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PRAISE FOR COURTING INDIA


“A sparkling gem of a book that sets the arrival of the British in India in a set of wide perspectives that enables fresh insights into South Asia in the early seventeenth century as well as into English and European history.”

—Peter Frankopan

“In a dazzling literary tapestry, Courting India frames the 1616–19 embassy of Sir Thomas Roe to the court of the Mughal emperor Jahangir within a wider global context and an even richer cultural matrix.”

—John Keay

“Nandini Das’s debut is a marvellous piece of detective work, uncovering the secret machinations and courtly intrigues that shaped the early encounters between two powers.”

—Amanda Foreman

“This is a book I wish I had written! It is a glorious read by a talented historian about an important and rather overlooked journey. Marvellous.”

—Suzannah Lipscomb

“Fascinating and rigorously researched… This book is sensuous and evocative and shows so deftly that the past is more nuanced and richly textured than we sometimes consider it to be.”

—Pragya Agarwal

“This well-researched and well-written volume is a work of authority and quality. It is essential reading for the understanding of Britain’s early encounter with India.”

—Professor Ian Talbot, University of Southampton

“A deep history that sets anew global interconnectedness through artefacts, political intrigues and contested court appointments… A fine achievement and a great read.”

—Professor Ruby Lal, Emory University

“A tour de force of detailed archival research and riveting storytelling.”

—Professor Jonathan Gil Harris, Ashoka University

“Nandini Das moves seamlessly between the inner worlds of the courts of seventeenth century England and India, and with a mastery of both. This important book brings the earliest days of the British empire vividly to life.”

—Dr. Yasmin Khan, University of Oxford

“Nandini Das’s rich, absorbing account of a critical juncture of global history, the Englishman Sir Thomas Roe’s embassy to the court of the Mughal emperor Jahangir, charts both a remarkable personal narrative and the prehistory of colonial expansion… This is a fascinating story of early modern political and cultural transactions, brilliantly researched and attractively written. It is destined to become the classic treatment of its subject.”

—Professor Supriya Chaudhuri, Jadavpur University

“Serves as a rich repository of cultural memories from the beginnings of the colonial encounter – memories that have continuing resonance and relevance in our own era as we grapple with the aftermath of empire.”

—Professor Jyotsna G. Singh, Michigan State University

“This lucid and imaginatively written book tells us a great deal about the hesitant early days of the first British Empire, as a traditionally inward-looking island nation sought to engage with the wider world. Professor Nandini Das captures the mixture of excitement, prejudice, anxiety, misunderstanding and mutual interest that characterised an encounter that did so much to shape the contours of the modern world.”

—Professor Andrew Hadfield, University of Sussex
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Conventions

Dates: Although the Gregorian calendar was introduced by Pope Gregory III in 1582, England continued to use the ‘Old Style’ Julian calendar till 1752. Under the Julian Calendar, the year started on 25 March, Lady Day, rather than the now established ‘New Style’ start of the year on 1 January. This predictably causes confusion in dating English documents, where January 1614, for instance, is the month that comes after December 1614, i.e., what we would indicate as January 1615. In recording dates, I have followed the practice of indicating both the recorded Old Style year, as well as the actual New Style counterpart. So the example here would be given as ‘January 1614/15’.

For the sake of simplicity, dates from the Islamic calendar have been converted to the New Style Gregorian unless a specific year or month is included in a quotation.

Transcription: Retaining original spelling, capitalisation and punctuation in quotations gives us a much richer sense of the texture and flavour of the documents that I have used, particularly since so many of them are letters and journals. Modernising them would also mean erasing the moments where early English transliterations of non-English words tend to be strikingly and revealingly phonetic. However, I have made a few adjustments, expanding contractions, regularising the interchangeable use of i/j, u/v, and replacing the now-obsolete ‘long -s’ (which looks like an ‘f’ without the crossbar) with ‘s’. I have also modernised the old usage of ‘then’ for ‘than’, and used the familiar modern spelling for all proper names and place names.

Persian and Arabic terms have been standardised using a simplified version of Library of Congress systems. Diacritics have been retained only where they will assist readers in finding works or individuals that have not been translated into English. Izaafeh in Persian is denoted with -i or, while terms in Arabic idhafa retain the al- on the second word. Compound names have been standardised as follows for ease of pronunciation, e.g. Nasir ud-Din. This also helps to highlight the often poetic naming conventions of the Mughal court.

Sources: While the original sources used in this book are in several European and non-European languages, I have given English translations wherever texts are quoted, and cited these from readily available printed sources where possible. For most East India Company documents and Thomas Roe’s journal and correspondence, citations in the book will direct you to the most readily available printed editions, with the caveat that these are often inflected by excisions and selections made by individual editors. In all such cases, wherever possible I have compared the printed version to the original manuscript, and used the manuscript in the instances when significant differences have emerged.




Prologue

William Baffin, the master’s mate of the Anne Royal, worked on his maps throughout the voyage. As the ship went from port to port around the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, charting the coastline was all in a day’s work for the sailor, but there was another map that posed a much bigger challenge. Contours of a huge landmass unspooled from his pen on to the paper. Carefully, he drew in two great rivers to the east and the west, their tributaries spanning the land like the fingers of protective hands. An enormous, stately avenue lined with trees bridged them, ending in two great cities, one at either end. He marked them like their European counterparts, with pointed steeples and medieval city walls. Under the watchful eyes of the commander of the fleet, the man who supplied him with the meticulous notes to populate the blank space, he inscribed the unfamiliar syllables of their names – ‘Agra’, ‘Lahor’. Regions equally strange and unknown surrounded them – ‘Cabul’ and ‘Multan’ to the north, ‘Bengala’ to the east, ‘Deccan’ in the south – empty expanses dotted with mountains and towns.

Baffin had little knowledge of such places. He was not particularly interested in them anyway, so sometimes he made mistakes. Towns skipped across rivers and ended up on the wrong side as a result, mountain ranges slid up and down the page, and provinces and kingdoms duplicated themselves. However, as a pilot himself, he understood the importance of coastlines, and soon the sea-bound edges of the landmass bristled with placenames, each marked by a steepled tower and a square signifying habitation and trade. If he had hoped that he could refer to older maps to polish his own creation when he reached dry land, he would have been disappointed. The English, at least, possessed no other map with more details than the one he was sketching, and the Portuguese and the Dutch, if they had any better, certainly were not going to share theirs with their competitors. When he returned home in a few months, his charts of the Red Sea and the Persian coastlines earned him a gratuity from his employers, the merchants of London. The other map, though, was destined for a bigger market from the beginning. It was copied by the foremost engraver in England at the time and printed almost immediately: the first of many imprints.



The outlines of this map, printed in 1619, mark the formal beginnings of Britain’s long entangled history with India. It is named not after the mapmaker, but after the person who gathered much of the information in the first place, Sir Thomas Roe, the first English ambassador to the Mughal court. When Roe arrived in India, the English barely had a toehold in the country. Their own understanding of the realities of South Asian trade and the Mughal empire were sketchy at best. To the Mughals, they were hardly worth a mention. Roe was an ambassador on the back foot. He was away from England for just under five years, from February 1615 to September 1619. In practical terms, his embassy achieved very little. Touchy, deeply uncertain about his position both at the Mughal court and among the English merchants of the East India Company (EIC) whose cause he was supposed to further, he repeatedly insisted – as much to the East India Company as to the Mughal state – that ‘war and traffique [trade] were incompatible’, and that a sleek, agile commercial enterprise, rather than a sprawling colonial initiative on the Portuguese model, was the best route to English success in India.

In ‘Sir Thomas Roe’s Map’, which Baffin created on Roe’s journey home, a frame identifies the entire landmass as ‘the Empire of the Great Mogoll’, ignoring the many other states and principalities scattered across the subcontinent. A copy of the Mughal imperial seal occupies the place of honour at the top. Neither of those leaves any doubt about the comparative distribution of power. Yet at the same time, there is a prescient textual land-grab by various English claimants in progress at the bottom of the page. Stretched across the lower part of the frame of the map are tiny, carefully etched advertisements of the contribution of Roe himself, the mapmaker William Baffin, engraver Renold Elstracke, globemaker and bookseller Thomas Sterne. They all contend for space and recognition.



Over the next century, even as the British Empire took shape, India as imagined by its future rulers would be informed by this image of the subcontinent, and Roe himself would be absorbed into the emerging narrative of British imperial ambitions. The problem with hindsight, however, is it makes everything seem proleptic, as if it were meant inevitably to be. Yet what marks this first embassy above all is uncertainty. As James I’s ambassador, Thomas Roe was representing a kingdom that was beset by inner strife and financial woes, and deeply conflicted about being identified as a single entity, a unified ‘Great Britain’. Britain’s imperial destiny at this moment may have been dreamt of by some, but it was by no means certain. Instead, Roe’s negotiations unfold against the chiaroscuro of a glittering court and its scandals, deep-set fractures within its political structures, and the beginnings of a cycle of trade and consumerism that devoured all things new and exotic and transformed society in the process.

By the time James I came to the throne, England had already gone through many cycles of famine, plague, war and economic stagnation. An ever-widening wealth gap fuelled a nationwide anxiety about immigrants and ‘masterless men’, to the extent that the Elizabethan geographer Richard Hakluyt could call for the state’s support for English voyages and the colonisation of North America not simply because of the advantages of trade and rich mines of gold and silver (and the dubious pleasure of outdoing the Spanish), but because it would offer a clearing ground for the unwanted. ‘[M]any thousands of idle persons’, Hakluyt argued, have ‘no way to be sett on worke’. They are ‘either mutinous and seeke alteration in the state, or at least very burdensome to the common wealthe and often fall to pilferage and thieving and other lewdness’. Sending them to colonies abroad could relieve the pressure on the state, as well as save the lives of those who ‘for trifles may otherwise be devoured by the gallowes’.1

Asian trade equally attracted the speculative adventurer and the desperate. Roe was one of them. It is not surprising that the vocabulary of risk-taking becomes the principal leitmotif within that landscape. Words like ‘venture’ and ‘adventure’, ‘lotteries’, ‘wagers’ and ‘gaming’ are sprinkled across the pages of diaries and journals, ships’ logs and letters that preserve Roe’s story. They illuminate the uncertain world of English enterprise, from individual small-time crooks and entrepreneurs, to the astonishing levels of speculation risked by the Crown and the trading companies themselves.



Those records also illuminate an increasingly connected world. Its contours have become progressively visible as historians have traced the movements and encounters among people in this period – whether voluntary or forced, driven by trade, war or exploitation. The challenge that such connections pose for our understanding of history has grown along with it.2 Roe’s embassy stands testimony to that. The court he entered in 1616 was of the wealthy and cultured ‘Great Mogol’, whose dominion was widely considered to be one of the greatest and richest empires of the world. With the Ottomans and the Safavids, the Mughals made up what has been described as a ‘interimperial grid of competing, large-scale political entities’ that could ‘hold each other in partial check’.3 Together with China, they controlled the best part of the global economy. The trade routes that connected them had functioned for centuries before the arrival of Europeans. Among the latter, the efforts of the Spanish and the Portuguese to embed themselves within that nexus pre-dated that of the English by some decades. Roe’s presence at the Mughal court was both a symbol of English enterprise, and a reminder of England’s deeply belated entry into a long established, intricate network of global geopolitics.

Against that backdrop, a crucial part of the story that this book hopes to tell is that for the English, what happened in India cannot be dissociated from what was happening elsewhere.4 Roe’s actions in India resonated with his experiences in Spain and South America, and as a Member of Parliament in London, where tensions between the monarch and his subjects repeatedly came to a breaking point. The East India Company’s strategy was often shaped in response to other corporate entities – the Virginia and the Levant Companies in England, the Dutch East India Company and the spread of Iberian colonies that went hand-in-hand with the acquisition of trade monopolies.

Hidden behind the 1619 map of India is a striking illustration of that connectedness. William Baffin, the pilot and mapmaker who drew it, was a well-known figure in English maritime circles. He had served the Muscovy Company on two voyages to Greenland, and it is his contribution as navigator that is acknowledged in the naming of Baffin Bay in Canada. His move from the exploration of Arctic routes to the service of the East India Company would be utterly understandable to his contemporaries. After all, the fabled and fatal North-West Passage, a sea-route around North America to the Pacific, was an attractive gamble precisely because finding it would allow English merchants independent access to the lucrative Asian trade routes and markets. If they were successful, it would have meant gaining the upper hand over the Spanish, the Portuguese, the Dutch and every other European country joining the race.



Much of the story of Thomas Roe’s embassy is at once disconcerting and familiar. It is disconcerting because so much that lies behind it all – its contexts, its imperatives – radically challenges our sense of the way Britain and its empire would come to see themselves and their place in the world. Later Eurocentric mappings of what constituted the ‘centre’ and the ‘periphery’ do not translate quite as we may expect. Perceived differences of power, or even assertions of equality, often emerge from very different contexts than those normalised in later colonial history. Even the distinctions that we tend to erect between global and national histories often fall away.

At the same time, for historians of this period and of early English presence in South Asia, specific episodes from Roe’s embassy, if anything, suffer from a particular kind of over-exposure and assumption of familiarity. It has led to a curious situation, where Roe’s response to certain moments of encounter is often treated as a representative English or British response to Mughal, Indian, or wider still, non-European cultures.5 Yet concurrently, the rest of the relatively brief period in which he operated – twenty years, give or take, from the establishment of the English trading companies to his return to England from India – itself slips through our retellings.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for instance, Roe was overshadowed easily by the national celebration of great English voyagers and adventurers like Francis Drake or Walter Raleigh. The picture that Roe’s embassy presents of the early seventeenth century, with its constant bubbling of internal tension and external disappointments and setbacks, hardly fitted the image of the golden age of exploration they wanted to evoke, driven by a homogeneous ‘English’ spirit, intrepid and determined. Neither does Roe’s embassy occupy any significant space in later evaluations of the British Empire. We catch fleeting glimpses of it in introductory gambits and first chapters. But there too the ‘hesitant, semi-speculative’ nature of the early voyages quickly gives way to the heavy weight of later imperial and colonial history.6 Grander and more long-ranging narratives of exploitation driven by the nation-state and the trading companies acting as ‘Company-states’ scrabble for attention in their pages, fighting to determine the futures of nations and peoples separated from England by more than an ocean bed.7



Yet we are unusually fortunate in our access to Roe, and through him, to this early encounter between England and India. Thanks to the combination of the East India Company’s obsession with paperwork and record-keeping and Roe’s own conscientiousness, we can trace day by day, sometimes hour by hour, the unfolding of the embassy. The four years of Roe’s embassy that his journals and letters cover are barely a blip in the grand scheme of things, but they mark a crucial point in the history of both nations, when the fate of neither had yet been decided. Roe’s voice in their pages is prickly and opinionated. He is rarely inclined to admit a mistake. He wears his sense of Protestant English superiority like armour. At the same time the dryness of his humour is insistent and immediate, as is his absolute lack of hesitation to spell out how far the realities of both politics and trade often forced him to veer from his sharp sense of right and wrong.

His voice, by definition, is biased. We would expect it to be modulated by Roe’s own experiences, assumptions and interests, and it is. It is also shaped by his sense of the differing priorities of his many readers, from his king and the Company, to the English traders in India and his courtly friends at home. He is conscious always of what they might expect – both of India, and of him. History is as much about the stories we tell as it is about the events it records, and in that sense Roe’s account is a perfect illustration of history in the making: of events being recorded and retold, others being silenced and erased, and that process happening repeatedly, at different times and driven by different imperatives in later retellings.8

In writing this book, I have placed Roe’s testimony alongside multiple others, both English and non-English, that sometimes echo and sometimes pull against his account. And there is a lot of it. Some of it is accessible in print in English, Latin, Dutch, Spanish and Portuguese, among European languages, as well as multiple Indian languages and Persian, the predominant courtly language of the Mughal state. For others we have to dive into the immense expanse of manuscript paperwork that was generated by both the East India Company and Mughal bureaucracy: from letters and lists to complaints and petitions, and to instances of law and history. I have cited, as far as possible, printed versions and English translations where those are readily available in the public domain. In Roe’s case, these consist of the two editions of his journals and correspondence that were produced by William Foster in 1899 and 1926. Generally detailed and dependable, Foster’s editorial intervention was not above excising things he deemed to be repetitive, or of little interest to him and his late Victorian and early twentieth century contemporaries, which means those gaps must be plugged by references to the original manuscripts, primarily British Library’s Add. MS 6115, and a vast body of scattered correspondence – elusive, often illegible and fragmented as they may be.

There are other lacunae and silences that are more difficult to fill. Our archives of historical records and evidence, and even the idea of verifiable evidence itself, as scholars have increasingly pointed out, are rarely neutral. The stories we tell about history are the stories that ‘can be told’.9 The lack of acceptable evidence ensures that others are relegated to silence. There are figures who appear on the margins of Roe’s story who stand testimony to that limitation of received history: names such as Corey the Saldanian, Munsur the sailor, Jadu the interpreter or Mariam the Armenian English begum mean little to us now, but what is ostensibly the story of England’s diplomatic encounter with India is also the story of their lives and their erasure.

Elsewhere, a certain predetermination of focus rather than archival silence poses a challenge. For historians, the importance of Roe’s story lies understandably in its identity as England’s first formal encounter with India. But it is a narrative that privileges the embassy as a moment of conception, through which ‘India’ is born in English consciousness: India is both the subject of Roe’s scrutiny, and the product of it. That approach runs the risk of downplaying something fundamental about such encounters, which is that the encounter between the traveller and the world is rarely a discrete event. It is shaped by existing memories and expectations, and the travellers’ response to what they see is at the same time – sometimes overwhelmingly – also a response to and remaking of what they have left behind.10 Neither party emerges from that engagement unchanged. Attempting to bridge that space between memory and experience, the familiar and the foreign, is an elusive exercise. It stretches the limits of historical evidence, but it is necessary if we are to resist replicating Roe’s negotiations with the country he was trying both to represent and control, in words if not in action. Here, it has meant moving back and forth between England and India, often using other sources, particularly the literature and art of both nations, to fill in the gaps.

Collectively, what all of this reveals is a complex interweaving of different and often conflicting interests. It is marked by the push and pull of previously formed expectations and proleptic hindsight, and by shared cultural memory and unfolding political experience, within which both the embassy and the historical documents that preserve its traces were produced. This book is therefore not a biography of Roe, or a history of the English in India, or an account of English engagement with the wider world beyond Jacobean London, but the story it tells emerges from the intersection of all three.

The progress of Roe’s embassy in that story is gloriously, infuriatingly unproductive. It is a spur that sticks inconveniently out of whatever historical route we might want to traverse from initial contact to the rise and fall of an empire. What interests me in particular is that Roe’s account represents both what makes empire possible, and – more strikingly than any other surviving record of the period – the very real possibility of alternative futures that existed at this given historical moment. But above all, it stands as a reminder of the complexity that underlies what we may think of, in abstract, binary terms, either as a meeting or as a clash of cultures and nations. It is a reminder of all that a traveller carries: inherited knowledge, preconceived ideas and prejudices, the imperatives of love and desire and greed, the impetus to fear the unknown, as well as the need to find connection, however fleeting and tenuous that might be. Against that backdrop, this moment in the early seventeenth century, when the nascent British nation was still a small player on a big stage and the English ambassador was still an unknown and unremarkable ‘Frankish’ face at the court of the Mughals, is a hinge-point in history. It is no easy resting place, but it is an illuminating one.




1 Nova Felix Arabia

It was the kind of day you were meant to remember. When the people of London woke up on 15 March 1604, the sky was grey and overcast. The sun ‘had overslept himself’, Thomas Dekker would write.1 Dekker, a playwright, had a personal reason to pay attention to the weather. He had a stake in the day’s events going well, since he had helped to create them. So it was no doubt something of a relief to him that the clouds had done nothing to stop a ‘world of people’ from descending on London. Every vantage point was filled. Men and women crowded the streets and children clambered on to market stalls to peer over their shoulders. The rich and the elderly, those who did not want to risk the noise and stench of the streets and had the means to avoid it, commandeered the windows of houses that offered a good view of the festivities. Those with foresight had gone to even greater lengths. A pedestrian looking up could see heads peeking out where some wily householders had removed their glass windows so that they could get a better view. London was waiting to greet its king.

James VI of Scotland, nephew to Elizabeth I and son of Mary, Queen of Scots, had been proclaimed king hours after Elizabeth’s death on 24 March 1603. Under normal circumstances, the new monarch’s ceremonial entry into his new capital city would have taken place soon after his coronation, but even kings have no control over the plague. We have Dekker to thank for a report on that too. The ban on all public gatherings to stop the spread of the infection had closed the theatres down, taking his livelihood with it. Like many of his contemporaries, Dekker found himself desperately trying to scratch out a living. His first attempt at that was a dark, whimsical, often savage little pamphlet called The Wonderfull Yeare, which describes a country teetering between despair and hope. First was the shock of the queen’s death for a generation ‘that was almost begotten and born under’ Elizabeth and ‘never understoode what that strange outlandish word Change signified’. Then came the formal announcement of the new king. ‘Upon Thursday it was treason to cry God save king James king of England,’ Dekker noted with his playwright’s eye for a dramatic turn, ‘and upon Friday hye [high] treason not to cry so.’2 Plague came soon after and transformed London into a nightmarish city under siege. The Wonderfull Yeare is that unlikely thing, a plague jestbook, one to read when the only thing to do if you are not to give in to damning despair is to laugh at human folly. Its pages are full of desperate people trying to escape inevitable death, and carrying death with them as they ride into the countryside. It echoes with the noise of lamentations, of mothers weeping over dead children, and orphans weeping over parents. Its London is eerily quiet. Entire streets and neighbourhoods are emptied out. Over 30,000 people died in London alone in that plague year. The city turned into a ‘vast silent Charnell house’, its pavements strewn with futile preventatives like ‘blasted Rosemary: withered Hyacinthes, fatall Cipresse and Ewe [yew], thickly mingled with heapes of dead mens bones’. The air was thick with the ‘noysome stench’ of the sick and the dead.3

On that overcast day in May a year later, however, the city breathed freely again. The pestilence had exhausted itself. Instead of weeping and lamentations, music sung by a choir of 300 children greeted the king as he set off from the Tower of London for the Palace of Westminster under the curious gaze of his new English subjects. Instead of the stench of death, there was the sour press of living, breathing bodies, and the rising din of their excitement. In time-honoured tradition, the conduits at Cornhill, Cheapside and Fleet Street, which usually supplied water to Londoners, had been set to flow with claret wine to mark the auspicious occasion. It mingled with the dust where the dead had gathered so recently, staining the shoes and hems of gowns of drunk and exhausted crowds, and muddying the hoofs of the horses of the king’s retinue. James was only thirty-eight, but his thin, red-bearded face, with bags under the eyes and a receding hairline that he preferred to hide under a hat, made him look older. Dressed in clothes richly embellished with pearls and jewels, he rode under a canopy held by sixteen gentlemen of his Private Chamber, looking dour and uncomfortable. His queen, Anna of Denmark, seemed far more at ease. She sat on a silver and crimson open litter, dressed in white and equally bejewelled. Her expressive dark eyes scanned the crowds as she smiled and waved at the bystanders. Before and after them snaked a long line of courtiers and knights, members of the peerage, trumpeters and royal servants, over a thousand of whom had received yards of scarlet cloth to be made into livery to mark the occasion.4 The traditional coronation route of English monarchs took James right through the City’s financial heart. As the crowds followed the winding route, they were bound to get stuck at bottlenecks at several points where the king and the entire procession slowed to take in the elaborate structures spanning the streets, decorated like Roman triumphal arches. The much later, nineteenth-century Marble Arch in London gives us some idea of the scale of these constructions, although the tallest of the arches designed by the joiner and architect, Stephen Harrison, was double its height, and painted in the brightest colours. Funded by the merchants of London, these were more than just expensive street decorations. Each gateway guided the monarch through a virtual grand tour of his realm and the world beyond: each an elaborate compliment, but also a discreet nudge, pushing the new king towards a future that his subjects wanted to see fulfilled. Dekker, along with other well-known contemporary writers such as the playwrights Ben Jonson and Thomas Middleton, had written dramatic speeches explaining the show.

About halfway through the route was Cheapside. In 1912, labourers working on a building site would uncover the famous Cheapside Hoard, the largest cache of Elizabethan and early Stuart jewellery ever found, which reminds us that the ‘cheap’ in the name is far from a comment on the price of things sold there. It comes from the Old English ceapan, ‘to buy’, because Cheapside was the city’s richest shopping thoroughfare, where the wealthiest of London conducted their business. At one end of this thoroughfare is Lombard Street, with its long tradition of housing the richest of the foreign merchant elite, and the gleaming Royal Exchange, London’s first ‘Bourse’ or Stock Exchange and shopping mall combined, designed with the express intention of rivalling the Antwerp Stock Exchange. Even now the signs of its history remain in the great buildings that line the sides: major UK-based banks like Barclays and Lloyd’s had their operations governed from here till well into the twentieth century. At the other end, there is a tangle of streets now full of cafés and glass-fronted office buildings. Their names – Honey Lane, Milk Street and Bread Street – betray their medieval market roots, although in Dekker’s times the bit between Bread Street and Friday Street was more famous for its glittering goldsmiths’ shops, London’s famous ‘Goldsmith’s Row’.

The sixty-foot gate that Stephen Harrison had placed here was strikingly different. Two ‘great pyramids’ or obelisks flanked it on either side, and palm-leaf-wielding figures looked down from the top. As he stood at the wide gate at base, an exhausted James I, visibly uncomfortable in the press of people, had to tip his head back to see the ‘legend’ inscribed in large letters over the entrance. ‘Nova felix Arabia,’ it declared, depending on the scholarly king’s biblical knowledge to announce itself a new ‘Arabia Felix’, the site of the Garden of Eden. Britannia presided over this arch, but she was different from her usual depictions. This was ‘Arabia Britannia’, the symbol of Britain’s future prosperity, rejoicing in the king’s arrival. Perched on a gallery attached precariously to the Cheapside Cross, the Recorder of London, one of the most senior City officials, had to shout over the noise of the crowds to welcome James. His words echoed the familiar rhythm of the Songs of Solomon: ‘Come, therefore, O worthiest of kings, as a glorious bridegroom through your royal chamber’. The sceptred isle was open for business under a new king.

The end of the Tudor monarchy and James VI of Scotland’s succession to the English throne changed Britain’s position on the global stage. The union it created was a dynastic one, with James as the ruler of both countries, as well as of Wales and Ireland. It would be another hundred years before the Acts of Union in 1706 and 1707 finally made his dream of turning it into a constitutional union of the crowns a reality, under the last monarch of his line, Queen Anne. From the very beginning, however, James made sure that at least his vision of Britain as a symbolic nation, with a shared language, a shared history and a shared Protestant faith, would be in the public eye. In some ways that idea of Britain was already circulating among his people. It rears its head in books like the Elizabethan antiquarian William Camden’s topographical and historical survey, Britannia (1586). It provides the context to plays like William Shakespeare’s King Lear and Cymbeline, King of Britain. Yet after decades of isolation from Catholic Europe under Elizabeth I, James’s Britain was also a new player in global politics. Whether it was through the commissioning of a spectacular new jewel called ‘The Mirror of Great Britain’ that draws the eye in his 1604 royal portrait, or through his support for the project that culminated in the printing of a new English Bible in 1611, or in the actual visualisation of the land itself, in John Speed’s atlas, The Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine (printed in 1611 and 1612 and dedicated to James, ‘Enlarger and Uniter of the British Empire [and] Restorer of the British Name’), it would shape how people saw the nation. James did not actually adopt the title of ‘emperor’, but the idea of Britain as an ‘empire’, as on Speed’s atlas, was beginning to emerge. Very little at this moment suggests the shape of the ‘eastern’ empire that Britain would later claim as its own, but the Cheapside triumphal arch, with its ‘Nova felix Arabia’ inscription, is prophetic all the same. Biblical echoes aside, the prosperity of James’s subjects was to be tied inextricably to activities overseas, in the Arabia and Indies of its dreams and inherited stories, and the Middle East and Asia of its increasing interest in global trade.



Thomas Roe, twenty-three years old, good on horseback and handy with swords and guns, with a discerning taste in clothes, a steady, grey-eyed gaze and a wry turn to his mouth, was very much at home in this new world. At this moment, what was to be the most important journey of his life was not even a glimmer on the horizon for him. His friends knew that he had been looking to get a post in the royal household for a while, and it is likely that he had received it by the time of James’s entry into the city. If so, he would have been in James’s retinue, in the throng of other hopeful knights and gentlemen, eager to be noticed by the king. The journey from the Tower to the City and on to Whitehall marked a trajectory between state and commerce, which would be the recurrent influences in his adult life, in India and beyond. The route lay along streets that were familiar to him, not simply because they had been his usual haunts over the last couple of years as a student at the Inns of Court. He had known their names since childhood. The thrum of trade that fuelled them was in his veins as well.

Thomas’s grandfather and namesake, Sir Thomas Roe senior, had been a Lord Mayor of London, with properties and shops spread across London and other counties, in Bedfordshire, Middlesex and Essex. His wife, Mary, came from another prominent London merchant family, the Greshams. Her first cousin was Thomas Gresham, the phenomenally rich merchant and financier who founded the London Royal Exchange. Of Mary and Thomas Senior’s four sons, one was sheriff of Bedfordshire, another became Lord Mayor in 1590, and a third would take up the position in 1607. Thomas’s father, Robert, had been the least successful of them all. He had a small property in Low Leyton in Essex, where young Thomas was born in 1580/81. When Robert died in the summer of 1587, leaving behind six-year-old Thomas and his sister, Mary, with their mother, Elinor, his will described him simply as a ‘citizen and haberdasher of London’.5

Young Thomas’s earliest memories would have been of growing up in the quiet village of Low Leyton, safely ensconced away from the threat of the Spanish Armada that was simmering in the background, and the steady buzz of trade and the City that his wealthy uncles brought with them on their occasional visits. All that would change when his mother remarried. His father’s family was good, solid gentry, but his stepfather, Sir Richard Berkeley, a widower with several children from his first marriage, was a courtier, and a solidly dependable servant of the state. Elizabeth I stayed at his manor during her summer progress around the country in 1592, and made him the Lieutenant of the Tower in 1595. When the Earl of Essex’s disastrous Irish campaign in 1599 led ultimately to his house arrest, it was Berkeley whom she appointed as his Custodian. As Thomas grew up in Berkeley’s manor of Rendcomb, near Cirencester, the news circulating around him would be of that other world with which he was to become equally familiar. It revolved around the glamour of court ceremonies, the gossip of covert negotiations of power and the intricacies of courtly politics.

The early years of Thomas Roe’s life are so embedded in that late Elizabethan, early Jacobean England, that it is difficult to imagine him elsewhere, learning to navigate a different landscape, a different culture and court. But those years demand our attention, because implicitly and yet inevitably, they shaped Roe, and in turn shaped how he saw India and how he presented it to people back home. He might have been the first, but certainly would not be the last young man of privileged English background to be transplanted to India, attempting to decipher an unfamiliar culture through a familiar lens.

Thomas’s rites of passage in those early years were the usual ones for most affluent, intelligent boys of his age. He matriculated as a commoner of Magdalen College, Oxford in 1593 when he was twelve years old, comparatively but not unusually young for the times. Bright, but not exceptionally scholarly, he left without a degree after four years. Again, this was not unusual for boys of independent means who were not invested in getting a clerical education. On 25 November 1597, ‘Thomas Rowe, son and heir of Robert R., late of London, dead’ was admitted as a student in the Middle Temple, which, along with the Inner Temple, Lincoln’s Inn and Gray’s Inn, constituted the four major Inns of Court for the training and practice of law in England.6

It was a good place for an ambitious young man in the late 1590s. More than educational or professional institutions, the Inns of Court were hubs of networking, a close coterie of private clubs where lifelong connections and enmities were formed. Roe was not to know it yet, but those connections would rear their heads as much in his dealings in the world of trade as they would in courtly politics. For the moment, though, he was part of their famously riotous festivities. A writer called Francis Lenton later claimed that you would find the typical Inns of Court student ‘roaring when he should be reading, and feasting when he should be fasting’.7 Thomas or Tom, as his friends called him, obviously did quite a bit of both, since the only official records of his presence at Middle Temple are tellingly of fines imposed on students for absence.8 For all their wildness, however, the legal profession’s links with the arts of rhetoric and persuasion were the perfect training ground for many of those Inns-men of 1597–8 who later became major poets, writers, diplomats and courtiers, like Roe’s friends John Donne and Benjamin Rudyard. In some surviving ‘revels’ or festivities of those years we get a rare glimpse into their world: flamboyant and flashy, quick to answer back and quick to rhyme, full of the particular brand of sharp, youthful world-weariness that they had made their own. The poet and playwright Ben Jonson was friends with many of them. The London site most famously associated with him and his talented, voluble followers, the so-called ‘Sons of Ben’, was the Mermaid Tavern on Bread Street and Old Fish Street, one of the Inns-men’s favourite watering holes. Thomas Coryate, the eccentric writer, poet, traveller and joker, was another hanger-on. He would remind Thomas Roe of their long history of acquaintance when they met in India years later.

By late 1600, however, Thomas’s stepfather Richard Berkeley was influential enough to be aiming for the position of vice chamberlain, and Thomas managed to get the much-coveted position as one of the four Esquires of the Body who attended on the ageing queen in her Privy Chambers.9 This was not a position generally available to those without noble blood, no matter how impeccably gentrified their mercantile genealogy had become. While there were a few extraordinary appointments – like the merchant William Harborne, invested with a suitable stamp of royal approval before he was sent as the first English ambassador to the Ottoman court in 1582 – the names that mostly come up in the records are a rollcall of prominent Elizabethan aristocracy, such as the Careys and the Howards, the Norrises and the Sidneys. Young Roe, despite all his connections, would have been unusual in that milieu. Years later in India, as Roe bristled at every real and perceived slight to his position, his prickliness about social status would become one of his most recognisable characteristics. If that sensitivity had any roots in his early experience, it is likely to be here, as a promising young man granted remarkable personal access to the workings of the royal household, yet conscious of his relatively new pedigree.

When Elizabeth died on 24 March 1603, no one would have blamed Roe for worrying about the impact that the change of regime would have on his fledgling courtly career. His friend, the poet John Donne, was staying firmly away from the city with his wife and two young children. He was warned by a well-meaning adviser that ‘if you have any designe towards the Court, it were good you did prevent the losse of any more time’. The gossipy letter to Donne from Sir Tobie Matthew, another Inns of Court man, almost vibrates with excitement at the stir caused by James I’s notable generosity towards favoured courtiers. A man could make his fortune if he timed it right, but the window of opportunity was closing quickly. The ‘places of Attendance, such as you may deserve’, Matthew nudged Donne, ‘grow dailie dearer, and so are like to do’, and ‘the King’s hand is neither so full, nor so open, as it hath been’. Yet, as he rushed to assure his friend, ‘[t]here will be good plenty of Knights at an easy rate’.10

Roe was one of those. It is not clear if he got through the first flurry of honours. James I knighted about 300 in the royal gardens of Whitehall in July 1603, in an unprecedented royal act that raised eyebrows and created something of a scandal among his new English subjects.11 If not, he would not have to wait long. Another record shows a Thomas Roe being knighted at Greenwich on 23 March 1604/5, just before his first step out into the wider world. In the meantime, though, he was absorbed into the household of the young royals.

Nine-year-old Henry and seven-year-old Elizabeth were lively, intelligent children, who had accompanied their mother, Anna of Denmark, to London. In a pair of portraits painted that same year by Robert Peake, their faces have twinned looks of solemn, childish dignity. Red-haired Elizabeth is in a stiff white dress, a deliberate reminder of the person after whom she was named, her godmother, Elizabeth I. Young Henry is already copying the wide-legged stance of his royal predecessors, manfully sheathing his sword after a successful hunt. Their little brother, Charles, only three years old, was deemed too weak and sickly to travel, but Giovanni Carlo Scaramelli, the Venetian Secretary in England, was very impressed by the heir apparent. Through an interpreter, Henry had given the ambassador ‘a long discourse on his exercises, dancing, tennis, the chase’. He had then taken the Venetian visitor to meet his sister in her own set of rooms in the palace, where both children assured their visitor that ‘they meant to learn Italian’.12 Scaramelli had been thoroughly charmed. When brother and sister were placed in the care of different guardians, as was the norm, Roe found a place in Elizabeth’s household at Coombe Abbey in Warwickshire, where Elizabeth would spend the rest of her childhood under the careful watch of Sir John Harington of Exton.

In the months and years that followed, an unlikely friendship would develop between the older royal children and Roe. It is one that would continue till Henry’s untimely death in 1612, and for the rest of Elizabeth’s tumultuous, wandering life as the dispossessed Queen of Bohemia. Decades later, and even when she is beset with troubles, fondness suffuses Elizabeth’s letters. She calls Roe by her favourite nickname, ‘Honest Tom’, and jokingly reports the well-being of his ‘olde frend Jack my monky’. She teases him relentlessly about both his seriousness and his increasing middle-age spread when she learns about his plan to visit her: ‘for your first comming I will be verie civill and make you as wise a face as I can[,] afterwards look for never a wise word from me, neither do I much look for other from your great bulke’.13 How much Roe himself valued that friendship is obvious from the tenacity with which he pleaded for Elizabeth’s cause throughout his long diplomatic career. But that was still all a distant future. Negotiations were unfolding which would soon take him away from this close courtly community and thrust him into the middle of a political venture that would fundamentally shape his own ideas of diplomacy.



Over the last couple of decades of Elizabeth I’s reign, England’s diplomatic contact with most European states had been intermittent and fraught with tension. James had other views. War was expensive, and besides, he was keen to be seen as a major player in European politics and an international peacemaker. Plans for a treaty with Spain started within months of his royal entry into London. Articles of peace between the two countries were signed first in England in 1604, and the signing of the counterpart in Spain was planned for the spring of 1605. This would be the occasion for twenty-five-year-old Roe’s first diplomatic mission, the first ringside view of a shifting political world that he would carry with him for years to come.

There is no doubt that the 1605 embassy to Spain was a hugely significant and expensive step for the new Stuart state. Not everyone was as enthusiastic about this pacifist policy against longstanding enemies as the new king, so its public presentation had to be planned meticulously. James had chosen his representative and ambassador carefully. Charles Howard, the Earl of Nottingham, had been the former commander-in-chief of the English fleet against the Armada in 1588 and a key presence at the peace negotiations of the Somerset House Conference in 1604. The retinue accompanying him was remarkable for its sheer size alone. Thomas Roe was one of the around 650-strong English contingent that arrived in Spain. Robert Treswell, who was part of Nottingham’s retinue, wrote a detailed account of the embassy. It allows us to see what Roe would have seen: the elaborate ceremonies, and the excruciating yet dramatic carefulness with which the English and the Spanish tiptoed around each other.14 In August 1604, at the ratification of the peace treaty in London, for instance, King James gave the Spanish representative a diamond ring from his own hand, as a mark of the ‘marriage’ between the two nations, as he called the treaty. At Nottingham’s reception by the Spanish king in return, Treswell recorded how Philip III descended from his chair to greet the old general, ‘with most kind and affable behaviour, appointing him to sitte downe by him, and that very neere, which especiall favour was much observed, and reported as a thing never used to any ambassadour before that time’.15

What one saw was important, perhaps even more important than what was said. It was the one thing on which the English and their continental counterparts agreed completely. Both Treswell’s account and the informal, private account of the Portuguese writer, Tomé Pinheiro da Veiga, foreground the importance of show, not just in acts of graciousness such as the ones they witnessed and described, but also in terms of sheer visual impact.16 The performance had to be one that a crowd could appreciate even from a distance. From the flamboyant clothing of Nottingham’s immediate entourage, dressed in orange, yellow and black damask and velvet, to the courteous exchange of every bow and smile, each element was dissected for hidden meaning and political cues.

