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Epilogue

​True Tales of the World’s Strangest Assassination Attempts — When Death Nearly Rewrote History


From the shadowy jungles of Southeast Asia to the sun-scorched courts of West Africa, The Knife at the Neck of Empires reveals thirteen little-told stories of rulers, rebels, and conspirators whose lives—and thrones—hung by the thinnest thread. These are not the famous plots you've heard: no canon bullets at Sarajevo, no grand conspiracies in imperial capitals. Instead, we dig into obscure records, oral chronicles, and newly translated correspondence to uncover assassination attempts so bizarre, so close to success, that we can’t help asking: how different would our world be if they had succeeded?

Each chapter acts like a cinematic backstage pass to a moment of catastrophe narrowly avoided: a poisoned banquet in 9th-century Borneo, a nighttime climb on a Himalayan fortress wall, a cross-desert ambush on an African envoy, a conspiracy among palace eunuchs in a Himalayan kingdom. We narrate the political storms swirling around these attempts: tribal feuds, empires rising and falling, foreign agents, local kings with precarious alliances. Through vivid scenes and richly drawn characters, you’ll feel the tension, the regret, the “what if” that lingers in these footnotes of history.

If you love history that feels like spy thrillers, or hidden corners of the past you never knew existed, this is your book. The Knife at the Neck of Empires will take you from river valleys to desert passes, from forgotten kingdoms to imperial margins—and show how fragile the order of states really was.
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​Chapter 1: The Poisoned Banquet in Banjarmasin
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(Borneo, late 9th century CE)

The night air was thick with clove and sandalwood when the servants brought in the bowl. Beneath the flicker of oil lamps, the great hall shimmered with gold-threaded textiles and the rhythImic glint of kris blades at every noble’s hip. The gamelan orchestra’s metallic tones echoed through the wooden pillars, and the dancers moved like the slow curl of smoke — elegant, deliberate, hiding their exhaustion behind painted smiles.

At the center of this humid theatre sat Sultan Dewa, sovereign of Banjarmasin, his eyes half-lidded beneath a crown of polished shell and beaten gold. To his right, a rival noble — Prince Pangeran Aria — glanced sideways as the bowl of spicy fish stew made its circuit. A servant paused, bowed low, and presented it to the Sultan. The air trembled. The Sultan’s fingers, heavy with jade rings, dipped the spoon. One swallow.

And then, silence.

The music faltered. The dancers froze mid-turn. Dewa’s face darkened; his throat convulsed. A servant dropped a platter — porcelain shattered across the bamboo floor. The court physician was summoned, shouting for coconut water, oil, anything to draw out the poison.

Minutes passed. The Sultan coughed, spat, and demanded the feast continue.

The bowl was seized, its contents tested — first by dogs, then by a terrified servant. Both convulsed before the night ended. The poison, most likely derived from akar tuba, a root long used for stunning fish, had nearly ended the Sultan’s rule and reshaped the political map of the southern seas.



​The Court and Its Enemies

At the time, Banjarmasin was not yet the coastal city known to later Dutch traders but a fortified settlement inland, perched along the Martapura River. The region’s power structure was fluid — a mosaic of Dayak tribes, Malay-speaking elites, and riverine merchants connected to the great Srivijayan thalassocracy that dominated maritime Southeast Asia.

Sultan Dewa, by most accounts, ruled during the decline of Srivijaya’s influence in the archipelago. The local polities of southeastern Borneo were asserting independence, trading directly with Javanese merchants instead of through Srivijayan intermediaries. This created tension between traditionalist nobles aligned with the Srivijayan court at Palembang and reformers like Dewa, who sought to tax trade directly and strengthen Banjarmasin’s own harbor authority.

It was a dangerous experiment. By challenging Srivijaya’s monopoly, Dewa upset both external powers and his own nobles — particularly Pangeran Aria, whose lineage claimed descent from older Malay rulers loyal to Palembang.

​The Poisoner’s Circle

No single assassin was ever named in the surviving Malay chronicles — only hints of a conspiracy among the “lords of the river mouths.” A later Javanese source, the Nagarakretagama, refers cryptically to “a prince of the south who tried to kill with food the one who feeds the people.”

