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To Read, To Discover
Background to “The Last Mughal:
The Fall of a Dynasty, Delhi, 18577

(Thai version)

To Read

In 2007, Penguin Books India published a very
popular book in India “The Last Mughal: The Fall
of a Dynasty, Delhi, 1857 authored by Western
historian William Dalrympal. Later, in 2023,
Matichon Publishing House published the Thai
version titled “Dethronement & Desertation of
Delhi”, translated by Suphatra Bhumiprabhas. As a
researcher, for me, it was worth reading and gazing
into Indian history in the context of the 1850’s, since
1858 was the last year of both the British East India
Company and the Indian Muslim dynasty. It was
the year of transition into the era of the British Ra;.
However, readers who are unaware of the beginnings
of the royal dynasty as well as of the British in India,
will get an insight into the early royal dynasty and
its fall.

In terms of appearance, both English and Thai
versions look the same. As for the content, the book
is divided into a preface and 12 parts. There’s a
connection with regard to events in the preface and
the 12th part, “The Last Mughal Emperor”, such as
his departing India in 1858, his death in 1962 and the
finding of his grave in Rangoon in 1991. Parts 1 - 11
cover events that fall between 1852 - 1857 divided
as follow: Parts 1-2, 1852; Parts 3-10, 1856 — 1857;
and Parts 11-12, 1858 (the City of Death, the Mughal
Monarch).

In particular, for Parts 5 - 9, the Thai version of
the book “Revenge and Reconciliation: Understanding
South Asian History” (2008) is recommended, which
was translated from the original book published in
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2000 by Rajmohan Gandhi. This book will help
provide the reader with foundation information on
Indian history. Once having read deeply into the end
of the dynasty, they will get a better understanding,
without which the events surrounding the
dethronement could be confusing, making it difficult
to connect the dots.

The major land mass of India may be divided
between the British, with their military base in Oudh,
and the establishment of Lucknow city and Bihar
state, and on the Indian side, the Red Fort, the royal
capital of Agra, Uttar Pradesh State and Delhi.

In addition, critics have deliberated over
comparing the English names and year of events
presented in the book “An Advanced History of India”
(Majumdar, Raychaudhuri, & Datta, 2009), a work by
Indian historians which was first published in 1960
by Macmillan publishing house, London.

To know (the context of Indian history)

Concerning the English language naming of the
dynasty, the name is transliterated in various forms
such as, Mongol, Moghul and Mughal. As to which
one is preferable depends upon original references,
by whom, and in accordance with what standards.
But in the Thai version, the name of the dynasty and
year is not mentioned (on the cover), relying solely
on the symbol of the throne instead.

For example, in the 1960 volume, the dynasty
and empire is referred to as “Mughul”, which is spelt
as HJTeT in Hindi, but when referring to Genghis
Khan, it is “Mongol”. Meanwhile, on page 727 of



the Sikh holy scripture Sri Guru Granth Sahib (1708),
in the Gurmukhi script of the Punjabi language, it is
written as HIIS (Magol) but often translated as
“Mughal”.

In Thai documents, the book title “Mughals,
the World Renowned Dynasty” is used, whereas in
the translated books “Revenge and Reconciliation”,
the word “Moghul” is used, even though it is spelled
as “Mughal” in the original publication. In critiques
as well as Sikh documents, as here, “Mughal” is
preferred.

Historical context: In concerning the regular
foreign invasions of India since the 13th century, six
Muslim dynasties have conquered the Yamuna river
basin, the two main ones being the Lodhi Dynasty
under the Sultanate, of which the last throne was
between 1517 — 1526, and the last dynasty, the
Mughals, which was established by Emperor Babur
in 1526 with an army hailing from the Kabul basin.
Babur’s soldiers swept through Punjab towards the
Yamuna, overthrowing the Lodhi Sultanate at Agra
with the Red Fort as the center. Hence the word
“throne” is specifically used for the Mughal Dynasty
and not for other dynasties before 1526. Later, the
term Mughals become used as synonym for Muslims.

Administrative context: The Mughals
organized their governance into subhas for provinces,
sarkars for districts and subhadars for administra-
tors in highest position as governors, with royal kin
bestowed with the title of “Nawab” to govern the
affairs.

The Royal Court was the highest level of
administration known as “durbar”. There are versions
translations of this into Thai, depending on the type of
executive power. For example, civil administration
was translated as the royal hall or pavilion.

The word “fort”, later known as “qila” means
a small town serving as a royal base, with durbar as
a part of it. The fort was built from red sand stone
which later became its specific name. In the book
it is called “Lal Qila” where “lal” means red (like
pomegranate). In the Thai version, it is referred to as
the Royal Red Fort Palace.

