
MIRZA ALI AZHAR 

HADRAT MAHAL’S ROLE IN THE 
WAR OF INDEPENDENCE 

Hadrat Mahal, wife of Wajid ‘Ali Shah, the much maligned ruler of 
Awadh, is one of those unfortunate historical figures who have been totally 
forgotten. Her services during the War of Independence, 1857-58, deserved a 
better fate but very few people know anything about the sufferings that she 
cheerfully bore for the cause of freedom. 

Before 1857 she lived an ordinary, humdrum, although luxurious, life in 
one of the palaces. On February 6, 1856, Wajid ‘Ali Shah was deposed and Awadh 
annexed to the territories of the East India Company. About a month a later the 
deposed king left Lucknow for Cawnpore en route to Calcutta, As all the ladies 
could not accompany the king, some of them were left behind and Hadrat Mahal 
was one of them. 

When the news of the Meerut outbreak and the capture of Delhi reached 
Lucknow, Sir Henry Lawrence, the Chief Commissioner, was already on the alert. 
But his best efforts notwithstanding, the whole of Awadh rose against the British 
and declared independence. Sitapur, Fyzabad, Daryabad, Sultanpur and Salone 
followed in quick succession. “Thus in the course of ten days,” writes Forrest, the 
official historian of the “Indian Mutiny”, “English administration in Oudh had 
vanished like a dream and not left a wrack behind. The troops mutinied and the 
people threw off their allegiance, but there was no revenge, no cruelty. The brave 
and turbulent population, with a few exceptions, treated the fugitives of the ruling 

| face with marked kindness, and the high courtesy and chivalry of the Barons of 
| Oudh was conspicuous in their dealings with their fallen masters who in the day of 

their power, had from the best motives inflicted on many of them a grave wrong.'” 
Sir Henry Lawrence could not cope with the situation and his health broke 

|) down “under the rapidity with which disasters were piling themselves upon him.” 
|| He was ordered complete rest but not before he had recommended Major Banks as 

his successor. In the meantime the British agents approached Raja Man Singh of 
«| Ajudhya who assured them of his loyalty to the British? and promised to protect 
| the refugees but, for fear of retaliation from the people, he would not act openly. In 
(i) spite of the whole province being honeycombed with foreign agents and the 

' _G.W. Forrest: Selections Srom State Papers, vol. Il, p. 37. 
Kamal-al-din: Qaysar-al-Tawarikh. p. 212. 
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treacherous attitude of some of the “vested interests,” the mass of the people rose 

to a man to avenge the wrong committed by the British against their homeland in 

the preceding year (1856). 

On the 30th of June 1857, Lawrence tried to stop the entry of the regiments i 

that had assembled at Nawabgunj (Barabanki), twenty miles from Lucknow. A ; 

battle was fought at Chinhut, only eight miles from the city, in which the British 

were badly defeated. Sir Henry and his. shattered forces took refuge in the 

Residency and the memorable siege began.” * Sir Henry defended it with all his skill 

but was mortally wounded by a shell and died on 4th July 1857 leaving Major 

Banks as his successor. . 

Now Lucknow had become the centre of revolt and all the regiments that 

had thrown off the British yoke and the country people, who had struck for | 

freedom, converged on the city. Next to Delhi, Lucknow became the nerve-centre 

of the national struggle. ‘ 

On July 5, 1857, only one day after the death of the British Chief 

Commissioner, Mirza Birjis Qadr, son of the exiled king Wajid ‘Ali Shah from 

Hadrat Mahal, was seated on his ancestral throne.’ He was only eleven years” on 

The administration of the civil and military affairs was entrusted by a “Court” 

Sharaf-al-Dawlah Muhammad Ibrahim Khan, Nasir-al-Dawlah ‘Ali ie eels 

Khan (better known as Mammu Khan) aud Maharajah Balkrishn® under the 

general supervision of Hadrat Mahal. 

The first act of the new administration was to issue an Ordinance in the 

name of Ta‘llugahdars and Zamindars, etc., exhorting them to join the King in 

turning out the foreign aggressors.’ General Hisam-al-Dawlah was asked to enlist 

fresh Najeeb battalions. 

The appeal of the new Government was responded to with enthusiasm and 

some of the prominent Ta‘lluqadars who joined the new regime were: 

. Raja Nawab ‘Ali Khan of Mahmudabad. - 

. Drigbijay Singh of Mahona. 

. Muhammad Husain Qidwai. 

. Rajah Debi Baksh Singh of Gonda. 
. Rajah Lal Madho Singh of Amethi. 

. Rana Beni Madho of Biswara. 
. Raghunath Singh of Khajurgaon. 

