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Zeenut Ziad:

It’s an honor and a privilege for me to be here, and thank you all so much for organizing this wonderful seminar.  Royalty is eternally fascinating, and more so because until recently a veil had literally been drawn over the royal ladies of South Asia, both Muslim and Hindu, and figuratively, in colonial times over South Asian history.  So, basically, we’re on a voyage of rediscovery.  

I will probably talk a little bit about some personal experience through which I hope to highlight two aspects which are often ignored about our princely states.  Now, the colonialists stereotyped South Asian society, particularly the ladies, which were basically invisible to them.  But for South Asians, the stories of our great maharanis and begums lived in popular legend.  It’s only in the last 40 years that historians are uncovering a wealth of material from primary sources to confirm this.  And this is particularly true of Mughal women.  

We don’t have time to discuss the powerful and fascinating Mughal ladies, but I must share a gem with you about the Mughal ladies.  In 1581, Mughal Emperor Akbar, the most powerful emperor in the world, had to put down a rebellion in Kabul, and subdue the area.  Does that sound familiar?  So who does he appoint as governor?  Not Karzai.  He appoints his sister, Bakhtunissa.  Under her rule, the political situation stabilized and Akbar was able to avoid regional conflict brewing at the time.  And then that’s not all.  A hundred years later Kabul was boiling again.  From 1678 to ’98, Sahebji the wife of Amir Khan, governor of Kabul, assisted her husband during his lifetime and carried out the duties of governor after his death for almost two years, keeping good order in the disturbance-prone area of Kabul.  So I think there’s a lesson in this for those who might want to draw one.  

South Asian women also rose to the challenge of the traumas of the 19th century.  Ken will be delighting us with the larger than life Begum Somru.  Others like Rani of Jhansi will be discussed also later.  But the story of the 19th century is incomplete without mentioning another group of iron-willed and brave women.  These were the begums of Awadh.  Begum Hazrat Mahal in particular was magnificent.  She instigated the revolt against the British colonialism and all Awadh -- Hindu, Muslim, men, women, rich and poor -- took up arms for her.  She personally led the battles from on top of an elephant.  She is still revered in legend today.  

Since the beginning of the 20th century, women found their own voice.  And Dr. [Barbara] Ramusack will tell us the stories of two maharanis.  I was going to mention two other must-reads, Ken [Robbins] preempted me very ably and brilliantly with his and Joyce’s earlier talk, but I will mention these two books, one called “The Begums of Bhopal,” and the other, “The Memoirs of a Rebel Princess.”  Let me also add that Bhopal was a large Hindu majority state with a Muslim ruler, which as Ken told us was ruled for four generations by very devout, very crafty, and very determined Muslim women.

The memoirs of Abida Sultaan, last of the line -- she died just recently at, I think, age 88 -- give us a picture of an incredibly strict and rigid training and upbringing.  I mean, at the age of four she was woken up at like four in the morning and made to say her prayers and recite the Koran and it was a very frugal upbringing.  She was trained in mechanics.  She was trained in hunting.  She had memorized the Koran at the age of eight or something.  She was given incredible administrative training.  She knew how to fly.  She was one on the polo team of India.  Music, art, languages, mathematics -- you name it and she was doing it.  

Our family -- now I will tell you why I’m bringing that up -- our family is related to or was closely associated with many of the noble houses, including the Muslim, Hindu, and Sikhs.  I do not remember any stories of excesses about those raised as princesses.  Men were a different matter.  The rare exceptions were those who married into the royal families, like the unfortunately notorious Begum Junagadh, from a good family, but who was awful to her servants, and she was publicly condemned for that.  And there were others who may have come from questionable background, and so the conversation was usually conducted with raised eyebrows and meaningful looks.  But princesses were brought up with an enormous sense of responsibility and noblesse oblige.  Humility was taught as a most important virtue, and later this was what sustained many of them through the terrible periods following, you know, when they lost everything, and they lived poverty with grace and beauty.  

One of my earliest memories is of Begun Pataudi, she was a younger sister -- the middle sister of Abida Sultaan, “the rebel princess.”  She was beautiful, tall, slim -- we were neighbors and as children we would tunnel -- I mean she was not my age -- she was my mother’s age -- but her children and I would tunnel through the hedges and very often I would enter their garden and find this lady wearing elegant slacks and lying under her car, fixing some mechanical problem, hardly the stereotypical princess.  And in the evening of course she would be gorgeous in a lovely cotton sari with jasmine in her hair.  

Now this is the point I was trying to make, that it should be remembered that these princesses were given a strict upbringing because they were the most important role models to their people.  And I will illustrate the relevance of this with my next example.  Barbara, I’d like to give a little personal context to your talk.  

My great-grandfather [Nawab Ghulam Ahmad Khan] who Ken knows -- who knows everybody’s family background, was the youngest son of the ruler of a tiny state [Kunjpura].  Being very bright and capable, he sensibly left to use his talents on a larger stage.  He eventually arrived in Gwalior, was much lauded, and became the advisor to the maharaja, and was made one of the 12 noble sardars.  He was a Muslim and he was made one of the 12 noble sardars of Gwalior.  Later he was one of the regents appointed to look after the young maharaja, the future husband of the maharani you will be talking about, a task which he did so well that he was given the title of nawab.  He eldest son [Sir Sahibzada Sultan Ahmad Khan], after returning from Cambridge, also served in Gwalior, becoming the law minister and the muntazim-ud-daula, the chief administrative officer, which was I guess like a prime minister.  Now both the maharaja and the majority of the people in Gwalior were Hindu.  The much-loved minister was Muslim.  

And in this, I -- this is the second point I was trying to make -- there’s another interesting story -- in fact, I phoned my cousin to verify this and she was actually raised in the shadow, as she says, of the maharani we’re talking about.  It’s the story of the first maharaja, I think, of Gwalior, who in a time of some despair or whatever great trouble -- he was blessed by a Muslim saint, who was a Shia.  And when the maharaja reoccupied his throne, he brought the family of the saint to live in Gwalior.  And during Muharram which is a festival of all Muslims, but particularly, deeply -- it’s a venerated festival by the Shias -- where they carry these replicas of -- I won’t go into detail, but these sort of structures are carried to a particular point, and it’s in a long procession.  The first such structure used to be that of the maharaja, a Hindu.  The second used to be -- structure was that of the Shia, of the saint’s family.  And the third used to be of my grandfather -- granduncle, who was a Sunni.  

