.

Chapter 3

Timur, (1336–1405), whose ring Aurangzeb is portrayed as wearing, is better known in the west as Tamburlaine, a corruption of ‘Timur the Lame’. Christopher Marlowe’s play portrays him as ‘the scourge of God’. He was a great warrior who conquered much of west and central Asia and sacked Delhi in 1398, taking many of its jewels and craftsmen to beautify his capital city of Samarkand. He was indeed one of the first Moghul Emperor Babur’s ancestors. So too was Genghis Khan.

Shivaji arrived in Agra in May 1666. He made his escape at the end of August that year, smuggled out in a basket.

Aurangzeb was so concerned that his courtiers should follow his precepts of simplicity in dress that when one appeared before him in a garment which in the emperor’s view was too long and ornate Aurangzeb ordered part of it to be cut off in his presence.

Aurangzeb also discontinued the practice followed by previous Moghul emperors and described in earlier volumes of this series of making a daily morning appearance before his people from the jharoka balcony. Such appearances seemed to him to be too close to emperor-worship.

Despite strictures in his religion against the portrayal of human and animal forms, Aurangzeb did allow painting to continue and there are one or two exquisite miniatures believed to be of the emperor himself.

The grip his scheming empress, Nur Jahan, held on Jahangir and how she fed his opium and alcohol habits are described in volume four of this series, The Tainted Throne. So too is the story of how Aurangzeb and Dara Shukoh were held hostage for their father Shah Jahan’s future good behaviour.

Chapter 4

The wedding of Azam and Jani took place in January 1669. Muazzam was born in October 1643, Azam in June 1653 and Akbar in September 1657.

Aurangzeb is said to have had several wives at different times. The only three who feature in this story in any way are Dilras Banu, Nawab Bai and Udipuri Mahal. Dilras Banu was a Persian princess of the Saffavid dynasty. She was the mother of Princesses Zebunissa and Zubdatunnissa who are characters in this book as well as of Princes Azam and Akbar. She died in October 1657 at the age of thirty-five, a month after giving birth to Akbar, possibly from complications of the birth. Nawab Bai, a Kashmiri princess, was the mother of Mohammed Sultan, imprisoned by his father, and Prince Muazzam. She did not die until the 1690s.

Several versions of Udipuri’s origins exist. I have followed the one which suggests she was born in the Caucasus mountains in the ancient kingdom of Georgia which, among its distinctions, claims to have invented wine – the first known production there dating back to around 6000 BCE. Other accounts of Udipuri Mahal’s background suggest that she came from Jodhpur or Kashmir. After Dilras Banu’s death she was said to have become Aurangzeb’s favourite consort.

One of the main buildings Aurangzeb had constructed was the Bibi Ka Maqbara, a mausoleum complex for Dilras Banu, in Aurangabad. It bears some resemblance to the Taj Mahal and Aurangzeb must have had his beloved mother Mumtaz’s tomb in mind when approving the architect’s plans which were drawn up by Ataullah, the son of Ustad Ahmad Lahori who is usually credited as the principal designer of the Taj Mahal.

Perhaps the most beautiful building Aurangzeb commissioned is the Pearl Mosque – the Moti Masjid – in the Red Fort in Delhi, built around 1660 for Aurangzeb’s personal use. Much easier to visit when I was first in India than it is today, it is a true gem.

Aurangzeb’s religious measures are described in Eraly’s The Mughal Throne. Jahanara did protest against them.

Gokla’s rising took place in 1669 and he indeed met a grisly end. The direct participation of Aurangzeb in the battle is fictionalised.

Roshanara’s drinking and amorous exploits are described by both Manucci and Bernier who suggest that she was on one occasion caught with lovers who were executed.

Kam Bakhsh was born to Udipuri Mahal in March 1667.

Chapter 5

Roshanara died in September 1671. There is no evidence to support the allegation made by some that Aurangzeb had her poisoned.

The Satnami revolt took place in 1672. The description of the Satnamis’ customs and of their sorceress come from historical sources. Ishwardas Nagar wrote more explicitly about them, saying among other things that they were ‘extremely filthy, unclean and dirty. They do not distinguish between Hindus and Muslims. They eat dirty pigs and other prohibited foods. If a dog eats from the same dish with them, they feel no distaste or aversion. They do not regard debauchery and adultery as sin.’ Aurangzeb did have charms and spells of his own created and sewn on to banners to hearten his men. His direct participation in the battle, including his shooting of the sorceress, is fictionalised.

The marriage of Sipihr Shukoh and Zubdatunnissa took place in 1673.

Chapter 6

Jaswant Singh of Marwar had changed sides more than once during the civil war between Aurangzeb and his brothers, hence Aurangzeb’s distrust of him. He died at his headquarters near the Khyber Pass in December 1678. Aurangzeb’s actions against Marwar to curb Rajput power, including the saga of the succession, were more extended and complicated than laid out here but the essentials are accurate.

There was an earthquake in Delhi soon after Aurangzeb’s reimposition of the jizya on 12 April 1679.

Chapter 7

Shivaji’s magnificent coronation took place in June 1674 and the details are drawn from accounts of the time.