It was a quick introduction to the workings of power for the young hopefuls in Nottingham’s retinue. Decades later, when Edward Terry, the chaplain on Roe’s embassy to India, found himself attempting to describe the Mughal emperor’s calculated display of extravagance by pairing simple clothing with sumptuous jewels, he would remember an old story he had heard from ‘a Gentleman of honour sent as a Companion to the old Earle of Nothingham, when he was imployed as an extraordinary Ambassadour by King James, to confirm the peace made ’twixt himself and the King of Spain’. It is a story of discreet diplomatic one-upmanship, when the English ambassador and his retinue’s efforts to make an impression ‘in as Rich cloathing as Velvets and Silks could make’ was shown up by ‘many a great Don, or Grandee in the Spanish Court, in a long black bayes Cloak and Cassack, which had one Hatband of Diamonds, which was of more worth by far, than all the bravery of the Ambassadours many followers’.17 Terry does not reveal whether Roe was his source, but it was the kind of lesson that Roe would remember. For all James I’s insistence on his prerogatives as king, if there was one thing that Nottingham’s embassy revealed it was the extent to which the performance of that power depended also on the nominated agents of the sovereign, the diplomats and ambassadors undertaking the actual negotiation. They were actors, as dependent on carefully orchestrated and scripted performance as any theatre, but with significantly higher stakes.



Roe was at a loose end when the embassy ended. For a while he wandered in Europe.18 When he returned, it was to a Crown and country shaken by the upheaval of the Gunpowder Plot, when Robert Catesby, Guy Fawkes and their co-conspirators planned to blow up the king and the Parliament on 5 November, ridding the country of both the Protestant aristocracy and the king’s Scottish followers. Yet settling back at home was easy for Roe, thanks at least partly to the connections with his old employer. The Haringtons’ daughter Lucy, Countess of Bedford, was the same age as him. She was also Queen Anna’s trusted companion, Princess Elizabeth’s self-appointed advisor, and perhaps the most influential literary patron of the age. Her estate at Twickenham, just outside London, was a meeting point for writers, wits and bright young things. They included Roe’s friends, Jonson and Donne, and the woman with whom Roe was soon going to fall in love, Lucy’s cousin and protégée, Cecilia Bulstrode.

Falling in love with Cecilia was something of a Roe family trend. Today, we mainly remember her as the target of two of Ben Jonson’s most vitriolic poems, sparked by his anger when Cecilia dared to refuse the advances of his best friend, Roe’s cousin, Sir John Roe. Jonson had called her the ‘Court Pucelle’, or the court whore, in one of them, ridiculing her for attracting a privileged circle of ‘prime Cocks of the Game for wit’.19 We have some idea of those games of wit. One called the game of News was particularly popular, in which each player held forth on a theme like ‘the court’, ‘the country’ or ‘my lodgings’, creating a clever chain of satirical statements purporting to be ‘news’ from that place. John Donne wrote one, veering between flamboyant cynicism about the court and a risqué show of masculinity. The news is that ‘Court-motions are up and down’, his ‘News of the Verie Country’ observes, but also that women are not ‘tender fruit’ and can ‘bear as well upon beds as plashed against walls’. Roe’s attempt on the same theme is satirical too, but less flashy. There is bitterness mixed with his humour, but it is a bitterness directed towards the ways of the world, not towards women. The news from the countryside is that ‘poverty is the greatest dishonesty’, he claimed, and that ‘we love names better than persons’.20

Nothing in contemporary gossip tells us whether Thomas’s love for Cecilia was ever returned, or if it met the same unfortunate fate as his cousin’s interest in her. All we know is that those games of wit and love came to an end abruptly in 1609, when Cecilia suddenly retired from society. On 4 August that year, she succumbed to what seems to have been a rapid, fatal illness. It was the one act by her which got Ben Jonson’s approval: he quickly wrote an elegy praising her as the ‘light of stars’ and ‘the earth’s eye’.21 Donne was slower with his poetic commemorations. When George Gerrard, who was collecting the elegies for Cecilia from all her literary friends, nudged him, Donne told him that he had missed Gerrard’s request because of Roe, who was ‘so indulgent to his sorrow, as it had been an injury to have interrupted it with my unuseful company’.22 It is possible that Roe carried the memory of that sorrow in the years to come. Over a decade later in India, he would describe how the Mughal emperor Jahangir praised a miniature in his possession, declaring that ‘he never saw so much art, so much beauty, and conjured me to tell him truly whether ever such a woman lived’. Roe does not disclose the name of the woman, but he told the emperor that he ‘esteemed [the miniature] more than anything I possessed’. It was ‘the image of one that I loved dearly and could never recover’, he told Jahangir, and ‘assured him there did one live that this did resemble in all things but perfection, and was now dead’.23



Cecilia’s death, although evidently traumatic for Roe, was also a nudge in a different direction. Over the next year, it would take him away from England and into a new world altogether. Roe had been familiar with the business of the Virginia Company for a couple of years by now. As the two English trading companies authorised by James I to trade and establish colonies in North America, the Virginia Company and its counterpart, the Plymouth Company, had been established in 1606. When the original ‘King’s Council of Virginia’ had been expanded in 1607, Roe’s inclusion must have been a bit of a surprise, not least to Roe himself. He was by far the youngest and the least experienced in the group. When he was nominated again in 1609 into the new Council formed after the issue of the Company’s second charter, his appointment made it clear that a new figure of influence was emerging where England’s position in global matters was concerned. Looking at contemporary letters and documents, it is not difficult to spot the tone of militant Protestantism and Elizabethan nostalgia gathering around the promising figure of the young Prince Henry, whose lack of sympathy for his father’s pacifist policies regarding the much-hated Spanish was well known. That new influence is certainly reflected in the Council, which included Henry’s tutor and distinguished diplomat, Sir Thomas Challoner, and Sir Fulke Greville, famous for his friendship with Sir Philip Sidney, the Protestant martial hero whom Henry sought to emulate. There were others such as Sir Richard Hawkins, who had fought the Armada in 1588, and courtiers like Henry Neville, Robert Mansell and Maurice Berkeley (related to Roe’s stepfather’s family), all of whom had earned their knighthoods during the capture of Cadiz in 1596. But they were older men, less willing and able to take the physical risks they had once taken. A new project, however, had come up. It needed someone young, someone whom Henry trusted, and someone who had not already fallen out with Henry’s mentor in all things to do with the Americas, the redoubtable Sir Walter Raleigh.

Raleigh’s name is most often associated with English imperial ambitions in the New World, and not without reason. He had been the moving force behind the two attempts in 1585 and 1587 to establish the first permanent English colony in Roanoake Bay, although returning English ships had found the settlement deserted in 1590, with no trace of its more than a hundred inhabitants. Then in 1596 came his expedition to Guiana or Guayana, in present-day Venezuela, between the Amazon and the Orinoco. In the rumours and legends that circulated among both the Spanish and the English, it was the site of a legendary city called Manoa, a kingdom so rich in gold that its ruler, ‘El Dorado’ (the Golden One), ceremonially dusted his whole body with it. Raleigh failed to locate either Manoa or the elusive El Dorado, but that did not prevent him from producing a remarkable volume on his return, the Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and Beautiful Empire of Guiana, dedicated to Robert Cecil and Charles Howard, the old Earl of Nottingham. The Discoverie was a publishing sensation. At least three editions had to be printed in the first year alone, and it was quickly translated into Latin, German and Dutch, and reprinted by three of Europe’s foremost experts on geography and voyaging, Richard Hakluyt, Theodor de Bry and Levinus Hulsius. Within its pages, Raleigh’s insistence on the presence of a yet-undiscovered empire rivalling the Incas flickers conveniently alongside visions of natural paradise. Guiana, according to Raleigh, was ‘a country that hath yet her maidenhead, never sacked, turned, nor wrought’. In that image of a land imagined as a virgin, fantasy possession turns disturbingly quickly into fantasy rape. And on that enterprise, the English had first dibs, Raleigh assured his readers: ‘It has not been entered by any army of strength, and never conquered or possessed by any Christian prince.’24

Most of the rest of Raleigh’s life was spent in the Tower of London because of his alleged involvement in the Main plot against James I, but he had continued to argue the case for English possession of Guiana and its mythical riches. When the voyage finally came together in 1609, Raleigh invested a substantial £600.25 Prince Henry lent his support. Most importantly, it had the implicit support of Robert Cecil, now Earl of Salisbury and James I’s Secretary of State and Lord High Treasurer. For him, if gold of Guiana saved the state from impending financial disaster, it was a risk worth taking, even at the cost of antagonising the Spanish. The soil of Guiana had a store of gold to ‘please every appetite’, Raleigh had told him.26 How could it possibly go wrong? The chance to get involved in a venture like this would be a dream come true for any ambitious young man. Records show that Roe gambled heavily on that promise, selling over 200 acres of his inherited property for £1,260 in 1608, and investing £1,100 himself.27 Despite his almost complete lack of experience, he was now in command of the latest English expedition to Guiana, with the responsibility of finding Raleigh’s promised gold and delivering a suitable blow to any passing Spanish ships.

Two months after leaving Dartmouth, the ships arrived at the mouth of the Amazon. Very little information survives about what happened after, but in 1615, when Roe was once again in the public eye thanks to his appointment to the Mughal embassy, a contemporary report included a brief account of his past achievements. It claimed that the new English ambassador to the Mughal emperor was also the first to discover the Amazon. That claim was patently untrue, but Roe and his crew certainly sailed further up the river, up to the ‘thirty two falles in the River of Wiapoco’, than any other Englishman had done before them.28 In any other circumstances, this would have been an achievement to boast about. With little experience of travel and even less of seafaring, Roe had ventured into a region where many better, more experienced men had died. And he had lived to tell the tale. But after all that, there had been no sign of the fabled Manoa or its gold, and very few advances made in annoying the Spanish. The reality of his wasted investment sinking in, a frustrated Roe had to report the pointlessness of it all to Cecil. He would keep his letter short, because ‘a large relation of my poore discoveries, […] would be as painfull to you, as they have been to me’, he wrote to Cecil, unable to resist a dig at Raleigh.29 He had squandered his patrimony on a fool’s errand.



There is nothing in this phase of Roe’s life that shouts their obvious relevance to his years in India. Yet these younger years are ever present. His early experience at court made him particularly sensitive to perceived slights and insults, both those that were intended, and those that only he could discern. The magnificence of Nottingham’s Spanish embassy set up his expectations about the ceremony due to ambassadors in a foreign state. The thrill and embittered disappointment of the Guiana voyage and its disastrous effect on his finances drove his desperation to do better. But above them all, a fundamental understanding about the workings of power was forming, which would remain with Roe in the years to come. The origins of that last element are far more diffuse, but its shadow can be seen behind much of his instinctive response to India. The Mughal court was an environment he needed to decipher in order to deliver his role as ambassador and negotiator, but his understanding of it was only partial, obscured by multiple obstacles made doubly challenging through his lack of access, context and language. What he saw and reported therefore are not unmediated reflections. They bear the implicit mark of experience and expectations that originated in the country that he had left behind. And the road to uncover their sources begins in the mundane, homebound years after his return from Guiana.



There was trouble brewing in Republican Rome. As his English audience watched, Lucius Sergius Catilina (otherwise known as Catiline) hatched his devious conspiracy to take his revenge on a Senate that had dared to refuse to elect him consul. Surrounded by an old guard of other equally debt-ridden patricians, he stirred up a desperately poverty-stricken Roman crowd. He would cancel all debts if he was in power, he told patricians and plebeians alike. But first they needed to assassinate most of the Senate, including Catiline’s arch-enemy, the upstart Cicero, and set the entire city on fire.

Popular theatre is not always a dependable barometer of the mood of a nation, but something was certainly in the air in those early years of the seventeenth century that spills out on the stage. In James I’s conspiracy-filled London, where you could still smell the paranoid whiff of the Gunpowder Plot, people had no patience for the interminably long speeches in the play that Roe’s friend Ben Jonson had written. In fact, many walked out halfway through the first performance of Catiline his Conspiracy (1611). Yet its linking of Rome’s ubiquitous power to her equally ubiquitous corruption, where ‘Decrees are bought, and laws are sold, / Honors, and offices for gold,’ is visible in so many of the other so-called Roman plays written in the first decade of James’s reign. From Jonson’s own Sejanus, and the anonymous Tragedy of Tiberius, to Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, those images of ancient unrest had a particular resonance in England ruled by a king whose coronation medal had proclaimed him to be ‘James I, Caesar Augustus of Britain, Caesar the heir of the Caesars’.30 Collectively, they were signs of a growing political crisis in England under early Stuart rule, where rifts were showing within the state machinery, between the monarch and the Parliament, and within the Houses of Parliament themselves.

That rift is the driving force behind Catiline. Within the Roman Republic, the Senate was supposed to represent the people. Yet Catiline, the corrupt, blue-blooded patrician who freely admits to gathering under his banner ‘Th’ rash, th’ ambitious, needy, desperate, / Foolish, and wretched, ev’n to the dregs of mankind’, exposes a deeply fractured state where the desperation of the people is exploited ruthlessly by those in power. Jonson’s Caesar prefers to watch and let Catiline do the dirty work of eliminating the Senate, which will ultimately work in his favour. Jonson’s Chorus is powerless. Before the crucial election in which Catiline will go head-to-head with Cicero, they can only pray that the ‘public voice’ will make a ‘worthy choice’. ‘Let whom we name’, they say, ‘Have wisdom, fore-sight, fortitude, / Be more with faith, than face endu’d / And study conscience, above fame.’ The play asks its audience to believe that Cicero is that man. He even echoes the words of the Chorus at the end, once order has been restored: ‘the memory / Of this glad day,’ he says, ‘shall much affect my conscience, / Which I must always study before fame.’ He is a homo novus, a ‘new man’. What was intended as a snobbish insult from Catiline about his lack of political lineage had turned out to be a hopeful promise for change. Yet the hope that Cicero’s momentary victory will bring permanent change fades by the end of Jonson’s play. Cicero reminds his audience that Caesar’s political patience would in time pose a much greater threat to Roman Republicanism than Catiline’s blunt-force attack. His words foreshadow the inevitability of what is about to come, when Caesar himself will put an end to Republican Roman liberty. Evil that is fully grown and visible can be weeded out, he says, but the ‘main peril’ lies concealed like a deadly plague, ‘Deep in the veins and bowels of the state, / As human bodies laboring with fevers.’



A plague still lurked at James’s court too, his critics would say. Part of it was a general dismay about the king’s extravagance and the dire state of the Crown’s finances, combined with mutual distrust between the king and his new subjects. James, with some justification, blamed it on deep-seated English xenophobia and anti-Scots prejudice. But his tendency to lecture his new subjects about his sovereign authority over the English parliament and English common law did not help matters either. Some of the tension emerged in comedy rather than tragedy. The king, it seemed to his English subjects, was ready for any lucrative gamble, from implausible ‘projects’ and investments, to the indiscriminate dispensing of knighthoods and other honours for cash (906 in the first four months of his reign, as opposed to the 290 knighted by Elizabeth I in the last ten years of her monarchy). The audience of Eastward Ho!, a play by Jonson, John Marston and George Chapman, laughed at the thick Scottish brogue of the actor on stage claiming another social upstart as one of his own: ‘I ken the man weel; he’s one of my thirty-pound knights’.31 Such digs did not go unnoticed. Jonson and Chapman were jailed, while Marston, the third, escaped. George Chapman wrote another play, Monsieur D’Olive, in which the entire sub-plot turns on the premise of the planning of an expensive and pointless embassy by a clueless duke and his blustering ambassador that veers too close to Nottingham’s Spanish embassy for comfort. Others, like John Day, trod even more dangerous grounds; Day got himself interrogated by the Privy Council for writing the notorious Isle of Gulls (1606). Drawing on the plot of the Arcadia by the Elizabethan national hero, Sir Philip Sidney, it ridicules a ‘duke’ who loves hunting more than ruling and fawns more over his male companion than on his wife. ‘We know Dametas loves us,’ he declares. ‘As captains and courtiers [do] old widows,’ his daughter bites back, ‘for profit and preferment.’32

The dig, everyone knew, was at James’s obvious interest in young men. The favourite of the moment was Robert Carr, one of the ‘bedchamber Scots’ who surrounded the king. His rise would be the stuff of a royal romantic comedy if it did not alarm and anger so many. Twenty-two-year-old Carr fell and broke his leg during a tilting match in 1607, and was rescued by the king. He was ‘straight-limbed, well-favoured, strong-shouldered, and smooth-faced’, and had a tendency towards ‘impudence’.33 James was enthralled. They shared a common love of hunting and taste for rude jokes. James decided to tutor him in Latin personally. He showered him with honours and gifts. By December 1607, he was knighted. By March 1611, as the new Viscount Rochester, Carr was the first Scot to receive an English peerage, which also allowed him a place in the House of Lords. By April 1612, he was a privy councillor. By November 1613, he was Earl of Somerset. By 1614, he was Lord Chamberlain and the most powerful man in Britain.

Beyond Carr’s monopoly on the king, the court seethed with other factions and their intrigues.34 There was Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury. He was still a force to be reckoned with, although his relationship with the king was increasingly strained. There was the Howard faction, led by Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton (Lord Privy Seal), and including both Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk (Lord Chamberlain and later Lord Treasurer), and Charles Howard, Earl of Nottingham (Lord High Steward). They were pro-Spanish, significantly more in agreement with James’s own views about the supreme rights of the sovereign, and they dominated a large part of the Privy Council and court. On the other side was the anti-Spanish faction, led by the Earls of Pembroke and Southampton, and supported by the Archbishop of Canterbury, and at least indirectly by Queen Anna and Prince Henry. For ordinary young courtiers like Roe, monitoring the shifting lines of distinction separating such factions was a central feature of courtly life. It demanded constant vigilance. Friendships and connections, assumed loyalties of employment and patronage, could all quickly morph into alliances that were at the least uncomfortable, and at the worst fatal in their implications.



Roe had seen that unfold at first hand, in the downfall of Thomas Overbury, a friend and a fellow Inns of Court man. Overbury’s name appears in the Middle Temple’s register of admissions a few rows above Roe’s. Their paths would cross again at court and at the Twickenham estate of Lucy, Countess of Bedford. The most notable friendship in Overbury’s life, however, had begun when he met Robert Carr in Edinburgh in 1601. Their friendship intensified once Carr came to England, and even more so after he caught the eye of the king. Witty, well-connected Overbury provided Carr with the polish and guidance he needed to navigate the English court. In return, Carr’s impudent charm and access to the king offered Overbury power and influence. When Carr decided he was in love with Frances Howard, unhappily married to Robert Devereux, third Earl of Essex, Overbury disapproved, to the extent that he composed a long poem, The Wife, setting out all the qualities that Frances lacked. A slim volume featuring this poem among others, called Sir Thomas Overbury His Wife, would later become a multi-edition publishing sensation. Incidentally, it is this publication which preserved the games of ‘News’ in which Donne, Roe and Cecilia Bulstrode had taken part, linking Overbury’s name to their exercises of wit forever.

Once his friction with Carr began, Overbury’s downfall came quickly, thanks largely to the king. James had never liked Overbury’s friendship with Carr. He suddenly offered him an embassy to Russia. Overbury, recognising this as a plan to get him out of the way, refused, and was promptly interned at the Tower of London. The court buzzed with gossip. Familiar letter-writers jumped into action. John Chamberlain confided in Dudley Carleton his theory that James ‘hath long had a desire to remove him from about the Lord of Rochester, as thincking it a dishonor to him that the world shold have an opinion that Rochester ruled him and Overburie ruled Rochester wheras he wold make it appeare that neither Overburie nor Rochester had such a stroke with him’.35 Henry Wotton’s letter to Francis Bacon predicted that Overbury’s court career was over. He ‘shall return no more to this Stage’.36 Wotton’s prophecy was fulfilled perhaps sooner than he expected, because on 14 September, Overbury died of sudden and violent dysentery while still at the Tower. With Overbury eliminated, it took the Howard faction just eleven days to get the king to annul Frances’s previous marriage, and Frances married Carr on 26 December 1613. On the streets of London, public interest in the entire story exploded in hundreds of ballads, libels and rhymes. They made fun of Overbury and Carr, the ‘favourite’, and were predictably vicious about the woman in the middle. ‘A page a knight a Vicount, and an Earle, / was matched lately to an English girle,’ started one poem written shortly after the wedding, making fun of Carr’s meteoric rise up the rungs of English aristocracy. ‘But such a one as nere was seene before,’ it continued, ‘A mayde, a wyfe, a Countesse and a whore.’37



For Roe, Overbury’s death had not been the only upheaval of the year. Losing a well-connected acquaintance was a misfortune, but losing his principal patron, Henry, the young Prince of Wales, had been a hundred times worse. Henry’s death was particularly harrowing because it occurred at a point when popular optimism was at a rare high, thanks to a royal wedding. Frederick V, Count Palatine of the Rhine, had arrived in England to seek the hand of Princess Elizabeth in October 1612. It helped that Frederick and Elizabeth, both fifteen, were lively and charming. Their obvious delight in each other even won over Queen Anna, who had initially opposed the match. But Prince Henry, who had been an enthusiastic host, fell ill soon after. He had been unwell for a while, but had tried to get over it characteristically by pushing himself at his usual physical exercises, spending gruellingly long hours swimming in the Thames and riding on horseback. By the end of October, he was bedridden. James, unable to bear the sight, left for his country residence at Theobalds. Princess Elizabeth, kept away from her brother’s chambers in his final, agonised days, tried to disguise herself to gain entry to see him, but was recognised and turned back. In their desperation, the doctors even resorted to a supposedly health-giving cordial sent by Sir Walter Raleigh from the Tower. Nothing worked. Henry, only eighteen years old, died on 6 November 1612. As his funeral procession made its way along Whitehall, partially following the route that his father’s Accession entry had taken in 1604, extraordinary scenes of public grief unfolded, ‘some weeping, crying, swooning, sighing inwardly, others halt dead, others holding up their hands, passionately bewailing so great a loss’.38 More dangerously, rumours began to circulate. James’s discomfort at the growing popularity of his heir had not gone unremarked. The king ‘has some reasonable jealousy of the rising sun’, one of the foreign ambassadors at the court had noticed in 1610.39 It is now thought that Henry probably died of typhoid or enteric fever, but at the time, people did not hesitate to point the finger at the king himself. An autopsy had to be conducted to confirm death from natural causes.



For James, Henry’s death was a crisis in more ways than one. James had inherited a kingdom whose finances had been a source of tension even in Elizabeth I’s reign. James’s own expenditures did not help matters. The king, to put it bluntly, owed money, and a lot of it. Despite his desperate attempts to convince James to cut expenses, and the introduction of numerous taxes and duties, Cecil had the near-impossible task of resolving the Crown’s debts, which added up to an astounding £400,000, and an annual deficit of around £140,000. His last-ditch suggestion was a proposal, the ‘Great Contract’, by which the Parliament would be asked to offer the sovereign a guaranteed annual revenue of £200,000, but neither the king, nor Cecil, had quite expected the level of resistance this would face. The debate marked out the battlelines between the king and the Parliament. Maurice Berkeley, one of Roe’s kinsmen through his mother’s second marriage, asked the king to answer the Parliament’s grievances first, because ‘if we find we may not be sure of that, what courage can we have to go on to the bargain?’40 The ‘king spent all upon his favourites and wanton courtiers’, accused Thomas Wentworth.41 ‘The Royal cistern hath a leak,’ John Hoskyns claimed, ‘which till it were stopped, all our consultation to bring money into it were of little use.’42 By the end of the year, it was clear that the Great Contract was a lost cause.

The failure of the Great Contract has been seen as a watershed moment, one exposing a fundamental rift in Jacobean politics. James’s theories of the absolute rights of monarchs had been honed in Scotland, as a response to his struggles with the unruly Scottish nobility and the reformed church, the Scottish Kirk. His English subjects were deeply aware that their scholarly king had written two books on the subject, The True Law of Free Monarchies and Basilikon Doron, the handbook on kingship which he dedicated to his eldest son and heir, Henry. The True Law drew on the Bible to make its case. ‘Kings are called Gods by the propheticall King David,’ James claimed, ‘because they sit upon God his Throne in the earth.’ Even though the subtitle of his book drew attention to ‘the Reciprocal and Mutual Duty Betwixt a Free King and His Natural Subjects’, James made clear that the ‘duty’ of the king was comparable to a father ‘procuring his children’s welfare’. If he failed in that duty, he was answerable only to God, not to his people. We ‘never read that ever the prophets persuaded the people to rebel against the prince, how wicked so ever he was’, he argued. Instead, ‘the practice through the whole Scripture proveth the people’s obedience given to that sentence in the law of God: “Thou shalt not rayle upon the Judges, neither speak evil of the ruler of thy people.”’43



By 1614, James’s opinion about his rights as monarch had not changed, but his financial situation had deteriorated even further. Cecil had died in May 1612, overworked, exhausted and largely unlamented. By then, James’s debts amounted to about £600,000. Expenditure on Elizabeth and Frederick’s wedding can be put at an eye-watering £93,293, roughly £12 million in today’s money.44 To make things worse, it came hard on the heels of Henry’s death, which had taken away any immediate prospect of a dowry that the male heir’s marriage could have gained for the Crown. By the time Carr and Frances Howard were married in December 1613, things were grim enough that James had to sell Crown lands worth £10,000 to provide a gift of jewels for the bride. With a serious crisis looming, James decided to try the Parliament again in 1614. He was not a man to hide what he wanted. His aim, as he made clear in his opening speech, was ‘principally […] to relieve my wants’.45 Experience taught him that achieving that end would be tricky, so he tried his best to ensure a friendly reception. On 19 February, a letter from Sir Thomas Lake, the Royal Secretary, written on the king’s command to an unknown nobleman, reveals the lengths to which he would go to make sure that his demands received a favourable reception this time. The King ‘recommendeth to your Lordship’s special care’, Lake writes, ‘that the House be furnished on men of good disposition, and apt to have due consideration of him and his estate, or else his Majesty shall have little comfort in the Assembly’.46

Roe had drifted from one ad hoc courtly task to the next over the previous year, accompanying Princess Elizabeth to Germany after she was finally married on Valentine’s Day 1613, taking part in a moderately popular public debate about religion that got him some attention from George Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and pleading his own cause at the English garrison of Vlissingen (Flushing) in the Netherlands, where a command post had just become available.47 But the possibility of the Parliament being summoned by the king opened up a different opportunity. He was optimistic about its resolution. As he told William Trumbull, James’s diplomatic agent in Brussels, it was generally assumed that ‘the king and his subjects will be heartily reconciled and that as he will, like a gracious prince, hearken unto them, so they will show themselves loving subjects’.48 The Parliament in question was called, with little warning, on 5 April 1614. By 8 April Roe was an active member in the Commons, one of two representatives from Tamworth.

It was far from the experience that a first-time Member of Parliament might have wanted. The proceedings of what has historically come to be known as the ‘Addled Parliament’ were a disaster from the start.49 There was no escape from the way in which the king’s demands had stoked a tense confrontation between the Lords and the Commons, and little chance of staying neutral. Roe tried his best. When Richard Neile, Bishop of Lincoln, essentially accused the Commons of ‘mutiny and sedition’ by claiming that their attempt to debate the impositions demanded by the king struck ‘at the root of the imperial Crown’, Roe was one of the few members of the Commons who attempted to calm the resulting wave of predictable outrage.50

Respect for the king and his inviolable right to rule, recognition of their own position on the ladder of courtly hierarchy, the lords of the realm at the top, the smaller fish at the bottom, these came naturally to men like Roe. He was honourable and fundamentally decent, but signs reveal that it was a decency and sense of duty that was severely put to the test in the Addled Parliament, and emerged bruised and confused. As the impasse dragged on, it would become increasingly clear to Roe how naive he had been to hope that an open consultation would lead to an understanding. He had been mistaken on one crucial point: neither the lords nor the king cared about a compromise with the elected Commons. By June, Roe was proposing that the Commons consider James’s demands only if the king was fair to them (‘if he will right us’). It was only on that condition that an understanding could be reached, he feared, and ‘not otherwise’.51 But going explicitly against the wishes of the king was still difficult to imagine. A conversation had to be had, otherwise the dissolution of this parliament might mean ‘the ending not only of this but of all Parliaments’.52 His fears were prophetic, although they would not come to pass for a while, till James’s only living heir – the young, sickly boy who had never intended to be king – had grown up to be Charles I. In the meantime, James dissolved the Parliament on 7 June 1614, with no resolution to the debate that had torn it apart. It would be six years before a sitting of the Parliament was summoned again.



There is a poem by Ben Jonson addressed to Roe around this time. We do not know exactly when it was written, but it carries a sense of a new endeavour and an echo of familiar advice from Catiline, which suggests that Jonson may have presented it to Roe on his entry into Parliament. ‘Thou hast begun well, Roe,’ it starts, but the challenge was to ‘stand well too’. The truly steadfast man is ‘round within himself, and streight’. He stands like a beacon in the tempests of unpredictable fortune. Echoing the advice that the Chorus had given to Cicero, the righteous, newly elected ‘homo novus’ in his own, dismally unsuccessful Catiline, Jonson advises his ambitious young friend:


Be always to thy gather’d self the same:

And study Conscience, more than thou would’st Fame.

Though both be good, the latter yet is worst,

And ever is ill got without the first.53



Jonson knew his friend well, and Roe, in turn, took Jonson’s advice to heart. In his Coat of Arms, the ancestral crests of his forefathers are paired with a new motto. ‘Tramite recta’, it announces: ‘the straight (or honest) way’. By the end of 1614, Roe’s ability to maintain such a ‘gather’d self’ had been severely tested. Death and loss of patrons and friends, and the poisonous intrigue of court politics, had given way to a rift between the sovereign and his subjects that was on the verge of tearing the very concept of the commonwealth apart. But for Roe, an even greater test, and perhaps the most momentous in his life, was about to come. In December 1614, Antonio Foscarini, Venetian Ambassador in England, wrote to the Doge and Senate:


The merchants are preparing four ships to send to the country of the Mogul, the smallest of 1,000 and the largest of 1,100 tons. With these they beseech His Majesty to send as ambassador Sir [Thomas] Ro[e], who will be paid by them. The king has consented, but not to the person, because he comported himself in an unseemly manner in the last parliament.54






2 Trades Increase
August, 1613. Thomas Overbury was still stewing in the Tower of London; the king’s squabble with his Parliament for money had not yet started; and Thomas Roe was still travelling across Europe. Meanwhile, John Jourdain, formerly of Lyme Regis, arrived at the port of Bantam in present-day Java, Indonesia, one of the richest cities in South Asia and a hub of the international spice trade. As his ship entered Bantam’s waters, Jourdain spotted a dark hulk looming up ahead. It was an East India Company vessel, the Trades Increase. ‘I saluted them with three pieces [of ordinance],’ he would report later, ‘but no answer, nor sign of English colours [flags]’. Finally, he spotted a prau making its way through the shallow waters. There were four familiar faces aboard, all merchants, ‘all of them like ghosts or men frighted’. They represented the handful who remained from the huge ship that had come out of England. Almost all the others, 140 people, were dead.1

The ghost ship in Bantam was a world away from the plots and gossip snaking their tangled way through the corridors of Whitehall, but the risks and speculations that had brought it to that point were no less important in shaping the future that awaited both England and Roe. Jourdain came from a merchant family himself. He had started off with a small ship, trading with the Portuguese in the Azores, before joining the East India Company in 1607 as one of its chief ‘factors’ or agents. As with many of the sources used in this book, we have to be thankful for the East India Company’s obsession with paperwork, which has preserved Jourdain’s journal of his travels. It is from here that we know that Jourdain had seen the Trades Increase in happier days. In 1611, he had been a member of a small contingent of English ships to reach Surat, on the western coast of India. The Portuguese who were there already considered the English newcomers to be pirates and interlopers. Their light frigates immediately blockaded the English. With no route out, Jourdain had disguised himself in Indian clothes and hidden for three nights in the estuary when he heard that other English ships were coming. Luckily, keen eyes had spotted the white flash of the turban he was desperately waving, and he was sensationally rescued. One of those newly arrived ships had been the Trades Increase, out on its maiden voyage.

At around 1,300 tons, the Trades Increase was the largest English merchant ship, custom-built for the East India Company’s long voyages and a symbol of its burgeoning fortunes. James I himself had named it at a lavish shipboard banquet before it set out to sea in 1609. And royal approval had extended beyond that. The king, keen to show his favour to the richest merchants of London, had presented Sir Thomas Smythe, the East India Company’s first governor, with a miniature image of himself, set as a pendant on a chain worth £200. As a mark of particular honour, he had placed it around Sir Thomas’s neck with his own hands.2 In Surat, Jourdain gloated over the impression that the English ship made even on the notoriously uncooperative Mughal governor, Muqarrab Khan: ‘when he came aboard the Trades Increase he wondred to see her, affirminge that he had bene aboard many Portugall carricks and they were nothinge in respect of this; as afterwards he affirmed the same on land in my presence to many Portugalls.’3



There was a reason for Jourdain’s smug delight at showing up the Portuguese. Its roots went deep into England’s longstanding anxiety about its place in global trading networks. When the greatest English collection of travel writing of the times, Richard Hakluyt’s The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation was printed in 1589 in the general wave of optimism after the defeat of the Spanish Armada, Hakluyt had been very clear about why such a book was necessary. In a letter of dedication addressed to Elizabeth I’s Principal Secretary, Sir Francis Walsingham, he wrote about his acute embarrassment during a brief visit to the English embassy in Paris. He ‘both heard in speech, and read in books other nations miraculously extolled for their discoveries and notable enterprises by sea’, Hakluyt told Walsingham. The English, however, were the laughing-stock of Europe, ‘for their sluggish security, and continuall neglect of the like attempts […] either ignominiously reported, or exceedingly condemned’.4 Hakluyt himself had done more than anyone else to address that slight to national pride. His collection of the scattered accounts of numerous English voyages would shape many subsequent expeditions of trade, exploration and colonisation, as would the advice he gave to trading companies such as the Virginia Company and the East India Company. It is the foundation on which Britain’s view of itself as a heroic seafaring nation would be established for centuries to come. Still the anxiety remained, as did the consciousness of a need to make up lost ground.

National pride aside, there was also an export crisis brewing at home. English wool cloth was the country’s biggest source of foreign revenue, but Elizabeth’s excommunication by Pope Pius V in 1570, the Eighty Years’ War between the Dutch Provinces and Spain, and England’s fraught relationship with continental Catholic states had led to a slump in trade. At the same time, English buyers had developed an increasing appetite for foreign luxury items. It is not a coincidence that the first major English trading companies were all chartered within roughly fifty years from the second half of Elizabeth’s reign to the first decade of James I on the English throne. The Muscovy (1555), Cathay (1576), Eastland or North Sea (1579), Turkey (1581), Venice (1583) and Levant (1592) Companies were followed quickly by the significantly more long-term influence of the East India Company (1600) and the Virginia Company (1606). This was a world with which Roe’s Guiana voyage had already made him familiar.

Even more than the Atlantic, the trade with Asia sat at the heart of these developments. For centuries, Asia had supplied Europe with some of its most desired luxuries, but by the start of the sixteenth century, two things fuelled the traffic of ships between the two continents: textiles and spices. They were the perfect goods for long-haul trade, light and convenient to pack, easy to transport because they required little cargo space, and commanded astonishing profit margins. The Venetians and the Portuguese had been quick off the mark. Their control over the market in silks, cottons, pepper, cloves and other spices had not gone unnoticed by English merchants. For decades, they pressed Elizabeth and her government to take action. The Portuguese had been a major presence both in the Indian Ocean and in the Indonesian archipelago for almost a hundred years by this point. More recently, the Dutch had started to challenge that monopoly. To English merchants, it looked as if the spice trade was being carved up among these old and new players while England simply watched from the sidelines. The Elizabethan state did not lack interest in those opportunities completely, but both Elizabeth I’s isolation from international politics and her marked reluctance to spend money meant that England’s support for Asian trade was nowhere near the efforts of their Catholic (and later, Dutch Protestant) counterparts.

Any advances made were frustratingly small, wrung out from an often unwilling and uninterested Crown with the calling in of favours and the discrete lobbying of influence. Elizabeth sent an ambassador to Murad III, the Ottoman emperor, in 1582, which helped to maintain a thriving trade, but only after much negotiation by the so-called ‘Turkey’ and ‘Levant’ merchants. Then in 1583, the first English voyage to India, small and privately financed by some of those same leading London merchants, had carried with it a royal letter to the Mughal emperor Akbar, whom Elizabeth had addressed as ‘lord Zelabdim Echebar king of Cambaya’.5 The letter expressed a wish for ‘the mutual and friendly trafique of marchandize on both sides’, but the tone was decidedly lukewarm. English correspondence with the Ottoman empire could at least fall back on knowledge gathered through the long-established presence of European merchants, but they had almost no access to the jealously guarded Iberian resources about South Asia and the Indonesian spice trade. Their ignorance is glaringly obvious in the error in addressing the Mughal emperor as the ‘king of Cambaya’, a small port in western India. Even almost twenty years later, when the Privy Council asked the Treasurer of the Navy, Sir Fulke Greville, to confirm ‘the names of such kings as are absolute in the East, and either have warr, or traffique, with the Kinge of Spaigne’, for instance, India and the Mughal empire went unmentioned, apart from a fleeting reference to the port of Khambhat, identified as the ‘Kingdom of Cambaia, the most fruitful of all India’.6

In the end, when the merchants united in the winter of 1600, their petition to Elizabeth was accompanied by a well-rehearsed plea to national honour. A Dutch voyage under the command of Jacob Corneliszoon van Neck had made a staggering 400 per cent profit on its cargo of pepper and other spices from the Indonesian islands. The English merchants were seething at the audacity of the Dutch, who were not only looking to expand as a result, but had even tried to acquire some English ships for their fleets. They wrote to Elizabeth about the ‘voyage performed by the Dutch nation’, claiming that they were ‘stirred up with no less affection to advance the trade of their native country than the Dutch were to benefit their commonwealth’. It was not a claim that the Crown would allow them to forget. A royal charter giving them a fifteen-year monopoly over trade to the Indies was issued on 31 December 1600, and the first voyage left England in February 1601, under the command of the veteran sailor James Lancaster. Within a year, Robert Cecil and Charles Howard, the Earl of Nottingham, were writing to the merchants to urge them to send out more frequent voyages. Why was the Company ‘so slacke in seconding their former [first] voyage’, they asked? It showed a lack of respect for both the Queen and ‘the honor of their owne Countrey as were fytt they shuld be’. Their letter is a reminder of the complicated nature of the relationship between the Crown and the companies in these early years. In hindsight, we often think of the companies as private entities focused on trade and profit, setting up a form of corporate governance that would turn into a ruthless political force over the next hundred years. Yet the reality was a much messier overlap with the forces and the figures that drove the Crown and the state, within England as well as abroad.7

Despite the Crown’s impatience, the Company’s activities did, in fact, increase steadily. By 1612, they had sent out twelve separate voyages to Asia. Each ‘Voyage’ consisted of usually small groups of two to three English ships under the command of a ‘General’, comparable to a present-day Admiral, who was assisted by the captains of individual ships. There were also several ‘factors’, or traders and merchants who undertook the actual business on land. Their principal destination was Indonesia, the centre of the spice trade, but soon they started exploring other markets. In 1608, the Hector, one of the ships on the Third Voyage, arrived at Surat and became the first East India Company ship to enter an Indian port. In 1613, the Clove of the Eighth Voyage reached Hirado in Japan.