And I think this was emblematic of the way life was lived in the princely states.  This story is repeated all over India.  The princes were the proud upholders and the repositories of happy memories of a brilliant Indo-Muslim culture, with its accommodations, its tensions, its creativities, its ambiguities; this is what made the subcontinent so very different from the rest of the world and so very special.  

At that particular point in the 20th century, I guess the center stage was with politicians, and as we all know politicians can be motivated by not such altruistic aims, they can be very narrow-minded, they can be small-hearted and petty.  And unfortunately, communalism became rife.  But the important thing to remember was that communal harmony prevailed in the princely states, and this is where the importance of the men and women of the princely states serves as, you know, an example and a reminder that, you know, there once was a time when you could actually celebrate the diversity and the cultural and religious multiplicity of the subcontinent.  

And with that, I’d like to give it over to you.  Barbara has done marvelous work on the princely states and particularly the women, and we now want to hear from her.

[applause]

Barbara Ramusack:

I would like to reiterate thanks to all of the people who organized this and have brought us together, and particularly say a particular thank you to Joyce and Ken [Robbins], whom I first met in 1984, because when relatively few people were interested in the princely states, to find someone else who are as interested as you are was a wonderful thing, and they have been a wonderful resource for me.  I can call them in -- not exactly the middle of the night but usually quite late -- because I’m more of a night bird than a morning bird, and ask some arcane question and they will say “Yes”, or, “Do you have an image of this?”  “Yes, and we’ll send it to you, you know, by mail, so don’t worry about it.”  So I want to thank them very much; and also my host and hostess, Rama and Arun Deva, who’ve been very generous.  And what I love about teaching and researching Indian history is that you meet such wonderful people as well as get to visit a very wonderful place more frequently than you would otherwise.  

I am going to talk this morning about two women from ruling families.  Both were born in 1919.  Both contracted unconventional marriages to ruling princes.  Both entered Parliamentary politics in independent India after winning elections with extraordinary majorities.  Both were jailed by Indira Gandhi during the Emergency of 1975.  But their political legacies divulged from there.  

I’m going to talk about first Rajmata of -- let’s see if my -- yes, Rajmata Gayatri Devi of Jaipur and this is a portrait from the Rambagh Palace -- which I have courtesy of another very close friend, Doranne Jacobson -- of  the late Rajmata Vijayaraje Scindia of Gwalior, about which we’ve heard a lot.  I’m going to talk about how these women perceived their roles as daughters, wives, widows, and how their private roles were intensively linked to their public roles, and how the public spaces as parliamentarians, as activists, and as party politicians.  

My principle -- but [not] my only sources, which is what got into the title that was printed, are their memoirs, because I think these memoirs are important in that they’re the way the women wanted to be remembered.  And I’ve argued elsewhere that in some ways they’re apologias for decisions that they have made.  They also tend to be relatively hagiographic about their husbands.  You’d think there’s got to be a little more tension there.  There is in any human relationship.  They’re also important political documents.  And they’re guides to us about two really extraordinary women.  

Now to give some background about each of these women: Rajmata Gayatri Devi was born on the 23rd of May 1919, in London.  She was the fourth child of Maharani Indira Raje from Baroda, a leading prince Maratha state in western India, and Maharaja Jaitendra Narayan of Cooch Behar, which was a smaller and more isolated state in northeastern Bengal.  Now, Indira -- both of these women come from relatively unconventional families.  Indira, as probably many of you know, scandalized her parents, who did have a reputation of being social reformers, when she refused to marry actually the maharaja of Gwalior.  And she cited the fact that she didn’t want to enter a marriage where she would have to go into purdah, and that she would be a secondary wife.  

And I actually, when I first began my research, talked about -- talked to the two sons of Kalidas Haksur, who had been a very important minister in the Gwalior state, and they related that this was also true.  She wanted to enter and she did enter a love marriage with the heir to the throne of Cooch Behar.  And her parents didn’t talk to her for a long time until some children started to come.  And then they became reconciled.  Now, Gayatri Devi’s father died relatively early in 1922, and I should say Gayatri Devi, if you read her autobiography, she’s always called Ayesha.  Ayesha was her nickname.  

And in her autobiography she recounts her very peripatetic but very happy childhood.  Her mother liked to live in London, particularly during the summer, when it’s hot in India.  But they also had a house in Calcutta, as well as in Cooch Behar, so that in a sense she was quite cosmopolitan.  She had, like Indira Gandhi herself, a very varied education.  She had formal education from English governesses.  And she had some day schools.  Like Indira Gandhi, she went to Santiniketan for a couple of years, the school that Rabindranath Tagore had founded, she had gone to a Swiss boarding school, and she’d even gone to a secretarial school in London, so a very varied background.  

Now her main interests were sports, until when she was 12 years old at her mother’s house in Calcutta she met Maharaja [Sawai] Man Singh, whom she always refers to as Jai, in 1931.  She was 12 and he was 21.  Now her adolescent infatuation, which I think it was, with Man Singh had an Indian twist.  Man Singh already had one wife from Jodhpur, who was 12 years older than he was.  And he was soon to marry another one, who was a bit younger than he was -- I think three years if I remember rightly.  And this was a traditional -- this was a political marriage, because Jaipur married with Jodhpur, so that it was something he had to do.  

By 1933, when Indira is nearing -- I’m sorry, when Gayatri Devi’s nearing 15, Man Singh told Indira that he wanted to marry her daughter.  And Indira, who had defied her own parents, labeled his request sentimental rubbish, according to her daughter.  Now, having allegedly rejected her arranged marriage into Gwalior, Indira said she didn’t want her daughter to enter a similar marriage, which would involve purdah in Jaipur and two senior wives.  However, a long courtship took place in which they were dancing in a nightclub -- I can’t find out where, but it’s a very famous photograph, which is frequently reproduced, 1937, ’38.  So she’s not yet 20 years old and she’s out dancing in a nightclub.  So this is not the usual thing that a princess does.  But it’s something that many princes were doing, we know, like Indur and a variety of others.  Now, Gayatri Devi had her mother’s strong will, and in 1940 she and Man Singh were married.  

