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The orthodox historian may have heard of Ghalib (Mirza Asadullah Khan) 

as aceleberated Urdu poet but not as a fellow historian who was commissioned by 
Bahadur Shah to write the official history of the Moghul dynasty. In any case. he is 

probably unaware of the fact that the great national poet not only chose to live in 

Delhi under the rule of the rebels but also kept a diary of day to day events of this 

memorable period in Persian, entitled Dastanho. The entries in this diary begin 

with the arrival of the Meerut Sowars on May 11, 1857, and go up to September 20 

when the British troops succeeded in overpowering the resistance of popular 

forces in Delhi. In some respects, this diary covers the developments up to the fall 

of Lucknow (July 1858). 
What actually prompted the author to compose this unique document is 

not very clear.' But in any case, it saw the light of day after the British were in full 
possession of Delhi and we shall not be very far wrong in assuming that the 
original was suitably revised to meet the requirements of the situation. As it now 
stands, the record of events in Ghalib’s diary is all too brief and does not mention 
some important matters which were common knowledge. It is particularly 
inadequate in its treatment of all significant developments. It looks as if the author 
had no leisure to rewrite his diary and confined himself to deleting some passages 
and interpolating a few afterthoughts—all evidently to save his skin.” 

The story opens in a mood of exhilaration, with the masses of people in 
revolt on all sides and armies converging on Delhi to fight the British troops on the 
Ridge. But no sooner the action commences—which lasted four months and ten 

days—than the author becomes more and more reticent and uncommunicative and 

after a few lines of a general nature we are abruptly informed that “the Indian 
forces had no choice but to retreat in face of the British onslaught on the Kashmiri 

1 
In one of his Urdu letters, Ghalib observes how, when on May 11, the uprising began in Delhi, 
he shut himself in his house (which was situated in the heart of the city) and “since one” can’t 
live without some occupation (shaghi), | started writing my own experiences (sarguzasht) and 
added what 1 came to learn from others” (Ud-i Hindi, p. 14). Similar remarks in his diary 

(Kulliyat-i-Nasr-i Ghalib, p. 387). 
For his fear of prosecution, see Kulliyat. 
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Gate.”* He now diverts from the main theme and except for a few stray, though 
revealing, references to the resistance movement in the country, he is mainly 
concerned with his own domestic problems and with his family services to the 
British in the earlier period. 

This reticence on the part of the author to discuss the details of the 
uprising, as also his studied professions of loyalty to alien conquerors. could be 
easily understood and appreciated if we keep in mind the savage massacres that 
were then going on. The slightest suspicion of his complicity in the rebellion 
would surely have sent him to the gallows.” Besides, Ghalib depended for his 
living on a pension and before the authorities could be persuaded to restore it, he 
had to prove his bona fides. This was all the more necessary in the case of one who 
belonged to the aristocracy and had been a tutor, a courtier and a friend to Bahadur 
Shah, the Moghul king of Delhi,’ and who, even while admiring the modernizing 
influence of the British regime in India, could not be reconciled to the aggressive 
policies of the British, particularly the annexation of Oudh.° Sometime later when 
the rigours of martial law relaxed and peaceful conditions prevailed, Ghalib 
became ever more vocal in his criticism of British high-handedness, he refused to 
share the illusion of the landed gentry that the new rulers would share political 
power with them.’ He openly sy mpathised, with the sufferings of his rebel friends 
and fallen aristocracy in general.® 

5 [bid., p. 388. 
It is generally estimated that 27,000 persons were hanged or shot in the city of Delhi alone, 
Amongst those who were massacred was the family of Sahbai, a famous poet and friend of 
Ghalib 

The author deliberately deletes all references to Bahadur Shah and the royal princes in his diary 
(Kulliyat, p. 398) and heaves a sigh of agony and relief when the death of Bahadur Shah in exile 
was reported. The poet wrote that death had “liberated him from the chains of mortal existence 
and from imprisonment at the hands of the British” (Urdu-i Mualla,, pp. 120-21). 
Writing to a friend in Oudh (Ghulam Husain Bilgrami) a few weeks before the uprising on 
February 23, 1857, Ghalib comments: “Just think of the (evil) days we are fated to live in. ... 