Chapter 10

Shivaji died at the beginning of April 1680. On his death, his son Sambhaji ordered an inventory of his possessions. It included, apart from jewels, 100,000 pieces of gold-embroidered cloth, 400,000 pieces of silk cloth, 6,800 kilograms of pepper, 2,200 kilograms of ambergris, 4,500 kilograms of gulal – the red powder used in the celebration of Holi – over 45 million kilograms of gunpowder, 31,000 horses, 3,000 camels and 500 elephants.

Chapter 11

Akbar proclaimed himself emperor in January 1681.

Chapter 12

Akbar’s campaign against his father was more protracted than presented here but Aurangzeb did indeed employ fake letters to demoralise and disperse Akbar’s forces as well as threatening Tahavvur Khan with the destruction of his family if he did not desert Akbar, which he did. Aurangzeb wrote in one of his letters, ‘When you have an enemy to destroy, spare nothing, rather than fail. Neither deception, subterfuges nor false oaths for anything is permissible in open war. Make use of every pretext in the world that you judge capable of bringing you success in your projects.’

Aurangzeb did imprison his daughter the poetess Zebunissa for the rest of her life for supporting her brother Akbar. Zebunissa was said to have been so passionate about collecting books and encouraging scholars that she amassed a library ‘the like of which no man has seen’.

Akbar did join forces with Sambhaji in 1681. Durgadas of Marwar helped him flee south.

Although peace was re-established between Marwar and Mewar on the one hand and the Moghul Empire on the other, the relationship remained strained, never again approaching the closeness it had previously enjoyed. Many fewer Rajputs joined the Moghul forces.

Chapter 14

Jahanara died in September 1681 and is buried in a simple tomb, as she had requested, close to the grave of a Sufi saint in Delhi. The following Persian verse – said to have been written by Jahanara herself – is inscribed on the headstone:

Let green grass only conceal my grave,

Grass is the best covering of the grave of the meek.

Chapter 16

The louche behaviour of Adil Hasan and other rulers of Golcunda is described in several historical sources.

Bijapur capitulated in September 1686. Aurangzeb did pay rewards to any brave enough to throw materials, even including corpses, into Bijapur’s moat.

Chapter 17

Aurangzeb did imprison Muazzam for his contact with the Golcundi court.

Golcunda fell in September 1687 after an Afghan traitor was bribed to let in a small Moghul force through a small gate. Adil Hasan’s insouciance faced with capture is based on fact. With the conquest of Golcunda the Moghul Empire reached its greatest ever extent – 3.2 million square kilometres or 1.25 million square miles. The population was between 100 and 150 million.

Chapter 18/19

Sambhaji’s capture with Kavi-Kulesh happened in early 1689, much as described. Their parading through the Deccan, appearance before Aurangzeb, torture and death in late March 1689 are based on historical sources, in particular Khafi Khan. Manucci adds even more gruesome details not used here.

Chapter 20

Sir William Norris did not report to his monarch by letter but the dates given in the ‘letter’ are accurate, as is the material about his travels, where he visited Aurangzeb, the account of the Marathas, Jats and Sikhs, the release of Muazzam in 1695 and the temporary imprisonment of Kam Bahksh. The description of Aurangzeb passing through the crowd, reading a book and looking neither right nor left, closely follows Norris’s own account.

Henry Avery is indeed usually said to be the most successful pirate in history, never being captured. William Kidd was hanged in London in May 1701 at Execution Dock at Wapping and his tarred body exhibited by the side of the River Thames in an iron cage as a warning to others.

When writing his letter Norris would have thought he was addressing King William III of England. He would not have known that the king had died in March 1702, and been replaced on the throne by Queen Anne. Norris – as he had anticipated – died at sea on 10 October 1702, before he reached England.

Chapter 21

Gauharara died in 1706. Akbar died in exile in Persia in 1704. Zebunissa had died in prison in 1702.

Chapter 22

The paragraph of the letter to Azam quoted is from the translation of an actual letter from Aurangzeb to him. Similarly, the first paragraph of the letter to Kam Bakhsh is taken from a real letter from Aurangzeb to his youngest son.

Aurangzeb died on Friday, 20 February 1707, just after morning prayers. He is buried in Khuldabad in a simple grave as he wished. There is no inscription on the red sandstone slab which tops the grave. It is very different from the great tombs in which Humayun, Akbar, Jahangir and Shah Jahan are interred but similar to the first emperor Babur’s on a hillside above Kabul in Afghanistan and also to his beloved sister Jahanara’s in Delhi.

Epilogue

The account of the deaths of Azam, Kam Bakhsh and Udipuri Mahal and the accession to the throne of Muazzam as Bahadur Shah are accurate. Bahadur Shah ruled for less than five years.


If you enjoyed TRAITORS IN THE SHADOWS, make sure to read the rest of the thrilling EMPIRE OF THE MOGHUL series:

Empire of the Moghul: Raiders from the North

Empire of the Moghul: Brothers at War

Empire of the Moghul: Ruler of the World

Empire of the Moghul: The Tainted Throne

Empire of the Moghul: The Serpent’s Tooth
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