Now the culture of Jaipur was very different from the world she knew in Koch Bihar, London and Calcutta.  It was one -- different language, Hindi, which for various reasons her husband didn’t want her to learn.  It had a more feudal ethos.  She had been raised as a Brahmo Samaj, a Hindu religious reform group.  And there were very different personal customs.  The most famous image -- and I’ve done some work on tourism in Rajasthan -- that personifies, in a sense Rajasthan and the princely states, is the Hawa Mahal.  If you look at advertisements, the Hawa Mahal, the so-called Palace of Winds, which is a very monumental symbol of purdah because this is really a viewing platform for the women from the royal family of Jaipur.  And here is a back view of it, so you can see how it’s a very insubstantial structure, but you can look down on the street and see it.  

So that -- first of all, there was purdah that she was to observe, and she had to adjust to purdah, senior wives, and fairly elastic concepts of fidelity.  Initially, because her husband wanted to reconcile his Rajput nobility to his unorthodox marriage, and he didn’t want to offend the nobility’s sense of female modesty, the new bride had to observe tokens of what -- or not tokens -- she had to observe forms of purdah in public places in Jaipur.  So you will find pictures of her alighting from an airplane and having two corridors erected so that she would not be seen, or when she got off from a train, and many times in public places she would have her dupatta or her sari over her head, her odhani, whatever covering, over her head and hair.  

But she continued to move freely within their house, the Rambagh Palace, which was where they first lived.  This is a 19th century palace built originally for guests of the maharaja, designed by Jacob Swinton in the Indo-Saracenic style.  It’s now -- it was the first palace hotel -- first prince to turn a palace into a hotel, in 1958.  But in this palace she moved freely.  She went swimming with her husband.  She went riding with him in the morning.  And so she has, what I argue or observed, a form of public purdah.  When she was out in public and if it was a matter of state, she would be veiled, she would be shielded from public view.  However, in her private life, not only did she accompany her husband, but she also had considerable freedom to meet her male relatives, his male relatives, and his friends.  

Now in her autobiography, Gayatri Devi asserts that purdah had positive benefits for some women.  This autobiography was written in 1976, right after her release from imprisonment, with the help of Santha Rama Rau.  And her words were that it meant some women would never be without companionship and would always be needed.  And she was equally accommodating to plural marriage, and claimed, “From my own experience I know that a civilized and mannerly relationship can be cultivated between the wives of the same man.”  And she developed a particularly close friendship with Jo Didi, who was the second wife of her husband, who was only three years older than she was.  Now, we don’t have Jo Didi’s version of this relationship with this younger woman.  And at the same time, though, Gayatri Devi recalls in her autobiographies that she had flaming rows with her husband over his habit of being -- she says “casually attentive” to other women, which might refer to the fact that her husband continued to have sexual relations with his girlfriends.  And Gayatri’s brother tried to convince her that such behavior didn’t mean anything.  

Now, in October of 1949, Gayatri Devi fulfilled the wifely function, and this is where I think women don’t -- women in princely states don’t get enough attention, is that she gave birth to a son.  And now this son, in her case, was not to be an heir to the throne because the first son, Bhawani Singh, of the first wife, is the heir, still living, the one who got the unfortunate title of “Bubbles” because there was so much champagne consumed at his birth that -- because he was the first heir in about six generations born to a ruler of Jaipur, because they were always adopting in heirs.  Okay, so there was not the issue between Gayatri Devi and the other wives over succession.  And in many princely states, this was a very contested issue, because there was not necessarily primogenitor.  But this did not happen there.  

Now she founded the Maharani Gayatri Devi School in 1943 for daughters of the Rajput nobility.  And she only moved into the public -- political arena after 1947, when her husband became rajpramukh, that’s the governor of the New Union of Rajasthan in 1949.  Now, initially her activities were primarily offices in sports organizations, badminton and tennis, which she played and loved herself, and she began to promote the art and historical heritage of Jaipur.  For example, at various periods canvassing to preserve the walls of Jaipur city when they were going to be torn down for expansion, and then later fostering the development of the museum in the city palace.  As you know, there was a museum in Jaipur from the late 19th century, and first it was called the Albert Museum, and then that was a general public one, natural history, dioramas of Rajput life.  But if you go to the city palace, there are the collections of the royal family.  

Now, in 1957, the chief minister -- Congress chief minister asked Gayatri Devi if she would seek election as the Congress candidate to the Lok Sabha.  And she relates she discussed this offer with her husband, who already knew it was going to be made and told the chief minister to ask her directly, and in her autobiography she alleged she declined because of her antipathy towards corruption in the Congress.  Now, in 1961 she joins the Swatantra Party, one of whose leaders was Rajagopalachari, a former Congress leader from Tamil Nadu, and the first Indian governor-general.  And -- next slide -- overcoming -- which is really extraordinary -- her initial fears of speechmaking and lack of fluency in Hindi, she agreed to run for Parliament in the 1962 election.  

She campaigned actively, as shown here.  I might point out, notice that there are primarily men in this scene.  There is only a couple of women.  Let’s see, I have a laser -- see if it works.  Well, I can’t get it to work.  That’s okay.  But anyway, you can see one woman to her left over on our right-hand side, and another woman.  But this is a scene that was frequently reproduced, that she is the “people’s princess,” before that term was coined for Princess Diana.  She campaigned tirelessly.  People -- she went out and saw a lot of people.  And she, as I say, didn’t know Hindi.  She would write her speech in English.  It would be translated by someone into Hindi, and then it would be written in a Romanized Devanagri, so to communicate with people.  She won her Parliamentary seat with, as many of you know, a record-breaking plurality of 175,000 votes.  

And I think what this represents is that like many other princes who had been active rulers before independence, her husband was unwilling to stand for election.  So his wife stood for election, and his two sons by his second wife -- Jai Singh, who is known as Joey, and Prithviraj – Pat, contended on the Swatantra ticket.  Pat joined his stepmother in Parliament and Joey was elected to the Rajasthan state assembly.  

Now, she tended to achieve worldwide publicity after this electoral victory -- it was considered so extraordinary.  And I think I would characterize her activities as an MP [member of Parliament], primarily following the model of subjects approaching their princess to solve their problems for them, for a redress.  She wasn’t one who was going to promote a lot of major legislation.  She was going to attend to the needs of her subjects, much as a prince who would have a durbar and people would come to him to present their problems.  And one of the things she was particularly proud of, she used funds from a private trust to establish a fair price grain store during a period of drought.  