Even though it may not concern me directly, the ruin of the state of Oudh has depressed me all 
the more. In fact, I hold that if an Indian has no feelings for Oudh he must be devoid of an 
elementary sense of justice” (/bid., p. 403). When towards the end of his diary he has to record 
the fall of Lucknow, Ghalib is frankly gloomy and, in commenting on the events, confines 
himself to a verse from Sadi, purporting to say that “submission to the rulers on the part of the _ 
subjugated is no more than the mechanical and passive movement of a ball in response of the — 
stroke of polo stick” (Ku/livat, p. 405). | 

When it was reported to the author that the ruler of Alwar was going to be reinstated with full 
powers, Ghalib (who subscribed to the primacy of Determinism over Free Will in the 
philosophical controversy of the age) sarcastically remarked in a letter to a friend: “Just at the 

moment all of us are in the same boat. They say the Maharajah is going to be restored to his 
powers in November. But (take it from me) that his powers will be of the same nature as those, 

conferred on us, human beings, by God Almighty; for verily the initiative rests with Him and the 
human beings only come in for blame. ...” (Ud-i Hindi, p. 93). 
As an illustration, take the case of Maulana Fazle Haq (of Khayrabad) who was later condemned 
to life imprisonment in the Andamans and died there. When in 1861, a friend of his visited 

Calcutta, Ghalib anxiously asked him to enquire into the affairs of the Maulana (Urdu-i Maulla, 
p. 14); and when the latter passed away, the author openly lamented over “the death of such an 

a 
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Be that as it may, the fact remains that when the tide turned against him 

towards the middle of September 1857, he had to, like many of his friends, put 

personal safety above everything else. We cannot, therefore, blame the poet for 

arguing his carefully prepared defence before the authorities concerned. He 

pleaded that his family had always been loyal to the British and that he had been 

granted life pension on that very score, he had kept himself severely aloot both 

from the royalists and the rebels during the days of the uprising and had. in fact, 

shut himself in his house; he had chosen to stay in town after the entry of the 

British troops, when so many among the gentry and the pensioners had fed \nd 

he submitted his Persian diary to the higher authorities both in India and in 

England, in support of his alibi. His reasons for this are not far to seek. A master of 

that peculiar enigmatic style of writing —so dear to the litterateurs of the Moghul 

court in the 19th century—he could skilfully conceal the meaning even when he 

professes to reveal it. To add to the obscurity of both the form and the content of 

his writing, Ghalib. exploited on this occasion his well known bias for literary 

purity in Persian.'” In a word, he took good care to see that his diary was not used 

either against himself or against those of his friends who had taken a leading part in 

the uprising."' 
This, however, should not detract from Dastanbo’s value as source 

material and its validity as authority for some of the events connected with the 

uprising in Delhi. | need not emphasise that the author's love of objective truth and 

estimable friend as the Pride of Creation (Fakhr-i-ijad-o-takwin) Maulana Fazle Haq,” while he 

himself was doomed to drag on his “miserable existence” (/bid., p. 420). As to his solicitude for 

the old aristocracy, there are frequent references in his collection of letters. As a typical 

instance: Ghalib in his letter to Yusuf Mirza, dated November 28, 1858, says “who on earth 

could gauge my feelings except the Almighty? You know that people sometimes go mad under 

the burden of sorrows and lose their wits. | should not be surprised if | were unhinged by these 

disastrous events; it would be amazing if | were not. | confess and hold Ali as my witness that 

because of intense grief for the dead and the acute anxiety for the living. the world around me 

now looks dark and sinister. ... To think that | am alive while the wives and children of erstwhile 

nobles and aristocrats have to go begging in the streets for their daily bread!” (/bid.. pp. 254-55). 

It should not be forgotten that about this time the author himself was facing near-destitution 

Once he had only one rupee and seven annas between himself and starvation! (/bid., pp. 

250-51). Commenting on the destruction of the mansions of nobility at the hands of the British, 

Ghalib on one occasion compared the British to the “bully of a monkey who is bent on mischief 

and destroys the houses of all and sundry with impunity.” “Damn thy arrogance. O beast,” he 

concluded (/bid., p. 288). 

° — Kulliyat, p. 389. Also in his letter dated January 14, 1885, addressed to Nawab Yusuf Ali Khan 

of Rampur (Makatib-i Ghalib, p. 9). 

10 Kulliyat, p. 397. Also Ud-i Hindi, p. 14. From his diary Ghalib has excluded even ordinary 

rr Arabic words and terms, which were then current. 