. Kalian Khan on behalf of the Raja of Nanparah.* 

The only leading Ta‘llugadar who hesitated to respond was Raja Man 

Singh of Ajudhya. He had already been won over by Captain Alexander Orr, the 

Assistant Cmmissioner. When he was openly charged with collusion with the 
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British by the national leaders he saw no other alternative but to present himself at the Darbar. He joined the forces that had besieged the Residency and was posted at the Sher Darwazah. Due to the heterogenous elements that made up the besieving army, unrelieved by any cementing factor, the sicve dragged on with varving success. In spite of numerous instances of personal valour the treacherous elements would not allow them to pull their weight together and succeeded in sowing the seeds of discord and corruping the leaders of the movement 
Opposed to the divided counsels of the patriots having no experience of field operations were the best British military brains of the day presided over by Lord Canning, the Governor-General and his staft officers. Sir Henry Havelock was selected for “quelling all disturbances at Allahabad...........Lucknow, ANG) sseccs Cawnpore; and that he should take prompt measures for dispersing and utterly destroying all mutineers and insurgents.” Hero of Many an action, such as the battles of Ava, Ghaznah, Jalalabad. Maharajpur, Mudke ete., he went forth with the support of the whole British empire to crush the upsurge of a “brave but turbulent people” for independence. 
After capturing Bithur, Havelock crossed into A wadh on 25th July and on the 29th the hotly contested battle of Unnao took place where the British lost heavily. The superior military skill of Havelock brought him a decisive Victory over the Awadh patriots but their valour extorted a grudging praise even from their enemies. “The Oudh gunners,” writes Forrest “highly trained soldiers, however, maintained the conflict with singular obstinacy and perished fighting around their guns”. At the next battle of Basharatganj, only eight miles ahead, which was fought the same day Havelock had to face the grim determination of the patriots. He was compelled to fall back on Mungulwar and await re-inforcements before he could proceed further on his way to Lucknow. 
With fresh reinforcements Havelock, for the second time, advanced and fought the second battle of Basharatganj on Sth August. But here too he met with such a determined opposition that he again gave up the attempt to attack Lucknow jand for the second time fell back on Mungulwar. We can imagine the mental janguish of the old general when he wrote to the Commander-in-Chief “I must )Prepare Your Excellency for my abandonment, with great grief and reluctance, of \the hope of relieving Lucknow............ an advance to the walls of Lucknow involves ‘the loss of this force'”.” 
After another action on 12th August Havelock decided to re-cross the “\Ganges and return to Cawnpore, which he did on August 13. The people of “Budmashes" by the arrogant foreigners, had proved that even he best English soldiers of the day, led by the ablest British Commanders, could ot face the stout resistance put up by them for their hearths and homes. “Our “froops, however, were severely tried; the advance into Cawnpore” admits an nglish Officer ‘‘seemed as much as it was possible for men to endure . But 

) G. W. Forrest: Selections from State Papers, vol. Il. p. 196. \ Ibid., p. 202. 
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what we then endured was comparatively light in comparison with what we 

encountered while advancing into Oudh, and again in returning hither''.” 

Havelock having failed, inspite of two successive attempts, in advancing 

on Lucknow much less “quelling all disturbances” there as originally ordered by 

the Governer-General, the latter decided to send some other general. He selected 

Sir James Outram for the task. He had to his credit the Bombay saying ‘A fox is a 

fool and a lion a coward by the side of Sir James Outram.’ For more than a month 

preparations were made, and forces assembled to make a final bid to invade 

Awadh and capture Lucknow. 

On September 21, at last, the British army under the command of Outram 

and Havelock invaded Awadh for the second time. After successive battles at 

Mungulwar, Bunee and Alambagh, which were as usual bitterly fought, the 

relieving force halted at the last mentioned place for a day to rest. 

After a long and mature deliberation the British force attacked Lucknow 

on September 25. But in order to carry the strongly held Charbagh Bridge the 

Britishers hit upon a ruse. They advanced, under the cover of hundreds of cattle”? 

to prevent ths Hindu soldiery from returning the fire. But every inch of the ground 

was contested and the attacking force suffered heavily under the steady fire of the 

opposing soldiers. % 
Now let us turn to the other side of the picture. One of the earliest 

administrative acts of the new government was to send a memorial (Arzdasht) to 

the emperor of Delhi who gave his approval to the accession of Mirza Birjis Qadr 

as the new Wazir. The heterogenous elements that had collected found the 

boy-king and the Queen-mother were further increased by the defeat of Nana 

Sahib at Cawnpore and the fall of Delhi. Nana Sahib himself came to Lucknow and 

was received as a state guest. With the arrival of the claimant for the Peshwa’s 

gaddi a new disturbing factor was introduced into the hastily collected forces that 

had been fighting for their freedom. The British were utilising to the full their 

opportunities of creating suspicions and discord among the leaders of the patriotic 

forces. The most prominent among these leaders, besides the royal party, were 

Risaldar Sayyid Barkat Ahmad and Captain Suba Singh of the Sepoy army, 

Mawlawi Ahmadullah alias Danka ‘Shah, some of the Ta‘llugdars with their 

Gohars, Nana Saheb with his entourage (after the fall of Cawnpore), General 

Bakht Khan and Prince Firuz Shah (after the fall of Delhi). 