The contrast between their successes and English overseas activities elsewhere was striking. In the Americas, for instance, the Guiana voyage in which Roe had sunk his inheritance was just one in a litany of often heroic but more often disastrous and expensive explorations. English trade in the Middle East and Asia, however, was tapping instead into routes that had been active for centuries, and largely avoiding overt conflict with existing local economic and political structures. Instead of attempting to settle colonies, they applied for permits from local rulers and established ‘factories’ or bases that housed both men and goods. Slowly, these spread across the region, from Surat and its access to the thriving Indian Ocean trade between South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, to the spice trade centre of Bantam in modern Java, Indonesia. The newest factory, further east in Japan, connected it both to the China trade and to the flow of silver from the Spanish mines in Mexico and Peru.

Money flowed steadily into the Company’s coffers. The investment on the initial voyages had been comparatively small, since the Company members financed each voyage separately, and waited to receive their returns before reinvesting. That changed by the early 1610s, when, armed with a new charter from James I, the Company resolved to institute joint stocks to finance multiple voyages over several years. It meant that after an initial capital investment of about £70,000 for the First Voyage in 1601, and a total of another £400,000 on the voyages over the intervening years, the Company could raise an additional £418,691 in the first joint stock of 1613 alone. Four years later, the second joint stock of 1617 raised an astonishing £1.6 million.8 It made the East India Company the first stable joint-stock corporation in England, as well as by far the largest English overseas trading company. Apart from the disastrous Fourth Voyage, which stranded Jourdain in India and resulted in a loss, the returns from the voyages were equally high. Even after losing the Trades Increase on the Sixth Voyage, the Company’s investors would make a profit of 121 per cent. The Eighth and the Eleventh Voyages of 1611 would make an eye-watering 211 per cent and 230 per cent profit respectively.9



One thing that such a dry listing of figures hides is the element of chance. Travel and trade constituted a high-stakes gamble for companies and individuals alike. Overseas trade was hazardous at the best of times, and the greater distances covered by transatlantic and Indian Ocean trade multiplied those dangers. Losing the Trades Increase was a reminder of the risks involved every time a ship went out to sea. Its size, the source of such national pride in John Jourdain, had also been the root of its problems. Top-heavy and unwieldy, it constantly got stuck in shallow waters, and the usual bane of wooden ships – the steady accumulation of barnacles, marine growth and woodworm eating away at the hull – in this case proved impossible to repair in transit. When its commander, Sir Henry Middleton, ordered to have it careened in Bantam, some reports say that the main mast broke as the vessel tilted while it was being careened, and a ‘plague or other mischievous sicknesse’ wiped out most of the crew and hired workers.10 And then the Javanese burnt it down, possibly to prevent the infection from spreading. According to some English accounts, it was actually on the instigation of a ‘renegado Spaniard’ who had converted to Islam, and convinced the Javanese that the great ship was a potential political threat because the English might use it ‘in lieu of a castle’.11 Its fate was by no means unique. In Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, written in the last years of the sixteenth century, Salarino assumes that his friend Antonio’s melancholy must stem from the stress of overseas trade. He would worry every time he blew on his soup to cool it, he says, because it would remind him of the ‘harm a wind too great at sea might do’. The sand in the hourglass would make him imagine his ship being grounded. Even prayer would be of no help:


Should I go to church

And see the holy edifice of stone

And not bethink me straight of dangerous rocks,

Which, touching but my gentle vessel’s side,

Would scatter all her spices on the stream,

Enrobe the roaring waters with my silks,

And, in a word, but even now worth this,

And now worth nothing?



If a ship escaped the many storms at sea, the fate of the Trades Increase still showed how easily sailors could fall victim to illness and infection, as well as shipboard violence. The threat of pirates and corsairs loomed ever-present on the horizon. And once a port was reached, there was always the likelihood that hostile officials of a foreign state might embargo or seize the vessel completely.

John Jourdain knew that infinite range of risks well. Even as he himself faced the wrath of the Portuguese in Surat, his brother Sylvester had just returned home from a voyage nearly destroyed by nature. Sylvester had set out on a ship called the Sea Venture for Virginia. The ship was wrecked off the coast of Bermuda in a hurricane, but the survivors managed to build two small pinnaces to continue the journey. Sylvester’s account, with its description of Bermuda, is one of the printed sources that Shakespeare may have consulted before writing his own play about shipwreck and magical islands, The Tempest.

It made sense for merchants and trading companies to practise multiple measures to protect their assets as a result. In The Merchant of Venice, Antonio goes through the usual options. ‘My ventures are not in one bottom trusted,’ he says to Salarino, ‘Nor to one place, nor is my whole estate / Upon the fortune of this present year.’ Any member of a trading company watching the action unfolding on stage would have nodded in agreement: defusing the risk by spreading one’s investment among multiple ships (‘bottoms’) travelling to multiple destinations and over a period of years was standard practice. Insurance, too, was thriving business. In London, the Office of Assurances at the Royal Exchange was one of the first courts to deal only with insurance disputes, years before other European trade hubs established similar courts.12 This world of financial speculation and risk-taking seems distant from the royal court we have left behind, but in popular culture and imagination of the period, they were linked by a shared sense of the unpredictability of fortune. Survival and success in both realms were forms of gambling. Your fall in both could be as spectacular as your rise. The English language itself bears the traces of that connection, nowhere more so, perhaps, than in ‘adventure’ and ‘adventurer’, two words that absorbed the activities of both ‘adventuring’ knights and venture capitalists or speculators, and blended them with the risks that gamblers took in games of chance.

For most people, such high-stakes gambling and speculation was admittedly out of bounds. But it did not mean that the majority of ordinary people who did not have the rich East India merchants’ wealth to invest were left out. One of the most remarkable things about English investment in travel, global trade and colonisation in the period is the way it opened up the world to the people on English streets, to the men and women who, in 1604, may have looked up at the figure of ‘Arabia Britannia’ welcoming James I into London. In 1612, the Virginia Company received its Third Charter from the king. Among other things, it authorised the company to run lotteries to raise money. Lotteries were not unknown in Europe or indeed, in England, where Elizabeth I had introduced the first one in 1569 to fund the repair of the country’s coastal defences and harbours. But these lotteries, organised by a trading company and open to the public, were different. Buying a 2s. 6d. ticket in the First Great Standing Lottery in March 1612, the rumour went, could make any Tom, Dick or Harry the lucky winner of a portion of £5,000 worth of prizes. At the new, purpose-built ‘Lottery House’ at the west end of old St Paul’s, the first of those was a Tom, a London tailor called Thomas Sharplisse, who won the ‘chief prize’ of ‘foure thousand Crowns in fayre plate’, which the company ‘sent to his house in very stately manner’.13 A twelve-year-old Scottish boy, John Ogilby, got together enough money to buy two tickets in the name of his father, who was in prison for debt. Luckily, he won enough to pay the debt and free his father. An ambitious translator and poet, John would later go on to publish the first British road atlas, the Britannia (1675).

Two other standing lotteries followed, and although the sales were not particularly impressive because of the high prices, the company would soon follow these up with so-called ‘running lotteries’ which travelled from town to town. These were the seventeenth-century version of cheap scratch-card tickets. Instead of buying a ticket and waiting till a final draw, you could immediately pick and unfold your lot, which either indicated whether you had won a prize or ‘drawn a blank’.14 Anyone able to spare the cash could get a ticket, their personal greed justified both by national duty and by religion. Buying a ticket meant helping the struggling Jamestown colony and civilising the native Americans, who apparently were desperate to receive the Word of God. The seals of both the king and the company occupied the banner of the large advertisement broadside that the company commissioned, and flanking the bags of money and silver plate in the centre, two native American figures stood on either side, pleading, ‘Deere Brittaines, now, be you as kinde; Bring light, and sight, to us yet blinde’.15 But other advertisements were more forthright about the profit that drove the philanthropy. ‘Here Prizes are of great account / not simple, plaine, and poore,’ declared a ballad called Londons Lotterie, ‘And happely some men there be, / in gayning of the same, / May spend their dayes like Gentlemen, / in credite and good name.’ And since leaving out a significant part of the population did not make sense, it added a verse directed particularly at women:


You Maydes that have but portions small

to gaine your Mariage friend,

Cast in your Lottes with willing hand,

God may good fortune send.

You Widowes, and you wedded Wives,

one litle substaunce try:

You may advance both you and yours,

with wealth that comes thereby.16



The East India Company did not have to resort to lotteries, and the minimum investment of around £200 initially required from each of its ‘adventurers’ put the possibility of investment in its ventures beyond the reach of the ordinary Sharplisses and Ogilbys of the times. However, by 1613, it still had over 500 investors. Some were City merchants directly involved in overseas trade, with investments spread across a range of activities from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean. But the real advantage of joint-stock trading lay in the fact that it offered a way to separate investment from actual trade. Passive investors with little or no experience could put in their money in the hope of profit, but the seasoned merchants with the most substantial investments, the ‘generality’ or voting shareholders, took the actual decisions. Among them, the most crucial decisions were taken by the governor, his deputy, the Company’s twenty-four directors (confusingly called ‘committees’) and their appointed officers. It was a simple innovation, but it opened a new world to the moneyed gentry and the various London Livery companies, traditionally the organisations that represented most of the trades, crafts and professions operating within and outside the capital. It meant that the ripples from the East India Company’s ventures reverberated across an ever-spreading network of connections, from the wealthiest of the court and the city to the poorest craftsmen and labourers, seamen, wives and widows. The fortunes adventured, lost and won in the waters of the Indies had an impact on all of them.



By the end of their first decade as an incorporated company, it was becoming increasingly clear to the East India Company’s leaders that another, potentially risky gamble was necessary. Until then, their activities in India had proceeded on the basis of the Company’s charter, through which they had received the Crown’s permission to trade as ‘one body corporate and politic’. It brought with it multiple advantages, not the least being a degree of crucial autonomy from the Crown and state in matters of both internal governance and external trade arrangements. Accordingly, negotiations with Mughal court officials for the all-important imperial orders or farmān that the English needed were all undertaken by Company representatives. These permissions covered their access to commodities, their ability to enter into business agreements with local and international traders within Mughal territory, and their rights to exercise their own faith. All this paperwork was important, but getting the permissions was particularly crucial where the English were latecomers, which was the case in most Middle Eastern and Asian centres of power. At the Mughal court, the Portuguese were a known quantity. There were Venetian and Dutch traders and artisans, and multilingual Jesuit priests who often doubled as translators. Some Company representatives who had the unenviable task of carving out a space for English trade within that setup carried letters from James I, but they were merchants and tradesmen still. Their flair for doffing a feathered cap and holding a courtly conversation in multiple foreign languages might have been flawless, but none of them had formal diplomatic status as ambassadors.

In September 1612, however, a new development occurred. The Tenth Voyage of the East India Company reached Surat under its General, Thomas Best. Soon after his arrival, Best had sent a plea to the Mughal court requesting a farmān to allow them to trade and establish a factory in Surat. Three months later, in December, a naval skirmish broke out between his ships and four Portuguese galleons off the coast of Swally or Suvali, a coastal village near Surat. Best lived up to his name and claimed a decisive victory over the Portuguese in what would come to be known as the Battle of Swally. It made the Mughal court finally pay serious attention to these newcomers, who could potentially rival the Portuguese presence that dominated the Indian ocean route. Soon after, in January 1613, Best was issued with a farmān. As it turns out, it was a general permit rather than the itemised agreement of permanent rights which the English merchants wanted, but at least they had finally gained the Mughal attention that they needed.

By October 1613, William Biddulph, one of the most experienced factors in India, was writing to Sir Thomas Smythe, the Company’s governor, that the Portuguese and the ‘prating Jesuits’ were now desperately trying to poison the emperor’s mind against the English. They have been telling him that ‘we are a base people and dwell in a little island’, he wrote, ‘and that we can send no more ships hither until those that were here last return, and that they are but a few merchants that set out these ships, our king having nothing to do with them, and that the present and letter came from the merchants and not from the king, which he partly believes, our ships coming so seldom.’17 Much of this, of course, was true, but Biddulph also spotted an opportunity in the growing strains in the relationship between the Mughals and the Portuguese after a few recent attacks by the latter on Gujarati trading vessels in the Red Sea. This was the moment to establish an English presence directly at the Mughal court, Biddulph advised Smythe: ‘if it please your Worships to send per the first ship some proper man of account to reside in Agra with the king, that may be able to answer to what these Fathers shall put into his head, in a short time may work them out of favour with the king.’

In the meantime, the factors were getting increasingly desperate. Messenger after messenger was ignored at the Mughal court for not being a ‘proper man of account’. By December 1614, the latest of those messengers, William Edwards, who had presented the emperor with yet another gift and a letter from James I, wrote urgently to the Company that ‘the necessity of residence with the King […] is such as cannot be avoided: and he to be a man sent immediately from our King, for that the title of a merchant is of them despised’. He noted that his predecessors, Paul Canning and Thomas Kerridge, ‘were gracious in the eyes of the King and nobles’ as long as ‘they profest to belong to our King and of his followers’. Once their identity as merchants became known, however, they ‘were much neglected’.18 By January 1615, the situation was even more urgent. The newest English fleet commanded by Nicholas Downton won yet another victory against the Portuguese. If they missed the chance to exploit this rare advantage and claim definitive trading privileges from the Mughals, such an opportunity might not come again.

It would have reassured the factors if they knew that the wheels of corporate decision-making had started to turn in response to all their letters. The minutes of the meeting that the East India Company held in London on 7 September 1614 show a discussion about the need to employ ‘one of extraordinarye parts to reside at Agra to prevent any plotts that may be wrought by the Jesuits to circumvent our trade’. Smythe recommended ‘Sir Thomas Rowe, a gentleman’. He was ‘well knowne unto them all’, he reminded them, ‘well spoken, learned, industrious’. It helped that he was also ‘of a comelie personage’. He would be ‘fit to be aboute the Emperour to procure and confirme such articles and priviledges as may be most beneficiall’.19 If some committee members grumbled about his maintenance costs being greater than the benefit they would get from him, others reminded them that they needed a Company factor at Agra anyway ‘to prevent all plots and conspiracies that will be attempted by the Jesuits to subvert our trade’. The cost to maintain an embassy would be ‘not much differing’, but ‘the quality of the person that is in question is like to promise much more hereafter than could formerly be expected’.20

Controlling the embassy was a much bigger problem. The objectors worried about the remit of an ambassador’s role and ‘how far his authority shall stretch’. There were risks involved in linking the autonomy of the Company’s business to the whims of a monarch, although it was not the Mughal emperor who troubled them. The problem, rather, was with James I, and with setting a precedent he might use against them in the future. To allow the Company to be represented by a person chosen by the sovereign compromised the Company’s self-regulatory ‘corporate and politic’ body. They wondered ‘whether it will be fit to have such a person for their ambassador, or a merchant rather, lest time may work to have such a one put upon them by his Majesty’. Money, as ever, was their safeguard, but it was a delicate wager on both sides. James would authorise the embassy since he did not have to pay for it, but had high hopes of reaping the benefits in terms of tax revenues from the Company. The Company, on the other hand, agreed to take a gamble to see if the embassy could get them their all-important Mughal farmān, hoping that their control on the purse-strings would be their insurance in dealing with the whims of the king and his favourites at home.

Their instincts were correct in this case, since despite royal annoyance with Roe’s perceived lack of cooperation during the Addled Parliament earlier that year, their recommendation of him prevailed. But this tricky division of his terms of employment is something that Roe would struggle with for the entire duration of his embassy. Every other page of his letters and journal bears its signs, bouncing repeatedly from bristling protectively about his role as the representative of his sovereign, to agonising about his relationship with the company that paid his wages. Older and wiser through bitter experience in later years, he could be blunt about its horrors: ‘it is the Company that pays the chardge and if any be sent agaynst their will, ther will remayne a secrett grudge and dislike which will breake out here, to their losse and his Majesties dishonor. Of this, I have good experience.’21



At first glance, the enthusiastic support that Roe received from Sir Thomas Smythe and some other committee members in the East India Company seems strange, given Roe’s absolute lack of interest in East India trade till this point. After all, his limited experience in overseas activities lay largely on the other side of the world, in the Amazon basin. But the fact was that England’s interests in the ‘Old World’ of Middle Eastern and Asian trade and the ‘New World’ of transatlantic enterprise were rarely as separate from each other as we might expect. Thomas Smythe himself had been the Governor of the Muscovy and Levant Companies as well as Governor of the East India Company and Treasurer of the Virginia Company, and over a hundred other members of the Virginia Company were also members of the East India Company. Similarly, more than half of the members of the East India Company also invested in other trading companies, with much of their investment going to English activities in Virginia and the Levant. By the end of his career, Roe would have served in all three regions.

By 16 November 1614, he had signed the ‘Articles of Agreement’ with the East India Company. The merchants, ever careful, put in iron-tight clauses. He had to promise to ‘forbeare all private trade’ and ‘not to have to do with any parte of their merchandize, but to Leave it wholly to the Managing of their factors’.22 In return, he was promised a salary of £600 a year. There was a catch here too: ‘for his better encouragement’ and to ‘tye his uttermost endeavour to be employed for the good of the Company’, he had to invest half of it annually in the Company’s stock. That requirement was partially adjusted for the first year alone, when the Company agreed to give him a cash advance of £400. The Company noted the reason for this in its private minutes: it was needed ‘to satisfy som debts which he oweth abroad’, possibly from the disastrous Guiana venture, and to ‘furnish him forth to sea’.23

The ‘furnishing’ was expensive. Roe borrowed an additional £100 to purchase plate for his table that befitted his new status, and he would end up spending another £47 on top of that. His request for a chaplain and a surgeon were approved, at the annual cost of £50 and £24, but he would have to appoint the rest of the retinue himself out of an additional annual allowance of £100, with a grant of £30 for their livery. The Company could not predict the daily costs of the embassy with ‘any certenty’, so they would have to depend on Roe to keep an accurate account of his expenses. But they were hopeful enough about all that fabled wealth of Asia to stipulate that ‘if it shall so happen that the Grand Mogore shall grant a daylie or yearely allowance, unto him for his diett and followers, during his abode there to countervaile those expences, That then he shall free the Company from the said chardge.’24 Their optimism would be the source of much of Roe’s later worry and stress about money. Not only was there little guarantee of such allowance being offered, but their estimate of expenses was also severely out of touch with reality. Later that same month, they would receive a letter from six factors in Surat, including William Biddulph. The factors reported that they had reviewed the charges of maintaining an English residency in Agra. The estimate of £300 per annum, they wrote with strained politeness, was thought to have been derived from a passing reference in a single letter by the Company’s previous unsuccessful merchant messenger, Paul Canning. If a Company-appointed resident were to maintain a relatively frugal but debt-free living (‘live closely and with credit’), the actual cost would be much nearer ‘four, five or six hundred pounds per annum’.25

For the moment, however, it must have seemed to Roe that he had won the lottery. Looking back a few years later, at a point when he had cause to feel particularly gloomy about his Indian embassy, he would write, ‘I esteeme it an infinite mercy of God that when I had fully ended and wasted my patrimony and saw no way but scorne (the reward of folly), before I suffred disgrace he undertooke me, and being as it were new borne, he restored me to a new Inheritance and sett me right, for I doubt not but to equall my wastes.’26 He was thirty-five years old, without a confirmed courtly appointment, and his finances had not recovered since he had sunk his inherited land and money in the Guiana expedition. Yet now both a prestigious career and the legendary wealth of India and ‘the Great Magore’ beckoned. As ever, you could trust John Chamberlain to deliver the court gossip: ‘Sir Thos. Roe is in speech to be sent ambassador as from the King, by the East India Company, to the Great Mogor,’ he wrote to Sir Dudley Carleton in November 1614, ‘and if his allowance be so large as reported, it goes far beyond the best ambassadors the King hath abroad.’27

From being a petitioner himself, it was gratifying for Roe suddenly to have become the focus of others’ petitions and requests. At the Company’s meeting on 17 January 1615, he reported that ‘certaine forreyne Ambassadors’ including the Venetian ambassador had ‘taken notice’ and wanted to speak to him.28 The minutes of the same meeting also noted that a young gentleman called Bartholomew Merland had been recommended to accompany Roe on his embassy by none other than the redoubtable Charles Howard, Earl of Nottingham and Lord High Admiral. Roe said that the merchants would have to pay for his passage if he had to accept Merland, but he came with too important a recommendation to refuse. In subsequent years, Merland keeps cropping up throughout Roe’s journal as an annoying minor thorn, and repeated references to him needing encouragement ‘to do well’ carry a strong suggestion it was not something that came naturally to him.29

In the meantime, Roe was putting his loans and advances from the East India Company to good use. The list of his expenses opens up a window into a world of Jacobean fashion, because the most prominent personal items among them are clothes. He ordered a scarlet cloak and hose trimmed with gold lace, which he planned to wear with a crimson satin doublet also trimmed with gold lace. It sounds impressive, if thoroughly impractical for north Indian summers, and cost him £73 7s 6d, roughly four months’ worth of the average wages of a skilled worker. Another suit, lined in sea-green velvet and paired with an ash-coloured doublet, came slightly cheaper at £43.30 The specially ordered livery of his servants complemented those colours, although he ended up spending £12 over the £30 that the Company allotted for their red and green attire. The Guiana voyage had alerted him to the boredom of long-haul travel and the need for basic comforts and entertainment, so he bought a bed, table linen and towels, as well as a viol.31

It is an impressive shopping list for someone who needed a cash advance from his future employers to pay off his debts, but Roe’s spending was still nowhere near as excessive as the amounts involved in Nottingham’s 1605 Spanish embassy, or the embassy to France on which one of James I’s Scottish favourites, Lord Hay, would embark in 1616. Hay had ‘made twenty special suits of apparel’ for his twenty-day visit, John Chamberlain would take great pleasure in reporting, only to be faced with the disastrous news ‘that the French have newly changed or altered this fashion’. Hay had to scramble to overhaul his wardrobe: ‘he must needs be out of countenance, if he be not set out after the last edition.’32 For Roe, however, without the backing of ancestral wealth or royal favour, the clothing was much more than a frivolous extravagance. When old Polonius in Shakespeare’s Hamlet tells his son Laertes to get himself some suitable clothes before his visit to France, he is voicing a commonly accepted truth of the times, that you had to look the part. ‘Costly thy habit as thy purse can buy, / But not expressed in fancy; rich, not gaudy’, he says, ‘For the apparel oft proclaims the man’.

That outward show was even more important for ambassadors. In London, a walk around the booksellers in St Paul’s churchyard would have equipped Roe with multiple continental European handbooks by writers like Ottaviano Maggi, Alberico Gentili and Jean Hotman de Villiers.33 On one thing they were all in agreement. As Jean Hotman pointed out in The Ambassador (1603), the main thing you had to remember about ambassadors was that they were more than a person, and more than a servant of the state. An ambassador was fundamentally a working symbol, an authorised representation of his monarch and his nation. Understanding that meant that the ambassador had to act ‘with dignitie to represent their [sovereigns’] persons and greatnesse during their Ambassage’. They needed to remember that ‘an ambassage is as it were an abridgement of the principalest charges and offices that are exercised in the common-wealth’.34 The carefully orchestrated arrival of ambassadors, their appearance and behaviour, all served as a reflection of the monarch who had sent them, and frequently as a coded compliment, or insult, to the monarchs who received them into their courts. Sending someone of humble birth and less than impressive stature, without suitable opulence of clothes and retinue, did not bode well in negotiations of diplomacy. In his Christ’s Tears Over Jerusalem (1593), the Elizabethan writer Thomas Nashe, irreverent troublemaker that he was, had imagined Christ himself as an ambassador from God, the ‘High Commander of all Soverreignties’, whose only fault was not obeying that fundamental rule of diplomatic ‘magnificence’: ‘If any Noble-man (though never so high discended) should come alone to a King or Queene in Embassage without pompe, without followers, or the apparraile of his state’, Nashe had asked mischievously, ‘who woulde receive him, who woulde credite him, who would not scorne him?’35

The Company knew that lesson well. Even the merchant messengers sent previously by them had to be funded and equipped suitably, like William Hawkins, who attended the Mughal court in a scarlet suit, with a taffeta-lined cloak embroidered with silver lace.36 The formal ‘Instructions’ that Roe received in the name of James I from Whitehall before his departure raised the stakes further by beginning with a blunt reminder: ‘First, in your Carriadge, to be Careful of the preservaccion of our honour and dignity.’ The monarchs of Asia ‘are most apt to seeke to Maintaine Correspondencie with the greatest and Mightiest Princes’, it informed him, but ‘their Contries being so farre remote’, they had to ‘make their particular Judgmentes much by fame and report’. It would be Roe’s responsibility to present James I’s ‘greatnes’ to the emperor both in person and in words, to convince him that the monarch he represented wielded such ‘power and strength at Sea, which giveth us not onelie reputacion and autority amongst the Greatest Princes of Christendome, but Maketh us even a Terrour to all other Nations’, and that despite that power, he was ‘not onelie absolutelie obeyed but universally beloved and admyred of all our People’.37

Equipped with all his finery and accompanied by his retinue, Roe set out on his voyage on 2 February 1615. For the next six months, his life would be spent on board the new Company ship, the Lion. The captain was an experienced Virginia Company man. Christopher Newport was a much-respected sailor who had led the voyage that founded the Jamestown settlement in Virginia in 1607, and had been stranded in Bermuda with Sylvester Jourdain and others in 1609. Three other ships made up the fleet to India: the flagship, Dragon (600 tons) under the fleet’s General, William Keeling, and two smaller vessels, the Expedition (about 240 tons) and the Peppercorn (about 300 tons). Overall, about 486 men made the journey. What perhaps no one in that fleet would have known, however, is that in the months that they had spent fitting the ships for the voyage, the stakes had suddenly got higher for the new ambassador. He was now a married man.

The few glimpses we get of Eleanor Cave, Lady Roe, in historical records are of a strong-minded young woman who did not give in easily to pressure. In 1608, Chamberlain had gleefully informed Sir Dudley Carleton that ‘Younge George Beeston shall shortly marry a daughter of the Lady Caves (sister to Sir Oliver St John) the younge couple having contracted themselves without theyre parents privitie or consent.’ This was serious business. Eleanor’s mother had been trying to negotiate a marriage settlement with George’s father for a while, but from Chamberlain’s account it appears that the couple had gone ahead without waiting for the families to agree on terms, ‘wherat the mother doth the more storme, for that she had the choise of the heire of the kingesmills, or of Sir William Cornwallis, who offered her a thousand markes a yeare to her and her heires’.38 George was a keen hunter, favoured enough by James I to have been awarded a lifelong annual gift of £200 for him and his wife. But like Roe’s grief for Cecilia Bulstrode, Eleanor would soon have to learn to live with sudden, devastating loss. In 1611, while out hunting with the king, George fell during a chase and broke his neck.39

It is not certain when Roe first met Eleanor, but we know that she once again defied her family to marry for love, rather than for practicality. Their wedding took place in secret on 15 December 1614, just seven weeks before Roe’s departure for India.40 Her maternal uncle, Sir Oliver St John, later Viscount Grandison, was left with the uncomfortable task of breaking the news to his sister, Eleanor’s mother. There is every indication that Eleanor would not have hesitated to accompany Roe, and she would indeed do so when Roe was next sent to Istanbul, as James I’s ambassador to the Ottoman court. At this point, however, not only was the marriage a secret, but Roe also knew that the Company had already shot down a similar request from the man they had put in charge of the voyage. Over those last two months of 1614, while he was negotiating his appointment with the Company, the Committees had been debating William Keeling’s petition that his wife Ann should be allowed to accompany him on the journey. There was some sympathy for the Keelings, ‘being both younge and not fit to be p[ar]ted for so longe tyme’. Finally, however, the request was denied, although it seems that Mrs Keeling – who may have been pregnant – may have made a last, desperate attempt to sneak on board. The Company minutes on 22 February recorded that ‘she dealt underhand with a midwife to go with her to the Indies’, but was asked to return to London. Keeling received the ultimatum that ‘if she accompany him they will hold him unworthy their service’.41 Roe would not have wanted to risk a similar confrontation. On that cold February morning of 1615, it is possible to imagine Eleanor bidding Roe goodbye in the expensive ‘bodice of fine linen’ attributed to her that still survives, fashionably decorated with gilt scrolling branches with sprouting buds and leaves in green and pink and yellow, sprinkled with sequins. As with so many of the people around her, Eleanor was gambling too. She had cast her lot with a man beneath her in birth and fortune, who was about to leave on a long and dangerous sea voyage. But that journey might also provide the fortune they needed in order to be together. If he returned, Roe would write to a friend, his wife’s unsympathetic mother and family might relent, especially once they realised that he could keep her ‘as comfortably, as free from want or its companion, scorn, as any of her blood’.42




3 India Englished

It is possible to think about Roe’s mission simply as a string of firsts. It is his own first journey to the fabled ‘East’, as well as the first English embassy to India, and the first substantial articulation of the need for a thought-out policy that would govern British presence in India in the years to come. The problem with a story about firsts, however, is that it demands to be placed centre-stage. Stories that came before fade into a blurred distance; other voices become barely acknowledged murmurs. Yet journeys and encounters rarely appear in a vacuum. Any travellers worth their salt know that even the strangest and newest of worlds are never entirely new. Both the wonders that greet us and the monsters we think we see were created as much at home as they are encountered abroad. They are framed by expectations and assumptions about travel, and built upon stories that we have heard before. Some of those stories might be inherited, and for travellers in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, that inheritance was often an education and collective memory derived from the ancient Greeks and Romans. Others might be imagined, through literature and art. Yet others were being gathered increasingly from travellers who had gone before and from contact that might have occurred, however fleetingly and tentatively, in a burgeoning world of global traffic and trade.

For Roe on board the Lion, as the coastline of England became a thin shadow on the distant horizon, the contours of ‘India’ emerged out of just such a combination of stories, images and voices – some more real and immediate than others. Walter Peyton was the captain of the Expedition, the smallest of the ships in the fleet of the 1615 voyage. In his journal, he notes that they ‘carried out in the fleet eleven Japanese, […] divided proportionally among the ships; likewise fourteen Guzerates [Gujaratis from western India, including Surat]’. The Japanese, Peyton explains, came to England with the Clove, one of the ships of the Company’s Eighth Voyage, led by John Saris, which had been the first English voyage to reach Japan in 1613. The Gujaratis had been ‘brought home in the Dragon’, according to Peyton, very likely during the Tenth Voyage led by Thomas Best. The Dragon had returned to England in June 1614 and the Clove in September, which meant that the eleven Japanese sailors and the fourteen Gujaratis had been in England for nearly half a year before undertaking their return voyage home.1 This was not unusual. Journeys in this period were slow and long, dependent on winds and the weather. Ships were cramped, and chances of illness and death from rotting and insufficient food, disease, accidents and violence were high. Mortality on the very first East India Company voyage was about 60 per cent. At least one of the fleet’s surgeons, Christopher Newchurch, may have been driven to attempt suicide, traumatised by his helplessness in the face of such widespread loss of lives. The Dutch voyages, where we have more data on crew mortality, show that only around 30 per cent of the original crew on an average returned from any given voyage. In other words, only three out of every ten men who may have set out on the journey had any chance of coming home alive.2 Yet ships needed a crew to sail them home with the lucrative cargo for which men had lost their lives, so sailors had to be hired from regional ports.3 These men then often formed part of the crew of the next voyage back, like the Gujaratis and Japanese on Roe’s ship. Their knowledge of regional winds, tides, coastlines and ports was an unacknowledged yet invaluable asset. For six months, therefore, the voices and faces surrounding Roe as he crossed the oceans were not just English, or even European. There were glimpses of dark skin among the white bodies fighting with the ship’s ropes and climbing up the perilously high masts. The unfamiliar hard consonants of southern Gujarati dialects swept across the deck with the sea spray, mingled with the shouts of the English sailors from Kent, Bristol and Plymouth.

There would be others too. On 5 June 1615, about four months after leaving England, Peyton noted down their arrival at Saldanha Bay, on the south-western coast of present-day South Africa. So far their luck had held, and they had ‘only buried three or four men since leaving England, out of our whole fleet, and had now about thirty sick’. They needed fresh provisions, though, since the custom of loading victuals on ships long before departure meant that shipboard provisions were dwindling and what was left was by now nearly inedible. A familiar face appears in Peyton’s journal to help with that crucial restocking, a man called ‘Corey’, who ‘came down and welcomed us after his manner, by whose means the savages were not so fearful or thievish as at other times’. Thanks to Corey’s intervention, Peyton reports, the native people ‘brought us cattle in great abundance, which we bought for shreds of copper’. There was time for a bit of leisure. ‘Corey shewed his house and his wife and children to some of our people, his dwelling being at a town or craal of about an hundred houses, five English miles from the landing place. Most of these savages can say Sir Thomas Smith’s English ships, which they often repeat with much pride.’4

For the English, Corey’s story had begun a couple of years earlier, when Gabriel Towerson had arrived in Saldanha Bay in 1613 with the English ship Hector, returning from the Eighth Voyage of the East India Company.5 When Roe’s chaplain Edward Terry later retold the story, he described how Towerson had lured and kidnapped two men ‘very much against both their minds’.6 The men were of the indigenous Khoekhoe people, whom Dutch colonialists later dismissively called the Hottentots. One dismayed his English captors by dying inconveniently on ship, apparently ‘merely out of extreme sullenness, though he was very well used’. The other was Corey or Coree, who was brought to London. Despite having ‘good diet, good clothes, good lodging’ at the London house of the Governor of the East India Company, Sir Thomas Smythe, Coree did not appear satisfied: ‘for when he had learned a little of our language, he would daily lie upon the ground and cry very often thus in broken English: “Coree home go, Souldania go, home go”’. Six months later, the East India Company finally decided to send him back. When he finally arrived back in Saldanha Bay in June 1614, he threw away his English clothes immediately and ‘got his sheeps skin upon his back, [and] guts about his neck’.

For Terry, earnest Protestant man of faith that he was, Coree was an illustration of the impossibility of redemption of ‘barbarous’ peoples. The ‘dog is return’d to his vomit, and the swine to his walling in the mire’, Terry quotes from the Proverbs in the Bible. To make things worse, Corey was also a poor business investment. Even his short captivity in England had exposed him to the commonness of the metals that the Khoekhoe, till now, had valued. When Corey returned home, that knowledge drove up the prices that his tribe demanded, and ‘we had never after such a free exchange of our brass and iron for their cattle’. Terry’s account denies Corey a basic humanity, but what it illustrates almost despite itself is the invisible, almost rhizomatic nature of cross-cultural contact. Linking peoples and places as much through force, coercion and necessity as through choice, that contact was silently forming the soil on which the individual stories of travellers like Roe could take shape.



On a different level, Corey’s story also illuminates the shifting nature of what the British meant by ‘India’ and ‘Indians’ in the first place. For the Company merchant Edward Blitheman, who complained that the newly returned Corey had stopped the rest of his tribe from trading with his ship, and that ‘it had been good in my opinion either he had been hanged in England or drowned homeward’, Corey, like many other fellow Africans, was Corey ‘the Indian’.7 Blitheman’s usage was not unusual. Throughout this period, ‘India’ or the ‘East Indies’ occupied a remarkably vast space in the English imagination. Even in 1625, Samuel Purchas, writing his Hakluytus Posthumus, or Purchas His Pilgrimes, would remind his readers that ‘the word India is with us, applied to all remoter Countreyes’.8 But that seemingly sweeping expansion was also the source of immense imaginative power, one whose roots go back to a vision of the world that Europe had inherited from classical and medieval geographers. In the earliest Christian European map of the world, the so-called T-O (Terrarum orbis) map, the ‘O’ of the globe is divided into three parts by the ‘T’. Asia occupies the whole of the upper hemisphere, as befits the site of the Garden of Eden and the birthplace of Christ, while Africa and Europe occupy one half of the lower hemisphere each, divided by the vertical stem of the ‘T’. To ‘orient’ a map was therefore to position it with respect to the East, with Asia and the rising sun at the top, rather than the compass point of the North. By the fourteenth century, the French Dominican missionary Jordanus of Séverac’s account of his experiences in Asia, the Mirabilia descripta (description of marvels), could produce a tripartite account of India major, India minor and India tertia that encompassed most known landmasses beyond Europe, stretching from Cochin-China, across the Arabian peninsula, to Africa. Columbus’s mistaken assumption in 1492 that he had reached the ‘Indies’ by sailing west would only extend that imagined expanse.9 It was something that later English writers would often deliberately encourage, their usage blending the potential of the western new world in the Americas with the fantasies of the eastern old world in Asia.

The vastness of India’s reputed wealth accompanied that useful vagueness. In the imagination of Europe, long before actual contact was made, ‘India’ stood for both the treasures and the wonders that came from the East. It is ever present in the stories that one read and heard in the chivalric romances of knights and ladies. In Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, the young Squire tells the travelling pilgrims a story in which magical gifts arrive at the court of the Tatar king from the kings of Arabia and India. In the later Italian epic romances like Boiardo’s Orlando Inamorato (1483–95) and Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1532), which English readers both admired and envied, Cathay becomes a city in India, and women like Angelica and Marfisa, princess of Cathay and queen of India, love and fight along with Christian knights. By the time Shakespeare had his fairy queen, Titania, quarrel with her husband Oberon about their rival claims on a little Indian boy, fantasy and reality were difficult to untangle. ‘Why art thou here, / Come from the farthest step of India?’ Titania asks Oberon. For the thousands who watched A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Globe, Titania’s memories of her pregnant Indian ‘votaress’, imitating the merchant ships whose swelling sails grew ‘big-bellied with the wanton wind’ were a fantasy rooted in truth. Like the fairy queen, her audience had also seen ships swaying home down the Thames, back ‘from a voyage, rich with merchandise’. At the court of their king at the same time, James I’s most favoured Scottish and English courtiers were dressing up as ‘Indian and China knights’ in heavy robes of crimson satin sumptuously ornamented with gold embroidery and silver lace, with hats decorated with Indian birds and jewels.10 The king himself had bought a jewelled ornament rumoured to cost £40,000 so that they could pretend to present it back to him, the rumour went, to ‘make a fair show to the French ambassador’.11



Yet throughout this period, that ‘India’ co-existed alongside an ever-increasing stock of geographical knowledge. Travellers’ reports and books like Hakluyt’s compendium were carried routinely on East India Company ships and read with care. Eight years before being put in charge of the fleet that was taking Roe to India, William Keeling had been the General of the East India Company’s Third Voyage. Caught in the doldrums off the coast of Africa and with provisions running dangerously low, the fleet was considering writing the voyage off and returning home, when Keeling suggested heading for Sierra Leone to restock, ‘having formerly read well of the place’. He consulted his copy of Hakluyt’s book, and the voyage continued, saving the Company ‘20,000 pounds, which they had been endamanged [lost] if they had returned home, which necessity had constrained, if that book had not given light’.12

If Roe had looked at Hakluyt’s collection – and it is tempting to wonder whether he may have even borrowed Keeling’s copy during his voyage – the contours of the India he expected would begin to be filled in with the scattered references that Hakluyt had collected. The description of the monstrous races of Asia from Mandeville’s Travels, always a crowd-pleaser, was dropped from the second edition of Hakluyt’s collection as an unreliable witness. Instead, he would find accounts of Odoric of Pordenone’s journey to China, and William of Malmesbury’s medieval account of how King Alfred had sent Sighelmus, Bishop of Shirburne, to visit St Thomas in India in 883 CE. Sighelmus was reported to have returned with ‘many strange and precious unions and costly spyces, such as that countrey plentifully yeeldeth’.13 There is a long gap before the next cluster, which has the journeys of Hakluyt’s contemporaries. First among them was the self-exiled Jesuit priest Thomas Stephens, or Padre Estevam, the first documented English man to have settled in India. His letter to his father, dated 15 November 1579, was written while he was still in transit, but is striking in its excitement about this new land.14 Hakluyt had given a copy of that letter to the merchants who went on the first English voyage to India in 1583, and received copies of their letters in return. So Roe would have seen the letter from Elizabeth I addressed to ‘lord Yeladin el Kubar king of Cambaya’ that they carried for the Mughal emperor Akbar, and read the words of both those who did not return, and the only one who did, Ralph Fitch.