However, she tended to become more famous as a hostess during her time when her husband was rajpramukh, but then right around the time of the elections; here she’s with Jackie Kennedy.  She also was [with] -- Queen Elizabeth, Prince Philip.  And I think she reflected the pre-1947 model of princely hospitality to British officials and European royalty.  Now, when Lal Bahadur Shastri approached Man Singh to be an ambassador, and he chose Spain, she began to divide her time between India and Spain.   So she was in India during the Lok Sabha; and she was then in Spain.  

He died in 1970 while playing polo in England, and she was still in Parliament, she ran for a second term, but during that term she became relatively inactive.  Even though she was inactive, she was still arrested as a member of the opposition by Indira Gandhi on allegations of tax fraud, and spent her time in Tihar Jail.  Now, after her release from jail, she really started to fade from the public arena, and her years as a widow have not been easy.  She’s actually embroiled in -- as many princely states are now -- or families from princely states -- she’s embroiled in litigation over property, and succession to the throne.  Her own son, Jagat Singh, died in 1997.  And none of her children -- or none of her  children or none of her stepsons or grandchildren have followed her lead into electoral politics.  

Now, moving to Rajmata Vijayaraje Scindia of Gwalior, in the more provincial ambiance of central India, she was born in October of 1919, so she’s a little bit younger.  And her mother died nine days later and she was raised by her grandmother.  And I might point out that her family was a Rajput Rana family that had migrated from Nepal during the 1880s because her father had murdered a palace official.  And to show the connections, it’s her granddaughter, Devyani Rana, whom the crown prince of Nepal, Dipendra, wished to marry, and his mother didn’t because she came from the wrong Rana family.  And unfortunately that resulted in the murder of his parents and siblings in 2001 and his own suicide.  
Anyway, the grandmother was a devout Hindu who was the inspiration and model for Vijaya, who writes in her autobiography after she’s joined the Jan Sangh and the BJP [Bharatiya Janata Party], that “The grain of religion I could never have enough.”  Now, she was educated -- more educated than a lot of -- formally than other Indian princes, because she went to the Besant Women’s College in Benarus, where she started to wear cotton saris and became a vegetarian, and then went to Isabella Thoburn, the missionary college for women in Lucknow.  

Her relatives sought to arrange a suitable marriage.  It was difficult.  They were out of their element, in a sense.  However, after three matches evaporated, she -- Maharaja George -- his parents were very supportive of the British Raj at certain points, so they named their children George and Mary, but then gave them Indian names.  Jivajirao Scindia asked to meet her on the neutral ground of the elegant Taj Hotel in Bombay, and they were married February of 1941.  Now, again, she was uniting two ethnic groups which aren’t necessarily too happy with each other at times, Rajputs and Marathas.  

And she had to come to Gwalior and enter purdah, which she had not been observing after adolescence.  And she, too, thought purdah was a sensible sort -- it was a sensible sort of purdah and did not find it abusive.  And to further please her husband, she was being the good wife according to Manu, she began to wear silk saris so as, she said, not to earn the title of the most dowdily dressed maharani in India.  She quickly produced four daughters and a son and heir, Madhavrao, who is seen in this photo of a Gwalior fort to give you an idea of something of Gwalior, if you haven’t been there.  And then this is a picture of Vijaya, her husband, and her son in the Durbar Hall of the 19th century palace in Gwalior.  
Now, in her case, in 1947, she gave up, she said, public purdah at the request of Sardar Patel, the powerful home minister who engineered the accession of the princely states to the Indian Union.  And in 1956, five years before the Jaipur maharani, she entered electoral politics.  And she initially ran on the Congress ticket.  Her husband died in 1961; so both of these women were widowed relatively early.  And she was elected for a second term.  
Five years later she was disaffected with Congress politics, and she becomes a Jana Sangh candidate for the Madhya Pradesh Assembly, and a Swatantra candidate for Parliament.  And she won the latter seat with 200,000 votes, so she broke the record of Gayatri Devi, but she took the seat in the state assembly, where she was a member of a coalition ministry and then later, when that fell, leader of the opposition.  And by 1971 she and her son both contested on the Jana Sangh ticket.  

The [Indian] Emergency of 1975 thus found her in the opposition, and there were arrests.  There were raids on her houses in Delhi and in Gwalior.  Her son fled to Nepal, where they had family.  Her eldest daughter had married there.  And that was the beginning of their estrangement.  Their political differences were so severe that in 1984, when her son ran on the Congress ticket, for -- as a Parliamentary seat for Madhya Pradesh, she campaigned for the [Atal Bihari] Vajpayee, who was the BJP candidate.  

So there were continuing ruptures between the mother and the son, and as she continued to become a party member as well as in the Parliament -- both the upper house and the lower house as a representative of the BJP, while her son became really one of the people who was considered to be the -- here’s her campaigning, again surrounded mainly by men at this time.  Here’s her son in the center, in the white, campaigning, and they -- when she died in 1991, the bitterness between them unfortunately was so severe over this political differences that she said that she disinherited him and that he could not light her fire -- her funeral pyre.  And un -- I think fortunately for all concerned, that her son had done it before the will was read.  

Now the one point that I want to make is that her daughters and grandsons have followed her and her son into electoral politics.  In some ways, she has established a political dynasty in the way another woman has done on the Indian scene.  After her death, she has been memorialized on a stamp.  And her daughter, Vasundhara Raje, had married the maharaja of Dholpur in 1972, and had first been a BJP minister at the central state -- a minister of state, and then had been sent -- asked to go to Rajasthan and revive the BJP, which she did, and won the election to become chief minister there.  Her son, Dushyant Singh, won the Parliamentary seat from his mother’s formal constituency.  And now her younger sister, Yashodhara Raje, who was here in New Orleans, and returned to India in 1994, just recently won on the BJP ticket, in a bi-election, the Gwalior seat, so that you have a continuing political dynasty.  

Now I have very little time I know, so I will condense my conclusion.  We can have some questions later after Ken’s presentation.  Is that I want to say that these women had several common characteristics, which differentiated them from many of the women in other princely ruling families.  First, they came from families who had broken social conventions.  Both sets of parents had married across class, caste, and ethnic boundaries.  Subsequently, their relatives had allowed them more personal freedom after adolescence in terms of going to colleges, rather than being, as was pointed out, very strictly disciplined, but usually by governesses within the family within the palace.  Neither woman was a diligent student.  