From the outset it was evident that the patriots lacked harmony and could 

not therefore be expected to put up a planned resistance against the trained and 

well-directed British army. But the national army of Awadh, without any 

leadership worth the name, fought with usual stubbornness. Raja Man Singh 

fought so well at Charbagh that the title of “Farzand” was bestowed on him by the 

Queen mother. Others who distinguished themselves at this battle were Tajammul 

Husain Khan of Bhatwamau, who was seriously wounded and Mir Najaf ‘Ali and 

W ne Major North: Journal of an English Officer in India., p. 120 

Qaysar-al-Tawarikh, p. 239. 
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Mirza Imam ‘Ali Beg, who did not leave their guns, although they were cut to . 1 
| pieces. 

The greatest weakness of the national leadership lay in the divided 
counsels that hindered the prosecution of a successful war against the ememy 
These differences of opinion were exploited to the full by the enemy. The Queen's 
control, in spite of her best efforts, could not be firm due to the disruptive activities 

| of the enemy’s agents. The palace itself was swarming with spies and. the 
behaviour of some of the wives of the ex-king (who were liv ing at Lucknow) 

| became very suspicious. The officers of the national army approached the Begam 
Sahibah in a body and demanded the expulsion of all these ladies. With the greatest 
difficulty, she could pacify the infuriated soldiers but only after the promise that 
proper measures would be taken at the proper time. 

The indiscipline of the sepoys, who had already been notorious for 
arrogance and had given no little headache to their British commanders, increased. 
Even their Subedars or Risaldars could not control them and they began to indulge 
in looting the civil population. When these cases were reported to the boy-king 
Mirza Birjis Qadr, he sent for the officers and admonished them, on which they 
promised to restrain the soldiery.'* 

After the first relief of Lucknow on September 25, 1857, in which Outram 
and Havelock had brought reinforcements to the besieged in the Residency, the 
main efforts of the British forces were concentrated in clearing the surroundings 
from the insurgents. But due to the heavy losses suffered by them they were not 
dold enough to evacuate the Baillie Guard. The whole month of October was again 
‘pent in preparations. 

On the 14th November 1857 Sir Colin Campbell, the 
“ommander-in-Chief, advanced on Lucknow and succeeded in relieving the 
Xesidency for the second time. The garrision was completely withdrawn from the 

_ tesidency in the midnight of November 22. 
In spite of the two reliefs of the Lucknow Residency, Awadh was not 

 ubdued. The Britishers knew that unless Awadh, “the fecund nursery of sepoys”’ 
yas subjugated there would be no peace in the sub-continent. But they dared not ittack the province unless in sufficient Strength. “After the experience lately oe of the stubborn spirit of Oudh” wrote the Commander-in-Chief “the / eduction of that province could not be attempted with an army of less than 30,000 
en.” According to Colonel Napier “20,000 men are necessary for the first "| peration of subduing the city. That having been performed it will be necessary to 

| )yave a garrison in occupation, consisting of at least, 10,000 men—viz., 6000 in i e city, and 4000 in a chain of Posts to the Cawnpore Road—until the whole ‘fovince shall have been conquered and the rebels driven out of their last “Uronghold.'*” 
| Sir Colin wished to attack Rohilkhand first, and informed the Governor 

(9 Qaysar-al-Tawarikh, p. 267-8. 
|) Ibid., p. 233. 
|) Forrest: Selections from State Papers, vol. I p. 357. 

Marfat.com 



640 1857 IN THE MUSLIM HISTORIOGRAPH 

General that “Oudh ought to wait till the autumn of 1858, when with the countrie: 
occupied in strength all round it, the proper subjugation of Rajahs and peopl 

might be expected without risk and much loss”. But Lord Canning thought 
otherwise: “I think it of more importance to re-establish our power in the centre, 
and capital of Otidh, which has scarcely been in our possession two years, than te_ 
recover our older possessions. Every eye in India is upon Oudh as it was upon 

Delhi. Oudh is not only the rallying place of the sepoys, the place to which they all 
look, and by the doings in which their own hopes and prospects rise or fall—but it} 
represents a dynasty; there is a king of Oudh seeking his own. Oudh and ow 
dealings with it have been in every native 's mind for the last two years.'°” : 

On March 2, 1858 Sir Colin attacked Lucknow with “the largest and mos| 
effective army that had ever assembled in India'’."’ The Indians had not the ghos' 
of a chance against such a formidable force led by renowned soldiers like Colin, 
Campbell and Outram. They concentrated on the city and the exodus began. 