Fitch’s account of how Thomas Stephens put national loyalty over religious devotion to bail his fellow Englishmen out of Portuguese prison in Goa was a reminder to readers like Roe of exactly how late they were in attempting to establish an English presence in India. But it was hardly the only one. In another report by the Venetian traveller and merchant Cesare Federici, from which Fitch borrowed heavily, Federici described how he had stopped at the port of Betor in Bengal, on the way to the major port city of Saptagram. ‘Every yeere at Buttor they make and unmake a Village,’ he notes, ‘with houses and shoppes made of strawe, and with all things necessarie to their uses, and this village standeth as long as the ships ride there, and till they depart for the Indies, and when they are departed, every man goeth to his plot of houses, and there setteth fire on them, which thing made me to marvaile. For as I passed up to Satagan, I sawe this village standing with a great number of people, with an infinite number of ships and Bazars, and at my returne comming downe with my Captaine of the last ship, for whom I tarried, I was al amazed to see such a place so soone razed and burnt, & nothing left but the signe of the burnt houses.’15 Behind such descriptions of the appearance and disappearance of settlements, and in Federici’s resultant wonder and amazement, there is an acknowledgement of human contact, sociability and trade that took place with or without European gaze and European presence. For us, as for Roe, it serves also as a necessary reminder that the English presence in India, in many ways, was doubly belated. Beyond the presence of their continental European competitors in South Asia and the Indian Ocean regions, English traders found themselves entering a fully developed trade network that had been operating for centuries, and stretched from the Uzbek khanates of Turkistan or Turan on the one side, to China and the Malay peninsula on the other.16 Hakluyt pointedly interspersed stories like these with lists of the sources of ‘commodities’ and their places of origins, and the times of the Monsoon winds at various Indian ports. What use was the wealth of India, after all, if it did not find its way on English ships to the buyers at home?

Anyone involved in the business of the East India Company, however, would know that Hakluyt’s book, published in 1599–1600, was already out of date. Luckily, there was something else to fill the gap: the East India Company’s scrupulous record-keeping had produced a vast bank of information from more recent travels. Some of it was still closely guarded by the Company and shared with selected employees only, of whom Roe was now one. Other records that were less sensitive, or good for the Company’s advocacy of trade in the East Indies, sometimes found their way into the public domain. Roe knew both the accounts written by John Mildenhall (or Midnall) and William Hawkins, both of whom had claimed to be ‘ambassadors’ from England at the Mughal court. Others had followed them, factors and agents of the Company like Paul Canning, Thomas Kerridge and William Edwards, all bringing gifts and acting as Company emissaries carrying letters from James I. Sometimes their own accounts are supplemented by those of their fellow-travellers and other East India Company employees, as Roe’s would be in time by his chaplain Edward Terry’s.



It is easy to forget that there might have been other sources, closer to home, warmer and more alive than the dry words of dead travellers on a page. As with the Gujarati sailors on Roe’s ship, East India Company ships did not just bring back spices, cloth and precious stones. Along with the cargo came ordinary Indian men, either as voluntary servants of the Company or as forced labour.17 Some returned; others made England their home. In February 1607, for example, ‘Marcus the Indian’ was buying a gown and other necessities for his provision at sea. The East India Company had given him money for it, although they stipulated that it would be only what ‘shall be fit for such a dissolute person as he is’.18 In September 1610, ‘John, the Indian’, who worked as a weaver, lost his thumb in an accident. He petitioned the Company to be ‘employed about the ships’ instead.19 That particular case is a useful one, because it shows that these foreigners, or ‘strangers’, as they were called, were not tied to the ships or even the port. John’s skill as a weaver could have taken him elsewhere, although as he obviously recognised, there was a greater concentration of foreign workers at the Company’s shipyard at Deptford.

On 26 December 1613, it was in Deptford that a woman called Jane Johnson married Samuel Munsur, ‘a blackamour’, at the parish church of St Nicholas. Regular parishioners would have seen Samuel baptised as a new Christian at the same church a month earlier. His name and description does not confirm his ethnicity, but there is a ‘Samuel Munsur’ who was part of a group of ‘three Indian’ sailors who petitioned the East India Company in the following February, requesting permission to take their wives with them to the East Indies. If it is the same Samuel, then his marriage to Jane is the earliest recorded interracial marriage between an English woman and an Indian man on English soil. The Company discussed the request of ‘Salvadr, Samuel Mounsr, and Ant. Deleber’ [Salvador, Samuel Munsur, and Antony Deleber], but as they would later decide in the case of William and Anne Keeling, they thought it would be ‘inconvenient and unfitting […] for such weomen to go among so many unrulie sailors in a ship’. We do not know what happened to Samuel and Jane. It was agreed that the women would receive part of their husbands’ wages after the men left, although there are no records to confirm whether Samuel left after all.20

As with ‘Corey the Indian’, pining for home in Sir Thomas Smythe’s Philpot Lane mansion, the slipperiness of the terms used in English records makes it difficult sometimes to identify the national origins of men like Samuel. The English used ‘moor’ and ‘blackamoor’ interchangeably for Africans and South Asians, just as they used ‘Indian’ for both native Americans and Indians from India. The brewer James Duppa had a servant, James ‘the Indian’. On his death in September 1618, James would be buried at the parish church of St Botolph’s in Aldgate. Another ‘James the Indian’, twelve years old, was christened at the parish church in Throwley, Kent, the following year.21 There are over 300 records of people described as black or Indian scattered across parish and state records of various kinds in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. It is impossible to say more about their origin than that they were non-English and perceived to be ‘Indians’ by the English people among whom they lived, worked, loved and died.



With a few, that task is easier. In 1614, even as the East India Company was deliberating whether they should send an ambassador to the Mughal court, England received two visitors. The first was a young Armenian Christian woman, Mariam Begum. Mariam’s father, Mubarak Khan, had been a high-ranking court official under the Mughal emperor Akbar, but Mariam had been cheated of her fortune after her father’s death, and became a ward of the palace under the new emperor, Akbar’s son, Jahangir. Then William Hawkins, the ‘English Khan’, arrived at the Mughal court. ‘I little thought a Christians Daughter could be found’ in the Mughal palace, Hawkins would admit, describing how he came to agree to marry her.22 Mariam’s religion, however, made the emperor’s offer of the match impossible to refuse, and her privileged access to the inner circle of the harem was an added attraction. In the absence of any clergy, Hawkins’s servant Nicholas Ufflet did the honours, and Mariam became Mrs Hawkins. They later formalised their vows in the presence of an Anglican preacher. ‘[F]or ever after I lived content,’ Hawkins wrote, ‘she being willing to go where I went and live as I lived.’23

Mariam, however, did not yet know how far exactly she would have to go. When Hawkins fell out of favour at the court, allegedly by appearing drunk in the presence of a newly abstinent Jahangir, he took her with him. Her family was worried: ‘when my wifes mother and kindred saw that I was to carry her away,’ Hawkins admits, ‘suspecting that they should never see her any more, they did so distaste me the travels that I was forced to yeeld unto them that my wife go no further than Goa, because it was India, and that they could go and come and visit her.’24 Hawkins, however, had secretly acquired travel licences from the Portuguese for both of them, and managed to slip away from Mariam’s brother, who had been accompanying them. On 26 January 1612, they boarded a familiar ship in Surat, Sir Henry Middleton’s Trades Increase, out on its final, doomed voyage. For the next few months, Mariam travelled on the same fleet with John Jourdain and other seasoned East India Company sailors. We know from Hawkins’s own journal that they were on the Trades Increase when the ship suffered serious damage from striking a coral reef on the night of 20 November just off the coast of Tiku in Sumatra. They barely managed to limp into Bantam on 21 December 1612 in the damaged ship. There, Mariam and Hawkins decided to join Captain John Saris’s returning fleet instead, since ‘Sir Henry did not think his ship, the Trades increase, in sufficient condition for going home that season’.25

Like the Trades Increase, Hawkins, too, would be a casualty of the long-haul sea voyage. He died almost at the end of the voyage, just off the Irish coast. It is no wonder that, helpless and alone in a strange land, Mariam quickly married again in London, on 21 February 1614. She had met her new husband, Gabriel Towerson, during the second part of her long journey from Bantam to England. He was the captain of one of the ships in the fleet, and part of the cargo on his ship, the Hector, was his newly kidnapped prize, ‘Corey the Indian’. We know nothing of Mariam and Towerson’s marital life, except that Towerson, who as her husband was now in control of her finances under English law, was keen to claim the money due to her from the East India Company as Hawkins’s widow.26 We will meet them again in a few years when they return to India, and Mariam is caught up in Towerson’s struggle for power with Roe. For the moment, though, Mariam Begum, like homesick Corey, was in London, another barely documented alien presence under English skies. 

    

The second visitor was a young Bengali boy, who reached London six months after Mariam’s marriage. His story does not tell us how a young boy ‘born in the bay of Bengala’ got into the hands of the Dutch, but we know he had been ‘given’ to General Thomas Best by the commander of a Dutch ship. Now the boy was to be tutored privately in London by the Company-appointed chaplain, Patrick Copland, at Company expense, in the hope that ‘he might upon occasion be sent into his country where God may be so pleased to make him an Instrument in converting some of that nation’.27 At first Copland communicated with him ‘by signs’. Over the next few months, the boy proved to be a quick learner. Copland was proud of how he managed ‘to speak, to read and write the English tongue and hand’ so well in less than a year that ‘his Majesty and many of the Nobility wondered at his hand[writing]’.28 By July 1615, Copland would be singing the praises of the boy’s astonishing progress in ‘the knowledge of Christian religion’. For Copland this was a major step in proving that English activity abroad could be something more than mere trade. The boy was a living example of the Company’s civilising and Christianising influence, and he suggested an appropriately celebratory public baptism, ‘being of opinion that it were fit to have it publicly effected being the first fruits of India’.29

With the consent of Roe’s friend and patron George Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the boy would be baptised at St Dionis in Fenchurch Street, at the heart of London’s trade centre, on 22 December 1616. In front of an enormous crowd that included the Company’s court of committees, the Mayor and Aldermen of the city, the lords of the privy council and James I himself, he would be invested with a new identity, and a new name chosen personally by the king – Peter Pope. It is likely that Peter accompanied Copland on his next journey to Asia in 1617, but that is the last we see of him. Nothing more is known about his life, except that in 1622, a sermon that Patrick Copland had preached to the Virginia Council was printed as Virginia’s God be Thanked, and it included three letters that Peter apparently composed in Latin in 1620. In a sermon that argued that Virginia could supply England with the riches it desired without the dangers of ‘Turkes’, ‘Pyrates’ and ‘Jesuits’ that Indian trade involved, the Bengali boy Peter Pope’s appearance is another example of that useful fluidity of ‘India’ as a concept. Copland wants his readers to take Peter’s urbane, dutiful letters to Sir Thomas Smythe and Martin Pring, acknowledging their help and patronage, as a promise. It is one that applies equally to the possibility that a boy from Bengal, and the ‘Indians’ of Virginia, could be ‘Englished’ to serve English interests and Christian faith.



Both English trading companies and the great livery companies of London, like the Grocers and the Clothworkers who had heavy investment in the East Indies trade, had for a while been pushing that vision of British trade as a benevolent, Christian power for good. In October 1613 – the year before Corey, Mariam and Peter’s arrival in England, for instance – the playwright Thomas Middleton wrote The Triumphs of Truth, the annual Lord Mayor’s show. Like royal entries, the Lord Mayors’ shows were huge public events that took place along a procession route that snaked across the city. Middleton’s Triumphs was the most expensive among these events, costing nearly £1,300 in the making.30 One of the starring roles of this show was a king of the Moors. Middleton well knew his audience’s long fascination with black characters on stage, from Aaron the Moor in Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus and his dark hero in Othello, to plays by his contemporaries like Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, Robert Greene’s Selimus and Ben Jonson’s courtly Masque of Blackness, in which Queen Anna herself had dressed up as a ‘Daughter of the Niger’. But what made Middleton’s Moor unusual was that he was Christian, his conversion made possible not by priests, but by trade:


By the religious conversation

Of English merchants, factors, travellers,

Whose truth did with our spirits hold commerce,

As their affairs with us; following their path

We all were brought to the true Christian faith.



It is a point that the merchants needed to make. The wealth of Asia, Africa and the Middle East was seductive, but it also got people worried. In Jonson’s Catiline, Rome’s ubiquitous power was never far from its ubiquitous corruption, and both were linked to her global reach, and the wealth that came with it. ‘So, Asia,’ its Chorus had lamented, ‘art thou cru’lly even’


With us, for all the blowes thee given;

When we, whose vertue conquer’d thee,

Thus, by thy vices, ruin’d be.31



In 1609–10, Samuel Daniel had repeated that warning for Prince Henry. People might advise him that there was nothing greater than for a state to expand itself over ‘many wide dominions’, Daniel wrote. ‘But yet weigh you’ whether we are ‘bettred in our state/ By that accession’:


what rich Treasorous state, hath not undone

The Conquerer, and wonne those, who hath wonne;

If Indea may not unto Christendome

As Fatall be, as Asia was to Rome.32



Throughout the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, as Britain’s exposure to the world grew, the growth of the consumer culture which fuelled that exposure was accompanied by deep fears about its effects. The handful of ‘Indian’ strangers who disappeared into the interstices of early seventeenth-century English society could still be ignored, but across the cities of the late sixteenth-, early seventeenth-century Britain, the demand for ‘Indian’ and ‘China’ commodities was slowly beginning to transform the English home itself, from spices and dyes for clothes, to silks, ivory, precious stones and musk. ‘What do you lacke? What is’t you buy?’ cries the shop-boy in Jonson’s Britain’s Burse, a specially commissioned entertainment that Jonson had written to celebrate the opening of the New Exchange, London’s newest retail hotspot. ‘Veary fine China stuffes, of all kindes and quallityes?’ cries the boy, and his words are Jonson revelling in mimicking the timeless market-patter of London:


China Chaynes, China Braceletts, China scarfes, China fannes, China girdles, China kniues, China boxes, China Cabinetts, Caskets, vmbrellas, Sundyalls, Hower glasses, lookinge glasses, Burninge glasses, Concave glasses, Triangular glasses, Convexe glasses, Christall globes, Waxen pictures, Estrich Egges, Birds of Paradise, Muskads, Indian Mice, Indian ratts, China dogges, and China cattes? Flowrs of silke, Mosaick fishes? Waxen fruict, and Purslane dishes? Very fine cages for Birds, Billyard Balls, Purses, Pipes, rattles, Basons, Ewers, Cups, Cans, Voyders, Toothpicks, Targets, falchions, Beards of all ages, Vizards, Spectacles? See what you lack.33



Many were not sold on the idea. In February 1615, ten days after Roe’s departure, London readers would be treated to a new, excoriating critique of the East India Company and the goods in which it traded. The writer, Robert Kayll, accused incorporated companies like the East India Company of putting unfair restrictions on trade through its monopoly: ‘the commonwealth being made private suffereth by all’. But that was not the only problem. The pamphlet painted a picture of Britain being drained slowly of its lifeblood by the leeches of trade. Instead of preserving the ancient and glorious tradition of fishing that fed the nation and protected its coastline, the Company had sent sailors and ships away to their deaths on distant seas. They had stripped the land of its forests to build new ships, and emptied the nation’s treasury of its gold and silver to feed their own greed. English timber, people and wealth, in their hands, were being sunk in the heat and ‘stench’ of the Indies. ‘Let the common people say that their commodities are unnecessary,’ Kayll thundered, ‘they were the enemies to Christendom, for they carried away the treasure of Europe to enrich the Heathen.’ His scorching denunciation compared the East India Company ships to ‘coffins full of live bodies’, that ‘whereas they went out strong, they returne most feeble, and whereas they were carried forth with Christians, they are brought home with Heathen’.34 With deep, deliberate irony evoking the East India Company’s ruined flagship, he named the pamphlet The Trades Increase. As the East India Company scrambled to coordinate its response, Roe was heading towards the cape of Good Hope, beginning the most challenging part of his voyage to India.




4 Knight’s Move

On 6 March 1614/15: ‘This day we lost sight of the Lizard, and began our course for the Cape of Good Hope.’ This is the start of the almost daily record that Thomas Roe kept for the entire duration of his voyage and embassy, beginning on the day when the tip of the Lizard peninsula in Cornwall, the most southerly point of the British mainland, disappeared from his view. The rocks of the Lizard have borne witness to the departure of innumerable ships over the centuries, connecting one small island to the world beyond. Two hundred and eighty-five years later, in 1900, the Lizard was where the Italian inventor Guglielmo Marconi set up his wireless telegraph station, marking the onset of another new age of global networks. As far as Roe was concerned, however, the disappearance of the Lizard on the horizon was welcome progress, because his ship, like English contact with India in general, was already running late.

Both the weather and Keeling’s reluctance to leave without his wife were to blame. It meant that the ships had been stuck in the Downs for a whole month since Roe had come aboard. Even when it looked like they were finally setting sail on 23 February, adverse winds meant they had to put in at Portland, and that meant further delay, because now they had to stock up on beef, bread and beer to replenish the supplies they had used up already. ‘It is necessary that shipping be ready in the downes to take opportunity of wynd by the 20th of January,’ Roe wrote in his journal, ‘that they may sale with the Cape of Good Hope before the dead of wynter, […] for in the wynter the ayre is sharpe and rawe, and those that daylie wade, and are often wett, endainger their healths.’1 The East India Company knew this. As their records and ships’ logs show, they tended to provision their ships between October and the end of the year, with ships leaving England early in the following year, between January and April. If all went to plan, it meant that the fleet would catch the monsoon winds after rounding the Cape of Good Hope, and they would arrive in Surat sometime between September and November, after the worst of the summer heat was over. Roe’s fleet was skirting very close to the point of delay that might mean disaster for the gamble that the Company, as well as Roe and Eleanor, left behind in England, had taken.



From this moment, the journal ensures that Roe’s own voice will be our constant companion for a while. Within its pages is a day-by-day, sometimes hour-by-hour, account of his life and the lives of the people around him, both foreign and familiar, its tone shifting back and forth from amusement and excitement, to anger, frustration and despair. Only the first part of it, copied painstakingly in a neat hand, probably by Roe’s secretary, Edward Heynes, has survived. Add. MS 6115 in the British Library in London is a thick red leather-bound volume of about 288 folio pages, but Roe’s journal within it stops in February 1617. Roe had switched to a second volume at that point, and he had continued to have copies made to send home, both to friends who had wanted to read about his travels, and to the Company itself. He may have brought home the final part of his journal with him. The Company certainly had the papers in 1629, when they approved Roe’s request to consult them himself.2 But only part of the records of that second half of the embassy now remains, and that too at second hand. The geographer Samuel Purchas had seen Roe’s papers up to January 1618. He printed a heavily edited version of it in his multi-volume successor to Richard Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations, fittingly called Hakluytus Posthumous: or Purchas His Pilgrimes. A yet more drastically butchered version followed, prepared from Roe’s manuscript by Awnsham and John Churchill in their Collection of Voyages and Travels (1704). William Foster, whose Victorian and Edwardian editions remain the most readily available versions still, roundly criticised both Purchas and the Churchills, but his own, generally meticulous editing is still full of gaps and ellipses that often reflect his own historical view of Roe as one of the forerunners of the British empire. Beyond that we are dependent on scattered documents and letters.3

Despite that partial loss, what remains of Roe’s writing is a rare, privileged glimpse into what otherwise would have been missing completely. The journal, composed under East India Company instructions, was part of the intangible ‘profits’ of the Company’s investment in the voyage and the embassy. The unpredictable nature of long-distance travel meant that trading companies had quickly established efficient forms of record-keeping. Factors and agents were expected to maintain a regular correspondence with the Company back in England, and to keep rigorous receipt books of their trade and expenditure. Ships’ captains maintained detailed logs and ledgers that recorded navigational information and weather conditions, information about the crew and their wages, the ports of call, routine tasks carried out on board, records of mariners disciplined for misbehaviour, and casualties. All senior mariners, including the captains, masters and master’s mates, were also expected to keep individual journals. They were meant to be submitted to the Company when they returned, and were often specified in the ‘Instructions’ or rules and expectations governing each voyage. Richard Hakluyt had printed the Instructions written by the famous explorer Sebastian Cabot in 1553 in his Principal Navigations as a model. It set out, among other things, exactly what needed to be recorded:


Item, that the merchants, and other skilled persons In writing shall daily write, describe, and put in memorie the navigation of each day and night, with the points, and observations of the lands, tides, elements, altitude of the sunne, course of the moon and starres, and the same so noted by the order of the Master and Pilot of every ship to be put in writing, the Captaine-Generall assembling the masters together once every weeke (if winde and weather shall serve) to conferre all the observations, and notes of the said ships, to the intent it may appeare wherein the notes do agree, and wherein they dissent, and upon good debatement, deliberation, and conclusion determined, to put the same into a common leger, to remain of record for the company: the like order to be kept in proportioning of the Gardes, Astrolabes, and other instruments prepared for the voyage, at the charge of the Companie.

Item, the names of the people of every Island, are to be taken in writing, with the commodities and incommodities of the same, their natures, qualities, and dispositions, the site of the same, and what things they are most desirous of, and what commodities they will most willingly depart with, and what metals they have in hills, mountains, streames, or rivers, in, or under the earth.4



For Roe’s voyage alone, the account in his own journal is supplemented by the journal of Captain Keeling, written aboard the flagship, the Dragon; the journal of Walter Peyton, captain of the Expedition; and the journal of Thomas Bonner, who started as the master’s mate of the Expedition and later became its master. Each volume raises its own ghost, with its distinctive voice and preoccupations. Bonner’s is a dry, business-like recording of daily navigational data. It is supplemented by Peyton’s genial interest in people, from his superiors on board, to ‘Corey the Indian’ with his wife and children. Roe’s mutterings about friction with various people on the fleet are put in perspective by Keeling’s detailed record of everyday life on deck.

Many of the entries reveal the challenges of maintaining discipline and something resembling a working relationship within a small group of men who are confined in a pitching, swaying wooden box infested with rats. Peyton hated the creatures with a passion: ‘the innumerable many Ratts, which we have had in our shipps all this voyadge’ had not stopped at eating through both provisions and sails. ‘It is almost incredable the noysomnes of that verment [vermin], whoe have binne redy to eate us lyving (for they have bitten us in our sleepes), but some menn that dyed this voyadge in the nights, before morning have had their toes eaten quite off, and other parts of their bodyes gnawen.’5 Among the living, the ordinary sailors were whipped, ducked and put in irons regularly for various misdemeanours. ‘I ordered 50 stripes w[i]th a whippe to Evan Lake for stealing things out of Will Hoars chest,’ Keeling recorded, and Coldicott, one of the conscripted prisoners, was ducked in the water as punishment ‘for stealing a cheese’.6 But Keeling also kept a close eye on the health and general fitness of the men, ordering ‘the due expence of our lemon water to prevent the scurvvie’.7 It was a practice that James Lancaster had introduced during the first East India Company voyage in 1601, although by 1617, the Company would adopt lime juice instead, unaware that it was a less effective remedy.

Day to day life on the ships was hard, and the men constantly at work repairing and patching up sails, tackles and boards. There was a seemingly never-ending round of checking on the state of the ships’ provisions, including the livestock to supply fresh meat during the voyage, and the cargo for trade. Their cargo of quicksilver, for instance, started leaking from its packaging, so Keeling had to arrange for it to be transferred to the stone bottles in which they had been storing their lemon water. It made him ‘wonder the [Company] have no more care, since it is reported they were informed of a greater losse of the same kind in a former voyage’.8 They discovered that John Woodall, the recently appointed Surgeon General of the East India Company, had been lining his own pockets by supplying ill-equipped surgeons’ chests, with mis-labelled ‘simples’ or medicines, ‘drugs rotten, unguents made of kitchen stuff’. ‘Boys that have no skill’ had been ‘thrust into place of chirurgeons’ [surgeons] on his recommendation. The Company factor, Richard Baker, was blunt about it in the letter he wrote from Saldanha Bay. Woodall, he thought, ‘is to be accounted guilty of the death of so many men as perish through his default’, although the Company did not appear to pay this any attention.9

Roe had brought about fifteen people in his retinue. He could depend on John Hall, the chaplain, for support and religious comfort, and Joost Smith, a Dutchman with knowledge of herbs and medicine, for his physical welfare, as well as his actual surgeon, Christopher Greene. Later, Hall’s death in India would bring Edward Terry into the small group as Roe’s new chaplain, but that was still to come. There were a couple of musicians, a cook and a secretary, as well as a coachman, William Hemsell, who was going to drive the coach that Roe was going to present to the Mughal emperor as a gift from James I. Among his fellow travellers was Humphrey Boughton, who had joined the voyage to ‘see and learn the manners and fashions of [other] nations for his own instruction’ and wanted ultimately to head to China. Boughton was a gentleman. He received a pension from the king, and was wealthy enough to pay for his passage. He travelled with his own servants, including a goldsmith called Peter Mutton, who was serving Boughton in exchange for passage to seek his fortune in India.10

For all the hard work and unpredictability of a sea-voyage, there were long periods when nothing happened, and that boredom needed to be managed as well. The Company frowned upon cards and backgammon since gambling led to fights. Instead, they recommended daily readings of the Bible and periodic ‘publishing’ or public reading of the Company’s commission or instructions to the fleet, which was not quite as enthusiastically received by the sailors. Many of them had taken up smoking since tobacco had been introduced from the New World. Keeling had to ban it on the middle deck, after ‘one latelye beating his tobacco match a sparke got into a chest & fired some things therin’.11 There is an old story about him ordering the men on the Dragon to perform Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Richard II during the earlier 1607 East India Company voyage, supposedly to keep them from ‘idleness’ and entertain William Hawkins and others on board. On Roe’s voyage, music, if not plays, helped to relieve the boredom for the senior officers and gentlemen at least. Roe’s viol makes an appearance in the records when Keeling sent him ‘some silke stringes for the violl’ on 8 March. On the 30th, he received another musical gift when Boughton sent him ‘a sett of 6 Italian madrigalls’. Those exchanges were part of a regular exchange of gifts and hospitality among the ships. It was easy enough to row from one slow-moving ship to another in fair weather, and the men took advantage of that by inviting each other for meals and sending each other food to break the monotony of their own shipboard provisions. At various points in the voyage, loaves of bread, pickled oysters, a leg of mutton, a keg of beer, ‘2 minced pyes brought from England’ and ‘2 faire sound limons’ changed hands.12

Despite all that sociability, Roe’s relationship with the captain of his own ship, the Lyon, was at best coolly polite. Christopher Newport was a highly experienced sailor, who had helped to capture the famous Portuguese trading ship or carrack called the Madre de Dios in 1592, with cargo that had fanned the flame of English interest in the East Indies trade. He had then spent a long career in voyages for the Virginia Company. He was as protective of his prerogative as captain as Roe was of his status as ambassador. The combination did not bode well for shipboard mood. Keeling tried his best to smooth things over. ‘I advized Capt. Newport to prevent neglects offered my Ld [Ambassador] aboord him (whereof I often heard) least it came to a publique hearing to their disgrace aboord him; he promised well.’13 It worked to a degree. Newport ‘has used me well: but loved that I should know his authority, and then denied me nothing’, Roe confided in a letter to Sir Thomas Smythe.14 Others were less accommodating. When the ship’s surgeon publicly declared that ‘he cared not a fart for my L[or]d’ in an argument with one of Roe’s men, Keeling had to step in and punish him.15

When he was not defending his honour, writing his journal or entertaining in his quarters, Roe occupied himself by keeping his own navigational record in his ‘table of course’. The Guinea voyage had taught him how to plot a course at sea, accounting for magnetic variations in compass readings and estimating longitude and latitude from instrumental readings and tables. Yet that too caused occasional problems. The experienced mariners, Keeling included, were sceptical of Roe’s grasp of navigation and defensive about their own, so when Keeling made a major error in charting the course, he refused to be corrected. When they finally arrived at Saldanha Bay on 5 June exactly as Roe had estimated, they fumed while Roe, in the heady rush of being proved right, crowed in delight: ‘because my advise nor counsell was never desired, I made no secrett of their Ignoranncye; on the other syde they doubted not their element to be above myne, that had to do only at land’.16

Saldanha Bay did not impress Roe. His dismissive description of the Khoekhoe as ‘the most barbarous people in the world’ is a first glimpse of the Christian, European superiority that he would later wield like armour against others in India. He was, however, rather more enthusiastic about the strange, upright birds with wings like ‘sleeves faced with white’ that lived on what the English called ‘Penguin Island’.17 The Dutch subsequently named it ‘Robben Island’ after the seals (‘robben’) who also lived there, and turned it into a prison, first for the troublesome Khoekhoe, and later for political prisoners from across their colonies. Nelson Mandela, incarcerated on Robben Island from 1964 to 1982, may be its most famous prisoner, but its first condemned inhabitants were from Roe’s fleet. Of the nineteen conscripted prisoners, one man called Duffield was saved because Roe took him into his service, and the Company’s chaplain took another boy as his servant. Nine men – including the cheese-stealing Coldicott whom Keeling had punished with a ducking in the sea – were left on Saldanha Bay under the leadership of one John Cross, a former yeoman of the royal guard who had been sentenced to death for killing several men in duels. ‘[W]e gave them weapons for their defence against men and wild beasts, together with provisions and clothes,’ Peyton notes.18 That included two pairs of shoes and three pounds of ‘biskett’ for each man, among other things, and a shared stock of canvas for tents, a spade, a Bible and three swords. One of the men would die from a Khoekhoe attack soon after the ship left. The others begged another passing East India Company ship from Nicholas Downton’s fleet for guns and a longboat, which they used to row to Robben Island for refuge. They survived there for months, until a Portuguese ship picked up a few, and three were taken back to England by the EIC’s Martin Pring on his return journey in 1616. As Edward Terry, on his way to India, found out in June 1616, their story did not have a happy ending. All three were executed soon after their return for deserting the ship and stealing a purse.

Meanwhile the men on the ships of Roe’s voyage were occupied with other things. Some were sent off to search for ningin (ginseng) for trade, while Peyton and others dealt with repairs and provisioning with the help of ‘Corey the Indian’. Roe thought, mistakenly as it later turned out, that he had found ‘a rock yielding quicksilver and vermilion’, and convinced Keeling to collect forty pounds of it for testing. He also arranged for a pillar to be erected with an inscription marking his embassy. After ninety-one days of isolation at sea, the men were also gathering news from various sources. They picked up letters hidden under marked stones left by other Company ships, and the Hope from Nicholas Downton’s fleet brought promising news of developments in Surat, where conflict had broken out between the Portuguese and the Mughals since the Portuguese had captured the Rahīmī, the largest of the Mughal trading vessels, owned by the Queen Mother, Maryam uz-Zamani. Roe thought this was excellent news. Any tension between the Portuguese and the Mughals helped the English cause. There was every reason to hope that Roe’s arrival at the Mughal court, so soon after the English had proved themselves to be worthy naval competitors to Portuguese power, would break the impasse that they had faced so far in India.

The voyage continued. The ships sailed up the Mozambique channel and headed for Mohilla (Mweli), one of the Comoro Islands in the Indian Ocean, and then towards Socotra, a little island between Somalia and the Arabian Peninsula. Here, on 16 August, Roe would have his first taste of the unpredictability of monsoon winds. High winds rose, the water suddenly turned ‘as whyte as milke’, and the ‘babell language of the sea’ spread confusion and terror among even the most seasoned sailors.19 Drawing on his books again, Keeling thought that it was likely ‘to be the tuffen [typhoon] often by Linchcott [Linschoten] and others mentioned’.20 The storm was on them before they knew, and all they could do was ride it out for three days, before emerging in Socotra, battered and damaged. For a few days, Socotra offered a welcome respite. Then the ships had to venture out again. ‘We sett sayle toward Zuratt about 10 evening’ on 31 August, Keeling’s journal shows: ‘the Lord give good succor’.21 They were now on the Arabian Sea, on the final leg of their journey, heading for the Gulf of Cambay (Khambhat) on the western coast of India.



Exactly a hundred years before Roe, when the Portuguese had only just established themselves in South Asia, an apothecary from Lisbon called Tomé Pires had arrived in India. As he travelled between India and the Malay Archipelago from 1512 to 1515, Pires wrote the first European description of Portuguese Estado da India, called the Suma Oriental. He disappears from records after going to China with the first Portuguese embassy in 1516, but his manuscript, lost for centuries after being brought back to Europe, was sensationally rediscovered in 1944. Within its richly detailed pages of description, we get an early glimpse of the region where Roe had now arrived. Cambay ‘stretches out two arms’ around the gulf, Pires writes in it, imagining the new land as a woman, as so many of his contemporary male explorers did; ‘with her right arm she reaches out towards Aden and with the other towards Malacca’.22 The Gujarati merchants who dominated its flourishing trade were better than the Italians ‘in their knowledge of and dealings in merchandise’, Pires thought.23 It is an evaluation that his Venetian editor, Giovanni Ramusio, changed into a milder statement of similarity, rather than comparison that reflected negatively on his own countrymen. ‘There is no doubt that these people have the cream of the trade,’ Pires had noted, devoting page after page to the luxuries that passed through its ports, from gold, silver, pearls, musk and porcelain, to Arabian horses, bales of soft dates from Hormuz, shimmering silks, fine cotton and fragrant spices.

The entire coastline was dotted with a string of ports, but Cambay and Surat were the most prominent among them. Surat, particularly, had been a site of contention for decades. The Portuguese had tried to capture it for years; Akbar, the Mughal emperor, kept an equally close watch, both because of the strategic and economic power it wielded, and because for Muslims in India, Surat was also Bandar-i-Mubarak (Blessed port), the point of embarkation for the long pilgrimage to Mecca. Akbar finally captured the city during his Gujarat campaign in 1572. In the Mughal artist Farrukh Beg’s painting of Akbar’s triumphal entry into Surat, a European – possibly Portuguese – figure lurks on the margins, his black hat and pearl earring marking him out from the light turbans of all the rest. Under Mughal rule, Gujarat became a subah or province of the empire, and its major ports, Surat, Broach and Khambhat or Cambay, were each designated a sarkar (district).24 Appointments as the subahdar (provincial governor) of Gujarat, or to the subordinate posts of mutasaddi (port governor) and shahbandar (customs officer) of one of its ports were highly prized. They were the points of entry through which foreign revenue and trade poured into the empire, and the income from taxation and duties made both the officers and the emperor rich. The English had only recently started establishing ‘factories’, the Company bases that often doubled as residences and warehouses for their factors, although Masulipatam in the south-east and Surat in the west were the only two that could really claim that title. Their presence in Madras, Bombay, Calcutta – the names that mark the great hubs of the later British Empire – were still decades away.

As the land drew nearer on 18 September 1615, Roe could see ‘a whyte house like a tower’ gleaming in the sun ‘in a tufft of trees’ in the distance.25 It was his first glimpse of Surat fort. But the ships sailed past it; the journey was not quite over yet. The problem with Surat was that although its position on the river Tapti made it easy to transport cargo internally by boat, sand banks and shallow waters made accessing the port a dangerous challenge for any heavily laden ship. So Roe would have to wait, as the fleet headed slightly further to the village of Suvali. Here, as a contemporary Dutch merchant would report, the English had ‘found a convenient anchorage named Swally, where there is a sandbank, which is exposed at low water, and gives shelter at high tide, so that it is a desirable place for loading and unloading goods’.26



There was a tangible air of anticipation on the ships now, and a buzz of activity. Keeling had sent a Gujarati sailor ashore to find William Biddulph, the English factor based in Surat who had been asking the Company to send an ambassador for years. Biddulph had much to report, but there were two pieces of news of particular importance. There was the rumour that although the Portuguese ‘had labored a peace with the Mogull on condition to banish the English’, they had ‘yet effected nothing’.27 Also, Muqarrab Khan, the Governor of Surat with whom the English had clashed on multiple occasions, had been recalled to court. Roe made a note that according to Biddulph, the new governor ‘bears a faire countenance to the English, but effects little’. He does not record the name. Walter Peyton, who was also listening carefully, however, wrote in his own journal, ‘Mr. William Bidulph […] told us of all the affairs of the country, and that Zulphecar Khan was now governor of Surat.’28

While Biddulph was sent back with a small gift for Zulfiqar Khan and a letter from Keeling, the sailors set to preparing the ships for the formal landing. Keeling’s letter had declared the King of England’s ‘amytie and love’ for the ‘Great Mogull’, before announcing James I had sent a ‘nobleman of his Court and Chamber, with letters of credence and rich presents’ as his ambassador.29 Now they had to make sure that Roe’s arrival lived up to that announcement. The ships’ ceremonial flags and banners had to be located, and the ‘waistcloths’ or armings – the heavy sheets of woollen cloth that were spread along the open rails of the ship, usually red in colour for English vessels – needed to be inspected for travel damage and fixed.

Throughout the voyage, Roe had been very conscious of the way in which both Keeling and Newport had kept him out of any dealings with the governors and rulers of the various foreign ports where they had stopped. Roe had written rather plaintively in his journal then, ‘If I had gone my selfe, and conferd with the King, or could have spoken with any of his people of understanding, I had enquired further to satisfie the curious. But all the interpreters followed the Generall, that I had no oportunitie.’30 Now that they had reached their destination, however, Roe’s first public appearance as the English ambassador was the focus of their collective attention. All of them understood the significance of this step. For England, supremely conscious of its identity as an island nation, embassies had always been important. As Keeling, keen reader of Richard Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations that he was, would have noticed, Hakluyt had made this one of his principal arguments for England’s global ambition under Elizabeth I. In the letter to Francis Walsingham with which he opened his book, he had let loose a breathless set of rhetorical questions, comparing Elizabethan international activities with those of her predecessors: ‘Which of them hath ever dealt with the Emperor of Persia as her Majesty hath done, and obtained for her merchants large and loving privileges? who ever saw before this regiment, an English Ligier in the stately porch of the Grand Signor at Constantinople? who ever found English Consuls and Agents at Tripolis in Syria, at Aleppo, at Babylon, at Balsara […]?’31 Even as Roe supervised the preparations on board the ships and inspected his scarlet and gold cloak, acquired at so much expense before setting off from London, along with the red and green livery for his retinue, he would be keenly aware that adding the ‘Great Mogul’ to that list of England’s global allies depended on him.



The problem was that if Roe had expected his embassy to be anything like his own diplomatic debut in 1605, during the Earl of Nottingham’s famously flamboyant Peace Embassy to Spain, he was quickly learning that the task that lay before him was going to be a different challenge altogether. From his journal entry for 25 September, it is clear that he knew that the main obstacle was one entirely of the Company’s own making. ‘The Generall tould them that ther was an embassador sent by the King of England, that was the next morning to land, a man of qualetye.’ The announcement hardly had the effect they had hoped for. ‘At this name of an ambassador they laughd one upon another: it being become ridiculous, so many having assumed that title, and not performed the offices.’32 ‘I mention these only to lett the Company understand how meanly an embassador was esteemed at my landing,’ Roe wrote.