But their adolescence was actually more similar to daughters of the Indian nationalist leaders than to those of Indian princes.  For example, Gayatri Devi went to Santiniketan, like Indira Nehru did, and within a few years of each other.  And they didn’t enter purdah at adolescence, as many women in princely families continued to do in the ’20s and ’30s.  It started to change very much in the ’40s.  And these two women continued their family traditions of making inter-caste marriages, so you can say that they were for national integration, too.  And they became companionate wives for their husbands, who were very influenced by western practices, western customs like going to nightclubs, riding together, doing things of that nature.  

They also might be seen, I would argue, as acceptable Indian women, alternatives to foreign women who had attracted some Indian princes, like Molly Fink, the Australian woman in Pudukkottai, and there were American women who married into the Indoh [spelled phonetically] family.  However, at the same time, it was only after independence that these women could become into the public arena, because unless they were a ruler like the begums of Bhopal, they didn’t have the legitimacy to move into the public arena.  

And they started first in a traditional princely way, as being hostess, which is actually the same way Indira Gandhi got her start in a political career, being a hostess for her father when he became interim prime minister in 1946.  The other thing is that the Congress courted both of these women as candidates for Parliament because of their relationship to powerful men, and also because they were from areas where Congress did not have a strong mass base.  And in other cases the princes also courted -- or, I’m sorry -- the Congress courted princes.  So, in a sense, these women became surrogates for the princes.  

But they proved to be more politically adaptable than their husbands.  They were willing to go out and campaign, to ask for people for votes.  And I would argue they were more willing to risk the possibility of defeat than their husbands were, who I think tended to want to exist in memories of past glory.  After the rajpramukhs  were abolished, many of the princes who had been rajpramukhs  did not go into electoral politics.  Their sons did, like Amar Singh of Patiala.  And in their relationships with their sons, these two women were unable, unfortunately, to follow the prescriptive laws of Manu, which enjoined women to depend on their sons for comfort and protection in their advanced years -- suffered the death of sons, suffered public alienation from their sons.  

And I think it is unfortunate -- now popular journalism publicizes the family squabbles of princely states in the same way they do of film stars and party politicians.  But I think that these two women from princely states illustrate, first, the point that has been made before, that the princes are a very integral part of India, and that there is still a lot of public support.  They have a certain amount of legitimacy in the eyes, and using modern techniques of campaigning and being sought after by party politicians, one at least has established what I think will be a possibility of a political dynasty.  Okay, thank you very much.  

Zeenut Ziad:

Do you want questions together at the end?  Thank you so much, Barbara.  Ken, I don’t need to introduce.  I do seriously believe that in his earlier incarnation he was either a raja or nawab, or maybe two in one.  So --

Kenneth Robbins:

Thank you.

Zeenut Ziad:

I’ll now let him take center stage.

Kenneth Robbins:

Well, the person that I’m going to talk about was not born as a royal woman, but became one in her own right.  Her name was Begum Somru [aka Samru], and I put some of the names and titles by which she was also known, to which I could add Lady Joanna, Princess of Sardhana.  And it’s a sort of funny name.  If I met her, I would have called her by a different name.  I would have called her, depending on what year it was, by the name of her husband.  I would have called her Frau Reinhardt or Madame Levasseau, but those are the two names that you never hear associated with this woman.  

Even the name Begum Somru is an unusual thing.  This was the nickname for her husband, which nobody knows the meaning of except one person in Germany, and when she proves it, she’s going to make her movie, which I’ll tell you a little bit about.  And even the name Begum Somru -- the form of it is -- this is her husband’s nickname.  And this is like Begum Ike for Mamie Eisenhower.  And usually you don’t see it in that form.  You see her given name, which may have been Farzana, and it would be Farzana Begum.  You wouldn’t see Begum Somru.  So everything is very confusing.  

Let me tell you why this lady is meaningful to me.  I was minding my own business as I usually am, watching television -- watching my favorite warrior princess, Xena, and I’m reading about Begum Somru and something captures my eye.  Now, Xena’s got to be your favorite warrior princess.  You can take the Rani of Jansi and everything.  She’s six feet tall.  She appeals to heterosexual men and lesbians.  What could be more interesting?  But I found something that I found more interesting.  First of all, I found a woman who was a warrior princess who was four foot six, and not a dwarf, who in her early days was really apparently quite attractive.  And I also found something about her that particularly appealed to me in her story.  

The story of her life was that at the beginning she was the child of a concubine of a minor Muslim nobleman -- we don’t know if this is really true or not -- and that when that nobleman died, her husband’s son kicked her and her mother out and they wound up God knows where in Delhi.  And this is where she was orphaned.  And she was picked up by a 45-year-old European mercenary.  Not a very promising beginning.  

So what was this Begum Somru?  It was said that she was four foot six.  A European observer described her as delicately formed, beautiful hazel eyes, somewhat aquiline nose, complexion a little darker than Italian, with the finest-turned hand and arm, and particularly described -- we don’t have a picture by this artist, but we know that Zophany, who was one of the greatest artists, said that she would have been the perfect model, or was the perfect model.  I’m not sure if there actually was a picture of her done by him, but in her later life she appears as you saw in the first picture usually not very attractive, wearing this bizarre costume, with turban and a hookah and so on.  

So, who was this European mercenary that she got involved with?  He has a long history.  Nobody knows where he comes from.  I was reading a recent article about her, and they described her husband -- in the same article the same author describes her husband -- it’s a short article, it’s not a whole book -- as being Swiss, French, Austrian, German, and the son of German butchers.  So when I went to Germany there was a fellow named Reinhardt who thought that he was a descendant of this Reinhardt, and went to find him, and went to meet the one person in Germany who -- those of you who are art historians would know who that is -- who would know the answer to this question, where I’d find this guy, and found that the man was dead.  But he had somebody better in mind.  

In fact, there was a woman making a film about her husband.  So I went off to see this woman and it turns this woman had something in common with me.  One of the most traumatic experiences of my life occurred with the same person, indirectly, as occurred in her life directly.  And this was a woman named Leni Riefenstahl, who some of you may know, who -- new books are out about her.  She was a filmmaker, Nazis, and I won’t tell you my story with Leni Riefenstahl because it’s -- but her story was she made a film showing that Leni Reifenstahl had got gypsy labor for one of her films from the SS, and Leni sued her, which ruined her in the film business because people felt that she was a troublemaker and so on and so forth, and now she’s back to making her films.  