In context of the early Mughal Dynasty 1526-
1658 (132 years), following the death of Emperor
Babur in 1530, a royal funeral was held. A decree was
made to return his body to Kabul, where the funeral
was held again with his bones, and a mausoleum
was built under the name Bagh-e-Babur or Garden
of Babur, which contains the royal journal known as
“Babur Nama” (with Dilip Hiro as editor in 2006).

In 1538, during the reign of the 2nd emperor
Humayun (1530 - 1556), the Delhi Fort (old fort)
was built, and Delhi Durbar was established in 1555.
Nearby was built Humayun’s Tomb as a garden (bagh)
in 1570, the first of its kind in India. Therefore, as the
tomb of the first emperor is not in India, Humayun’s
Tomb was the first dynasties memorial in India. This
is the reason for which the last emperor visited Hu-
mayun’s Tomb before leaving India.

The reign of the third emperor, Akbar (1556 -
1605), was praised as the golden age of the Mughals,
who proceeded to reform the subha, effective till the
end of the Mughal Era.

During the reign of the 5th emperor Shah Jahan
(1628 - 1658), the Taj Mahal was built on the banks
of the Yamuna River in Agra. The Red Fort was built
in 1638, and the capital was shifted to Delhi — with
the Jama Masjid being built in the 1650’s, making it
the 7™ city, Shah Jahanabad (the suffix “-abad” was
added to city names during the Mughal era).

Of the eight cities built in the vicinity of Delhi
to serve as capital in those periods, seven were built
by Muslims of foreign descent. Beginning from the
first being Lalkot or Red Fort in Southern Delhi (Kot
for frontier cities) to the seventh city of the Mughals
albeit the eighth city, New Delhi, built by the British,
developed after 1857. And after World War I, India
Gate was built, until 1911 was shifted from Calcutta
(West Bengal) to Delhi.

The last two thrones comprised the 19™
emperor, Akbar II, who, having the same name as the
third emperor, was called Akbar Shah. Akbar II was
father of the 20th emperor Bahadur II, who also used
the same name as the 8th emperor, Bahadur Shah I,
so he was known as Bahadur Shah Zafar, with Zafar
meaning victory.
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The Red Fort of Delhi

The 7™ city center, currently Central Delhi, is
known as Purana Delhi or Old Delhi. City development
divided the area into two zones — within the fort and
outside the fort.

Within the fort is divided into four important
areas, namely (a) durbar- Royal Court, (b) bagh— garden,
(c) deewaan, similar to durbar, also an administrative
title at minister level, and (d) gate, such as the north
western Lahori Gate of Lahore in Punjab, a princely
city; the far north Kashmiri Gate in Kashmir, which is
a public gate; and the southern Delhi gate, the Ajmeri
Gate of Rajasthan.

Outside the Red Fort, on the opposite side,
is the Chowk, meaning square, which is a bazaar
or marketplace connecting to a ghat (port or ritual
bathing place). A royal port is called Raj Ghat. The
main square is called Chandni Chowk (Moonlight
Square). It is divided into three zones: (i) Jama
Masjid, built by the 5™ emperor between 1650
— 1656 and later became Urdu Bazaar. Its main
attraction is the Gurdwara of the 9" Sikh Guru, built
during the reign of the fourth emperor; (ii) Johari
Bazaar which includes Delhi City Hall, and Ghanta
Ghar clock tower or built in the 1870’s; and (iii) the
Fatehpuri Masjid, meaning mosque of the victorious city,
located at the western most reaches of the city.
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Conclusion

This article highlights some key events and
describes important places of the early Mughal Era
that may be helpful for the reader of Dalrympal’s
“The Last Mughal”. The references will clarity certain
historical, political, administrative and even linguistic
perspectives recounted in the book. One comes to
know the cause related to the Mughal travel route in
Old Delhi towards the end of the Mughal era. The
important places include: Laal Qila-The Red Fort;
Chowk-Chandni Square; and Humayun’s Tomb
(the second emperor). The British were able to
develop a military base in the Oudh area, which
later developed into the city of Lucknow and the
establishment of the state of Bihar. Therefore, the
events during the reign of the 20th emperor was the
last of the Mughals that triggered riots resulting in
the termination of the East India Company and the
beginning of the British Raj (1858 - 1947).
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Photo i : The book cover (scanned from the original)
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Photo ii : The Red Fort (Lal Qila) in Agra, Uttar Pradesh.
A World Heritage site by UNESCO in 1984.
(Photo taken 2010)
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Photo iii : Humayun’s Tomb (2" emperor) Delhi. Built in 1570. Considered as Mughal Monument,
registered as World Heritage site by UNESCO in 2016.
(Photo taken 2010)
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