Dutch archivists in Batavia, centuries later, discovered fragments of an oral chronicle collected from Banjar elders. These fragments, translated by the linguist H. van der Waal in 1879, mention a “banquet of betrayal” where “a noble placed death in the bowl of soup meant for his kin.” The poison, they said, was smuggled from a Javanese merchant — possibly an agent of Srivijaya or even the Kediri kingdom that would later dominate Java’s trade networks.

Dewa’s survival, according to these accounts, owed not to divine protection but to the quick action of his dukun istana — the royal healer — who forced the Sultan to vomit and poured a neutralizing mixture of coconut milk and lime juice down his throat. Within hours, the Sultan had recovered enough to interrogate his staff.

By dawn, five courtiers had been executed. None confessed.



​Political Ripples

The aftermath transformed Banjarmasin’s internal politics. Dewa, paranoid and enraged, stripped several river lords of their titles and centralized trade under the royal treasury. This decision, while strengthening his immediate power, deepened resentment among the nobility.

Ironically, it also drew the attention of Srivijaya itself. The empire, threatened by Dewa’s independence, began sending diplomatic envoys — and spies — to Borneo. Within a generation, Banjarmasin was folded back into the Srivijayan sphere, its autonomy curtailed until the empire’s own decline in the 11th century.

Modern historians see this failed assassination as an early sign of how fragile maritime power structures were in Southeast Asia — built on loyalty networks that could turn lethal overnight. A poisoned bowl, in this sense, was not just an act of treachery but a symptom of shifting trade winds and contested sovereignty.

​Sources and Uncertainties

The principal sources for this account are fragmentary and contested. The Hikayat Banjar, written centuries later, embellishes the episode with supernatural motifs — claiming the Sultan’s survival was due to a sacred amulet that “glowed like fireflies.” Historians generally regard this as literary flourish.

The Dutch translation of oral accounts in van der Waal’s Verslag over de Zuid-Borneo Kronieken (1879) provides the only semi-contemporary reference to an actual poisoning attempt, though the date is inferred from linguistic analysis and cross-referenced with Javanese trade mentions.

Whether Sultan Dewa existed as a singular historical figure or represents a composite of early Banjar rulers remains open to debate. What is certain, however, is that the legend of the “Poisoned Banquet” endured for over a millennium — a warning whispered in Malay courts: Never eat from a rival’s bowl, no matter how sweet the scent.
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​Chapter 2: The Alpine Ambush at Ladakh’s Fortress
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​(Western Himalayas, mid-17th century CE)

The night hung still over the fortress of Basgo, its ochre walls glowing faintly in the moonlight like the bones of the mountains themselves. The wind had fallen silent, and only the faint creak of a prayer wheel turning somewhere in the lower courtyard broke the hush. A sentry coughed, stamped his boots against the cold, and peered down the switchback path leading to the Indus River far below.

He didn’t see the climber.

Half-shrouded in yak-hide, the man moved slowly, deliberately, his gloved fingers finding small cracks in the rock. A dagger glinted once beneath his sleeve — then vanished again into darkness. He had been climbing since dusk, his every movement rehearsed, his resolve sharpened by vengeance and a promise made before an altar of smoke and butter lamps.

His target was King Sengge Namgyal of Ladakh, the Lion King of the Himalayas — builder of monasteries, conqueror of neighboring valleys, and proud claimant of descent from Tibet’s ancient kings. Inside, the fortress was alive with quiet opulence: butter lamps flickered on thangka paintings; the smell of roasted barley mixed with juniper incense; monks chanted their night prayers in the adjoining gompa. Sengge himself sat awake, tracing the routes of caravans across a parchment map, unaware that death was climbing the cliffs outside his window.


​The Kingdom in the Clouds

In the 1600s, Ladakh was both a crossroads and a buffer — a high-altitude hinge between empires. To the west lay the Mughal frontier in Kashmir; to the north, the crumbling Khanates of Central




​The Climb




​Political Reverberations






​Sources and Evidence
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