The problem with people like Mildenhall, Hawkins or Edwards, the Company envoy who was even then at the Mughal court, was that they ‘subjected them selves’ to all rules and regulations imposed on them and ‘became sutors to the governors and great men’. However, by trying to appease those officials, they lost their respect because those people, like experienced bureaucrats anywhere, ‘sufficiently understand the rights belonging to that qualetye’. ‘Carriage’, or dignity of behaviour or bearing – that quality that his royal ‘Instructions’ had so pointedly reminded him to watch – was all-important. This would be his first challenge: to demonstrate a carriage that demanded attention and respect. His position was already tricky, torn as he was between the different parties he represented. There were the expectations of his king and the Company, as well as his own. And now there were the tired and jaded English merchants present on the ground. There was a plan slowly taking shape, but Roe was very much aware of how it would be perceived, not just by his Indian hosts, but also by the watchful English eyes surrounding him. What might have seemed like a lifetime ago, his friend Jonson had advised him that a truly worthy man stands ‘round within himself, and streight’, like a lighthouse in a tempest of corruption and disorder. In a telling echo, Roe’s journal entry for that day told his Company employers, ‘if it seeme to any that shall heare of my first carriadge that I was eyther too stiff, to punctuall, too high, or to prodigall, lett them consider I was to repayre a ruynd house and to make streight that which was crooked’.33



It started with a letter. When Zulfiqar Khan, the Governor of Surat, received the news of Roe’s arrival, he responded civilly enough. A messenger had been sent to the English ships with a welcoming gift of fruits, and the governor’s accompanying letter promised to send thirty horsemen to attend Roe’s formal landing at the port, and offered to secure a house for him if the Company merchants could identify a suitable one. Yet even as a flurry of farewell dinners and exchanges of gifts among the ships’ captains and passengers continued on board the ships, Roe opened up a brisk exchange of letters with Zulfiqar Khan on a point of procedure that looks puzzlingly minor at the outset. On 23 September he wrote to the governor that while he knew that the customs officials at the port were under orders to ‘search everie thing that came ashoare, even to the pocketts of mens cloathes on their backs’, he expected that rule to be waived for him and his retinue. ‘I, being an ambassador from a mightie king, did expect to have all things appertayninge to my selfe and my followers free by privilege […] and that if any such affront were offered me, I would returne to the ships, untill I had order from the King his master.’34 Zulfiqar Khan, a highly experienced Mughal courtier himself, wrote back with polite diplomacy. The customs search was standard procedure, he pointed out, but he would make something of an exception in recognition of Roe’s status. An officer would check and seal the ambassador’s belongings at the waterside before it was all transferred to his house in the city. The customs officer would later visit the house, ‘not in the nature of a search, but only to be able to answere they had seene what [Roe] had landed’. Roe agreed. He would disembark on the 26th ‘in expectation of […] the honorable reception promised by the Governor’.

The morning of the 26th was fair and clear. Peyton thought their ships were ‘all handsomely fitted with their waistclothes [armings], ensigns, flags, pendants and streamers’.35 The sound of trumpets and ‘48 peeces great ordnance’ discharged from the fleet marked Roe’s departure from the Lion. About eighty men had been sent ahead to form an honour guard on shore. Surrounded by Keeling and the other captains, and the English merchants of Surat, the new ambassador set foot for the first time on Indian soil, welcomed by a volley of shots, and launched immediately into a diplomatic tussle that was going to be the first of many on that very long day. It does not show Roe – obstinate and combative – in a particularly good light. ‘Upon my landing, the chieefe officers of Suratt with about 30 companions wer sitting under an open tent upon good carpetts,’ Roe recorded.36 When they did not rise to greet him, he sent word that he would not go any further if they continued to sit, ‘wherupon they all rose, and I entered the tent and went streight up and took my place in the middest of them’. Speeches were delivered by interpreters on both sides and answered, but the mood was tense. What happened next is recorded by all eyewitnesses, from Captain Keeling to the lower ranked mariners, Peyton and Bonner. But it is Roe’s journal which, unsurprisingly, gives us the fullest account. As Roe got ready to proceed to the town, the Surat officials repeated their demand for a customs search, allowing Roe to launch into a dramatic protest. He declared he was ‘the ambassador of a mightie and free Prince’. For him to submit to ‘so much slavery’ as an ambassador would be a dishonour to his master, since in both ‘Europe and most parts of Asia’ ambassadors were privileged ‘not to be subject to common and barbarous usage’. If the representatives of the Mughal emperor in Surat could not do the same, he would return to the ships and wait for the emperor’s own decision, rather than sacrificing ‘the right and freedome due to the embassador of a Christian king’.37

The bemused Mughal officials offered yet another partial concession. They would allow Roe and five others of his choice to go free if he agreed to let the others be subjected to something of a courtesy embrace that was only nominally a search. Roe agreed, but each time the Mughal officers approached Roe’s men, his objections became more theatrical. The first time, when they tried to assure him that their procedures were ‘done in friendship’, he ‘called for a case of pistolls’ and hung them on his saddle, announcing that those were the only friends he trusted in present company. Shortly later, a second attempt had him declare that he would not endure his men being searched because ‘it was a custome to be used to rogues and theeves and not to free men’. He was ‘resolved not to returne to [his] country with shame’, he announced. ‘I would rather dye there with honor.’38 Finally, the Mughal officers gave up. Light was waning, and it was too late for any further ‘ceremony’. The governor’s brother led the exhausted English group to the house that had been rented for them in the city. None of their luggage had arrived, although the governor did at least manage to get the Customs House to release Roe’s beloved bed – the one he had bought in England with his cash advance from the East India Company – and some other necessities. ‘So I was satisfyed with hope,’ Roe writes in the final sentence of the day’s entry in his journal, ‘and ended a wearisome day.’



If Roe’s account of his first trial of diplomacy in India sounded familiar to his readers at home back in England, it would be because it was. For Roe, this was a first, defining standoff. It was clear to all witnesses that this was a struggle for a diplomatic upper hand. By defying Mughal customs regulatory practice, Roe was taking a chance, as he himself put it, to re-establish English honour and ‘repair a ruined house’. But Roe’s dramatic stand bears an uncanny resemblance to the manoeuvring of an unexpected model, the notorious Diego Sarmiento de Acuña, Count of Gondomar, Spanish ambassador to England from 1613 to 1622.

It would be no exaggeration to say that in the popular imagination of the period, Gondomar was by far the most representative figure of Spanish, Catholic deviousness. He was the ‘Spanish Machiavelli’ whom the English loved to hate. He reputedly had most of the English court on his payroll as informants and later masterminded the deeply unpopular negotiations for a match between Prince Charles and the Spanish Infanta. It was not unusual to have shouted curses and brickbats follow his carriage on London streets. A few years later, in 1624, the most successful English play of the period, Thomas Middleton’s A Game at Chess, would immortalise him as the rectal-fistula-suffering, sedan-chair-dependent, devilish ‘Black Knight’, hell-bent on destroying the White King. The defining moment of Gondomar’s career as the Spanish Ambassador to Britain, however, had occurred even before he had been presented officially to James I, when his fleet first arrived in Portsmouth in 1613.

Like Roe in India, Gondomar had landed in England with the understanding that he would need to make exceptional efforts to make sure that both he and his king, Philip III, received the full attention of the king whose court he had come to attend. His response was to make pointed and purposeful use of diplomatic prestige and protocol to achieve that. When the Spanish ships entered Portsmouth harbour carrying the new ambassador, and the ranking officer of the English Channel fleet informed them that it was customary for foreign ships to ‘strike their colours’ by lowering their flags to pay their respect to James I, Gondomar instructed his ships to refuse. Like Zulfiqar Khan in Surat, the English explained that it was nothing personal. Even Philip II, the story went, had complied when he first arrived in England to marry Mary Tudor. Gondomar, however, remained unmoved by all arguments and proceeded to escalate the situation into a full-blown international crisis. He had landed already, and had been warmly welcomed by Portsmouth officials, but when he heard that the captain of the English flagship was continuing its demand, he sent a letter to James I, who was luckily out hunting within riding distance of Portsmouth. As an ambassador, he could not strike the colours and risk the honour of his king, Gondomar declared. If James did not instruct the English fleet to stand down, the ambassador could only request that they delayed the attack long enough for him to return to his ship. ‘I am the son of good and honorable fathers, and I wish to emulate them, which obliges me to die, as I will do, in defense of my honor and duty, which is to guarantee that these ships will remain in the same state as they entered in this Kingdom when they return to Spain.’39 Gondomar was gambling on James I’s unwillingness to cause an international incident over a matter of ceremony, and he won. The king’s order arrived soon after, allowing Gondomar the diplomatic exception he demanded, and marking the start of a friendship that would puzzle and alarm James’s subjects for years to come. The ‘two Diegos’, as they called themselves, drank out of the same bottle and hunted together. But that first incident had sent out the message that Gondomar had intended, even as it illustrated his personal maxim, aventurar la vida y osar morir: risk your life and dare to die.40

It is possible to excuse Roe’s opening salvo in Surat, as is often the case in the few subsequent historical studies of his embassy, as a reaction to the circumstances in which he found himself. The emphasis in those accounts tends to be on the ‘indignity’ imposed on the English and on Mughal ‘capriciousness’.41 The causal chain that such readings suggest is a familiar one. It ends with the responsibility of the encounter being imposed on the recipient rather than on the initiator, and allows Roe to emerge from it enshrined in his moral high ground. Yet along with the viol, the velvet suits and his debts, Roe had carried with him fears and assumptions, habits and prejudices, and, above all, memories that had been shaped by his known world. He had gathered his experience from the formal courtliness of Spain, the jungles of Guiana and the stifling, overwrought chambers of the Addled Parliament, navigating his way through disappointments, losses and love. The shadow of Gondomar looming behind this, the most important moment of his career so far, is a striking reminder of how that motley patchwork of memory works, and why our distinctions between European and non-European, Indian and English strands in such encounters sometimes demand rethinking in its light. It reveals Roe’s dawning understanding of the highly developed diplomatic procedures and ceremonies at the Mughal court, and how they shape his use of the Spanish exemplar to create his own, definitive assertion of English autonomy. Taken alone, we could see this as a validation of the shared ‘customs of Europe’, to which Roe often refers in his conflict with the Governor of Surat, against the non-European state infrastructure that he had encountered. Yet the usual adversarial lines shimmer and shift, challenging any easy binary characterisation of the ‘East’ and the ‘West’, the ‘exotic’ foreign and the ‘familiar’ foreign left behind.




5 Odcombian Legstretcher

For travellers visiting the Indian state of Gujarat, the detailed seventeenth-century descriptions that survive of the city that Roe was to call home for the next two months may seem strange. Compared to the other urban centres of the region, from the bustling streets and tinsel-town glamour of Mumbai, to the old capital city of Ahmedabad, Surat is not an obvious destination for foreigners arriving in India today. Yet for Roe and many of his contemporaries, the port of Surat was often the first and only destination in India, ‘a City of great fame & Antiquity’, as Robert Coverte described it, ‘walled about with free stone, and a strong Garrison lying therein, and a City of great trading for Merchandize, and great store of shipping’.1

Those dutiful descriptions of cities written by the employees of the Company can be dull, but within them, it is possible still to hear the easily overlooked hum of other lost voices. William Finch, who had arrived in Surat in 1609 with William Hawkins, described the ‘many fair Merchants’ houses’, the castle with its ordinances of ‘exceeding greatness’, the ‘Alphandica [alfândega, customs house], where is a paire of staires for lading and unlading of goods’, and rooms inside ‘for keeping goods till they be cleared’, and the crowded market where cattle and horses were bought and sold.2 Like that Portuguese ‘alfândega’, other words were overheard and absorbed into Finch’s workaday English prose work like tiny sonic time capsules. There was ‘a great Pagod, much resorted to by the Indians’, he wrote, using a Portuguese word, ‘pagode’, for the Indian temple, and ‘a great Tree much worshipped by the Banians’. A ‘medon’ (maidan) or a ‘pleasant green’ outside the castle had ‘a May-pole to hang a light on, and for other pastimes on great Festivals’, and just outside the ‘Nonsary [Navsari] gate’ was the famous Gopi talao, ‘a faire Tank sixteene square, inclosed on all sides with stone steppes, three quarters of an English mile in compasse, with a small house in the midst. On the further side are divers faire tombes, with a goodly paved court pleasant to behold: behind which groweth a small grove of Manga [mango] trees, whither the Citizens go forth to banquet.’

The contemporary seventeenth-century Sanskrit poem called the Indudutam by Vinaya Vijaya-gani offers a glimpse from the other side. It describes a city dotted with groves and lakes, heavy with the fragrance of the blossoms of the champaka tree. ‘You’ll lose track of time when you see the ships in the ocean that have all kinds of different wares in them and that are like children who keep all sorts of toys on their lap,’ it exclaims. ‘Who, even if skilled in mathematics, will be able to count quickly all the things that come out from the ship that crossed the ocean?’3

The countryside around Surat was prosperous and green, dotted with pleasant villages with fair houses that supplied the city with many of its much-prized goods, including its famous calico cloth. When Peter Pope’s mentor, Patrick Copland, had arrived as chaplain to Thomas Best, he had noticed ‘the goodliest Spring and Harvest together that ever I saw; the Fields joining, one green as a Meadow, the other yellow as Gold, ready to be cut: their grain Wheat and Rice’.4 Copland liked the handmade ‘excellent bread’, and palm toddy sourced from the ‘goodly Villages’ along the way, ‘like new sweet wine, much strengthening and fatting’. Surat itself was equally welcoming, with ‘stone and bricke houses faire, square, flat-roofed, goodly Gardens, with Pomegranats, Pomecitrons, Limons, Melons, Figs, continuing all the yeere, with curious springs of fresh water: the people are grave, judicious, neat, tall, goodly cloathed in long white Callico or Silke robes.’

Those robes caught the eye of Christopher Farewell too. An ordinary merchant on Nicholas Downton’s 1614 voyage, Farewell would publish an account decades later, called An East-India Collation. They were ‘almost smothered with clouds of heat and dust’ when they arrived, he remembered, but his excitement about this place where ‘every thing almost seemed new unto me’ is tangible. As the small English group made their way to the rented lodging ‘with an Orchard and pleasant walkes upon the roofe’, he noticed the ‘many streets (humming like Bees in swarmes) with multitudes of people’. Most of them wore ‘white coats, men and women; (close bodied, and full of gathering to the mid-leg) with breeches and stockings in one, ruffling like boots and all of one single Callico’. Mild-mannered and religious-minded, Farewell thought it a ‘most neat, or Angelicall habit [clothing], which sparkles (of their kinde of starching) like silver spangles’.5

In Farewell’s account, we get a sense of what life in Surat might have been like a year later for someone in Roe’s retinue, who – unlike the ambassador himself – did not have the worries of a risky embassy weighing on their shoulders. ‘Here for a Month or two, wanting no leisure, we spent our time at Surat,’ Farewell wrote, ‘every man as (with approbation) best liked him; sometimes within doors, sometimes abroad; now with our provision visiting this garden, now that Orchard; today fresh Rivers; tomorrow open fields and fair Monuments, whereof there are store.’6 The locals were ‘a mixt people, quiet, peaceable, very subtle; civil’, he observed, but he was also perceptive enough to note that although they were ‘universally governed under one King’, Mughal policy allowed that mixed population to be ‘diversly law’d and customed’. Food was plentiful. The rich had wheat, the common people ate rice and other grains. The English found other provisions abundant and cheap: ‘their provision of other victuall is Beefs and Buffaloes; sheep & goats; young kid and hens in abundance, and of little value for the great plenty.’ Farewell thought that things were so affordable also because of the lack of demand, since ‘the Banians of whatsoever sect (being half the Inhabitants, and the ancient natives of the Kingdom) by their Laws eat no kind of flesh, nor any thing that hath life in it; nor do they kill any thing (for their lives) though never so venomous or hurtfull, no not a Mouse nor a louse, but will rather feed them; their greatest cruelty is to lay it downe, and let it shift for it selfe; (O happy Creatures that breed amongst the Banians).’ If Copland liked the bread, Farewell writes with nostalgic fondness of the vegetarian food of the Hindus, ‘Confectuaries of all sorts, as Sugar-Cakes, and March-panes; Suckets and Marmelades; Rice, Pulse, and other Grayne stewed with Butter and Spices after their most savorie fashion, is their only feeding.’

Perhaps the most evocative of Farewell’s descriptions, however, is the account of what he calls the festival of the new moon, when listening English ears could catch faint strains of singing coming from Indian households of the city in the depth of the night. Farewell stayed up for hours, listening. The women, whom he assumed to be the ‘wives and concubines’ of the local gentry, ‘sing most melodiously’, he would remember, ‘with such elevated and shrill voices, strained unto the highest, yet sweet and tuneable, rising and falling according to their art and skill […] that I have been ravished in those silent seasons with the sweet Eccho, or reflection thereof from a fair distance.’ His Christian, European sensibilities told him that such singing could not be true prayer, that it was superstitious and profane. But in his imagination, far from home and in the heat of an Indian night, the language he groped for to describe it was biblical, the sound of psalms and harps of the Old Testament, the worshippers shouting ‘unto God with the voice of Triumph; then they annoint their heads with Oil, and their cups runne over’.7



Roe, however, had no time for music, or for the sights of the city. From that first, unsettled night in his lodgings in Surat, his journal is instead full of worry and frustration, as he battled obstacles on all sides. Zulfiqar Khan, the governor, was polite but uncooperative, unimpressed by the English newcomer’s claims of diplomatic exemption and assertions of status. Roe spent the first two days struggling to get the rest of his luggage released from the Customs House. When it finally arrived late in the day on 28 September, accompanied by the chief Customs officer, the governor’s brother and other Mughal officers, he jumped at the chance of airing his grievances. ‘I saw them at their departure, and only spake of the injuryes somewhat roughly,’ he admitted, ‘which they excused and took their leave.’8 Negotiations kept stalling on points of diplomatic precedence. The governor invited Roe to pay him a visit. When Roe cited ‘the custome of Europe’ to claim that ambassadors could not visit a foreign official first, ‘having expresse command from my master to mayntayne the honor of a free king, and to visit none but such as first did that respect due to His Majestie’, Zulfiqar Khan returned the same excuse. ‘He returned me answer it was the custom of this country that all embassadors did first come to the governors, and that he was servant to a great king as well as I.’



There was another problem brewing. The Mughals had issued an order that no one in the town could sell anything to the English, under threat of arrest. Some English merchants who had planned to go back to the ships were stopped. No one from the ships was allowed to come into the city. In his journal, Roe blamed it on the governor’s anger at Roe’s refusal to bow to his demands, but that might not have been the full story. A casual reference by his subsequent chaplain, Edward Terry, suggests another reason. ‘When my Lord Ambassadour at first arrived at Surat,’ Terry later wrote, ‘it so was, that an English Cook he carried with him, the very first day of his coming thither, found a way to an Armenian Christians house, who sold wine in that place, they call Armenian Wine.’9 Staggering back home, the cook decided to pick a quarrel on the streets with a passer-by, who turned out to be the governor’s brother. The uninvited heckling and slurred shouting of ‘Now thou Heathen dog’, accompanied by much sword-waving, puzzled the Mughal nobleman. ‘He not understanding his foul language, replied civilly in his own Ca-ca-ta [kya kehta], which signifies, what sayest thou? the Cook answered him with his sword and scabbard, with which he strook at him, but was immediately seized on by his followers, and by them disarm’d and carried to Prison.’

According to Terry, Roe sent a message to the governor’s brother giving him permission to punish the cook as he saw fit, but the brother magnanimously ‘sent him home, not doing him the least hurt’. For Terry, the episode is memorable because it serves a moralising purpose: ‘it will not be amiss to enquire who was the Heathen dog at this time,’ his story concludes, ‘whether the debauched drunken Cook who call’d himself a Christian, or that sober and temperate Mahometan who was thus affronted.’ For us, trying to piece together the story of Roe’s embassy from these scattered stories, the link between this and the restrictions on selling the English ‘any thing but victualls’ seems entirely likely, given that local officials were already aware of the disorder the English could bring to their city. During the 1609 voyage, John Jourdain had written in disgust of how ‘our men, with palmita drink and reason [raisin] wine made themselves beasts, and so fell to lewd women […] that in short time many fell sick, and others in their drink fell to quarrelling one with another’. The ‘disordered carriage of the most part of our men […] would make a mans ears to tingle to repeat the villanies that was done by them’.10 Between his account and William Finch’s report, there is a string of accounts of knife-fights and senseless baiting of local customs and traditions, as when a man called Thomas Tucker, drunk like Roe’s cook, ‘had killed a Calfe (a slaughter more than murder in India)’.11 The Hindus and Jains made a ‘great complaint’, according to Jourdain, and the Muslim governor had even then ‘sent word to our house that if our people did use such pranks they would soon be cut off’. In that instance, it had taken a personal intervention from Finch, who ‘rid thither to pacifie the matter with the Banians, and the fellow punished before them, until they entreated for him’.

Roe made no mention of his belligerent drunken cook, which is understandable, given that it reflects well neither on his retinue nor on his own ability to control them. There were other concerns worrying him too. Repeatedly over the next few weeks, he had a suspicion that he was being silently passed over by both the East India Company servants and the Mughal officials alike. On 30 September, when the prohibitions on trading with the English were lifted, he heard that the governor was going to visit him. But General Keeling had sent Zulfiqar Khan a gift from the ship in the meantime. ‘This made him think, I suppose, he needed not look after me.’12 Roe was furious. ‘I sent presently to him, to tell him: if he would ride twelve mile to visit the General and neglect me, that was the King’s ambassador, it was so great an affront that I took it worse than any other thing.’ He wrote to Keeling as well, forbidding him from receiving the governor, and Keeling agreed. Finally, that evening, Zulfiqar Khan visited him for the first time, ‘very well accompanied and in good equipage after the manner of the country, clothes in linnen and Persian cloth of gold very rich’.13 After an initial diplomatic tussle about who should lead the way into the house, their conversation was civil, and ‘to better satisfy him [that] I was the person I did pretend’, Roe showed the governor his royal commission. A day later he found out that despite all that, the governor had visited Keeling as well, who had independently got his approval for ‘certain conditions concerning the landing of our goods’. There is a discernible frustration in the short journal entry that Roe made that day, seething from being relegated to the margins of the action: ‘the particulars I know not,’ he wrote about Keeling’s agreement with the governor, followed immediately by another slight. ‘This day came letters from the factory at Amadavaz [Ahmedabad] to the General. The contents I know not, only a clause or two that concerned me.’14



In the heat and humidity of the English lodgings and Customs House, in the meantime, the gifts Roe had brought with him festered and rotted. He reluctantly showed the governor the English carriage that was meant to be a gift for the emperor. In England it had been a lavish thing, meant to impress, upholstered in exotic Chinese velvet. But when Zulfiqar Khan saw it, ‘he scorned it and said it was little and poor: that we bought ill velvet of the Chinoyes [Chinese] and sent it his Master in Coaches’.15 The velvet, indeed, is ‘of these parts and faded to a base tawny’, Roe told the Company, and the anxiety in his writing is almost tangible. ‘The Presents you have this year sent are extremely despised by those who have seen them,’ he writes, ‘the Knives little and mean’, so that he is forced to replenish the stock from his personal store, and the gilded glasses in fancy leather cases are ‘rotten with mould on the outside and decayed within’. ‘The other things so decayed, as your gilded looking glasses, unglued, unfoiled, and fallen a pieces (and here no man taught to mend them); the burning glasses and prospectives [telescopes] such as no man hath face to offer to give, much less to sell, such as I can buy for six pence a piece; your Pictures not all worth one Penny.’ Surrounded by cheap trash, he could not help venting his frustration on the merchants of the Company back in London, safely ensconced in their homes while he faced humiliation on foreign soil. There was ‘such error in the choice of all things’ in general, that he wondered whether anyone who knew anything about India had been asked for advice about suitable gifts. ‘Here are nothing esteemed but of the best sorts: good Cloth and fine, and rich Pictures, they coming out of Italy overland and from Ormus; so that they laugh at us for such as we bring.’16



The laughter that Roe imagined was not just Indian. English trade in India had been haunted from the beginning by the Portuguese. Thanks to the confrontations won by Thomas Best in 1612 and by Downton in 1614, the English had got the attention of the Mughal state by demonstrating that they were viable alternatives to Portuguese naval power. But they had nothing like the long-established access that the Portuguese already had within the Mughal state, primarily through the presence of Jesuit missionaries. In Surat, there were rumours, for instance, that Zulfiqar Khan’s predecessor, Muqarrab Khan – whom Hawkins had referred to as the ‘dogge Mochrebchan’ – had converted to Christianity under Jesuit influence.17 The Mughals understand European luxuries ‘as well as we’, Roe writes, ‘and what they want in knowledge they are informed by the Jesuits and others’.18

There were other worries more significant than imagined ridicule. Both Muqarrab Khan and Zulfiqar Khan expertly played various firangi (foreign) or European groups like the Portuguese, the English and the Dutch against each other in the region, exploring alliances with the East India Company and the Dutch East India Company, even as they negotiated with the Portuguese. Yet any hope that the English may have had of stoking Mughal distrust about the Portuguese had cold water poured on it when in June 1615, only months before Roe arrived, a treaty appears to have been agreed between the Mughals and the Portuguese, which included an understanding that the English would be excluded completely from trading within Mughal territories.19 It does not seem as if the treaty was ever actually ratified by the Emperor Jahangir, but the danger was evident when Roe arrived, and the appointment of Zulfiqar Khan as the new governor had not helped the English cause. He was known to be a personal appointee of Prince Khurram, the favourite son to whom Jahangir had gifted the administration of Surat. And Khurram was clearly in favour of the Portuguese.

By October 1615, Roe was bristling with impatience. On the fifteenth he wrote a strongly worded letter to Zulfiqar Khan. ‘The Injuryes you have offered me,’ it began, ‘Contrary to the faith given by your King, to all Civilitye and law of Nations, being a free Ambassador, and Contrary to your owne honor and promise, forceth me to send you word I am resolved not to endure it. […] I serve a king that is able to revenge whatsoever is dared to be done against his subjects.’20 Three days later, Zulfiqar Khan responded by sending Roe a new farmān or imperial order from the prince. ‘The contents were, that the English should discharge one ship and have a month’s stay in trade, but no residences in the town.’21 This was effectively an expulsion order. Roe, getting ready to move with ‘more haste and less carriage’ to Jahangir’s court, was deeply aware that the chances of turning the tide and acquiring ‘fit conditions for our stay and security for our further trade’ now depended on him alone, despite all the mistrust and resistance of the English factors.22 The next day, angry and stressed, he took a step that is at once deeply uncharacteristic of his usual carefulness, and potentially a diplomatic disaster in the making. When he learnt, mistakenly, as it turns out, that a new Portuguese viceroy was about to arrive in Goa, he sent him a letter that is tantamount to a threat of war. ‘It is not the purpose of the English to root out or hinder your trade,’ it states, ‘but to continue their own in friendship, and will be ready as Christians to do you any courtesy or assist Your Excellence in any want.’ Yet it also reminded the viceroy that Iberian opposition to England had cost them ‘millions, both of men and crowns, in the days of the blessed and famous Queen Elizabeth’, and ‘the same force and spirit’ still lived in the descendants of that Armada generation, who would happily ‘make war upon you in all parts of the Indies […] whereby you shall not be able to look out at your ports, much less to attempt to injure us’.23 Roe never received a response. Seven months later, he would learn that the Company messenger had been denied an audience with the viceroy, and had apparently waited for three months in Goa before returning to Surat without an answer.24 But by then the immediate danger had passed, and Roe had learnt a tough lesson in patience.



Days passed as the situation became ever more tense. Since his arrival, Roe had heard nothing from William Edwards, the English factor who had been sent to represent the English at the court, and there were conflicting reports of Edwards’s behaviour. Some East India Company men disliked him deeply, claiming that he was overbearing and presumptuous, and thought himself better than his peers.25 Edwards’s supporters would argue that he was a ‘good innocent man […] extremely maligned by diverse of our malicious countrymen’ who attacked him ‘like a company of ravenous vultures’.26 At this point, Roe could not afford to wait for the infighting to be resolved. On 22 October, he decided to take matters into his own hands and write to Edwards himself, but the English factors at Surat, evidently unwilling to transfer any authority to him, asked Keeling to write to Edwards instead, ‘and it being sent to Surat, the Merchants dispeeded it away without my knowledge, or once asking me if I would write’.27 ‘I took in very ill part,’ Roe confesses in his journal entry on the day, ‘having received many neglects by reason that all obedience and obsequiousness was given him [i.e. Keeling] who could pleasure them, and it was published among them I had nothing to do with them.’ Undeterred, he sent his own letter to Edwards within an hour of finding out, but this is only the start of the tension that would plague his relationship with the Surat factors for the whole of his stay.

Courtly battles of wit did not worry him, and he was no longer at a loss in conversations around the tables where the fate of the investments of the great trading companies got decided. He liked being able to challenge old seadogs at their own game, and to crow over them when he was proved right. The factors were a different challenge altogether. For once the social status he was so protective about worked against him. Their brand of deference towards him was difficult to negotiate. It thinly covered what he saw as an intractable stubbornness and territoriality. For them, however, it was rightful scepticism about a man whose privileged position did not necessarily invest him with expertise to rule over them.

Roe is clear about the impossible situation in which the Company had placed him by prohibiting him expressly from getting involved in any of the actual business of trade. ‘I can say little of the estate of your business’, he told them, because ‘your jealousy to give me any authority of your business or factors hath disabled me to look into many things that should have redounded to your profit’. ‘I know not what suspect you had that I would either abuse them or your stock,’ but if the news of the restrictions on his authority had been circulated, as Roe bitterly suspects, ‘by your express command’, it was to the Company’s ‘own disadvantage’. The factors know ‘that I have nothing to do with the merchants nor their business, nor that they need make me no account of anything; whereby if I but find just fault or give honest councell, the meanest can say it concerns not me, I have not to do with them’.28



While Roe wrangled with the English factors and worried about the impression he was making on the Mughals in Surat, a small group of Englishmen in a cramped mud house in the ancient city of Ajmer in Rajasthan had just received news of his arrival. There were about ten of them, led by William Edwards, the elusive English ‘messenger’, who had followed the travelling Mughal court to Ajmer. With them was a guest, an eccentric, idiosyncratic man who had arrived a few months earlier and made himself at home. He was nothing like the English merchants, but they liked him anyway. Even Edwards treated him with ‘verie loving respect’.29 Thanks to their kindness, he did not have to spend ‘one little peece of money, either for diet, washing or any other thing’. His seemingly endless optimism and enthusiasm was both exhausting and entertaining, but the attraction for the merchants was partly also that he was something of a novelty and a minor celebrity among his countrymen.

Thomas Coryate was that rare creature among the Englishmen in India in this period – a traveller for pleasure. If ‘venture’ and ‘wager’ were words that seventeenth-century Londoners had begun to associate with the big investments and even bigger returns of the trading companies, then Tom Coryate made sure that a little space still remained reserved in that landscape for the individual risk-taker and the lone traveller. For them too, travel could be a gamble. Right through the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, men had turned the risks associated with travel into a kind of ‘travel wager’.30 These were individual feats proposed and sponsored by supporters, and the printing of the story of the journey quite often featured as an intrinsic part of the wager process. Will Kempe, the Fool in Shakespeare’s theatre company, had undertaken one of these in 1599, morris-dancing all the way from London to Norwich. By 1618, even Roe’s friend Ben Jonson would undertake a similar challenge from London to Edinburgh. Tom Coryate, however, was the best known of them all, the self-styled ‘Odcombian legstretcher’ who made his name by walking almost 2,000 miles across Europe. He had written a book about it on his return, calling it Coryats Crudities, but the full title continued, ‘Hastily gobled up in five Months travells in France, Savoy, Italy, Rhetia commonly called the Grisons country, Helvetia alias Switzerland, some parts of High Germany and the Netherlands; Newly digested in the hungry aire of Odcombe in the County of Somerset, and now dispersed to the nourishment of the travelling members of this Kingdome.’ Travel for Coryate was a buffet, enthusiastically gobbled and digested. Its outputs were ‘dispersed’, as he put it, indulging in a bit of seventeenth-century toilet humour, to any punters willing to spend a bit of money for cheap entertainment, but travellers appreciated his characteristic combination of irreverent ‘oddness’ with practical detail.

His current challenge was to travel across the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent, then to Tartary and Samarkand, before returning through Persia, Cairo and Alexandria to Venice. ‘My whole perambulation of this Asia the greater is like to be a passage of almost six thousand miles,’ he boasted to a friend. ‘For if God grant me life and health, I meane to make it a voyage of full seven years before I come home.’31 He was in the middle of writing his letters back home when he heard the news that Roe had reached India. We know that because Coryate, typically greedy in his storytelling, cannot resist telling us. ‘One appendix more, and so an end,’ he writes at the end of a long, multi-part letter to an old friend, Lawrence Whitaker. ‘There happened betwixt the day of the writing of this letter and the day of the sealing of it up, a memorable occurrent not to be omitted.’32 Coryate was ever excitable, but this was particularly exciting even for him. Roe was a part of his old life in London. As the informal court jester of Prince Henry’s circle, he had counted Roe, as well as Ben Jonson and John Donne, among his friends and acquaintances for years. As young men, they had all written clever, often cruel mock-panegyric verses for his books, and treated him with a degree of exasperated, superior amusement. Their self-congratulatory displays of wit, however, had no chance against Coryate’s exuberance. He considered Roe a ‘deare friend’, and was thrilled at the prospect of seeing him so far from home.

One of the most distinctive and remarkable things about Roe’s embassy is the range of both the people he encountered and the textual records that have survived – from his own journal and the great flurry of letters through which the East India Company conducted its business, to the eyewitness accounts of multiple individuals, both English and non-English, whose paths crossed with his. But Coryate and the letters he sent back home, soon to be published in two short pamphlets, Thomas Coriate traveller for the English wits and Mr Thomas Coriat to his friends in England, open up a very different window into India. Coryate’s freedom of identity and movement were unavailable to the English ambassador. What Coryate saw and how he behaved was strikingly different from the studied ‘straightness’ cultivated by Roe, and his audience was different from Roe’s. As Roe desperately tried to puzzle out a place the English might occupy in India, Coryate was throwing himself into learning Persian, Turkish and the local dialects, and writing to his friends about his plans ‘to have my picture expressed in my next book sitting upon an elephant’.33

It was by no means a wholeheartedly open embrace of a different culture. In Edward Terry’s later recollection, Coryate was equally likely to use his newly learnt languages to harangue a muezzin by responding to his call to prayer with his own garbled Christian version. ‘La alla illa alla, Hasaret Easa Ben-alla’, he had shouted: ‘There is no God but one God, and the Lord Christ is the Son of God’, adding in Hindi ‘Mahomet was an imposter’.34 But as Coryate himself admitted, he could get away with that in the ‘Mogol Dominions’, where ‘a Christian may speake much more freely than he can in any other Mahometan Country in the World’, or, for that matter, in any Christian state.35 Yet the figure he cuts against the backdrop of negotiations of trade and politics that would define both countries for centuries to come is striking. It is framed by individual curiosity and delight, or what Coryate himself described as his ‘insatiable greedinesse of seeing strange countries: which exercise is indeede the very Queene of all the pleasures in the world’.



Back in Surat, the reunion that Coryate was hoping for was being helped along by an unexpected ally. Roe’s most recent confrontation with Zulfiqar Khan’s men had turned violent. Roe accused them of whipping one of his men for trying to move his goods from the Customs House. They claimed that Roe ‘drew a swoord and beate them’, which he denied.36 To diffuse the situation, Zulfiqar Khan sent another Mughal officer, ‘Abram Chan’ (Ibrahim Khan). For the next few days, Ibrahim Khan, who would later succeed Zulfiqar Khan as the governor, would manage the potentially flammable situation as the wrangle over customs raged on. Finally, on 30 October, the all-important letter that Roe had been waiting for arrived: Jahangir’s farmān acknowledged him as a visiting ambassador and invited him to the court, commanding Mughal governors on the route to offer all assistance. Roe set off immediately. He had five carts full of goods and presents, a group of local guards he had hired himself since the governor did not supply any, and ‘five sick men in [his] traine and few perfect’. He had also agreed to allow two Dutch merchants, Pieter Gillis van Ravesteyn and Hendrik Adriaensen, to join the English group for part of the journey. The Dutch had travelled to Surat from Masulipatam in the south in the hope of establishing a base for trade in Surat, but were now returning empty-handed. They would keep Roe company for the first 230-odd miles over two weeks, as the group slowly made its way to their first major stop in Burhanpur, where the emperor’s second son, Prince Parvez, held court. Burhanpur was due east from Surat, part of a long but relatively safe detour following the river Tapti, before the group began a far more gruelling and dangerous trek across Rajasthan.



Overall, the next leg of Roe’s journey would take almost two months, more than 600 miles over some of the toughest terrain in central and north-western India. The land that lay before them was marked by the forbidding ridges and highlands of multiple mountain ranges. Collectively, the ancient Hindu Sanskrit texts had called them the ‘Vindhyas’, the Obstructors, separating the territory of the Aryans in the north from the Dravidians in the south. Grey, rocky escarpments broke the horizon. The solid battlements of the forts of defiant Deccan sultanates and Rajput princes who had held off invaders repeatedly loomed up on the hilly summits. Their names come up time and again in Mughal documents of the period as stubborn pockets of resistance – Khandesh, Mandu, Malwa, Chittor. Mughal control over them was in most cases either recently won or the product of an uneasy and fragile understanding, and Mughal law had relatively little power here. Roe’s first encounter with one of these principalities was when, about three days’ journey from Surat, they set up camp in Baglana, defended by the twin fortress towns of Salher and Mulher. When William Finch travelled the same route before Roe, he had written about ‘Pectopshaw’ or ‘Peetop Shaw’, the prince whose mountain fort held off the forces of Jahangir’s father, the Emperor Akbar, for years.37 Roe only notes that ‘Pardaffsha’ is the ‘Gentile lord of the hills, subject to none’.38

Travel was as unpredictable and dangerous here as in the hinterlands of Europe; travellers were as much at the mercy of thieves, robbers and the corrupt officers of local governments, and the experience was often made worse for Europeans by their lack of understanding of local languages and cultures. People chose to travel together, in clusters of carriages and carts forming a caravan. There was strength in numbers. Roe’s journal, like the rocky route itself, is punctuated by brief, business-like stops for meals and rest. Sometimes there is more. Roe does not share Patrick Copland’s enthusiasm about Indian flatbreads and roti, for instance: ‘bread they make not, but dow [dough] cakes’, the journal plaintively records.39 So in ‘Nunderpar’ (Nundarbar), the sudden availability of what seems to be leavened bread is a high point that merits a note. In Chopda, he was warned by the Mughal officers that setting up tents outside the town was unsafe, since ‘there were 200 theeves in the hills and I could not lie without great danger’. Roe was reluctant to be seen to retreat in fear: ‘I answered I was not afraid: if they came I would leave some of them on the ground for them in the morning’. In the end the local governor came out with his men to guard the small encampment of foreigners all night.40

Burhanpur, where they arrived on 14 November, is now a small, provincial town in the state of Madhya Pradesh. In seventeenth-century Mughal India, however, the town and its neighbouring great fort of Asirgarh had been a part of the domain of the Sultan of Khandesh, and key to the Deccan region’s extended resistance to Mughal control. In a much later Mughal painting, Jahangir’s son and successor, Khurram or Shah Jahan, is shown hunting lions in Burhanpur. The terrain around him undulates like ominous clouds, a dark, rocky scrubland. Yet at the time of Roe’s visit, Burhanpur flourished under the governorship of one of the ‘Nine Jewels’ of Akbar’s court, the brilliant, polyglot poet-general, Abdur Rahim Khan-i-Khanan (1556–1627).41 Abdur Rahim’s eye for beauty and patronage of architecture was widely known. Years later, the mausoleums he created for his wife and son in Delhi and Burhanpur would become inspirations for the Taj Mahal. That appreciation for space left its mark both above and below the fabric of this rugged town, in public baths, gardens and an elaborate underground water-supply network. Even William Finch, who found nothing to recommend this ‘very great, but beastly’ city, ‘situate[d] in a low, unholsome air, a very sickly place, caused especially by the bad water’, could not help praising some of its attractions, like ‘the Can cannas garden, called Loll bage’. ‘Within it are divers faire walkes,’ he would report, ‘with a stately small tanke, standing square betweene foure trees, all shaded and inclosed with a wall; at the entrance without, a faire banketting [banqueting] house built aloft between four trees.’42 English readers of Robert Coverte’s account would be even more impressed. ‘This Citie is farre bigger than London,’ he had written, ‘and great trade of all sorts of merchandise therein: it is one of the most famous heathen Cities that ever I came in, and the Citizens are very good and kind people, and very many Gallants in the Citie. Also fine rivers, ponds, orchards, gardens, pleasant walkes, and excellent faire prospects as ever I saw.’ Always a merchant, he had sized up the market for English wares immediately. ‘Now in my judgement, our English cloth of gold and silver, velvets, broad-cloth, bayes, and cottons, would be very vendable, in regard there are so many Gallants.’43

Roe’s sense of ceremony was satisfied when the kotwal or town superintendent greeted him in state, accompanied by followers and ‘16 coullers’ or flags, and even more so when he saw the ‘handsome front of stone’ which led to the caravanserai or public lodgings that the city provided for travellers.44 Building serais was a popular act of charity among Hindus and Muslims alike, so there were plenty of such stops along the route, although the quality of the facilities varied. Most of them, however, were purely functional, a cluster of rooms built around a central courtyard, where the travellers were expected to bring their own provisions of bedding and food. The fact that Roe calls his roadside accommodation the ‘seralia’ or ‘seraglia’ in his writing may suggest that he had mixed up the terms for public lodging (serai) with the term seraglio, which Europeans often used for the palaces of Islamic potentates. But his hopes were soon dashed when he realised that all the English had been allotted were four rooms, ‘no bigger than ovens and in that shape, round at the top, no light but the door, and so little that the goods of two carts would fill them all’.