It is interesting to note that the author does not even mentions by name people like Maulana 

Fazle Haq and Mufti Sadruddin who were known to have sponsored the Fatwa of the Muslim 

Ulema in support of jihad against the British and were among his intimate and lifelong 

companions. In fact, the only person mentioned in his diary is Hakim Ahsanullah, who had 

acquired notoriety by his support of the British in the camp of the rebels and the fact is duly 

emphasized by Ghalib (Ku/liyat, p. 387). 
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his passion for humanism are as characteristic of this as of all his other writings." 
For obvious reasons, however, the narration of events in the diary is vague and 
impersonal. But precisely because he has chosen to omit the dramatic incidents 
and the role of some individuals, Ghalib has unwittingly sueceeded in imparting to 
us, even in this fragment, some of the dynamism of this great movement of 
national resistance and a glimpse of the new social forces that were involved. 
Whatever the limitations of his treatment in the current version of his Persian 
diary, it is certainly an invaluable document for every conscientious student of the 
events of 1857.'° 

We shall now place before the readers a few selected extracts from 
Dastanbo and leave them to judge its merits for themselves. 

The Masses in Revolt 
The poet is somewhat puzzled as the scene opens; “The people fight the 

rulers; the troopers shed the blood of the (British) commanders and then rejoice 
over it, unmindful of consequences” (Kulliyat, p. 380). 

The Partisans of the British are Paralyzed 
“Since the rush of the torrent may nét be checked by the aid of straw, each 

one (among the supporters of the British) found himself helpless and sat down in 
(the solitude of) his home to mourn (at the turn of events). Count me as one of 
these mourners” (/bid., p. 382). 

Welcome to Meerut Sowars on Arrival 

“Some of the malicious Sowars... from Meerut entered the city, all of them 
composed but vociferous and in their eagerness to kill their masters, thirsting for 
the blood of the English. The watchmen of the city gates... who had full 
knowledge of the secret plot (literally ‘fellow oathtakers’. ham-sogand).... 
welcomed these uninvited or (may be) invited guests;....(in any case) the 
Sowars....found the sentries hospitable...” (/bid.). 

The Revolt Spreads 
“By and by, news came pouring in from far off cities that hotheads of 

every regiment in each cantonment have killed their (British) commanders. And 
just as the dancing girl is roused to sing by the tune of music, the ungrateful 

12 
Introducing his diary Ghalib observes: “In truth, it does not behove an emancipated mind to 
conceal the truth, particularly a pseudo-Muslim like me who does not owe allegiance to any 
particular denomination or creed and pays no heed whatsoever to a good name” (Kulliyat, p. 
407). It should be noted in this connection that, in spite of his admiration for the bravery 
displayed by the rebels in their fight with the British, Ghalib never forgave them for shedding 
the blood of innocent Englishmen in Delhi. For his humanism see, among others, his | 
observations in Urdu-i Maulla (p. 42). 
A condensed Urdu edition of his diary by Mirza Yaqub Beg Nami was first published from 
Delhi in 1922 by Hasan Nizami .. under the title Ghalib ka Roznamcha. | have failed to finda 
reference to Ghalib’s diary in any of the innumerable official and non-official histories of 1857. 

—— 
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soldiers and workmen in their thousands joined heartily (literally ‘their hearts 

became one’); and, far or near, even without uttering a single word among 

themselves, they got down to their respective tasks These unmanly troops of 

skilled fighters have a bond of solidarity of their own like a broom. On their march 
they make a fine display without the usual exercises and fight the battles even 
without (proper) command” (/hid.). 

Feudal Aristocracy Goes into the Background 

“They laid into dust both the honour and the mansions (literally “the dust 
of their lane’) of those who were distinguished for wisdom and good name: while 

those who had neither power nor pelf shot into prominence... Faney! these 
worthless fellows now demand complianey with their orders from the very 
elements... (It is an evil day when) men of valour are seared of their own shadows 

and a mere trooper lords over all and sundry (literally ‘over the king and the 

beggar’) (/bid., pp. 384-85). 

Popular Armies Gather in Delhi 
Ghalib notes how as soon as they arrived in Delhi, the various 

detachments of troopers first handed over the gold and silver with them to the royal 

treasury, then went to the Red Fort “to put their foreheads on the threshold of the 
King” and later moved about with a martial air in the city. 