And she knows the secret, and I think she’s probably right, of what Reinhardt’s background is, and what the meaning of his nickname Somru really is, because it’s in a particular language and it makes perfect sense if you know that language.  But she made me swear that, until she proves by DNA studies by the relatives in Italy of Reinhardt that I am not allowed to tell you, so I can’t tell you.  

Anyway, who was this Reinhardt?  He was a mercenary.  He was a mercenary for everybody, the English, the French, the Nawab of Bengal, an Armenian general, the Mughal emperor, the Rajputs, the Marathas, and so on and so forth.  He was the military commander of Patna, and the military governor at Agra, for the Mughals.  But his most famous thing was he was involved in a battle against the English at Patna, and when the English lost they took a lot of prisoners, and he was involved in their slaughter, so the English always hated him, were out to get him.  And you don’t want to tick the English off on something like this because they’re going to get revenge.  

Well, anyway, what happened is something entirely different.  He built up the first independent army headed by a European, and many adventurers served under him including the brother of James Skinner, and possibly Peron, and so, many of the famous mercenaries served under him.  With the help of Begum Somru, he built up a piece of land, given as rent-free land for meritorious services by the Mughal emperor, and it was the Begum Somru who was central in the negotiations for the land, and she made sure that the holdings included her birthplace, Kotana.

And this is an interesting thing to me -- this must have meant something very special to her, because later in her life we find that when her husband dies, the same pattern is repeated, because just like her mother was kicked out by the son by the other wife, Somru’s son by his other wife tried to kick her out.  And there was a long war between them.  She picked out the land and she picked holdings that had certain other things.  She picked the most fertile land, the ones that had the best Jat population -- Jats was very good because they were great infantrymen, they were also very good cultivators as well -- and she selected a village called Sardhana as her capitol, near Meerut.  

This was a time when freebooters and invading armies carved out new possessions.  We had rajas all over the place.  And as we’ll see later, one of her soldiers became -- took over a place named Hansi, and he was known as the Raja from Tipperary, because that’s where he came from.  So people were carving out all these ephemeral kingdoms or baronies, as you would so.  
Now, what were the chances for this four foot six woman who was a concubine of a European adventurer who the British hate, who had Catholic officers working in his mercenary army -- especially French officers, and who Louis XVI had created the head of the European Party in Hindustan, and who had this son by the other wife who hated her?  Not much chance.  

Zafaryab Khan was the other son.  He did not have the confidence of the troops.  So there’re really two things that you would think would’ve happened.  Either he would’ve taken over, or the land would’ve been resumed by the Mughals, and the Mughals in fact tried to do this as well, until Somru’s army said, “We will fight to the death to keep the Begum Somru as our leader.”  So it was the army who decided for this small woman that she was going to, you know, stay there.  And despite all the adventure that occurred, at this time and later, she lived to be forever.  A Frenchman who saw her said, “She must be a hundred, bent in two, face shriveled like dried raisins, she’s a walking mummy.”  And so this lady managed to survive.  The only who survived longer than what -- her husband’s first wife, who was psychotic, and of course since she -- it wasn’t the son, the other wife’s son, who took care of her, it was Begum Somru who took care of her.  And this woman lived to be something like a hundred years old.  

She wanted to turn her capitol city into a regal city, and choose a utopian plan based on Roman encampments, with four main avenues meeting at right angles, and a chowk.  She developed this wonderful court -- this is her palace at Sardhana.  And this marvelous picture.  So who do we see in this picture?  This is one of my favorite pictures.  You notice she’s the only woman who’s present there.  If you look at the lower right, you’ll see two European officers.  The darker one, in the one in the blue jacket, is Antonio Reghellini, who builds her basilica [Basilica of Our Lady of Graces].  Oh, did I tell you she was born a Muslim?  So why is she building a basilica?  So I have to tell you that, I suppose.  

The four people sitting in the front on chairs, those are a deputation for the Mughal court, which shows something very interesting, because by this time the Mughals really had no power.  And yet they came to see her as a Mughal delegation.  And the three people around her are particularly interesting.  To her left is seen her husband’s granddaughter’s husband, who is her -- who was the colonel of her forces, and to the right the love of a mother or grandmother -- that fellow’s son, who I’m going to tell you a lot about and how he wound up at Parliament.  And to the right of that in this strange costume -- this orange and gold costume -- is the son of George Thomas, the Raja from Tipperary.  

So this was a very cosmopolitan thing with European and Indian companions.  Military advisors were usually Catholic.  Government advisors were usually Persian-speaking Muslims or Hindus.  This is part of an elite that included women, even Mughal and Muslim women, who became the wives and concubines of European adventurers, mercenaries, officials, and soldiers of the East Indian Company.  These were the men that Willy Dalrymple calls the “White Mughals.” Now, within a few decades, such behavior would disappear.  

And so if you look at the wills of East India Company officers in 1870 [sic, 1770] -- in 1880 [sic, 1780] -- you’ll find that one third of them have Indian wives or concubines; by 1850, none.  The whole phenomenon disappears very quickly.  So does this easy fraternization between Indians and Europeans, and I suppose the missionaries had something to do with that, the utilitarians, the limitation of company service to Europeans from Britain, and there are many other reasons.  It may be the elimination of other threats from India.  

Well, the Begum Somru first tried to rule through the veil and behind a curtain, but she eventually operated in the open.  She presided over dinners, but she didn’t eat with the men.  And of course she led her troops.  John Lall said, “Nowhere else in Hindustan was there somebody so intriguing as a Christian -- yes, Christian princess, one with a past shrouded in mystery.  Who was she?  A mere dancing girl transported by unusual fate to the halls of the great.”  

And from the start to the present, we see over and over again, wonderful fiction about her, even when it’s written as history.  William Sleeman’s account of her couldn’t have been written by a novelist because it doesn’t have a fact in it.  
[laughter]

But as early as 1863, an Austrian dramatist who was a baron, who went under the name of Friedrich Halm, put on a play called “Begum Somru.”  And even today we have this play -- recent play in Delhi.  And I won’t repeat the whole story of her life, but again, it has no resemblance to anything that I found in books or anything.  So I’m asking you who are in power to grant me two things.  One, I’d like a miniseries about this lady.  Two, there’s such good art here and so many different kinds, I’d like an art exhibit, Debra Diamond, and a chance to see this.  