Cramming twenty people, including some who were seriously ill, along with five cartloads of goods into those small spaces was an impossible challenge anyway, but Roe could always depend on his fellow English travellers to make things worse. Humphrey Boughton proceeded to commandeer one of the rooms entirely for himself and his own belongings, and refused to share despite many requests. There were grand mansions scattered about town, where the Mughal prince and other noblemen lived, but those were out of the reach of visiting foreign supplicants. After one cramped and excruciatingly uncomfortable night in the caravanserai, Roe moved out to a ‘handsome garden’, thankful for his own tents in this city ‘built of mud’ and only slightly mollified by the ‘twenty dishes of meat’ prepared in Mughal fashion, which the kotwal sent him as a courtesy.

On 18 November, four days after his arrival in Burhanpur, and almost two months after his arrival in India, Roe saw his first Mughal prince. Parvez, Jahangir’s second son, was curious about the visitors. Roe, in his turn, was equally keen to make contact. The English merchants wanted to set up a factory in Burhanpur, and there was talk of a lucrative trade in selling steel for sword blades for the army, but there was personal curiosity as well, to see at least this distant satellite of the court he had come to attend. In Roe’s journal entry for that day, we get a first glimpse into the spectacle and ceremony of the Mughal court or Durbar: the hundred noblemen on horseback on either side of the approach to the inner court, the prince sitting ‘high in a gallery that went round, with a canopy over him and a carpet before him in great but barbarous state’.45 Three shallow steps took him up to the area where the inner ring of the ‘great men of the town’ stood. There were elaborately ornamented canopies shading them overhead, and priceless carpets, which in England might have carefully covered tables and walls, spread carelessly over the ground.

Roe’s way of undercutting that splendour is one which will become quickly familiar. The ‘great men’ stood ‘with their hands before them like slaves’, he wrote, and the grandeur of the court was ‘like a great stage’, with the prince seated like the ‘mock kings’ in English theatres. For the keen play-going young wits of the London Inns of Court, it was a readily available comparison, and a useful one. A trick of the eye and mind turns the very real magnificence and power of the Mughal court into a familiar theatrical scene, reminiscent of the staged Asias and their despotic kings in London theatres, easily bought and dismissed with a few spare English coins for an afternoon’s entertainment. Roe would like it enough to use it several times in the future. The danger was that the drama sometimes threatened to engulf him as well, and he could see himself being transformed into something alien, different from the image of the sovereign British monarch he was supposed to represent. But at least here, at the first outing of the image, it served him well for the moment, and gave him the confidence he needed to perform his role. ‘Briefly I told him, being an ambassador from the King of England to his father, and passing by, I could not but in honour visit him.’

Parvez was welcoming, and interested in learning more about the English king, even if the ambassador’s behaviour was strange. When they asked him to bow and offer the customary kurnish (ritual salute) or sijda (full ceremonial prostration), Roe refused, claiming that he ‘came in honnor to see the Prince and was free from the custome of servants’. Yet when they expected him to stand, he demanded a chair. ‘[N]o man ever sat in that place’ in the prince’s presence, he was politely told, but ‘as a courtesy’, the prince granted him permission to lean against a nearby pillar. It is not quite the diplomatic show of strength that he might have wished for, but Roe, who was beginning to feel ill, may have been in real need of the respite. The pillar was covered in silver, he could not help noticing, and held up the rich canopy over Parvez’s head. Soon, he was gently dismissed. The prince promised him that he would ‘go into another place’ and summon him again, but it slipped his mind. Later, Roe would learn that Parvez, known to be fond of drinking, had tried out the case of alcohol which he had offered as a gift instead. ‘[O]ne of his officers came to me in his name with an excuse, desiring me to go home and to take some other time to return to visit him.’ That promised second meeting would not take place either. Burning up with fever that night, Roe could at least rest in the consolation that the meeting had been fruitful in some ways. Parvez gave him permission to set up an English factory in Burhanpur, and an offer of help with transporting the gifts for Jahangir.

It was a ‘terrible fever’ that had made him very weak, Roe would write at the end of the first, long letter to the East India Company which he completed on 24 November.46 Past its detailed, self-congratulatory account of his experiences in Surat, its conclusion is a frantic litany of complaints. No one kept their word, ‘to this hour I never found one man that ever held his word in any one thing without being followed and sued six days together’. ‘The country is all slavish,’ and even in the city of Burhanpur, except for the castle and ‘some few ill houses of commanders’ to which the English had no access, their living conditions were worse than one would offer to pigs at home. ‘Notwithstanding, I will go on in this weak estate, not able to walk two turns in my tent, and diverse of my men in the same case: that you shall see I will rather venture to end my life honestly, in performing my duty.’ In the end, it is Humphrey Boughton who died, rather than Roe. He had fallen ill the day after Roe, and his death after six days is marked in Roe’s journal by a simple, grim entry. ‘November 25. – Mr Boughton died, and I buried him by leave early the next morning.’

The rest of Roe’s journey to Ajmer would pass in a haze of sickness, carried in an Indian litter rather than on horseback. He was ill enough on the night of 29 November to be convinced that he had lost his gamble, and his companions were ready for him to be ‘given over for dead, but God raised me’.47 Roe calls his mode of transport the ‘palenkie’, echoing the local Hindi term palki, a closer transliteration than the later, Anglicised ‘palanquin’ that his colonial successors would prefer. Later in the seventeenth century, John Ovington would write that the ride was ‘as easy and pleasant as that of our chairs in the streets of London, but far surpasses them in point of state and quick dispatches of a journey’.48 Still, it was essentially a canopied couch with poles attached that four or six bearers carried on their shoulders. The traveller inside could recline, and the covering gave the privacy that an ill man might appreciate, but every bump on the road, every swing of pole reminded him that he was far from home, and away from everything familiar.

Somewhere on that journey, Roe’s recording of distances travelled between stops each day changes, shifting from a careful enumeration of English miles to the Indian measure of ‘course’ (kos), roughly equivalent to 1.5–2 miles (2.5–3 kilometres). Their speed of travel depended entirely on the terrain. Some days they barely made five kos. It took a whole day to cross the Narmada river with heavy carts. On other days, they travelled a gruelling fourteen to sixteen kos. Roe saw the city of Mandu from a distance. Mandu, the famous, near-impenetrable mountain base governed first by the Rajput Paramaras and then the Muslim Malwas, had been attacked repeatedly by the Mughals. According to local stories, they were attacks driven as much by the Mughal general Adham Khan’s love for the fabled beauty of the Sultan of Malwa’s consort, Rani Roopmati, as they were by Mughal imperial ambition, but the English travellers were not aware of those legends. When William Finch had travelled this way before Roe, the ruins of the city had impressed him even though he knew nothing of its bloody history. ‘That which is now standing is very fair, but small in comparison of the former, with divers goodly buildings all of firme stone, and fair high gates, that I suppose the like not to be in all Christendome.’49 Roe was still too ill to record much as he travelled past the same ruins, except that its famous fort was ‘fair and of a wonderful greatness’ on top of a steep hill.50

He had more energy by the time they got to Chittor twelve days later, and the entry in his journal is longer. The ruins of the capital of the Rajput kingdom of Mewar, whose colossal fort spread over five kilometres and encompassed an entire settlement, was like a ‘tomb of wonderful magnificence’ at the top of the steep hill. The travellers set up for the night in a village at its base, the emptiness of Chittor’s deserted streets echoing in Roe’s description, dotted on every side with temples of carved stone, ‘many fair towers and lanthornes cut through, many pillars and innumerable houses: but no one inhabitant’.51 By the time the English arrived, Chittor’s stories had been passing into collective Indian memory in song, poetry and stories for centuries already, from the mystic poetry of Mirabai, the girl unwillingly married to its crown prince long before the Mughals had even arrived in India, to the sixteenth-century Sufi epic poem Padmavat and its story of the legendary Rajput queen who chose death by fire over submission to the invading Sultan of Delhi. But the story that appealed most to Roe was the idea that Chittor may have been connected to ‘Porus, that valiant Indian overcome by Alexander’. Old memories of plays seen and remembered reared their heads again. ‘The present Mogull and his ancestors, descendants of Tamberlan, have brought all the ancient cities to ruin, having dispeopled them and forbidden reparation,’ he noted. It was a claim that would resonate with anyone familiar with Christopher Marlowe’s box-office-dominating, all-conquering Tamburlaine. ‘I know not out of what reason,’ Roe wrote, in a moment that in hindsight seems heavy with unconscious irony, as he wondered about the invader’s need to erase the past and rewrite history. It was as if conquerors ‘would have nothing remembered of greatness beyond their beginnings, as if their family and the world were coevals’.52



On the road between Mandu and Chittor, Roe had sent a message ahead of him to Ajmer with the veteran old East India Company merchant, Joseph Salbank. Around midday on 22 December, as the group approached Ajmer, they knew that the ever-dependable Salbank had been successful in delivering it. There was a cluster of tents set up in a field a few miles outside the city. Waiting to greet the travellers in their shade was Edwards and his small group of Englishmen, and bouncing with excitement next to them was Coryate, ‘the famous unwearied walker’. A couple of months later, after he had time to recover from the surprise, one of Roe’s letters to Lord Pembroke would mention ‘Thom Coryat […] whom the fates have sent hither to ease me, and now lives in my house’.53 He would write indulgently enough then about Coryate entertaining himself and others mainly by ‘making or repeating orations’.54 For now, he was ill and exhausted under the midday sun in the middle of a field in northern India, but there were English faces and voices around him, including, incongruously, Tom Coryate, as loudly extravagant in Ajmer as he was at the Mermaid Tavern in London. The only problem was that he insisted on delivering a ‘long, eloquent oration’, written specially in Roe’s honour.55




6 Descendants of Tamburlaine

Roe was conveyed into the city of Ajmer under the cover of evening darkness, on 23 December 1615, too ill and weak to indulge in a ceremonial entry. Back in England, a letter was almost ready to begin its own long journey. George, Lord Carew, was an old friend of Roe’s. They had much in common: both erstwhile students at the Middle Temple, and both shaped by late-Elizabethan, Armada-fuelled, Protestant seafaring. As a young man, Carew had taken part in Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s 1578 voyage and Essex and Raleigh’s voyages to Cadiz and the Azores. Roe’s old friend John Donne served under him then, and was later related to him through marriage. The next part of Carew’s career had been spent in Ireland, ruthlessly suppressing Irish resistance to English rule, but now, sixty years old and less inclined to arms and adventures, he was at home at the heart of James I’s court. Over the course of his embassy, Roe would receive multiple long letters full of gossip and titbits of news from him. Not quite court dispatches or newsletters of the kind produced by professional secretaries and scribes, but more than casual correspondence, Carew’s letters are brief, disjointed glimpses of the life Roe had left behind in London, but they were inevitably only glimpses, and partial, belated ones at that. Carew set down a digest of court news each month in his slowly growing letter, but it could only include what was common knowledge. He was careful about including any confidential information: ‘no further I meane nott to treat of,’ he explained, ‘the distance betwene England and Mogor [the land of the ‘Mogor’ or Mughals] is to[o] muche, and into whose hands these may fall is uncertayne’.1 Letters needed to catch the next available ship out, and that could mean waiting for months. They were also particularly vulnerable to weather, tides and all the usual dangers of a sea voyage, and that was even before they suffered the risky overland journey that Roe himself had made. A delay of eight months to a year was to be expected. Carew’s present letter had been started in April 1615 and signed off on 24 January 1616. It would not reach Roe before the end of the year. The letter that Roe sent him on 17 January 1616, a little over two weeks after reaching Ajmer, would only reach Carew on 18 September 1616.2

The slowness of the writing and delivery and the compactness of the news they contained means that time moves strangely in the pages of these letters, and throughout the terse summary of marriages and deaths, advancements and alliances, there are traces of gathering dark clouds. Some of it is innocuous at first glance, simply in keeping with the vertiginous rise and fall of courtiers and trading of cash for honours at James’s court. ‘Mr George Villers is knighted by his Majestie, and sworne a gentleman of his bed chamber, and as like to prosper in the way of a favorite as any man that hath preceded him,’ Carew noted in April 1615, signalling the emergence of the new royal favourite, the future Duke of Buckingham, while Roe was still on the ship to India.3 In May, another old royal favourite, James Hay, was made a baron of England. Carew followed this with another entry noting that a third courtier who was also created a baron had to pay £8,000 for the privilege, ‘besides other driblettes ells where’.

Just a few pages later, it was October. Roe would remember that he had just landed in Surat and embarked on his protracted tussle with the governor. Unknown to him, the biggest scandal of James’s court had finally broken in England: ‘The King beinge at Beaulye, the Erle of Southampton’s house, Mr. Secretarye Winwood informed the King that by indirect and mallitious meanes, Sir Thomas Overburie was poysoned in the Tower.’4 James was forced to order a full investigation. Robert Carr, by now the Earl of Somerset, denied any knowledge of the murder.5 Arrested suspects, including Overbury’s keeper at the jail, a man called Richard Weston, however, quickly pointed the finger at Carr’s wife, Frances Howard. Carew reported that Weston’s confession claimed ‘the Countesse of Somerset was the procurer of it, who by Mrs. Turner, (widow of Doctor Turner, the phisitian,) at sundry tymes brought and sent unto him poysons in tartes and gellye [jelly], which Overburye did eat’. When Overbury still stubbornly refused to die, they had paid an apothecary’s boy twenty pounds to give him an enema laced with ‘mercurye and equafortis [nitric acid], which within a few howres dispatched him’.

Things had soured between Carr and the king already. Carew and other courtiers knew that. In a remarkable letter that James himself had written to Carr that year, he complains about Carr’s ‘continual dogged sullen behaviour’ towards him. ‘I leave out of this reckoning your long creeping back and withdrawing yourself from lying in my chamber, notwithstanding my many hundred times earnest soliciting you to the contrary.’ ‘Remember that all your being, except your breathing and soul, is from me,’ James bluntly reminds him. ‘I told you twice or thrice that ye might lead me by the heart and not by the nose […] If ever I find that ye think to retain me by one sparkle of fear, all the violence of my love will in that instant be changed in[to] as violent a hatred.’6

That threat would be tested soon. Richard Weston, Overbury’s keeper, had been tried and executed along with his immediate superior, Sir Gervase Elwes, the Lieutenant of the Tower; Anne Turner, Frances’s confidante and widow of a London doctor; and the apothecary James Franklin. At his trial, Franklin expressed his hope that ‘the judges would not make a net to catch the little fishes and let the great ones go’.7 And it looked as if justice would be served. Carr and Frances Howard were sensationally arrested. It was a development that brought the entire business suddenly very close to people Roe cared about, because Carr was put under the supervision of Sir Oliver St John, the uncle in whose care Roe had left Eleanor.

By the time Carew was drawing his letter to a close in January 1616, Roe’s other friend, Ben Jonson, had written a new masque for the court called The Golden Age Restored. It was one in which the new royal favourite, George Villiers, is likely to have played a role. It opened with a call for a fresh start, the beginning of a new age. Jove has finally lost patience with the offences of human beings, Jonson declared: he can ‘endure no longer, / Your greater ones should your lesse invade / Or, that your weake, though bad, be made / A prey unto the stronger.’8 The story behind it was an obscure one from the Iliad, that described how Zeus (Jove) once lost his patience with the rebellious infighting of lesser gods and goddesses and reminded them that his power was still paramount. ‘Suspend a golden rope from heaven and lay hold of the end of it, all of you together,’ he had declared. ‘Try as you may, you will never drag Zeus the High Counsellor down from heaven to the ground. But if I cared to take a hand and pulled in earnest from my end, I could haul you up, earth, sea and all. Then I should make the rope fast to a pinnacle of Olympus, and leave everything to dangle in mid-air. By so much does my strength exceed the strength of gods and men.’9 Jonson’s version is an elaborate royal compliment. His Jove, too, had ‘let downe in his golden chaine’, allowing Astraea (Justice) finally to reign on his domain. Carew’s next letter to Roe, sent a year later, would confirm that James’s justice, like Jove’s, had come to bear on Carr. In May 1616, he and Frances Howard were summoned for separate public arraignments.

Every proper Inns of Court man knew that there was a very thin line dividing the law court from the theatre, but Carr’s trial was something else altogether. People paid exorbitant amounts of money to reserve their place in the audience. It was, as Francis Bacon acknowledged, theatre of the highest order: ‘For his Majesty’s virtue of justice, in him so well attended, God hath of late raised an occasion, and erected it as it were a stage or theatre, much to his honour, for him to show it and act it, in the pursuit of the violent and untimely death of Sir Thomas Overbury, and therein cleansing the land from blood.’10 The audience was satisfied with the dramatic performance of James’s royal justice. The arraignments ended with death sentences for both Carr and his wife, although behind the scenes, routes to clemency were being explored already. In effect, Robert Carr and Frances Howard were both held in the Tower till 1622, and ultimately granted royal pardons.

For Roe, news of those upheavals at court arrived in little snippets, by word of mouth through merchant contacts, undocumented and elusive, and in letters such as Carew’s. It involved many of his old friends and acquaintances, and circled around the murder of another who was a close acquaintance, if not a friend. Contemporary responses to the Overbury scandal largely identified it as a symptom of the widely acknowledged rot within the Jacobean state. It is striking how many of the images that we see in such critiques, and in the accounts of the Overbury scandal – about the theatricality of both the royal court and the courts of law, about the slow but insidious poisoning of lives and states – are echoed also in Roe’s journal. The lens through which he saw and displayed the Mughal court in its pages in the months to come, was often the lens of Jacobean corruption. His sense of his own presence, held stiffly separate from its ebb and flow, was one that he had learnt to cultivate in those familiar murky waters.

But Carew’s letter is also a reminder of the weight of responsibility that was on Roe to ensure the progression of English trade in India. After signing off page after page of national and international news, Carew had added a postscript that highlighted the lack of progress in English efforts elsewhere: ‘There is nothing this last summer performed either by the Norwest or Northeast for the discoverye of the passage to the East Indies […] The plantation at Virginia and Bermuda sleeps.’ That lack of progress could be corrected by Roe. ‘I pray you let me understand of your proceedings in that eastern world,’ Carew signed off.11



The man on whom the fate of those proceedings depended was Mirza Nur ud-Din Beg Muhammad Khan Salim, otherwise known as the emperor Jahangir, fourth in the line of the ‘Great Mughals’. His elaborate dynastic seal, the muhr-i-muqaddas-i kalān, ‘the great sacred seal’, gets pride of place in Roe’s map of India. It was reproduced again in Roe’s chaplain Edward Terry’s much later account, and for most people in England, it would be their first contact with Mughal history and politics. Jahangir, the reigning emperor, occupies its central circle. His eight ancestors surround him, like a miniature genealogical solar system. They start with Timur, the great Central Asian conqueror, whom Mughal chronicles referred to by his ceremonial title, Sahib-Qiran, ‘Lord of the Auspicious Conjunction’. Timur had seen himself as the restorer of the imperial vision of Chingis (Genghis) Khan and the Chagatai empire of his descendants. To Roe and his contemporaries, however, he was Tamburlaine the Great, immortalised on stage as a symbol of limitless human ambition by the English playwright, Christopher Marlowe.

An origin story of loss, exile and ancestral duty haunts that imperial genealogy just as it haunted the superlative imperial model for all European states. Like the story of Rome, rising from the ashes of a defeated Troy, the story of the Mughal empire in India begins with an exiled young prince searching for a new place to call home. Zahir al-Din Muhammad Babur (1483–1530) was of Turco-Mongol descent, with ancestral heritage linking him back to both Timur and Genghis Khan. If Rome’s origin story had Aeneas carrying his aged father out of burning Troy, Babur had his mother. As he would later recall, she accompanied him ‘through much of my vagabondage and the interrregnum’.12 Born in the Fergana valley of present-day Uzbekistan, Babur had been driven out of his ancestral homeland by invading Uzbeks. After over a decade of struggle and thwarted attempts to regain Samarkand, Timur’s former capital, he had decided to try his luck southwards. In India, he defeated the reigning Lodi dynasty at the First Battle of Panipat in 1526, and the foundation of a new empire was established. Its self-professed identity was primarily and proudly Chagatai-Turk and Timurid, but the world would come to know it as the Mughal (Mongol) empire.

Roe would have found much in common with Babur’s evaluation of India. The Vāqa’i, or Baburnama, Babur’s frank, uninhibited, disconcertingly charming memoir, does not pull its punches when describing his new possessions. For him, too, India was a ‘strange country’. ‘Compared to ours, it is another world. Its mountains, rivers, forests, and wildernesses, its villages and provinces, animals and plants, peoples and languages, even its rain and winds are altogether different.’13 He was desperately homesick most of the time, longing for the mountain landscape of his homeland. Disorientated and alienated from the complexity of this vast landmass by language, religion and culture, he was famously critical of almost everything he saw. ‘Most of the people of Hindustan are infidels,’ he wrote, ‘there is no beauty in its people, no graceful social intercourse, no poetic talent or understanding, no etiquette, nobility, or manliness. The arts and crafts have no harmony or symmetry.’14 It is a familiar rejoinder of people encountering a different culture for the first time, a metamorphosis through which ‘I don’t understand’ gets transformed quickly into ‘you don’t make sense’. The ancient Greeks, engaged in protracted wars against the Persians, had coined the word ‘bárbaros’ precisely as such a response. The Persians were barbarians to Greek ears, capable only of making unintelligible (and therefore, surely irrational) ‘bar bar’ noises.

Babur, however, was characteristically frank about the few compensations that his new domain offered. ‘The one nice aspect of Hindustan is that it is a large country with lots of gold and money […] Another nice thing is the unlimited numbers of craftsmen and practitioners of every trade. For every labor and every product there is an established group who have been practising that craft or professing that trade for generations.’15 In between ruthless military campaigns, he set out to use both to ensure that Timurid presence was inscribed indelibly on the newly conquered land in ambitious schemes of architecture and gardens.

The foundations Babur attempted to establish were far from firm in the early years. Mughal imperial rhetoric liked to present itself as the centre of the world, but its control over ‘India’ or ‘Hindustan’ was hardly perfect in practice. There were the Hindu Rajputs in the north, and the rulers of the southern states in the Deccan such as Ahmadnagar, Bijapur and Golconda. The east was a patchwork of kings and warlords, from the tribes of Kuch Bihar and Kamrup in northern Bengal, to the Arakanese settlers of Chittagong in present-day Bangladesh, and both Hindu and Muslim kings of the fertile, rich, central Gangetic delta. Even further south, in present-day Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, the extensive Vijayanagara empire was beginning to decline, giving rise to the powerful smaller strongholds of the Nayaks of Tanjore, Madurai and Chitradurga.

The reign of Babur’s son, Humayun (1508–1556), had been particularly fraught with trouble. Conflicts with his own ambitious brothers, and the advancing armies of the erstwhile Governor of Bihar in eastern India, the Afghan commander Sher Shah Suri, drove him ultimately out of the new empire. Humayun spent fifteen years in exile. He only finally regained his empire with the help of the Persian Safavid empire a year before his accidental death in 1556. It was his thirteen-year-old son, Jalal ud-Din Muhammad Akbar, who had to take the responsibility of not just securing his father’s vast domains, but expanding them to encompass most of the northern half of the subcontinent.

Akbar (1542–1605) was almost a direct contemporary of Elizabeth I. Ruthless, aggressive and charismatic in turn, he was a renowned warrior, a keen hunter, and a remarkable patron of arts and learning with a seemingly endless curiosity. Jesuit priests often wrote puzzled reports about the emperor’s interest in the ‘mechanical arts’, and the way in which Akbar could throw himself as completely into the tasks of a blacksmith or a lacemaker as he would into personally taming a wild elephant, or into battle.16 He excelled in political strategy, and was fascinated by the governance of peace as well as war. The Mughal court under him developed a distinctive identity that combined self-conscious references to Timurid and Persian cultures with the rich diversity of arts and literatures of pre-Mughal India. If post-Reformation England’s separation from Catholic Europe meant that a new interest in writing and rewriting history flourished in England under Elizabeth I’s rule, on the other side of the globe, Akbar too realised that a new nation needed a new history. By all accounts, he was unable to read and had to depend on his own prodigious memory and the reading of others. But under his patronage, historical documentation flourished, from his aunt and Babur’s daughter, Gulbadan Begum’s memoir, the Humayunnama, to the great state records of the Akbarnama and A’in-i Akbari compiled by his close friend, the Mughal statesman and historian, Abu’l-Fazl.

Religion fascinated him. Among the many works Akbar commissioned from Abu’l-Fazl, there is a Persian translation of the Bible, one of the thousands of volumes in the multilingual, multi-cultural library of the emperor. In his specially created Maktab Khana or House of Translations, Persian renditions of the great Sanskrit epics like the Ramayana and the Mahabharata were produced through the collective efforts of Muslim theologians, Brahmin scholars and acclaimed poets of Persian verse, although often under both voiced and unvoiced protest of many members of his own court. For a long time, the Jesuits harboured hopes that Akbar’s unorthodox curiosity about other religions would ultimately lead to his conversion to Christianity. Its effect would have been immense, assuring the predominance of the Portuguese in India against any future challenge.

Yet if Elizabeth I’s power in England was dependent to a large extent on her ability to foster a cult of the Virgin Queen that went beyond the claims of religious faith, royal cult-making shaped Akbar’s court too. His wide-ranging religious curiosity would ultimately establish a form of discipleship called Din-i Ilahi with Akbar himself at its head.17 Characteristically for Akbar, the policy of toleration that informed it combined an intellectual rationale with a deeply pragmatic understanding of the limitations of imposing Islamic rule on an empire as huge and as diverse as India. Sulh-e-kul [universal peace] was drawn from Sufi mysticism, but its practice would become a defining feature of early Mughal statecraft. Its best description comes from Jahangir, who adopted his father’s religious tolerance as his model: ‘Followers of various religions had a place in the broad scope of his peerless empire – unlike other countries in the world […] Just as all groups and the practitioners of all religions have a place within the spacious circle of God’s mercy […] in my father’s realm, which ended at the salty sea, there was room for practitioners of various sects and beliefs, both true and imperfect, and strife and altercation were not allowed. Sunni and Shiite worshipped in one mosque and Frank and Jew in one congregation.’18 That ideal harmony never quite translated exactly into practice as Akbar had envisaged. But as an idea it would remain a notable presence in the culture of the Mughal court throughout their reigns.19



Despite the Mughals’ obvious interest in Christianity, which stemmed at least partly from the place that ‘Isa (Jesus) and Mariam (Mary) occupied already in Islam, Christian European states counted for little within the Mughal understanding of the world. Roe was entering a court where for the most part, European presence appeared only as brief scintillations of contact through trade, when the emperor sent representatives to Goa or Surat to bring back European curiosities, for instance, or when encounters on the seas between Portuguese and Mughal ships turned into overt confrontations.

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Mughal accounts have fleeting references to the firangis (Franks) and kulah pushan (wearers of hats). In the Akbarnama, Abu’l-Fazl noted that when the Portuguese from Goa came to Akbar’s court during the siege of Surat in 1573, Akbar ‘received each one of them with special favour and made inquiries about the wonders of Portugal and the manners and customs of Europe’.20 Later, when the Jesuit priest Father Monserrate arrived as part of the first Jesuit Mission, he would also report how Akbar ‘had an atlas brought and asked where Portugal was, and where his own kingdom’.21 But Akbar’s conversation was less a political acknowledgement and more an expression of curiosity and Mughal courtly civility. According to Abu’l-Fazl, his characteristic ‘desire of knowledge’ in that instance had been supplemented by the wish ‘that these inquiries might be the means to civilising this savage race’ of firangi visitors.22



By the time Roe arrived in Ajmer, the Mughal empire was one of the greatest among global non-European powers, and ruled over an estimated 100 million people. The story of the birth of Akbar’s much-desired first-born son who had inherited it all after him was as well known among the English and Europeans attending the Mughal court as it was in Mughal histories. Twenty-eight-year-old Akbar had many wives and concubines, but he remained childless till his prayers and endless entreaties at the dargah of the celebrated Sufi mystic and saint Sheikh Selim Chishti at Sikri (Fatehpur) seemed to work a miracle. Akbar had married the Rajput princess of Amer, variously named as Hira Kunwari, Harkha Bai and Jodha Bai in later histories, as a dynastic alliance. But it suddenly became much more than that when she became mother to a male heir. The delighted emperor gave her the title of Maryam uz-Zamani (Mary of This Era). The child, Salim – meaning unblemished, perfect, safe – was named after the Sufi saint who had predicted and blessed his birth. As emperor, Jahangir would open his own memoirs with the story of his birth and naming, and his father’s grateful foot-pilgrimage from Agra to Ajmer to give thanks at the tomb of Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti, the founder of the Chishti order in India. He remembered the affectionate nickname that his father reserved for him alone: ‘After my birth I was named Sultan Salim, although one never heard my father, either drunk or sober, call me Sultan Salim or Muhammad Salim. He always called me “Shaykhu Baba” [Little Sheikh]’.23

    Akbar was keen to ensure that all his children were educated to the highest standards, following the educational recommendations that Abu’l-Fazl made in the A’in-i Akbari. Salim would have learnt to read and write Persian and memorised classical Persian prose and poetry, as well as religious verses. Depending on the interests and inclinations of his tutors, his curriculum would range from akhlāq (ethics), ḥisāb (arithmetic) and siyāsat-i mudun (the rules of government) to logic, geometry and tab’ī and Ilāhī (physical and metaphysical) sciences. Yet the weight of such love and its attendant expectations could be suffocating. Akbar’s relationship with his son Salim and his two half-brothers, Murad and Daniyal, was always fraught. As Father Monserrate, the Jesuit priest resident at Akbar’s court, noticed, ‘The king’s nature was such that, although he loved his children very dearly, he used to give them orders rather roughly whenever he wanted anything done; and he sometimes punished them with blows as well as harsh words.’24

As the boys grew older, that dynamic was made worse by the alcoholism and addictions with which all three brothers battled throughout their lives. Murad, described as intelligent and eager to please by his tutor, Monserrate, died in 1599 at twenty-eight from alcohol poisoning. Daniyal, the youngest and a talented poet, also died of alcoholism in 1605, when he was thirty-two. Salim drank excessively too, although he had kept it comparatively under control. His relationship with his father, however, was still marked by conflict. In popular accounts it often circles back to a particular story that the East India Company factor William Finch seems to have been the first to circulate. It is the account of Salim’s affair with Anarkali, an accomplished courtesan at Akbar’s court. Finch claimed that ‘Immacque Kelle, or Pomegranate kernel’ was ‘one of the Acabar his wives’ and mother of ‘Don Sha’ or Daniyal, and that Akbar supposedly sentenced her to death through live entombment within a wall in his palace for her transgression.25 For generations of Indian cinemagoers, a version of that story has become an inextricable part of shared cultural memory thanks to the post-Independence cinematic epic, Mughal-e-Azam (1960), which shows the tragedy of Salim and Anarkali’s young, forbidden love squashed ruthlessly by Akbar’s inflexible sense of dynastic duty.

Whether young love had anything to do with it or not, Salim rebelled against Akbar repeatedly. By 1604, he had set himself up in Allahabad as a semi-independent ruler and presumptuously given himself the title of Padishah. Akbar had not helped matters. Overtly pitting his eldest grandson and Salim’s son, Khusrau, as a contender to Salim only ensured that the father–son conflict would carry on into the next generation when Akbar died in 1605. For a while it looked as if the power vacuum left by Akbar’s death would send the empire into chaos. We get a glimpse of the reverberations felt by ordinary people far from courtly machinations in a remarkable text from that period called the Ardhakathanak (‘Half Story’), the earliest known autobiography written in a South Asian language. Its writer, Banarasidas, was a Jain merchant. The news came to his town, Jaunpur, at the end of the monsoons, he remembered. Writing in the third person, he describes how he had been sitting on the stairs when he heard it, and ‘the news struck him like a blow upon his heart’. Panic spread quickly: ‘there was chaos in the city, / Riots broke out everywhere. / People shut the doors of their houses, / Shopkeepers would not sit in their shops.’ Then it was announced that Salim had prevailed. ‘Akbar’s oldest son / Sahib Shah Salim, / Has, in the city of Agra, assumed the throne / in Akbar’s place […] This news is being given all over the kingdom, / In every place where the emperor’s authority holds sway’.26 The name that his father had given him was not unique enough, Salim had decided. Other royal ‘Salims’ had preceded him, most recently the sixteenth-century Ottoman sultans, Selim I and Selim II. Inspired by the thought that ‘the labor of emperors is world domination (jahangiri)’, he called himself Nur ud-Din Muhammad Jahangir, the Light of Faith, the ‘World Seizer’.27

Historians have treated the world-seizing claims of Jahangir’s imperial name with scepticism. His reign, after all, falls unfortunately between two of the most striking figures in Mughal history. Akbar was a hard act to follow for anybody. Jahangir’s successor, his ambitious youngest son Khurram, on the other hand, would later become the emperor Shah Jahan, best remembered now for the architectural magnificence of the Taj Mahal. Jahangir was not as interested as either his father or his son in military campaigns. Neither did he share the flamboyance of their artistic patronage, or their emphasis on shaping the received historical narratives of their reigns. Compared to them, historical accounts tend to dismiss him as a weak, pleasure-loving figure, dominated by his formidable and fiercely intelligent queen, Mihr un-Nissa or Nur Jahan. Roe’s journal has played a significant part in establishing that image.

Yet the twenty-two years of Jahangir’s reign were some of the most stable in the history of the Mughal period. Consolidation, rather than expansion, was its defining characteristic. It is only recently that historians have begun to acknowledge the extent to which Jahangir personally contributed to that stability, maintaining the delicate equilibrium among the factions in his court and the far-flung domains of tributary monarchs and international allies. Ceremony had its uses, as did courtly pleasures. Indulging in them served double duty as ritual and affirmations of allegiance to his sovereign authority.28 Links were forged over cups of wine and the exchange of gifts and favours. Both the court elite and visiting dignitaries found themselves drawn to the emperor through personal bonds of sociability and political exigency.

Similarly, Jahangir’s management of Mughal imperial identity and dynastic heritage shaped both the ceremonies and the artistic productions originating at the court. Nowhere is it seen as clearly as in the visual arts, where Jahangir’s discerning patronage fuelled a golden age of Mughal painting. The Mughals had already found out that India had a habit of absorbing its invaders. The proud separation of foreign forces soon crumbled in its heat and dust, till indigenous languages, customs and traditions that had survived for centuries intertwined with their own. Under the patronage of Jahangir, the Persian-speaking son of a Hindu Rajput mother and Chagatai-Turkic father, what emerged was a distinctive Mughal iconography, a way of visualising kingship and imperial power that combined Hindu and Islamic motifs and expertise, Persian and European influences, in image after remarkable image.

Above all, however, what distinguishes Jahangir from both his predecessor and his successors is the unique access we have to his own voice. The Jahangirnama or Jahangir’s memoirs, often also called the Tuzuk-i Jahangiri, is one of the most extraordinary literary outputs of his reign, and a rare example of a first-person autobiographical narrative by a reigning monarch. Jahangir modelled it on his great-grandfather Babur’s memoirs, although he chose to write in clear, colloquial Persian instead of Chagatai Turkish. Starting in the year of his accession, Jahangir would add to it for seventeen years before handing over the task to others.29 It provides us with a counterpoint to Roe’s journals, although the relative unimportance of the English embassy for the Mughals means that Jahangir does not mention it at all. Yet its pages often provide a parallel narrative to Roe’s, as well as a strikingly immediate impression of the man Roe had come to see, proud and insecure in turn, with a streak of cruelty that in his youth had disconcerted and distressed his father, while being also capable of astonishing generosity. His eye for details is as precise as the brushstrokes of the exquisite miniatures he commissioned, and it is focused as frequently on himself as it is on others, a trait that, ironically, has often been used against him in subsequent attempts to evaluate him as a man and as an emperor.