“And lo! there emerged from every nook and corner a soldier, from every 

pathway a platoon and from each direction an army and all began to move about on 

the land.... These are wonderful times and the hour of those who have triumphed. 
Just now within and without the city of Delhi, there have gathered something like 
fifty thousand infantry; and cavalry” (/bid., p. 385). 

Popular Pressure on the Indian Ruling Chiefs 

“Tafazzul Husain Khan, the renowned (ruler) of Farrukhabad put (literally 
‘rubbed’) his forehead in the presence of the king even though from afar and thus 
affirmed his allegiance. Khan Bahadur Khan (of Bareilly) sent to the royal 
presence an offering of a hundred and one gold coins and an elephant and a horse 
with silver trappings... Nawab Yusuf Ali Khan Bahadur (of Rampur) .... who for so 
long had been firm in his attachment to the English rulers, was compelled to send a 
formal message (of loyalty to Bahadur Shah) and thereby silenced the voice of his 
(critical) neighbours. In Lucknow.... the wise minister (literally “one who knows 
the job”) Sharaf-ud Dowlah raised to the throne a ten-year-old boy from among the 
sons of Wajid Ali Shah... and designated himself (as his) Peshkar and adviser.... 
He sent his emissary to the royal court (at Delhi) with handsome presents... (In 
short) the star of good fortune of the king ascended so high that the face of the 
Britishers (literally ‘the Khaki-wearers’) was concealed; from it” (/bid., pp. 
387-88). 

The Fight with the British 
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“Day in and day out shells from both sides fall from the air like common 

pebbles. The heat of May and June together with the glare of the sun is ever on the 

increase .... The warriors of the royal force daily gather from all over (the city) 

after sunrise, go to fight like lions. .. . and return just before sunset” (/bid., p. 386). 

The Mansion of Hakim Ahsanullah is Burnt Down 

“They looted the mansion of Hakim Ahsanullah, the supporter of the 

British (literally ‘who was working for the victory of the British’) which looked 

like a Chinese picture gallery and set fire to the antechamber of his reception hall” 

(bid. p. 387). ‘ 

British Offensive and the Retreat 

On September 14, 1857 came the British attack and now “in face of the 

British onslaught on the Kashmiri Gate, the Indian forces (literally ‘the black 

troops’) had no choice but to retreat” (/bid., p. 388). 

People Resist to the Last 

When the British captured the city from the hands 
of the popular army, the 

common people joined the soldiers and took to street fighting. “Some from among 

the hoodlums and the rabble of the city now began to engage the stout-hearted 

occupation troops... For two or three days every nook and corner of the city from 

Kashmiri Gate onwards was converted into a regular battle-field and the three 

outlets....the Ajmeri Darwaza, the Turkman Darwaza and_ the Delhi 

Darwaza——remained in the hands of the (rebel) soldiers” (Ubid., 389). 

As a result when Delhi was finally occupied “so many ... from among the 

high and the low, that none could count, escaped from the city through these three 

gates” (bid.). 

The Morale of People 

Speaking of the civilians in his own quarter, Ghalib notes, “though the 

entrance (to the lane) has been blockaded, there is still such fearlessness (in the 

atmosphere) that people force open the gates, go out into the open and bring in 

their supplies” (/bid.). 

Resistance in the Countryside and Around Delhi 

; Finally, when Delhi formally passed into the hands of the British on 

October 7, 1857, the resistance in the countryside had by no means subsided. 

“Even now,” notes the author, “vast numbers of rebels in Bareilly, Farrukhabad 

and Lucknow are determined to fight in organised groups and to dispute ce 

possession of) every acre of the soil (literally ‘from Farsang 
to Farsang’)...> In 

the neighbourhood of Delhi) the Meos of Sohna and Null (Gurgaon District) have 

created uproar in such fashion that you would imagine lunatics had broken loose 

4 . * 

‘4 Farsang is a measure of distance. 
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from their chains. Tula Ram.... is still at large in Rewari and has now joined his 
forces with those of Devi, the Meo, and operates under him. This group, in those 
hilly and forest regions, has its own independent plan of fighting the (British) 
rulers. In a word you might almost say that the very elements in India are in a 
ferment” (/bid., p. 397). 