So here’s this woman leading this army, and here you can see her leading her army.  She’s on one of the elephants.  And she builds a strong army at a time when everybody is betraying everybody else, and trying to gain control of the decaying Mughal Empire.  She regularly paid her troops, which was an unheard of thing.  But she wasn’t above creating situations where you couldn’t tick her off -- you didn’t want to tick this lady off.  The famous story was that some of her servant girls set fire to the house.  It’s a whole convoluted story.  And so what she did was she beat them within an inch of their life, threw them in a pit, had them buried, and smoked her hookah over them.  And this is the troops saying, “I’m not messing with this lady.”  And that really was something, and she was really a very generous person, more than she’s given credit for in my opinion.  Not to those women, but to the others.  And you’ll see it when you hear about -- as a woman, you can see that she treated her husband’s family and descendants in a way that was much more positive than you would have seen any man treat them.  

But she also had an unrelenting attention to the cultivation of lands.  In 1790, a British observer said she had a mild and upright administration, cared for the welfare of its inhabitants, and talked about the astronomical revenue she was able to raise because of this.  He said that the town had a good arsenal and foundry for cannon, five battalions of disciplined sepoys commanded by Europeans of different countries, 40 cannon and so on.  She was a very good tactician.  She relied on guns and infantry rather than the undisciplined hordes of cavalry, which defeated one Indian army after another.  She led her army, in person, in support not of the Mughals but of the British.  She rescued or protected the Mughal emperor many times, and her French officers called her “Joan of Arc” behind her back.  

J.B. Fraser said that she was born a politician, had allies everywhere and friends nowhere, that she was cruel, unforgiving, relentless, deceitful, liberal only where self-interest required it.  In the Deccan, he said, they believed her to be a witch, who destroyed her enemies by throwing -- using a pun, something that meant both chain mail and a woman’s veil at them.  Whether her legend for cruelty was true I haven’t found one example of it except the example I’ve already given.  She cared for her husband’s psychotic first wife, who outlived her; she doted on his great grandchildren, after his son for decades tried to depose her.  

Her husband’s titles and lands were confirmed by the Mughal emperor to her and not this worthless son, who was supported by the French at the time.  She loyally supported the powerless and often trustworthy Mughal emperor Shah Alam.  She personally led her armies, protected Delhi on a number of occasions, negotiated with the Sikhs on several occasions.  The emperor’s sister tried to get her to depose Shah Alam and -- because the emperor’s sister wanted to put her own husband in -- and bribed her -- tried to bribe her with money, said that’s -- that’s not going to go.  

The most interesting time was when Shah Alam for once led his own army.  The guy was feeble and he was blind but he’s leading his own army and the rebels almost catch him, and who, of course, rescues him?  Begum Somru.  She placed herself at the head of a hundred sepoys and a six-pounder, commanded by the later Raja of Tipperary, George Thomas, personally directed the fire.  The rebel surrendered to her and she led him with his hands tied in a handkerchief to be reconciled to the emperor.  This is why she got a sannad, which is in her hand, and the statue of her from the Mughals.  She was confirmed in the estate and given additional lands.  

The Rohela chiefs also wanted to take over the Mughal emperor, so the Rohela chiefs said to her, “Listen, we’ll split the take and we’ll get married and we’ll govern all of India together.”  They were pretty powerful then.  She wouldn’t do it.  When the Rohela chief put out the eyes of the emperor, it was she who joined Scindia to expel him.  

She had this succession of extraordinary European officers.  George Thomas, I’ve mentioned, was one of them.  He was an irascible alcoholic who was a great soldier.  And one thing was wrong, which I’ll describe in a minute.  Now there are legends that he was also her lover, and that his wife, who is the Begum’s godchild, was actually the Begum’s illegitimate daughter.  You could put this in the miniseries; you could not put it in the history books.  
[laughter] 

So poor George Thomas, he’s the best soldier that she has.  He’s great.  The soldiers love him.  

She falls in love with an aristocratic Frenchman, Le Vassoult, and insists upon marrying him.  He alienates the whole army.  The next thing you know that she’s begging the British to give her asylum, and she and Le Vassoult are off running away from the rebel troops, who are brining her rebellious son in.  They get to a certain point.  They’re about to be captured.  Her husband looks in the palanquin and sees blood, kills himself thinking that she has committed suicide.  She is superficially wounded.  It’s not really clear what happened.  One wag said that she tried to tell him that, you know, this so that he would kill himself.  She was tied to the mouth of a cannon for days, and later rescued by George Thomas.  She was still in league with the Marathas, and though she was in league with the Marathas, the English wanted her.  

And the person who wanted her was somebody -- David Ochterlony, who lived in this wonderful lifestyle.  He was the first British resident.  There was -- 13 wives, which he drove on 13 elephants around every day.  She made a deal with David Ochterlony to join the British, though she still continued to demand the rupees that she would have gotten from the Marathas.  She insisted upon leading her army to Bharatpur in the 1820s.  And here she is with Lord Combermere.  And she didn’t always have a good relationship with the British.  One of them publicly kissed her on the lips and -- drunk, Lord Lake, in public.  And she said, “Oh what a kiss from a father.”  That was her response, defusing the situation.  

She built this wonderful haveli in Delhi, and you can see it in the green, here.  And it was probably the first modern European building in Delhi.  I think it should be an art exhibit because of the number of artists that she had, both European and Indian.  These are three portraits attributed to a single artist.  I don’t know if they were all really by him, but there were European artists like [George] Chinnery , like [William] Melville, and like Muhammed Azam.  She started to become a Catholic.  Here’s a picture that was done for her of Jesus; he looks like a yogi.  This is the big basilica that she bought, which is still a pilgrimage site today in Sardhana.  And this is the wonderful statue of her that was done by the Italian Tadolini.  I’m going to skip on.  

One of her husband’s great granddaughters married an Italian [Paolo Solaroli] who became a great Italian freedom fighter.  And this is where a lot of the pictures were taken -- in Italy.  He became the Marchese di Briona.  And her other great grandson [David Otterlory Dyce Somru] -- who is shown here -- got all the money.  The land was taken back by the British.  He went to England, bought a seat in Parliament, was married to this fortune hunter [Mary Anne Jervis], who was after the Duke of Wellington.  He kept on running after her, trying to cut off her nose because he suspected her of sleeping with Wellington, and with an Italian Jewish general who used to work for Raja Singh, who was there, and Lord Forrester, who she later married.  She got all the money.  And that’s what happened to poor Begum Somru.  