Begam Sahibah with Mirza Birjis Qadr left the Farhat Afza’ palace (near 
Qaysar Bagh) and retreated to the western part of the city. General Outram three 
times offered tempting terms to the Begam, but she refused to surrender. On 

March, 16, 1858, she left Lucknow and through Bharawan, Mahmudabad and 

Bitholee went to Bondi (Distt. Bahraicl?) on the other side of the Ghagra river, 
Here (at Bondi) she became the centre of all the disgruntled elements. The civil 

population welcomed her heartily and paid the revenue willingly. Finally she left 
for Nepal, where she was allowed to live in peace. A last offer was sent to her at 

Nayakot (Nepal) to return. The government offered her a suitable allowance with 

permission to live at Fyzabad or Lucknow, but she declined it.'* She preferrred to 

live and die a free person. 
Even after about one hundred years the people of Bondi, Nanparah and 

other places in the Bahraich district, both Hindus and Muslims, talk about the 

Begam Sahiba with respect and affection. The writer of these lines has seen many a 

sturdy Thakur and Pathan, in the interior of the district, wistfully talking of the 

lady with tears in their eyes. No doubt “the agony endured by Oudh seventy years 

ago is resented to-day far beyond the borders of Oudh.'”” 

The Begam, in spite of her inherent weakness as a pardahnashin lady. 

fought against the greatest imperialist power of the day with dauntless courage 

She was supported in her patriotic stand by the brave population of Awadh, both 

Hindus and Muslims. ‘ ‘Neither our threats nor our blandishments" admits Russel 

who was with Sir Colin Campbell in his winter campaign “have prevailed on the 

Oudh chiefs to renounce the cause of their supposed king, or to submit to ow 

rule.’”° As to the justice of the cause free, impartial verdict has always been ir 

favour of the people of Awadh. “The Oudh villager or ‘badmash,’ who, whateve 

4 

Forrest: Selections from State Papers, vol. II p. 357. 
'7 Ibid, vol. II p. 397. 

K. Haydar: Qaysar al-Tawarikh, p. 368. 
E. Thompson: The Other Side of the Medal, p. 121. 

70 W. H. Russell: My Diary in India, Vol. Il, p. 277. 
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other acts of injustice and rapine he may have committed, and whatever his private 
character” admits Majendie, “cannot he said to have been guilty of rebellion, nor 
had done any of these deeds, but simply taken advantage of a great revolt to strike 
a blow for his country, which we had taken from him. and who was fizhting 

} whether wisely or not is another question — with at least a show of right upon his 
{ side and in a cause which was not wholly vile it would have been more 
| satisfactary if for the people of Oude sepovs excepted — there had heen some 
| mercy and quarter.”*! 
} But the power-drunk victors would not make any distinction between the 

innocent and the guilty. “At the time of the capture of Lucknow @ season of 
indiscriminate massacre—such distinction was not made,” writes Majendie. “and 
the unfortunate who fell into the hands of our troops was made short work of 
sepoy or Oudh villager, it mattered not — no questions were asked! his skin was 
black, and did not that suffice? A piece of rope and the branch of a tree, ora rifle 
bullet through his brain, soon terminated the poor devil's existence.”*” The 
torch-bearers of Christian civilisation had decided to “show these rascally 
Musalmans™ writes Roberts (later Lord Roberts of Kandahar) “that, with God's 
help, Englishmen will still be masters of India’ The inhuman atrocities, the orgy 
of murder and rape committed in diabolical manner could not but extort a note of 
protest from persons worthy of respect. “All these kinds of y indictive, unchristian, 
Indian torture-such as sewing Mohammedans in pig-skins, smearing them with 
pork-fat before execution, and burning their bodies, and forcing Hindus to defile 
themselves, are disgraceful, and ultimately recoil on ousrelves. hey are spiritual 
and mental tortures to which we have no right to resort, and which we dare not perpetrate in the face of Europe.”"* No wonder the horrors committed by the British champions of civilisation in the years 1857-58 terrorised the country to Such an extent that the very soul of the nation was killed. The country had to wait | for another hundred years (till 1947) to regain that independence for which the | Lucknow queen died in a distant land. It now pulsates with life and self-respect and } | can speak out the anguish of the soul, undeterred by the frown of the foreign » | master and unhampered by the vile practices of the detestable sycophant. 

le (in: Journal of Pakistan Historicgd Society (Karachi), Vol. I, Pt. III (July 1953), pp. hh} 244-253). 
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