A Domestic Scene — Collecting Rain Water 
After September 15, all grain shops were shut down and the sweepers, the 

washermen, the barbers and the hawkers left the city. As a result, for two days and 
nights there was nothing to eat or to drink. Ghalib was naturally at his wit’s end 
when “suddenly the clouds gathered and it began to rain. We (in our house) spread 
a sheet of cloth, put a big jar under it, and thus collected rain water. | hey say, the 
clouds gather the water from the sea and pour it on the land: but on this occasion, 
the precious clouds phoenixwise fetched water from the Stream of Life itself. In 
any case, what Alexander so vainly sought after in the days of his kingship, this 
(humble) parched-throat, drinker of salt water, discovered it in these hours of 
misery.”!° 

Plunder and Massacre 
With the British occupation of the city began the new phase of what the 

author characterised as “the fire of fury of (our new) masters”: “The victors 
advanced through the passage in front of Kashmiri Gate which leads to the market 
and killed whomsoever they could find on the road. Not one among the gentry and 
the sober but barred the entrance to his house” (/bid., pp. 388-89). Ghalib suddenly 
noticed that “there were gallows on every side and the roads look fearful. ... Now 
no one dares come out and talk to us, nor do we venture to go out and look around 
for ourselves”....'° (Jbid., pp. 391-92). 

(As to the plunder and loot of the city) “the general order to the troops is to 
spare the life of one who immediately surrenders and to take all his belongings; in 
Case, one puts up resistance, they are to take his life together with his goods. In any 
case, looking at so many corpses (all over the city), one suspects that they have 
been massacred, since their heads are no more visible on their shoulders” (/bid., D. 
395). 

“Jhajjar, Bahadurgarh, Ballabhgarh, Loharu, Farrukhnagar, Dujana and 
een 

'S This is an allusion to the fable of “Sikander” and his search for “thre water of immortality” 
(ab-i-hayat). 
It is during these days that the author composed his famous Urdu verses describing the martial 
law, when “every English Tommy behaved like God Almighty and one was afraid of going out 
of his house. The Chowk was then turned into a slaughter house while the homes looked like a * 
prison. In a word, very particles of dust in Delhi cried aloud for the blood of Mussalman™ 
(Urdu-i Mualla, p. 373). 
He is more explicit in an Urdu letter where he called it “general massacre” (/bid., p. 138). In 
another letter he referred, among other “invaders of Delhi, to the British who “destroyed life, 
Property, honour, homes together with dwellers, in fact, the very earth and sky;—in a word, all 
that connotes life” (Ud-i Hindi, p. 90). 
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Pataudi, are the seven states in the neighbourhood of the city whose chiefs are 
attached to the Briitish Agency at Delhi. Of these, the rulers of five states are 
detained (for punishment) in the Fort and the remaining two are anxious for their 
fate. They hanged the rulers of Jhajjar, Ballabhgarh and Farrukhnagar separately 
on different days” (/bid., pp. 400-01). 

Thereafter Delhi looked like a big prison. In the words of our author: “In 
this city the prison is situated outside the town and the police lockup (‘the abode of 
lamentation’) within. They have crowded these two places with so many people 
that you almost feel one human being was packed into the other. The Angel of 
Death alone knows the number of those from these two prison houses who have 
died on the gallows from time to time. The Muslim residents in the city do not now 
exceed a thousand; they are either relations of the prisoners or otherwise, 
pension-holders....” (/bid., pp. 403-04). 

The Hour of Despair and a Vision of the Future 
Ghalib was naturally heartbroken at the sight of this “City of the Dead” 

(Shahr-i khamoshan) as he called it where “he was once known to thousands, had a 

companion in every home and a friend in every home and an every establishment.” 
It was painful for him to think that “the city was empty of Muslims. In the darkness 
of night their homes are without light and by day the chimneys of their walls emit 
no smoke.” In this hour of desolation and despair the poet saw nothing but death 
and starvation facing the Muslims as a community (/bid., p. 410). Soon, however, 
somewhere on the horizon a dim vision appeared and the poet concluded on a note 
of mystic hope: 

The harp player, when he strikes the chord 
One can see what he is after, 
Happiness lies concealed behind the veil of sorrow, 
Not for wrath does the washerman beat the cloth.'* 
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'§ In another place the author refers to the British extinguishing the candle but at the same time 
announcing the tidings,of the dawn and pointing the way to the light of the sun. 
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