Thank you.

[applause]

Zeenut Ziad:

If there are any questions please address them.

[low audio]

Kenneth Robbins:

That one is a large-scale miniature and it was the hands of a family, Husseins, who were book dealers, [inaudible] Hussein, the last I heard of it.  And many -- the two great company school paintings are in the Chester Beatty Library.  But if somebody could put together all the paintings that are in Lucknow, the paintings that are in Italy, and we would really get a sense of what the art was really like.  The company school paintings, they’re a more Mughal style of paintings, and the European oil paintings.

Female Speaker:  [low audio]

Kenneth Robbins:

No.  They’re very well-documented.

Female Speaker:  [low audio]

Kenneth Robbins:

This is an 18-foot statue.  It was made by Tadolini, who was an Italian sculptor.  And it is in her basilica, which is in Sardhana.  It was declared a basilica in 1961 by Pope John.  And there are also paintings in the Vatican, because she sent paintings of this event -- the inauguration.  Oh, and I forgot to tell you -- of course, her priest’s name was Julius Caesar.  No, I didn’t make this up.  It’s true.

 [laughter]
Male Speaker:

Hello.  Yes.  For Kenneth Robbins question -- the inscriptions on the miniatures, were they in Persian or Hindustani?

Kenneth Robbins:

Those were in Persian.  And there are two copies of this.  I haven’t seen the other one, which I think is in the British Library, which I’m not sure it has paintings.  That one is a place called Tonk, which was probably -- some people think that it was given to Lord Combermere and that the Tonk durbar got it from him in some way.

Female Speaker:

This is a question about the large processions seen with Begum Somru in the middle.  Of course the fact that she’s represented as one of the few [inaudible], so I thought I saw two palanquins at the top and the bottom, which were covered by veils.  Were those women in purdah? 

Kenneth Robbins:

I don’t know.

Female Speaker:

Maybe they were keeping purdah --

Kenneth Robbins:

-- going to go back to the books and look.

Female Speaker:

Okay, that’s good.

Kenneth Robbins:

No, she certainly was not in purdah.

Female Speaker:

Obviously she wasn’t, but I wondered if anyone was keeping purdah.  I just wondered.

Kenneth Robbins:

She didn’t mess around.

[low audio]

Female Speaker:

Yeah I just wanted to find out [inaudible], having never heard [inaudible].  

Kenneth Robbins:

Well, I think that she was a one-off character, and people are always looking for the things that are common.  And there are certain things that we can learn from this, it seems to me.  One is that it isn’t true that if somebody was a Muslim and converted that every Muslim got up and went and killed them, because everybody knew that this lady became a Catholic and had been born a Muslim.  And they lived in a very different world where you could have people like Gardner and Ochterlony.  Ochterlony was the British resident in Delhi, and his chief begum was a Hindu dancing girl who became a Muslim, and I don’t know if she actually went on the Hajj -- I think she did go on the Hajj.  And she was the one who really managed it, and said if you wanted to make her the ruler you got him.  

So I think that we don’t really give enough credit to the way in which women stand outside of institutions to hold power.  And I think that this woman is just not typical, and it’s not typical of a time where people are trying to set everybody at odds, creating clashes of civilization, making everybody of any religion saying that they have no other identities.  And I think it’s up to, you know, people to say to people that there are different Muslims, there are different Jews, there are different Christians, and I find it hard to believe when people make these generalizations about India, you know.  And maybe we need to see the diversity of India.

Female Speaker:

My question is for you, Barbara.  It’s about Maharani Gayatri Devi.  If you’ve spoken with her, how does she view her life, especially her later life?  She is so revered in India. Does she view herself as someone who has spent her life in public service?  That’s the role she seems to be in right now.

Barbara Ramusack:

Well, the thing is that I have never interviewed her.  It has been mainly through the written records.  I have a sense that after the [Indian] Emergency [of 1975], following what she has done in the public arena, that she retreated from Parliamentary politics and, you know, wrote the autobiography or had the autobiography published very quickly after the Emergency and wanted in a sense, I think, to get her story out in the public.  Now looking at the newspaper coverage of her, it is primarily either about her concern that Jaipur is being ruined by the globalization that is going on, and trying to preserve the historical heritage, and in a sense -- I had another picture from Doranne Jacobson because Doranne has led some tours or does quite often for various groups to India.  One time recently she was up at the Amber Fort and Gayatri Devi was coming up there to do pujah at the shrine, the family shrine.  

You don’t really get a chance, and as I say, I haven’t -- and I don’t know anyone who has really talked to her or are interested in these women, and going back to the other question about Begum Somru, I think that there’s -- well, in the history that is written in India, the sort of master narrative, if you will, is nationalism and communalism, and this tension between the two of them, and so things like the princely states tend to be relatively ignored, and also people who are different tend to be ignored.  

So, I think that there is much more interest.  People who have talked to Vijayaraje Scindia, because she remained active in politics, and you know had various relationships, like with Uma Bharti in the BJP, where Gayatri Devi has retreated.  So I don’t know what she necessarily sees as her legacy, because not only -- I should say that the other thing that she has mentioned is in these family struggles over property and Bhawani Singh did not have a son and so he named the son of his daughter as his successor and Jo Didi did have these two sons and the two sons want one of their sons named, and so she is siding with Jo Didi’s sons, who had gone into Parliament and politics with her at the same time.  

So you know, a lot of times when there are these disputes within princely families, they only want to talk about that or they don’t want to talk at all, because they don’t want to prejudice the legal proceedings that are going on.  And of course these go on for years, so that it is difficult, but I am not sure now what she sees her legacy as.  I think what she is trying to project herself is as preserver of the heritage of Jaipur.  Interesting, she has also become someone who wants to conserve the environment and animals but, you know, she is one of these princesses who talked about the fact that she killed her first tiger at 12 and that women were to be trained in hunting and shooting the same way that the brothers were.  Is it time for?

Anchi Hoh:

Well, I see that the conversation is just heating up now, so shall we continue that conversation over lunch?  We just have one hour, so it is going to be a little bit rushed.  Please do follow my colleagues Nuzhat, Allen, Mr. Bindra, Dr. Lee, and myself.  We will go on to the Montpelier Room on the sixth floor in the Madison Building, and they serve buffet there, so hopefully you enjoy and we will reconvene at 1:30.

[end of transcript]