There was much about him, both major traits and minor quirks, that might have struck an observant Jacobean visitor as familiar. Both Jahangir and James I were open to exploitation by their favourites, allowing coteries of enormous power to grow within their courts. They shared a deep dislike for tobacco. While James wrote a whole book about it, A Counterblast to Tobacco (1604), that condemned it as a ‘custome loathsome to the eye, hateful to the Nose, harmful to the brain, [and] dangerous to the Lungs’, Jahangir would go even further in 1617 to ban it altogether because of the ‘evil effect that tobacco has on most temperaments and constitutions’, although royal strictures in both cases would be overruled by the hard revenue commanded by the tobacco trade.30 Like James I, Jahangir was obsessed with hunting, and spent roughly half of his reign on imperial progresses across his domain punctuated by hunting expeditions. James, known for his delight in witnessing the final kill and for his habit of daubing the faces of his hunting companions with blood, worried his English subjects who repeatedly complained of his neglect of state business and the destruction of farms and crops that his hunts left in their wake.31 In India, by 1617, the eleventh year of his reign, Jahangir would claim he had hunted 17,167 animals personally since the age of twelve.32

Hard drinking went inevitably along with the hunting. James’s courtiers were used to seeing him veer between lecturing his son about drunkenness, a ‘beastlie vice’, and falling over at the table after five-hour drinking bouts that shocked and surprised visiting ambassadors.33 As early as 1604, Queen Anna is reported to have said rather indiscreetly to the French envoy Beaumont that ‘the king drinks so much, and conducts himself so ill in every respect, that I expect an early and evil result’.34 Jahangir’s battles with alcohol were a matter of common knowledge, and freely documented by the emperor himself in uncompromising detail. He had been introduced to wine at the age of eighteen during a hunting expedition. In the Jahangirnama, he remembered how one of his companions had thrust a glass of wine into his hand after a long day on the road. For the tired prince, being ‘young, and prone to indulgence’, it soon led to excess. ‘After that I started drinking wine, increasing it day by day until I no longer got a kick out of grape wine and started drinking liquor […] No one had the power to stop me. Things got so bad that […] my hands shook and trembled so badly I couldn’t drink myself but had to have others help me.’35 He still had enough self-awareness to seek help from the royal physician. ‘In perfect sincerity and compassion, he said, with no beating around the bush, “Highness, the way you’re drinking, in another six months – God forbid – things will be so bad it will be beyond remedy”. Since his words were spoken in benevolence, and life is precious, it made a great impression on me.’ It would lead to a lifelong struggle to dry out, with recurrent relapses, but Jahangir managed at least to reduce his consumption to a functional level. ‘I began to decrease the amount I drank every day. Over a period of seven years I got it down to six phials […] I have now been drinking like this for fifteen years without increase or decrease. I only drink at night, but not on Thursday, the day of my accession, or on Friday eve, a blessed night of the week.’36



For the English travellers attending the court of this complicated figure, however, the focus fell almost inevitably first on the wealth that the emperor commanded. During the very first English voyage to India in 1583, when Ralph Fitch had managed finally to escape the Portuguese in Goa and arrive in Mughal territory, he had encountered a ‘marveilous great and a populous country’, whose twin capital cities of Agra and Fatehpur were ‘two very great cities, either of them much greater than London’, ruled by a king called ‘Zelabdim Echebar’.37 Looking at the grandeur around him with a merchant’s eye in another imperial city, Lahore, a couple of decades after Fitch, William Finch kept comparing Mughal spaces to the heart of English trade, the London Royal Exchange. The main courtyard of the fort at Fatehpore is ‘about sixe times the largenesse of Londons Exchange’, he noted. Even outside the cities, in a ‘roughish, dirtie’ town, the regional palace had a courtyard ‘about twice as big or better than the Exchange’. In Ajmer, the Sufi saint Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti’s celebrated shrine had a courtyard that is again ‘twice as big as the exchange in London’.38

Much speculation went into trying to assess the wealth that could make such spaces possible. William Hawkins’s ‘briefe discourse on the strength, wealth, and government with some customes of the Great Mogol’ begins with a breathless enumeration of Jahangir’s court elite and the number of horses that each commanded. It moves quickly on to Jahangir’s annual revenue, which Hawkins estimated fairly accurately at the equivalent of over £54 million sterling, over a hundred times more than the annual revenue of England, which was around £425,000 sterling. ‘The compasse of his countrey is two years travel with caravan,’ Hawkins noted, before launching into page after page of carefully gathered information that glitters with ‘his treasures’ – gold, silver, ‘his jewells of all sorts’, ‘jewels wrought in gold’.39 Trade added to it, ‘for all nations bring coyne and carry away commodities for the same; and this coyne is buried in India and goeth not out’.40 Others like Nicholas Withington, who visited the court a year before Roe’s arrival, avoided writing about the wealth altogether, worried that people at home would think he was lying. ‘As concerninge the greatnesse of this kinge, the Greate Mogul, his state is so greate in comparison of most Christian kinges that the report would be almost incredible,’ he claims. ‘In fyne his greatness is such that I rather admire at it than presume to write of it.’41 Coryate had no such hesitation. Eager to deliver the fruits of his extensive travels to his readers, the report of the extent of Jahangir’s dominion that he put together is a typical combination of globe-trotting idiosyncrasy and a disconcertingly shrewd grasp of money matters. The Mughal empire was ‘verie spacious’, he reported, and where it fell short in area compared to the domain of Jahangir’s closest competitor, the Ottoman Sultan, it made up in quality, for no other part of the world possessed ‘a more fruitfull veine of ground than all that which lieth in his empire, saving that part of Babylonia where the terrestriall paradise once stoode’. As a result, ‘in his revenue he exceedeth the Turk and Persian his neighbour by just half; for his revenues are 40 millions of crownes (of sixe shillings value) by the year, but the Turkes are no more than fifteene millions (as I was certainly informed in Constantinople), and the Persians five millions, plus minus (as I heard in Spahan)’.42

Wealth, however, was relatively uncomplicated. People like Fitch, Hawkins, Withington, even Coryate, understood it. Their livelihoods and often their lives depended on their ability to quantify it, to predict its flow. What puzzled them about the Mughal state and Jahangir himself much more than the wealth was the governance. As products of years of European wars of religion, the Mughal policy of religious non-interference made little sense to them. After his visit to Jahangir’s court in Agra in 1609–10, Robert Coverte noted how despite his ‘great power, wealth and commande’, Jahangir would ‘urge none of what Nation soever to forsake their Religions, but esteemeth any man so much the better, by how much the more he is firme and constant in his Religion’. When an Armenian Christian converted to Islam ‘in hope of gaine and preferment’ during Coverte’s time at the court, Jahangir’s reaction was to hope that the new convert was satisfied with the saving of his soul as ‘sufficient Recompense’, since the emperor ‘would rather have given him preferment if he had kept himselfe still a Christian’.43 In Ajmer, Coryate saw Jahangir and his empress walking on foot to the shrine of Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti to celebrate the saint’s ‘urs (death anniversary). The emperor lit the fire under the colossal brass pot in which khichri was cooked to feed 5,000 poor. He served the first platter with his own hands. The empress and her women followed suit. Despite his otherwise staunch and vocal assertion of Protestant faith, Coryate was unsettled by this ‘memorable pietie’ displayed by a non-Christian. ‘Cracke me this nut, all ye Papall charitie vaunters,’ he exclaims in his description, managing to deflect his own discomfort into a dig about Catholic charity at the last minute.44

As the English became more acquainted with India, other aspects of Mughal rule attracted their attention. Mughal power under Akbar and Jahangir had established its own way of dealing with the diversity of the land it governed. It did so by placing the ruler deliberately above regional, religious and sectarian divisions, presenting him as the supremely impartial shepherd of his people. It is a concept that can be traced back to medieval Persian political doctrine, which itself was driven by an absolute insistence on the importance of justice (adalat).45 The responsibility of sovereignty (Paranj-i Jahanbani), Abu’l-Fazl wrote in the Ain-i Akbari, was to combine ‘a paternal love towards his subjects’ with ‘the priceless jewel of justice’ and sulh-i kul, universal peace, without discrimination.46

On his accession, Jahangir had announced his adoption of that ideal in the most public manner possible. Emulating the legendary sixth-century Persian ruler, Khosrow Anushirvan, or Khosrow the Just, he had installed a superbly flamboyant golden bell-pull that ran between the bank of the Yamuna and the tower of the emperor’s quarters at Agra fort. As he himself recorded in the Jahangirnama, ‘After my accession, the first command issued by me was to have a chain of justice hung so that if those charged with administering the courts were slack or negligent in rendering justice to the downtrodden, those who had suffered injustice could have recourse to the chain and pull it so that the sound would cause awareness.’ In a striking painting by the court painter Abu’l-Hasan, Jahangir is shown ‘triumphing over poverty’. Behind him, the golden chain of justice rises in a graceful arc to the heavens, held by a cherub among the billowing clouds.

While some historians have dismissed it as a symbolic gesture, the Chain of Justice (bastan-i zanjir-i ’ adl) was a potent image. If Jonson’s Golden Age Restored, at James I’s trouble-torn court, was wishfully evoking the familiar classical image of the golden chain of Jove as a reassuring vision of the king’s authority over his subjects, Jahangir’s Chain of Justice turned such sovereign power into reality. It is not surprising that it gripped the imagination of the English, who wrote about it again and again. Their accounts of the Chain of Justice have the ring of a much-repeated story. Hawkins describes it ‘fastened unto two pillars’ and ‘hanged full of bels, plated with gold’, placed next to Jahangir’s public court.47 Withington is fascinated by the ruthless dispensation of Jahangir’s ‘greate justice’, summoned by the ringing of the bells that according to him led directly to the emperor’s private quarters, delivering justice even if the plaintiff was poor, and the defendant ‘the greatest nobleman about him’.48 Finch warned that a petitioner did not dare to bring false accusations, ‘least he be punished for presumption to trouble the king’.49

For the English, however, there was an unacknowledged spectre ever-present behind the stories of the emperor’s personal dispensation of justice, pointing its finger back home. The relationship between royal prerogative and English Common Law had been the subject of profound discomfort for his English subjects from the beginning of James I’s accession. The king had caused alarm even before he had reached London to claim the crown of England in 1603, because on the way down from Scotland, he ordered a pickpocket to be hanged in Lincolnshire without a trial. James’s English nobles were concerned – not because the king had sentenced a man to death, but because he had claimed the right to sentence him at all. ‘I hear our new King hath hanged one man before he was tryede,’ Sir John Harington had cuttingly announced, ‘’tis strangely done: now if the wynde bloweth thus, why may not a man be tryed before he hath offended?’50

The accounts that circulated most among the English merchants and adventurers in India were the ones that veer between fear and fascination with such absolute power. Like the story of Anarkali, bricked up in a wall on Akbar’s orders, there is a particularly popular one about Jahangir sending one of his men to China as a punishment after he broke a Chinese porcelain dish, ordering him not to return until he had found an identical one to replace it. John Jourdain tells one version of it, as do William Finch and Edward Terry.51 Their stories are also endlessly fascinated by the public spectacle of Mughal punishment, which tended to be quick and harsh, from flogging, to death by beheading, impalement, or trampling by the emperor’s elephants. Jahangir ‘delighteth to see men executed himselfe and torne in peeces with elephants’, Hawkins reports.52 Jahangir later put mechanisms in place to slow down the speed of dispensation of the death sentence in 1618, when his order to release a young man called Subhan-Quli had arrived too late to save him from execution. ‘Although the murderous villain deserved to be killed,’ he writes in his memoirs, ‘I regretted the circumstances and decreed that henceforth whenever anyone was ordered to be executed, no matter how insistent I was, he should be held and not killed until sundown. If by that time a rescinding order had not come, they could proceed with the execution.’53

The violent performance of justice was something the English knew and understood. On numerous occasions, Londoners gathered for the more high-profile executions at the Tower, the hanging, drawing and quartering of those sentenced to death for treason, when the entrails of the convicted were publicly drawn out and displayed before the body was dismembered. The 1606 execution of Guy Fawkes and his co-conspirators after the Gunpowder Plot was still a recent memory, but with about 150 felons executed annually during James I’s reign, one did not have to depend on memory alone. At the city gallows at Tyburn, you could get a seat for a small fee to watch an execution, and buy a pie to eat and a ballad about the crime to entertain you while you waited. You could see the bodies of pirates displayed at Wapping, and petty thieves strung up on gibbets at multiple sites around the city. As they went on their day-to-day business, Londoners walked past the heads of executed men, parboiled in tar so that they lasted longer in the rain and displayed on pikes on London Bridge and on the Great Stone Gate near Southwark.

But in India, the eyewitness descriptions of Jahangir’s rule that we get in the accounts of Hawkins and the others keep sliding into stock images of ‘Eastern’ tyranny that would be familiar from the sensational histrionics of Marlowe’s Tamburlaine on the London stage. The Mughal world that emerges from them is one where there is no commonly agreed, written law, where access to justice and order is seen to be bound to the sovereign’s word and whim. Besides those tales of terror, English accounts often picked up on the Mughal system of mansabdari, borrowed from the Persians, according to which noblemen were placed in a strict hierarchy, ordered by their rank (mansab), which was linked to the number of cavalry they were expected to maintain. Each rank received a fixed rate of pay, mostly through a temporary, non-hereditary grant of land (jagir) that covered both their household expenses and the costs of their troops. Roe’s account is not the only one that bristled with indignation at such a system and its difference from the inherited wealth of European nobility. The ‘Mogoll’ is ‘exceeding rich’, Hawkins had informed his readers back home, not just because he has inherited ‘the treasure and jewels of so many kinds as his forefathers had conquered’, but because ‘all the money and jewels which his nobles heape together, when they die come all unto him’.54 Mughal governance, in his eyes, takes on an unhealthy relationship of absolute dependence tying subjects to sovereign, the return of jagirs to the emperor on a nobleman’s death an exercise of monarchical greed.

In part, these are observations that offered English readers a framework within which the exercise of Mughal power became understandable, and its origin and workings could be rationalised. Mughal rule worked because it was ruthless, such descriptions suggested. That was also its weakness, was the assumption. Later, that spectre of Mughal absolutism would become central to British justifications of the empire in India, when the idea that British colonialism brought a benevolent, enlightened European influence into the country demanded a prehistory in which law and order did not exist, and monarchs ruled through tyranny.55 Yet to leave it at that would be only part of the story, because in these early, unsettled decades, that spectre of tyranny was also one that linked India inextricably to England. Like the lens of Jacobean corruption through which Roe would see the Mughal court, the memories and preconceptions about power that the English travellers carried with them from the teeming streets of London to the thoroughfares of Agra and Ajmer would shape his interaction with Jahangir and his domain. The Indians ‘have craft enough to be as wicked as any in our court’, Roe would write to his friend and patron, the Countess of Huntingdon, by the end of that eventful first year. Their machinations showed that ‘in all the wisdom of the Devil they are excellently learned’. ‘So that I am like to profit well’, he could not help adding wryly.56




7 The First Meeting

In the gathering darkness of the last day of the year, the flickering torches of Roe’s courtyard in Ajmer lit up the body of a wild hog fresh from the hunt. The emperor was getting impatient, Roe wrote that night. The hog, killed by Jahangir himself, was a gift from him to the still-absent English ambassador. Roe understood that diplomatic gifts such as these carried their own message. His own king used them to full effect, both as marks of favour and as the occasional apology when he ignored waiting diplomats to go hunting. In this case, the gift was a thinly veiled summons. Since his entry into Ajmer on 23 December, Roe had been too weak and ill to move from his bed, but his failure to report his presence at court had attracted attention.

The Mughal courtier who delivered the hog had been charged with the task of checking that ‘I was not so ill as I pretended’, Roe suspected. ‘I was forced to admitt him into my chamber, where he saw my weakness and gave satisfaction to the King.’1 It would be another four days before Roe could even manage to sit up by himself, but he did not have the luxury of time to rest any longer. William Edwards, the factor who had been representing the Company at the court until now, was ready to leave. Roe had pushed for his departure himself. He had even given him a large, room-sized map of the world that he had bought in Antwerp, since Edwards did not have a suitable farewell gift for Jahangir. Yet Edwards’s exit also meant that if the new ambassador did not step in, there would be a vacuum at the Mughal court when it came to English interests. ‘I prepared to see the King,’ notes the single line entry for 6–9 January in Roe’s journal. It is uncharacteristically brief, but he had little time or energy to waste.



When William Hawkins had first arrived at the Mughal court, he had been summoned to the emperor’s presence in such a hurry that he barely had time to put on the Company-funded scarlet cloak that he had saved for the meeting. Jahangir had been ‘kinde and smiling’ in his welcome, arranging for Hawkins to be put up at a courtier’s house until a suitable house was found for him, and apparently showered him with favours. It helped that Hawkins spoke Turkish. He boasted that the emperor and he spent hours talking about England and other countries. ‘The Portugals were like madde dogs’ because of the reception he received from Jahangir, Hawkins wrote to the Company back in England, telling them about the honours he had accepted from the emperor. He was awarded a mansab (military rank) of 400 horses, which according to Purchas was worth ‘three thousand and two hundred pound a yeare’.2 The Empress Nur Jahan’s father and Chief Vizier, I’timad ud-Daulah, had showed him many favours, and he was ‘great friends’ with Asaf Khan, ‘he having beene often at my house’.3

There was always a possibility that Hawkins’s stories were the exaggerations of a speculator. Certainly, the treatment of other East India Company men, Edwards included, did not paint anywhere near as rosy a picture of their reception at the court. ‘The custom of these princes is not to receive embassadour[s] with such due observation and honourable respect as is accustomed in Christendom,’ Thomas Kerridge, the prickly, highly experienced Company factor, had warned Roe in October while he was still in Surat. Some diplomats, whether through lack of experience or pride, might ‘stand upon terms of honour’ at first, but they soon discovered that the only way into the emperor’s favours was to display ‘much submissiveness’. Kerridge’s belated reassurance that the emperor’s ‘nature being gentle and debonaire, he exacteth no such duty on Christians, but accepteth of their accustomed salutations’, provided slim comfort to Roe, as he prepared for his presentation at the customary afternoon durbar.4



Throughout his life, Jahangir was an itinerant ruler, moving restlessly from place to place with the court following him like a gigantic creature that only he could command. Yet his own daily schedule was also an object of command, a strict, inflexible thing that wielded its authority over the emperor himself. Every day, Jahangir made three public appearances, each scrupulously choreographed, each a part of a carefully crafted and theorised practice of sovereignty. The first daily public audience followed the pre-dawn prayer, the salat al-fajr. Illuminated by the rays of the rising sun, the emperor appeared at a special ‘viewing window’, the jharoka-i-darshan. A whole crowd of people from all walks of life and all religions waited below. As the Padshahnama (Book of Emperors) dedicated to the reign of his son Khurram or Shah Jahan later explained, the aim of the tradition, ‘which originated with the late Emperor Akbar, was to enable His Majesty’s subjects to witness the simultaneous appearance of the sky-adorning sun and the world-conquering Emperor, and thereby receive without any obstacle or hindrance the blessing of both luminaries’.5 Akbar’s own first Grand Mufti, the orthodox Muslim ‘Abd al-Qadir Badauni, had not approved. He thought they were ‘vile swindling, wicked hordes’ and that the practice looked too much like un-Islamic idol-worship.6 Later Shah Jahan’s rebellious, pious son Aurangzeb would discontinue it altogether. For over a century before that, however, it was at the heart of Mughal rituals of sovereignty, combining Persianate Islamic statecraft with an ancient Hindu custom in a typical conflation of traditions that set the Mughals apart from their Ottoman and Safavid counterparts. The Sanskrit term darshan (act of beholding) usually applied to the ritual viewing of a deity in temples, but Hindu monarchs in India had adopted it into their own ceremonies of kingship for centuries. In Mughal court ceremonies, that aura of divinity infused and transformed the sovereign’s role as the ultimate dispenser of justice. For many of the ordinary people waiting for Jahangir, the cries of ‘Padishah salamat!’ (‘Long live the emperor’) signalling his appearance at the jharokha marked the start of the day.

The emperor moved after that morning darshan was over. Accompanied by the sound of beating drums from the naqqara khana (drum house), he made his way to the Diwan-i ’Am, the hall of public audience where the business of the day began. There, surrounded by the signs of his sovereignty – the jewel-studded chatri or umbrella, the oval fan (sayaban or aftabgir), and the flags and standards (‘alam) – Jahangir sat on his royal seat, the awrang, receiving petitions, adjudicating cases and dispensing justice. An executioner stood in attendance so that grievous crimes could be punished immediately. Appointments and honours were announced, and gifts given and received. The next public audience followed the course of the sun and occurred at midday. This is when courtly entertainments took place, from the performances of dancers and musicians to elephant fights and the baiting of lions and tigers. In the hottest hours of the day, the emperor then withdrew to the domestic quarters of the palace for the midday prayers, the salat al-zuhr. He ate and rested, while the women took the opportunity to present their own petitions and pleas. When he emerged at four o’clock after the salat al-’asr (afternoon prayers), the third formal appearance of the day took place in the public audience hall. It was time for the diplomatic work of the court, in the full presence of the gathered Mughal nobility. It was also where Roe was headed on the afternoon of 10 January 1616. If he was lucky, he might at some point get an invitation to the fourth, private audience of the day, when Jahangir retired to his ghuslkhana (Chamber of the Bath) after supper with a few chosen noblemen and visiting dignitaries.



The winter sky would have been darkening already by then over Ajmer. A teeming city nestled in a valley of the Aravalli range, it had seen Hindu and Muslim rulers fight over it in turn for centuries since its founding in the twelfth century as Ajayameru (invincible mountain). For the Mughals, its position on the trade route to the ports of Gujarat and proximity to both east and west Rajasthan made it a strategic stronghold. Akbar had built his red sandstone fortress on one side of the walled city, its gate with the emperor’s jharokha looming over the main thoroughfare, but the emperor’s presence was not the only thing that drew others to the city. The lake of Pushkar, about ten kilometres from the city and famous now for its winter camel fair that still attracts thousands of visitors, had been a site of Hindu pilgrimage since ancient times. The city itself, too, attracted its own visitors. Hundreds thronged there to pray at the dargah of Khwaja Muinuddin, the founder of the Chishti Sufi order in India, just as Akbar himself had done when he was still desperately seeking a son. Ajmer’s narrow streets absorbed them all, just as they did the occasional European trader or English ambassador. Navigating the way to the fort through those rough, stony tracks was in itself an everyday challenge, a full immersion in a simmering, sweaty mill of bodies, jostling and shoving with sharp elbows and well-placed nudges of sticks and baskets, horses and carts ploughing through, weaving their way among vendors and street-sellers, beggars and vagrants, young men lounging and strutting around in groups, drawing themselves up as the occasional imperial messenger rushed past.



The painters of Jahangir’s court, like Manohar and Abu’l-Hasan, give us some idea of the scene that greeted Roe as he navigated those streets to the fort that afternoon. But there are elements that even the most expert of painters inevitably cannot capture: the thudding footsteps of the royal elephants outside, the animal scent of hay and leather from the Persian horses snorting their impatience, mingled with the cool water sprayed in the air, perfumed with the attar of rose and jasmine, the music of the naubat floating from the naqqara khana, ‘solemn, grand, and melodious’, as the French traveller François Bernier would describe it during Aurangzeb’s reign, ‘played by persons instructed from infancy in the rules of melody, and possessing the skill of modulating and turning the harsh sounds of the hautboy and cymbal’.7

In the suffused golden glow of fabric canopies that hang overhead in the bustling painting by Manohar, concentric circles of people gather around the figure of the emperor. Right on the outer edge, beyond the first set of railings, is an elephant and a horse, marking the outer world of the palace. Roe was met here by two attendants. This is where visitors usually offered the kurnish and taslim, the elaborate traditional salutations expected by the emperor, their right hands falling and rising as they touched the ground and then their own head in displays of graceful humility. Prepared by his meeting with Parvez in Burhanpur, Roe had given this some thought already. A courtly reverence on a bent knee, with a smooth flourish of a plumed hat, he could manage. It was a familiar ritual, but not so deferential that he would cringe to think how Eastern magnificence had made him swerve from his straight and upright path. In the months of excited preparation for his departure from London, he may have seen an image circulating of the famous adventurer, Robert Sherley, who had risen to become the ambassador of the Safavid Persian ruler Shah ‘Abbas, and met Pope Paul V in that capacity. Roe had met Sherley at James I’s court. He had no patience for the Catholic Sherley’s doubtful loyalty to the English Crown. Prostrating himself on the ground in front of either the Pope or an Islamic sovereign, as Sherley’s portrait showed him doing, was not what he wanted to replicate. So he requested, and received, permission to ‘use the customs of [his] country’ instead.

The planning in advance was necessary. Each of these spaces that Roe passed through were governed by elaborate protocols of courtly behaviour. The precise ordering of the nobles was determined by their mansab and status, and moving from those designated places was forbidden, as was sitting, irrespective of age, health or weather. For Roe, the guidelines of courtly etiquette might have come packaged in books like Baldassare Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano (The Courtier) and Machiavelli’s Il Principe (The Prince). For the court he was visiting, courtly etiquette and its religious, ethical and political rationale had been codified since the thirteenth century by texts known as Akhlaq (books of manners and disposition), such as the Persian Akhlaq-i Nasiri much loved by Jahangir’s father, Akbar.8 They argued that siyasat (regulation or governance) applied as much to individual behaviour as to states. Infractions were therefore punished severely, and concessions could be granted by the sovereign alone.

William Finch, who saw Jahangir’s court in Agra, colourfully described the space Roe was stepping into now as the ‘more inward court, within which none but the Kings addees and men of sort are admitted, under paine of swacking by the porters cudgells’.9 Roe would bow again when he came to the red rail, the gulal-bari, that marked the entrance to the emperor’s inner circle, and a final one when he was in his presence. ‘The King sits in a little gallery over head,’ he observed, ‘ambassadors, the great men and strangers of qualety within the inmost rayle under him, raysed from the ground, covered with canopyes of velvet and silke, under foote laid with good carpets; the meaner men representing gentry within the first rayle, the people without in a base court, but so that all may see the king.’10 Finch’s more practical eye had picked out other little details: the short ladder for court officials to go up to the emperor to present him with petitions, the two attendants with fans on either side, the wielder of a horsetail who stood on a scaffold directly below the royal seat, making ‘havoc of poore flies’.11

Manohar’s painting is a reminder of the variety of faces that would have been around Roe. Dark-skinned native Indian noblemen mingled with the lighter-skinned, sharp profiles of Turani and Irani courtiers. Venerable, bearded Ulema, or Islamic scholars, stood in their own sober cluster, silently assessing the young men dressed in a mixture of Indian and imported fabric, fashionably clean-shaven except for their elegant moustaches copying the style of the emperor. There is even a ubiquitous Jesuit priest, easily spotted because of his black robes and cap within the flamboyance of the rest of the court. Above them, in the focal point of the action, sat the emperor.

Jahangir was forty-seven years old at this time, and in surprisingly good health despite the toll that the alcoholism of his earlier years had taken on his body. Coryate, who saw him on another occasion, describes his complexion as ‘neither white nor blacke, but of a middle betwixt them’. ‘I know not how to expresse it with a more expressive and significant epitheton than olive.’12 Coryate thought they were of similar height, although the emperor had a ‘seemlie composition of bodie’ and was ‘much more corpulent’ than the wiry English traveller. The emperor insisted that his artists paint him realistically, and most portraits of the time show a black-haired, slightly portly man, whose small, private smile is balanced by a pair of often heavily pouched, dark eyes, disconcertingly direct and shrewd. Like his father Akbar, and contrary to orthodox Islamic practice, he is clean-shaven except for a moustache that curls delicately down in Persian fashion to frame his mouth. He wears silk and muslins in the paintings, often white, and so fine that they are translucent. Rubies glow on his fingers and around his neck like pomegranate kernels, along with emeralds and pearls. William Hawkins would write about how Jahangir wore a different set of jewels each day of the year, and Roe himself later described how on festive occasions Jahangir appeared covered from ‘his head, necke, breast, armes, above the elbowes at the wrists, his fingers every one, with at least two or three rings; fettered with chaines, or dialled Diamonds; Rubies as great as Wall-nuts, some greater; and Pearles, such as mine eyes were amazed at’.13

In the detailed, almost daily account of events in Jahangir’s memoirs, there is no sign of the presentation of the first English ambassador, neither do any other Mughal sources refer to it, so we have no way of knowing how Roe’s presentation struck either the emperor or the gathered Mughal nobility. Their own embassies were significantly more sumptuous. Jahangir’s ambassador to Shah ‘Abbas, the ruler of Persia, had been accompanied by a retinue of about 800 people, and a gift of ten elephants with trappings of gold and silver, among other things. His receptions of embassies in the Diwan-i ‘Am tended to be equally striking. Roe himself later bore witness to the arrival and presentation of the Persian ambassador at Jahangir’s court, and noted the huge selection of gifts he brought with dismay.

Yet Roe’s account suggests that he was received with ample courtesy. He had taken a man with him who could translate his English speech for the emperor. But before his ‘dull interpreter’ could gather his courage to speak, Jahangir pre-empted him. Roe was welcome at his court as the messenger of his royal ‘brother’. James I’s letter, addressed to ‘the high and mightie Monarch the Great Mogor’, and Roe’s own ambassadorial commission were both well received, as were the presents that had caused Roe so many endless hours of worry.14 Jahangir enquired after his health, and gave him permission to stay at home till he fully recovered. He even offered to send Roe his own physicians. And then it was over. ‘He dismissed me with more favour and outward grace (if by the Christians I were not flattered) than ever was showed to any ambassador, either of the Turke or Persian, or other whatsoever.’15 Roe would repeat that claim about his reception in the many letters he wrote back to England in the days that followed: to the East India Company, to his friend Carew, and to his patrons, Sir Thomas Smythe, the Earl of Southampton, and King James himself. He knew he had to do it. There was too much riding on his performance in this embassy to chance either the merchants regretting their investment in him, or his king deploring his own reluctant decision to agree to the merchants’ choice.

A couple of minor interactions followed over the next few days. Jahangir sent a messenger to Roe’s house late that night: he wanted to try on the scarf and sword gifted to him by Roe and wanted to borrow Roe’s English servants to help him wear them in the English fashion. Two days later, he sent a courtier to fetch Roe’s commission to show the English royal seal to his empress. Soon, however, he was off on yet more hunting expeditions. Roe received two wild hogs from the excursions as gifts, although he himself was not invited. ‘These days I stirrd not abroad,’ Roe recorded over the following week, ‘the King and Prince being often a hunting.’16 The rest might have been necessary, but after the months of preparation and travel, the long days of apprehension and misery, and the hours it took Roe – and us – to get to that first meeting, its unfolding seems anti-climactic and fleeting, a blip in the daily business that leaves no trace in Mughal records.



In Roe’s own accounts, the description of this first meeting is an uneasy one. He found the idea of a public durbar itself deeply puzzling. ‘There is no business done with him concerning the state, government, disposition of warr or peace’ except at the durbars, he noted in his day’s report in the journal. And there they were ‘publiquely propounded, and resolved, and so registred; which, if it were woorth the curiosytye, might be seen for two shillings, but the common base people knew as much as the councell, and the newes every day is the Kings new resolutions, tossed and censured by every rascall’.17 That impression was not entirely correct. Despite all assertions of the openness of the Diwan-i ‘Am, access to it was still carefully regulated, but that does not discount Roe’s deep discomfort. This court was far from the dark corridors of power at Whitehall that were familiar to him, its negotiation of spaces different from the triangulation between the monarch and the Lords and the Commons that had marked his stint in Parliament. Jahangir’s adherence to his daily schedule also disconcerted him. It did not fit the mould of the stereotypical ‘Eastern’ tyrant, Tamburlaine-like in his disregard of the common people, that any self-respecting English theatregoer might expect to see on an Indian throne. Neither did it conform to the kind of royal impatience with the ‘commons’ that English subjects were used to associating with their own monarch, whose deep dislike of any sustained interaction with his ordinary subjects was legendary. ‘This course is unchangeable,’ Roe continues to write about the public audiences, ‘for, as all his subjects are slaves, so is he in a kynd of reciprocall bondage.’18 The possibility that a natural propensity to slavery marked commoner and sovereign alike was significantly more reassuring than any alternative. It is a tellingly revealing observation for a man who had predicted that his own king’s resistance to any idea of reciprocal dependence would be the end of ‘all Parliaments’.

When Roe remembered the moment when he stood in the immediate presence of Jahangir, he turned to a familiar image. ‘This sitting out hath so much affinitye with a theatre,’ he wrote, ‘the manner of the king in his gallery; the great men lifted on a stage as actors; the vulgar below gazing on.’19 He had used that comparison first in Burhanpur, after his audience with Parvez. This current airing of it would not be the last. Why change a neat turn of phrase that works? It had been useful to dismiss Parvez as a ‘mock king’ then. But there was more to it than dismissing the court as theatre. For a man as intimately acquainted with the courts of Elizabeth I and James I as Roe was, that in itself was no more than the truth. Monarchs ‘are set on stages in the sight and view of all the world duly observed’, Elizabeth had declared as she struggled with the ‘most grievous and irksome burden’ of the execution of Mary Stuart, even as Mary herself had commented about the preparations for her execution, ‘I think they are making a scaffold to make me play the last scene of the Tragedy.’20 James, in his turn, had written to a young Prince Henry a word of fatherly warning in Basilikon Doron, ‘a King is as one set on a stage, whose smallest actions & gestures al the people gazingly do behold’.21 There is something else that lurks under Roe’s seemingly easy dismissal here in that image of the courtiers as actors, suspended between the whims of the monarch and the ‘vulgar gaze’ of the people. He, much like them, was performing, except that he had two lots of whims to balance, and two sets of watchful, ‘vulgar’ eyes assessing his every move, in India, and in England.




8 The Prince

A monarch’s court might circle around the royal figure at its centre, Roe knew, but there were always other seats of power, factions built on favours given and accepted, networks of obligation growing independently of the sovereign’s presence. Dealings in James I’s court contained reminders at every step about how much state business depended on reading those signs, being able to navigate who knew whom, who owed a favour and who harboured a grudge. Four days after his meeting with the emperor, Roe’s journal entry records: ‘I sent to the Prince Sultan Coronne [Khurram], his third sonne by byrth but first in favour, that I determined to visit him, not doubting he would use me with due respect; for I was enformed he was enemy to all Christians, and therefore feared some affront.’1 Readying himself for some expected insult, he was not prepared for Khurram’s courteous response that ‘I should be welcome, and receive the same content I had from his father’. ‘He is the lord of Suratt, our cheefe residence,’ Roe ends the entry for that day, ‘and his favour is important for us.’

In a portrait of Khurram dated to roughly that same year, the young prince is shown in profile. Slim-built and handsome, he holds himself with poised haughtiness, his straight nose and hooded eyes turned away from the viewer. He had a delicate moustache like his father and grandfather at this stage, instead of the neat Islamic beard of his later imperial portraits. He holds a magnificent jewel in an elegant, pale hand, a spray of gold on a huge green emerald and diamond base. The artist Abu’l-Hasan has painted Khurram himself like a jewel, aloof and exquisite, resplendent in vibrant orange against a dark green field sprinkled with flowers. Sumptuous jewellery of pearl, rubies and emeralds adorns him, and a golden sunburst halo around his head marks his princely status.

Roe had reason to be worried about his reception by this Mughal prince, the future emperor Shah Jahan. Like his father, Khurram too was the son of a Rajput mother, the princess of Marwar, Jagat Gosain, known as Bilqis Makani in the Mughal chronicles. His grandfather Akbar had given him his name, which means ‘joyful’ in Persian, and he had been brought up under the adoring care of Akbar’s childless first wife and consort, Ruqayya Begum. Two years older than Roe’s old friend and patron, James I’s son Prince Henry, Khurram had waited quietly in the background during his elder brother Khusrau’s dramatic clashes with his father. It was Khurram who had stayed by Akbar’s deathbed, and Khurram who remained as Jahangir’s representative when his father left Agra to control Khusrau’s rebel forces. His fortunes had begun to rise when Khusrau was ultimately captured, blinded and imprisoned. His competitors to the throne were his half-brothers, Parvez and Shahryar, but Jahangir had quickly made his preference for his third son clear. When the province of Hissar Feroza, traditionally governed by the crown prince, was awarded to Khurram in 1607, along with the right to pitch scarlet tents, a privilege usually reserved for the emperor alone, it served as a public announcement of that preference.2

Both Mughal and English accounts acknowledge Khurram’s self-control and his patience, his ability to read and exploit the strengths and weaknesses of his opponents coldly and ruthlessly. But there is also something inscrutable about him in those accounts. Unlike his great-grandfather or his father, he did not leave a memoir. What has survived of him are the exquisitely planned and illustrated histories of his reign that he commissioned, like the Padshahnama (Book of Emperors). In his portraits, his expression is often so strikingly neutral that he seems more an icon of imperial power than a person. Roe himself would comment later about that haughty, intense privacy: ‘I never saw so settled a Countenance, nor any man keepe so Constant a gravity, never smiling, nor in face showing any respect or difference of men; but mingled with extreame Pride and Contempt of all.’3

Khurram had learnt to keep his own counsel at a young age. He took few others into his confidence. In a court where drink flowed freely, he was noted for his abstinence. But in the years after his public recognition as the heir apparent, he also established himself as a military leader who would have made his grandfather Akbar proud. Then in 1612, while Henry’s sudden death had plunged England into grief, Khurram in India had consolidated his political alliances by marrying Arjumand Banu Begum, later known as Mumtaz Mahal (‘The Chosen One of the Palace’). It is sometimes difficult to see past the glow cast by the apocryphal stories of their love, fuelled by Khurram’s later creation of the Taj Mahal in her memory, but Khurram’s marriage to her was at once a love-match and a pragmatic move. She was part of what was quickly becoming one of the most powerful families at Jahangir’s court. Her grandfather, the Persian scholar and courtier, Mirza Ghiyas Beg, was the principal minister, given the title of I’timad ud-Daulah, Pillar of the State. Her father, Asaf Khan, was a major courtier who would ultimately hold the same post. Most significantly, however, the marriage aligned Khurram with Mihr ul-Nissa or Nur Jahan, Light of the World, Jahangir’s formidable twentieth wife who was effectively his co-ruler.

Khurram’s relationship with his stepmother was always tense. She was as shrewd and intensely ambitious as him, a tactician equally ruthless in the execution of her plans. Later in the 1620s, he would clash spectacularly with his father and with her, leading ultimately to a full-on armed rebellion. For the moment, however, their interests were aligned. Roe was about to make contact with an uneasy but immensely powerful alliance that constituted the defining political nexus within the Mughal court.



Khurram kept a schedule of public audience or durbar ‘in the same manner as his father’, Roe noted on 22 January 1616. ‘He is proud naturally, and I feard my entertainment,’ although at first it looked like there would be no entertainment at all. No one had told Roe that the prince did not intend to appear in public that day, but when Khurram heard that Roe had arrived, he sent a court official to escort him to a room in the inner palace for a private meeting. Roe was delighted. It was an honour ‘never before done to any’, he claimed. The prince had ‘used me better than his promise’.4

Roe’s primary objective in this meeting was to secure the rights of the English to trade in Gujarat. In October the previous year, in the middle of their diplomatic battle of wills, Zulfiqar Khan, the Governor of Surat, had claimed that he had a direct order from Khurram to prevent the English from stopping there for more than a month. Roe suspected that he was in league with the Portuguese. He had since learnt that after his departure, Zulfiqar Khan had extracted an undertaking from General Keeling and others that the English would leave Surat within a year. The undertaking also demanded that subsequent English ships should not stay any longer than it took them to unload and restock.5 This was disastrous news. Without an established factory, there would be no resident factors and no means of building up seasonal stock. Instead, English ships would be at the mercy of local traders and their inevitably elevated prices in the short period that they stayed at port. Any possibility of competing with the Portuguese on Indian imports within the European market would suffer a serious, possibly even definitive, setback. It would essentially destroy English trade in the region. To fix this, Roe needed to earn the favour of the prince.

The first hurdle was to smooth over the glaring lack of any acknowledgement of Khurram’s position by either the East India Company or James I. Gifts for the crown prince were as usual in European diplomatic negotiations as in Mughal India. In the absence of any sent by his employers, however, Roe had to supply a token out of his own stock. ‘I delivered him a present, such as I had, but not in the name of His Majestie, it being too mean.’ His excuse was that the news of Khurram’s recent honours had not reached England, ‘but hereafter I doubted not His Majestie would send to him according to his worth’. Khurram accepted both the gift and the accompanying excuses graciously. He told Roe that he had not been aware of the ‘grievances and injuries’ suffered by the English in Surat. ‘So he dismissed me full of hope to rectifye the decayed estate of our reputation, with promise of a firmaen for Surat effectually [immediately].’6

A couple of days later, Roe visited Jahangir’s durbar with a similar plea. While Khurram had reassured him about Surat, trouble was brewing elsewhere for the English. In Ahmedabad, a dispute with a local merchant over indigo sales had quickly got out of hand. The principal English factor present was Thomas Kerridge. He was notorious for his temper, and calm mediation was not his strong point. In the end, the governor, who had thrown Kerridge in prison, allowed the English to move their stock to Surat, but not before he had increased the rate of tax payable on the movement of goods to an extortionate 4 per cent.

In Ajmer, Roe asked Asaf Khan about the correct channels to raise a complaint about this injustice. Ahmedabad was ‘absolute under the king’, Asaf Khan told him, and when Jahangir heard about the governor’s treatment of the English from Roe, he promised immediate action. Two farmāns were going to be issued, Roe jubilantly wrote in his journal and his letter to the East India Company, ‘one to the Governor of Amadavaz to restore mony exacted from Mr Kerridge, and to use the English with all favour; the other to release all customes required on any pretence on the way, or if any had beene taken, to repay it’.7 But there was something else to do while he waited for the promised farmāns to be delivered. Scouring through his rapidly diminishing supply of suitable luxury merchandise, he sent the East India Company agent, Francis Fettiplace, to Asaf Khan with a small gift. Fettiplace was under strict instructions to tell Asaf Khan that it was sent directly from the East India Company as a token of thanks for his ‘good affection to our nation’. Roe had realised that it would be crucial to cultivate an ally to guide him through the complexities of Mughal court and state. He hoped that Asaf Khan, brother-in-law to the emperor and father-in-law to the crown prince, who had been ‘faithful and diligent’ in advising him in the present crisis, would be that man.



What Roe did not realise at this point was that Asaf Khan, despite his friendliness, was little inclined to facilitate the kind of trading monopoly that Roe had in mind for the English, and Jahangir and Khurram even less so. The subah or province of Gujarat, of which Surat was the chief port, had always been the site of tension between the Mughals and the Europeans in India. For the Mughals, Gujarat was a relatively new and crucial acquisition. Akbar had imposed Mughal rule on the region previously governed by the Sultans of Gujarat in 1572–3. Soon after, in 1574–6, he invaded Bengal in eastern India. Control over these regions – however tenuous it might occasionally be – meant that the Mughal empire, until then a landlocked power, now controlled two major maritime centres that connected the empire to two of the principal trading arenas of South Asia and the Middle East. The Bay of Bengal trade with Burma, Malacca, Acheh, Sri Lanka, Maldives and the Malabar Coast allowed them access to the highly lucrative silk and spice routes on one side of the subcontinent. On the other, Gujarat was the gateway to the Indian Ocean network of trade between India, the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf and eastern Africa.

This worried the Portuguese above all. From the beginning of the sixteenth century, they had dominated the Indian Ocean trade routes, permitting safe passage only to ships that purchased their protection, which was documented in a sea pass or shipping licence. This was the infamous cartaz system, essentially a large-scale protection racket that generated significant revenue for the Portuguese Estado da India, as well as allowing them to control and protect Portuguese monopolies on certain trade items, and regulate the supply and price of others. Not to purchase a cartaz meant inviting the attack of the Portuguese armada that patrolled the seas, whose exemplary raiding and looting would make sure that those that followed would be more willing to comply. They offered the Mughal emperors free cartazes, so long as their ships paid custom duties at Portuguese-held cities like Chaul, Bassein, Daman and Diu. But from the Mughal perspective, the possession of Gujarat and Surat on the one hand, and Bengal and the ports such as Satgaon and Chittagong on the other, gave them crucial means to maintain the balance of power. The Portuguese were deeply aware of this, as they were of Mughal ambition to conquer the independent kingdoms of the Deccan, with whom the Portuguese had separate, long-standing understandings. In the darkest scenarios conceived by Portuguese officials on the ground, they feared that the Mughal imperial strategy might not only drive them out of India altogether, but also threaten Portuguese Hormuz, the island in the Persian Gulf that, for over a century, had given them unprecedented control over trade between South Asia and Europe.

The English constituted a new element in this fragile arrangement. For the Portuguese, the English were competitors with the potential to offer alternative protection to Indian shipping. It was in their interest to obstruct and undermine any agreement that Roe might acquire from Jahangir and Khurram, and to present them as potential threats to Mughal sovereignty. The Mughals, on the other hand, knew that the English naval presence was a useful means of countering Portuguese control on the seas. The victories that Thomas Best and others had won over Portuguese ships had not gone unnoticed: the first reference to the presence of the English in Jahangir’s memoirs is about the English defeating the Portuguese in a naval encounter.8

Roe wanted to exploit that advantage. It resonated with the militant Protestant, post-Armada nostalgia that had infused Prince Henry’s immediate circle during his days at court, and the letters he wrote to James I and to the Archbishop of Canterbury at the end of that January of 1616 buzz with righteous excitement at the prospect of dealing a fatal blow to Spanish and Portuguese power. ‘If Your Majestie were pleased to grant by your gratious commissions leave for the East Indya Company to assault as well as defend […] it would strike such a terror and give such reputation to our cause,’ pleads his letter to James I. ‘Never were such oportunytyes to dischardge the Portugall from all these coastes,’ notes his letter to George Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury, ‘if His Majestie would condescend that we should assault them, as they do us, it would utterly breake them.’9 What he failed to see, however, was that the Mughal state’s policy of ensuring an open competition among these European nations depended on a fluid, negotiable, and – from the European perspective – frustratingly elusive exercise of Mughal diplomatic power. While entirely willing to issue orders or farmān, they did not see any plausible advantage in entering what seemed from their perspective to be a unilateral treaty with the English, any more than they wanted one with the Portuguese.



When the farmān that he had been waiting for finally arrived at the end of January, it was something of a blow. Roe had not expected it to come with three additional clauses. One stipulated that the English should not build any fortified compounds in Surat, which Roe had no problem confirming, although he thought the Mughals were being unreasonably paranoid about the English desire to settle in India. It ‘seems they feare shaddowes’, he informed the East India Company on 29 January 1616.10 Another clause dealt with the issue of port taxes, on which Roe had clashed with Zulfiqar Khan in Surat. Khurram was willing to agree that Mughal officials would not search or impose duties on any gifts imported by the English ambassador or his successors, but trade goods could be opened, ‘and if the Prince’s servants could agree of price, they should pay ready money; if not, it should be sealed and sent to me, and the Prince and I should agree here.’ This, too, Roe could accept. The problem was with the third and main clause, which essentially stamped out any hopes of a monopoly, since it demanded that the English would need to allow Portuguese ships to operate from Surat as well. Roe suspected Portuguese influence, exercised by the Jesuit missionaries. It was a ‘Jesuiticall bone cast in overnight’, when ‘everything was ready to pass the seals without any interruption’, he informed the Company back in England.11 The Mughals ‘would fayne have peace on all sides’, but he was certain that there would be no peace from the Portuguese ‘while we remayne here’, unless the Portuguese themselves were rooted out.

To his mentor and the Governor of the East India Company, Roe confided privately in a separate letter that he had tried a counter-offer.12 He could not sign an agreement ‘without any accord, promise or counter security of peace’ from the Portuguese, he told Khurram, since the Portuguese might then exploit that advantage and mount an attack on English merchant ships, but he would give the Portuguese viceroy six months to formulate a mutual peace agreement. Khurram was polite but inflexible. If the English wanted a farmān, the current clauses would still need to be signed while those potential peace negotiations were ongoing. Roe was now stuck. ‘I absolutely rejected the motion, I was answered I should then have no firmaen for Surat.’

Desperate, Roe appealed to Asaf Khan for help, ‘but instead of relief I found Asaf Khan the author of this device’. Roe’s letter to Thomas Smythe seethes with bitter resentment at this point, unfolding like one of those popular court intrigues he had left behind. ‘This awaked me. I saw now the faction.’ Asaf Khan’s behaviour had revealed his place in the political nexus at the Mughal court, he thought, but he ‘was irresolute what to do’. He trusted Jahangir: ‘the King was my only refuge, from whom I was sure of justice if I complained’. But what would it achieve? He knew how poisonous a favourite’s influence could be at court, how it could take away a man’s life even in the Tower of London, and destroy name, honour and fortunes in one fell swoop. ‘I feared I should draw upon me the hate of Normall the beloved queene, aunt to Sultan Corons wife, sister of Asaf Khan whose daughter the Prince married, all that powerfull faction, against whom, though I might once prevail, yet the advantage of time, language, and opportunity, the power of a wife, a son, and a favourite, would produce revenge. So I resolved to temporize, and to see if I could remove Asaf Khan from his opinion, and then all would follow; if not, to take a desperate remedy, when I saw all other ways were desperate.’

Negotiations dragged on with painful slowness over the entire month of February. In the pages of Roe’s journal, frustration and anger simmer as he ploughed through the days with gritted teeth. There were a few minor successes. He had pleasantly civil exchanges with the new Governor of Surat, Jahangir sent him a few gifts, mostly more game from his hunts, and his complaint about the Ahmedabad governor’s treatment of the English factory there had been addressed. But his relationship with Asaf Khan continued to be tense. When he visited the Mughal statesman and felt he did not receive the courtesy his status demanded, Roe had to force himself to remain rather than storming off: ‘my business closed my eyes’, he admitted in the privacy of his journal. After almost two weeks of impatient waiting, Asaf Khan summoned him again ‘in great haste’, but then kept him waiting in an outer room with other supplicants. This time, Roe’s patience ran out. When he saw Asaf Khan leaving for dinner with his friends, he ‘rose up full of just indignation, and departed his house, sending only this message, that if his greatness were no more than his manners he durst not use me so: that I was an ambassador from a mighty and free prince, and in that quality his better, and scorned to attend his banquetings’.13 The meeting ultimately ended on civil terms, but with little change. Although Asaf Khan assured Roe that the emperor would consider writing to Goa to explore the idea of the peace agreement between the Portuguese and English, he made it clear that the Mughal state was not willing to be dragged into the conflict between two European nations eager to stake their claims on Indian trade.



Roe could not brood too long over this, because there were other, emerging developments that demanded his attention. Beyond the triangle in which the English found themselves caught between the Portuguese and Mughals in India, there was a larger nexus of power that governed both politics and trade in the region. Ottoman naval and military power had long dominated the trade between the western Indian Ocean and the eastern Mediterranean, as well as the overland caravan trade routes – the old Silk Route – both bringing them vast power and wealth. Safavid Iran also dominated significant swathes of that overland trade route, and under Shah ‘Abbas, its ambitions in the Persian Gulf were becoming ever more apparent. The rise of the Mughals had complicated that balance. The Portuguese followed their ongoing tripartite tensions with much interest, since they rather hoped that it would divert Ottoman attention from the Portuguese Estado da India, just as they hoped it would also distract Shah ‘Abbas from his obvious desire to repossess Portuguese-held Hormuz, and the Mughals from Portuguese Goa.

To the English, the Ottomans were a known entity. Connections between the two nations had been established in Elizabeth I’s reign. First the Turkey Company and then the Levant Company had set up bases there, defying the Venetians and the French. The Safavids were a different proposition, less familiar and therefore less predictable, even if the Persians, like the Turks, loomed large in the English imagination.14 Some factions within the East India Company pushed to exploit Shah ‘Abbas’s expansionist ambitions in order to claim trading privileges in Iran. Like the Mughals, the Safavids had a major problem in their lack of a strong naval presence to contend with Portuguese ships. There was a view among the English factors, increasingly worried about the security of their trade in India, that they could use English naval strength to present themselves as viable commercial partners for the Safavids, and capture the Middle Eastern silk trade market in exchange. Instead of dealing with the largely Armenian merchant communities in Ottoman Izmir (Smyrna), Aleppo and other trading centres, they would trade directly with Isfahan, taking the notoriously difficult overland route from Gombroon (Bandar Abbas) in south Iran, to the Safavid capital itself.15

They had not waited to convince the ambassador. To be fair to Thomas Kerridge, now the ‘president’ or lead factor of the Company in India, the move had been initiated by his predecessor, Thomas Aldworth, before Roe arrived in India, but it did have Kerridge’s full support, as it did from many of the other factors.16 On 14 February 1616, Roe sent off a hurried and deeply troubled letter to the East India Company. Some letters from Persia about Company business had arrived at the English house in Ajmer. As chief of the house, he had opened them although they were not directed to him by name. The letters revealed that the factors had previous sent the English merchant Richard Steele to Isfahan, and Steele had now teamed up with Sir Robert Sherley, the Englishman whom Shah ‘Abbas had appointed as his own ambassador to Spain and England on a number of occasions. Steele now wrote back jubilantly, announcing his success in acquiring a permit for the English to trade from Jask and other Safavid ports.

Roe’s disapproval of this scheme is clear: the trade agreement was too susceptible to change, and the proposed trade route too dangerous and expensive. Mostly, though, he did not trust Sherley. On more than one occasion, Roe’s letter came very close to suggesting that Sherley had befriended and deceived Steele with the intention to control English negotiations. Robert Sherley and his two brothers, Anthony and Thomas, had carved out sensational, flamboyant careers for themselves in Persia and continental Europe. Their exploits were famous enough for them to have had their lives dramatised in their lifetime. In 1607, the playgoers of London had been treated to The Travels of the Three English Brothers by John Day, William Rowley and George Wilkins. Trusting the Catholic Robert Sherley, who bowed to Pope Paul V and had received the title of a count for his pains, and who was acting officially on behalf of Spain, went against every one of Roe’s instincts. Even if Sherley was honourable, he would be wanting to get the best deal for his employer, the Spanish crown. If he was successful in acquiring an agreement for Spain, the Anglo-Safavid agreement would no longer stand. And if that happened, the Mughals, who were well aware of the news at the Safavid court, would surely follow suit.

The Company’s risks aside, the sting of this discovery was also personal. Moving Company assets away from Mughal India to Safavid Iran undermined the need for an ambassador at the Mughal court in the first place. It would have worried Roe that Steele and Sherley’s success was noticeable compared to his own lack of progress. The conventional deference in Roe’s letter bristles with warnings at the end: Richard Steele’s employment would prove to be an expensive mistake for the Company, a ‘dear reckoning’, and if Roe was to be similarly reckless about long-term English interests, he could ‘procure you camells loads of firmaens to no purpose’.17 Over the next couple of days, Roe reached out to connections at court who might be sympathetic to his view of the situation in a flurry of frenzied letter-writing. ‘I have briefly acquaynted His Majestie and the Lords with the business and my poore opinion,’ he informed the Company after the fact.18 His letters to Southampton and Pembroke, and to principal figures of the state, from the Chamberlain (the Earl of Somerset), to the Lord Treasurer (Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk), the Secretary of State (Sir Ralph Winwood) and the king himself, were already making their slow journey home. He also took matters in his own hands to send a direct letter to Shah ‘Abbas, introducing himself as the English ambassador to ‘the great King of India’, and claiming to write on James’s instructions.19 If ‘Your Majestie tie your self to the Portugall or Spaniard,’ the letter warns, ‘it will be both as prejudiciall to your estate in future tyme as was the way of Turkey, and far more dishonorable.’ The Iberian powers ‘will never thanke Your Majestie for that which he thinkes necessitye or his owne witt procured; and, when he is in possession, he will use it with such insolency as will not beseeme a monarque to endure.’ If the Shah was hoping to be rid of them later, ‘Your Majestie may fynd the woork more difficult than now you consider.’ Strikingly, given his own insistence on a monopoly in Surat, Roe suggests that Safavid interests lay in establishing a ‘free mart’ on the Mughal model: ‘There would be the English, Spanish, French, Venetian, and all that had meanes of shipping, envying one another and only raysing the price to Your Majesties profitt.’



If Roe was hoping that a successful conclusion to his negotiations with Khurram would bring the Persian scheme to a natural end, that was not to be. His next meeting with Khurram on 21 February went from bad to worse. First he clashed with the prince’s attendants about his refusal to offer the customary taslim at the entrance. Things did not improve once he was inside. News had reached the prince of the ‘unrulines of the English at Suratt, of their drinking and quarelling in the streets, and drawing of swords in the custom house’.20 Khurram was furious. Roe could spin a practised web of words, pretend ignorance even though none of this was news to him, or attempt to blame the governor for spreading rumours, but knowing the truth of it drained the conviction from his denial. Khurram had no patience for excuses. Roe was to write immediately to Surat ‘to restraine the abuses and drunkeness of our people’. He was warned that subsequent troublemakers would be subject to Mughal, rather than English, punishment. This was a crucial concession: the English had always insisted on imposing their own law on their people at factories on foreign soil, but Roe had no choice. ‘This motion savoured so much reason I could not refuse it,’ he admitted in his journal.21

He was now at that point where taking the ‘desperate remedy’ he had tried hard to avoid seemed inevitable. Khurram refused to listen to him, and there was no point in expecting help from Asaf Khan. His mind, he suspected, was ‘much poysoned’ by the Jesuits. The letter he wrote on 4 March to Khurram is an act of desperation. ‘Most Noble Prince,’ it began:


It seemes to me that your Highness is weary of the English at Suratt, or else you would not refuse to deliver me a firmaen for their safety and good usage, but upon dishonorable Conditions and such as I cannot answer. Therefore I desire your highness to give me a Playne answer, which I require in the Name of the King of England, beinge a Frend and Confederatt of your Most Royall father. For, if your Highness be resolved that they shall have no better justice than they have had, my Master is likewise resolved not to have his subjects where they shalbe Injured, but we will seeke some other residence, where we shalbe better wellcome. For the losses and Injuries suffered by your last Governor, your Princely woord is already past for satisfaction. In all which, without your Highness ayde, I shalbe enforced to Complayne to the King, for which I am sorry. I hope you will excuse my boldness, because I do performe but my dutie. And so I committ your highness to God.

The English Ambassador.



It looked like his gamble had paid off at first. A new farmān arrived with three alternative additional clauses. Yet translating the full document made it clear that nothing had changed: ‘in the end a conditionall clause poysoninge all the rest, that which I had so often refused, that the Portugalls should have free liberty to come to Suratt at his pleasure, and that we should not molest them, take their goods nor persons, without any promise or intimation that they should not offend nor assayle us.’ On 8 March, almost two months after his first meeting with Jahangir, he received Khurram’s ultimatum about the Surat farmān: ‘the clause must remayne or I should have none.’ The prince, it seemed, had called his bluff.



Half a year had now passed since Roe’s landing in Surat in September 1615, with nothing to show for it. As he sat in the cramped English house in Ajmer, writing back home, Roe could see his previous dreams of riches going up in smoke. The gamble he had taken, which he had hoped would allow him to return to England and to Eleanor covered in glory, was almost lost. ‘Since my arrivall in this country, I have had but one month of health and that mingled with many relapses, and am now your poor servant scare a crows dinner.’ The lightness of courtly style keeps turning bitter in his letter to Henry Wriothesley, the Earl of Southampton, who in his youth may have once been the focus of Shakespeare’s sonnets. ‘I thought all India a China shop, and that I should furnish all my frends with varietyes; but this is not that part.’22 Roe took his frustration out on the country, drawing his conviction of Christian and European superiority like a shield around him. It was ‘the dullest, basest place that ever I saw’, he informed Lord Carew.23 ‘Here are almost no civill arts, but such as straggling Christians have lately taught,’ he assured Southampton.24 ‘I shall roundly advise you, as the best course, never to send an ambassador more hither,’ he told the East India Company, ‘here a man must go himself, be refused at the doors, wait on base persons, and undergo a thousand indignities unfit for a quality that represents a King’s person.’25

Financial worries were a large part of his problem. Roe was suffering the effects of the unrealistically low estimate that the East India Company had made of his expenses. Partly misled by the accounts of his predecessors like Hawkins, their assumption was based also on English diplomatic practice: keen on establishing his international reputation as a powerful and benevolent monarch, James I was known for his lavish and ostentatious reception of foreign ambassadors, providing accommodation and an extensive retinue of servants, and paying them a daily allowance, which was a constant drain on the state’s resources. Yet the Company was being unduly optimistic here too, since it was a well-known fact that despite the possible generosity of monarchs, undertaking an embassy was always expensive. Ambassadors took on their commissions in the hope of rewards and honours, but many suffered serious financial losses in the process.26 Even Gondomar, the Spanish ambassador in England, was constantly in debt and hounded by those to whom he owed money, including the English courtiers who were on his payroll.

In Roe’s case, his already precarious situation was made worse by the Company’s mismanagement of the gifts with which they had equipped him. He had been forced to gift swords, hats and scarves of his own in the absence of other suitable presents. ‘I writte not this to endeare my service, but for evident truth,’ Roe confessed to Sir Thomas Smythe, ‘for I have even stript my selfe of all my best, even wearing implements, to stopp gapps; and yet no man hath presented me with any thing but hoggs flesh, goates, and sheepe, no, not the valewe of one pice; and I vow to God I spend myne owne so freely that I am next doore to a beggar.’27

Above all, Roe was supremely isolated. Constantly on edge, caught between his royal commission and Company employment, he was keenly aware of his distance from both the Mughal court and the English factors. His innate sensitivity to social status made things worse. He bristled at the Mughals treating him like an ordinary supplicant, and antagonised the factors suspicious of his courtly background and resentful of his authority over them. ‘I will be plain,’ he wrote to the Company, ‘I bear here a place of envy.’28 Repeatedly ill, there is a rising tone of desperation throughout his letters of January and February 1616. ‘My experience is young,’ he admitted to the Company. ‘My fever is again returned and hath twice interrupted this letter; and therefore if it appear broken, consider a sick man’s brain is full of distempers.’29 To Thomas Smythe, he could write more frankly, begging for his help ‘in helping me home, for this place will not make me rich’. ‘Four years in all is a lardge prentiship for one of 34 years old,’ he noted bitterly. ‘I referr now my fortunes into your hands. You have, as it were, taken them upon you, and are my civill father.’30




9 The Matter with Mr Jones

While Roe worried about the right way to approach the court factions in Ajmer, in London, the gossip-mills were working overtime. The Overbury poisoning trial was still continuing. Frances Howard and her associates in the poisoning were even being questioned about their possible involvement in Prince Henry’s death.1 There were rumours that the imprisoned Robert Carr’s crimes stretched beyond the aiding and abetting of the murder of his best friend, to treasonous ties with Spain. Sir John Digby, the English ambassador to Spain, had been recalled from Madrid. It fuelled even more gossip, especially since on the very day when Digby returned to England, Sir Walter Raleigh was granted a conditional release from the Tower, where he had been imprisoned for the past twelve years. Lord Carew, writing one of his usual long serial letters to Roe, placed those two developments next to each other in his entry for March 1616:


Sir John Digbye, his Majesties Embassador Lidger in Spayne, is returned.

Sir Walter Raleghe is enlardged [freed] out of the Tower, and is to go his journey to Guiana, but remaynes unpardoned untill his retourne; he left his mansion in the Tower the 19 day of this month.2



Carew was being as circumspect as ever, but he trusted Roe to read between the lines. The pro-Raleigh, anti-Spanish faction at James I’s court could not help connecting these two developments. They saw it as a hopeful sign of the king’s growing distance from his pacifist, conciliatory policy towards Spain.3 James I, however, was playing a far more complicated game of keeping both sides in line. Under the watchful eyes of Gondomar, the Spanish ambassador, Raleigh was issued strict instructions not to engage with any Spanish vessels.

It is clear from the wording how carefully circumscribed Raleigh’s powers were in the commission that was given to him. James avoided using the standard turn of phrase, ‘trusty and well beloved’, that royal commissions usually employed. According to its terms, Raleigh’s task was exclusively to explore parts of America ‘inhabited by heathen and savage people, to the end to discover and find out some commodities and merchandises in those countries, that be necessary and profitable for the subjects of these our kingdoms and dominions, whereof the inhabitants there make little use or estimation’. As a sub-clause it added that as a result of such interaction ‘by trade and commerce, some propagation of the Christian faith’ might also ensue.4 Thrown perfunctorily into Raleigh’s commission, it is easy to dismiss those clauses about use and faith simply as added verbiage designed to make James I’s directions sound more like a trading venture, but they were also ones on which British activity abroad depended significantly.

Along with the idea of spreading Protestant Christian faith, the strongest supporters of English claims to American lands argued their right precisely on the basis of their ability to put the natural resources of the Americas to better Christian use than the indigenous peoples themselves. For them, American land was vacuum domicilium (empty house) because of the absence of what Europe acknowledged as proper ‘use or estimation’ of natural resources. This was as powerful a justification of appropriation and colonisation as an actual absence of habitation, what lawyers termed as a condition of terra nullius (empty ground). Later in 1620, in the Charter for New England, James would use a combination of those two reasons to claim those ‘Territoryes, deserted as it were by their naturall Inhabitants’, to be ‘possessed and employed by such of our Subjects and People’.5 In March 1616, however, it was clear to most court observers, including Gondomar, that the royal directive about finding lands and resources ‘whereof the inhabitants there make little use or estimation’ was largely a pretext. Raleigh’s principal mission was ‘the discovery of certain gold mines for the lawful enriching of themselves and these our kingdoms’, which Raleigh had been promising ever since his first voyage. It was equally clear that if his attempt was successful, then James, debt-ridden as he was, would clutch at that argument of proper ‘use or estimation’ and choose to defend his claims to Raleigh’s discovery at the cost of his fledging peace with Spain.



Roe, who had tried and failed to discover Raleigh’s promised gold mines in Guiana and lost his inheritance in the process, was in a very different territory, although as powerless as Raleigh in the hands of greater powers. There were no arguments about empty houses and unclaimed lands to be made where he was, and his own cramped quarters in the English house in Ajmer was a far cry from the wide expanses of Virginia and Guiana that the English were trying to claim on the other side of the world. His frustrations with the intricacies of Mughal courtly housekeeping were a painful reminder that English presence was a tenuous privilege here, which could be withdrawn at any moment.

Many of Roe’s worries, as always, circled around the one challenge that had haunted him from the beginning: the problem of finding and giving the right gifts. From endless complaints about Indian customs of gift-giving, to his detailed comments on the sub-standard gifts sent by the Company and his struggles to supplement them, the giving and receiving of gifts haunts the pages of his journal. That particular headache had become increasingly intense as the time drew nearer to the festival of Nowruz, the Persian new year’s day celebrations. As Roe stewed over Khurram’s absolute refusal to budge on the matter of the Surat farmān, the city was beginning to hum with the preparations for the festival. For days, courtiers and diplomatic visitors had been flowing into the city with their retinue. All other business of court had come to a halt as the entire machinery of the Mughal state geared up for what was not just a festival, but also one of the most important annual occasions of state.

Nowruz had been celebrated in India since the time of the Delhi Sultans, but it was Akbar, with his characteristic pragmatism and eye for ceremony, who established it as one of the principal festivals throughout Mughal-held territories. His court chronicler, Abu’l-Fazl, declared that ‘when His Majesty was informed of the feasts of the Jamsheds, and the festivals of the Parsi priests, he adopted them, and used them as opportunities for conferring benefits’.6 It started in the spring, on the day the sun moved into Aries, and continued for the next eighteen days. ‘Two days of this period are considered great festivals,’ Abu’l-Fazl tells us, ‘when much money and numerous other things are given away as presents, the first day of the month of Farwardin, and the nineteenth which is the time of the Sharaf.’7 Lamps were lit to celebrate the sun, and the naqqara (drums) marked every passing hour in a continuous stream of celebrations and banquets.

Jahangir’s memoirs describe how the courtyard of the durbar ‘had been spread with cloth and shamianas [screens], and its sides were decorated with European canvases, gold-spun brocades with images, and rare textiles’.8 The European canvases were a random mixture of acquisitions, prized more as curiosities of art than for the people they depicted. Among them, James I and his family rubbed shoulders with Sir Thomas Smythe and Frances Howard, whose sensational story was unknown in India. Roe had not had a chance to see all this yet. The preparations had kept everyone so busy that he had no opportunity to pay the court another visit for his own business, but Hawkins before him, as always, had seen and recorded his own account. He had described the emperor’s tent, ‘so rich, that I thinke the like cannot be found in the world’. Shamianas covered ‘at the least two Acres of ground […] richly spread with Silke and Gold Carpets’, beyond which lay the tents of the noblemen, each ready to present the emperor ‘with the rarest Jewels and toys that they can find’.9 This last was the central feature of the celebrations, and of Mughal courtly life in general. In a contemporary Portuguese Jesuit description of Jahangir’s empire and court, the writer notes, ‘There is much traffic, business, and trade at this court. All the merchandise of the world is drawn to it: one can find very affluent merchants, either Moors or Gentiles, as well as people from all nations. Since this King is so curious and has such an appetite for trinkets, objects, and jewels, everybody caters to his likes.’ Everyone presented to the king had to give him a gift. ‘The gift could be something of great worth or little,’ the Jesuit writer assures his readers, ‘each according to his means.’ But since Jahangir’s subjects knew that a gift was ‘the best sign of love and recognition’, ‘his captains seek to bring dinars, trinkets and precious objects to offer him’.10

At some level, none of this would have been strange to Jahangir’s European observers, including Roe. Elizabeth I used the power of gifts to full effect. So did her courtiers, figures like the poet Sir Philip Sidney, who famously presented her with a New Year’s gift of a ‘whip garnished with diamonds’ as a characteristically witty symbol of his submission to her royal will. The problem was that Roe had unleashed his biggest gifts already, with little effect. The East India Company had sent two main curiosities with him for Jahangir. The first was a keyboard musical instrument. Roe refers to it as ‘the virginalls’. The ‘virginal’ or ‘a pair of virginalls’ (in the same way that a musical organ was often referred to as ‘a pair of organs’) was a relatively new, fashionable thing. The first printed collection of virginal music had been printed only recently, in 1612/13, dedicated to James’s daughter, Princess Elizabeth, and Frederic, the Elector Palatine. Called Parthenia, or The Maydenhead of the First Musicke that ever was Printed for the Virginalls, its beautiful title-page engraving shows a young woman, her hair flowing open as befits a virgin, sitting at a small keyboard.

In sending the virginal, the Company was playing it safe, copying an established English tradition. Elizabeth I had sent an elaborate clockwork organ complete with mechanical singing blackbirds to the Ottoman Sultan, Mehmet III, in 1599, accompanied by the organ-maker and musician Thomas Dallam, whose diary of the journey is one of the most striking English eyewitness records of the Ottoman empire to have survived to the present. In 1612, the East India Company voyage under Thomas Best had followed that example by presenting Jahangir himself with another pair of virginals. The virginalist Launcelot Canning, and a cornetto player called Robert Trully, had accompanied it to Jahangir’s court. The emperor preferred the cornetto to the keyboard, but the factors wanted to make full use of Canning’s presence. ‘We think it fitting you send for him a small pare of Orgaynes, having heere a skilfull Muzition to play on them,’ they wrote, and the Company machinery had started rolling. In the entries of their Minute-book building up to Roe’s voyage, there are multiple references to the Company’s organist being sent out to source a suitable instrument: something not too expensive, but ‘very serviceable’ after a bit of additional paint and gilding.11

Apart from the virginal, there was a horse-drawn carriage or coach. This, too, was a tried-and-tested idea for a diplomatic gift. For the English, carriages were a relative novelty. John Stow, the Tudor historian, had noted that coaches were made fashionable in the late 1560s, when a Dutch immigrant, William Boonen, became Elizabeth I’s coachman and ‘brought the use of Coaches into England’, thus setting a fashionable trend that ‘within twenty yeeres became a great trade of Coachmaking’.12 When Dallam travelled to the Ottoman court in 1599, along with his musical organ in the ship’s hold was a gilded carriage valued at an eye-watering £600 for the Queen Mother, Safiye Sultana. For the carriage that the East India Company sent to Jahangir, however, there is a closer comparison, and it is one that astonishingly has survived till today.

In 1604, the mentor and patron whom Roe called his ‘civil father’, Sir Thomas Smythe, had been sent as an ambassador to Russia. The item that leads the impressive list of gifts he carried for Tsar Boris Godunov (ruled 1598–1605) is a ‘charyott’ from James I. Used extensively for Russian state occasions subsequently, it is still preserved at the Moscow Kremlin museums. An ornate two-seater that makes up for its unwieldiness and discomfort with its sheer extravagance, it offers an idea of what the English carriage for the Mughal emperor might have looked like.13 Since carriages did not yet have windows, let alone glazed ones, the English coach-makers had a good excuse to hang the entire upper portion with red velvet curtains from eight gilded canopy posts. They had upholstered the roof in leather for waterproofing on the outside, but the inside was lined with cut velvet on a satin ground. There are elaborate, colourful carved and painted panels on the lower, wooden body of the coach, depicting Russian victories against the Tatars: a tacit reminder of England and Russia’s shared opposition, as Christian states, to the forces of Islam. Gilded bas-relief on every exposed surface added a further touch of royal extravagance.

The problem, as Dallam had found when he had to rebuild his previous organ after he reached Istanbul, was that the dark, cramped, damp confines of a ship’s hold could easily take the shine off the most sumptuous of gifts. Humidity and heat made wood warp and buckle. Fabric faded and rotted. Gilding tarnished and faded as minute gaps in its surface let in the salty air. Joinery came undone. Neither gift looked particularly impressive by the time the voyage ended. Roe fumed when the Surat factors told him about the governor Zulfiqar Khan’s ‘ironical and mocking speeches of the Lord Ambassador’s progression with the King’s present, by saying he carried a cart and a pipe, in most contemptuous manner’.14 Jahangir had received the gifts with polite diplomatic favour. ‘He sitting in his state could not well descerne the coach, but sent many to see it,’ Roe had informed the East India Company, ‘and caused the musitian to play on the virginalls there, which gave him good content.’15 But he also heard the later gossip: Jahangir had asked the Jesuits at court their opinion of the gifts after Roe had left, and wondered aloud ‘whether the King of England were a great kyng, that sent presents of so small valewe’.16

Roe’s pride might have been hurt, but he would not have been surprised by that reaction. Coryate and others had told him about the kinds of gifts Jahangir received from visiting representatives of other kings. ‘He received lately a present from the King of Bisampore,’ he had written to Carew, echoing Coryate’s eyewitness account of the lavish tribute that the Adil Shah of Bijapur had sent the previous year. The offering in that case had been of ‘six and thirtie elephants, of two whereof the chaines and all tackles were of beaten gold, to the weight of four hundred pounds, two of silver, of the same fashion, the rest of copper; fiftie horses richly furnished, and ten leckes [lakhs] of rupias in jewels, great pearles, and balasse rubies’. Just so his friend could understand the scale of magnificence, Roe broke down the monetary value: ‘Everie lecke is an hundred thousand rupias, every rupia two shillings sixe pence sterling; so tenne leckes is a million of rupias.’17 Jahangir, who had also noted the tribute in his memoir, merely made a brief note that the Adil Shah had sent some ‘elephants with gold and silver trappings, Arabian horses, gems, jewelled vessels, and all sorts of textiles made in that land’.18

Now, with Nowruz upon him, and Khurram’s opposition grinding all movement on the Surat trading licence to a halt, Roe was out of ideas, and out of gifts. He had no option but to take matters into his own hands. Out of his own possessions, he retrieved an ornamental purse that had cost him 24 shillings in England. Inside it, he put ‘a little boxe of cristall, made by arte like a rubie, and cut into the stone in curious workes, which was all inameld and inlayde with fine gould’. In the running account of expenditure he maintained for the East India Company, he could not put a price on this, because it had been given to him as a gift, but he added a note saying that the emperor, who was amazed by the exquisite workmanship, was willing to pay up to 5,000 rupees for it. Inside this, he put a fine gold chain. Attached to the chain was a white emerald seal, with a delicate engraving, about the size of an old penny, of Cupid drawing his bow. He had bought the stone uncut in the West Indies during his Guiana voyage and got it polished and engraved in London, he noted in the accounts: ‘it cost me no great matter rough’.19

On 12 March, the second day of the Nowruz festivities, Roe was admitted to the emperor’s presence. He had attended the court the night before, getting his first view of durbar in its full festive opulence, the emperor’s throne at its centre, overhung with a valence of pearls, and decorated with a fringe of hollow gold pomegranates, apples, pears and other fruits. For once, Roe’s disastrous American voyage had come to his rescue. His gift was received with ‘extraordinary content’.20 It would have been the matter of some relief for Roe, who was trying very hard to show that he was not impressed by the glitter of the court. In his journal, reserved for the eyes of his English readers, his rhetoric turns predictably dismissive. The court displayed its magnificence too blatantly and indiscriminately, he commented, like a lady displaying the collection of plate in her cupboard along with her ‘imbrodered slippers’.21 But as he watched Karan Singh, son of the Rana of Udaipur, present two large ornamental dishes overflowing with silver and gold, he could at least relax in the reassurance that Jahangir appeared to like his small crystal-and-emerald curiosity.

Roe was lucky. His gift hit the right note also because this was precisely the kind of curiosity that Jahangir appreciated. He liked the idea of the gradual unfolding of a gift within a gift, and was impressed by the seal despite its lack of value as a jewel, ‘being a curiositie not easilie matched, and esteemed by the King for excellent worke’.22 As early as August 1609, one of the East India Company’s correspondents from Surat had advised them that the emperor was much more interested in rarity than in monetary value, ‘insomuch that some pretty newfangled toys would give him high content, though their value were small, for he wants no worldly wealth or riches, possessing an inestimable treasury’.23 That advice had been largely unheeded. Roe himself had advised the Company, after reporting Jahangir’s supposed comment to the Jesuits about the ‘small value’ of James I’s gifts, that they would be better off sourcing ‘rarieties’. If they could send a man annually to the Frankfurt fairs, ‘where are all knacks and new devises’, he thought, ‘£100 would go farther than £500 laid out in England, and here better acceptable’.24 Even if the Company ignored such advice, the English observers on the ground at least were beginning to understand Mughal tastes.

Historians have often argued that the English in India struggled to identify gifts that would be appreciated, with difficulties in communication and internal tensions sometimes getting in the way. But the English struggle with gift-giving was not new. It had haunted their dealings with the Ottoman Sultans, and equally troubled their fledgling relationship with Safavid Iran. The problem was that English merchants who undertook or financially supported diplomatic presentations such as Roe’s rarely had the expendable capital required to keep up with local practices of gifting. Yet gifts were treated as signs of both the magnificence of the giver and the honour and prestige of the recipient, so an unsuitable or insufficient gift was a diplomatic headache in the making. Roe’s mentor, Sir Thomas Smythe, knew this from experience. The extravagance of the gifts he carried with him to Russia had been influenced by several previous English embassies whose gifts had been dismissed, and on one occasion returned, by irritated Russian tsars. Ivan IV Vasilyevich, or ‘Ivan the Terrible’, had complained in 1583 that ‘the English merchants did bring him nothing that was good’, and when Elizabeth I complained about the unceremonious rejection of her gifts, Tsar Feodor I wrote back that the gifts ‘were not such as they should be, and we for our part when we send our ambassador will likewise abate of ours’.25 There was also a form of cultural resistance at play here. It allowed the English to dismiss Jahangir’s curiosity as an undignified, unfathomable interest in ‘toys’, and refused to see in it any resemblance to the kind of curiosity that was filling up the wunderkammer of the rich and the powerful in Europe, from Rudolph II’s renowned collection in Prague Castle, to James I’s own steadily growing menagerie of exotic animals at the Tower of London and in St James’s Park, which included everything from crocodiles, camels and lions to cassowaries and flying squirrels.

Whether disparaged as mere greed or criticised as an endemic culture of corruption and bribery, gift-giving at the Mughal court continued oblivious to the disapproval of the smattering of ‘Frankish’ or firangi onlookers. In the pages of Jahangir’s memoir, that Nowruz of 1616 is a complex give-and-take of reciprocal sociability. The emperor received gifts – diamonds and rare pearls, elephants, camels and horses, Chinese porcelain, hundreds of bolts of precious fabrics, a jewelled wine-cup shaped like a fish, and nine narwhal tusks, which Jahangir describes as ‘striated fish teeth’.26 Few offered actual cash, but Jahangir’s keen appraisal put a value on all the gifts received, that recognition being an intrinsic part of Mughal civility. The venerable I’timad ud-Daulah, father to Nur Mahal and Asaf Khan, entertained the emperor on one of the days of the festival and presented him with jewels ‘worth a total of a hundred ten thousand rupees’, Jahangir notes. A week later, Asaf Khan himself pulled out all the stops for his turn to host a royal visit. ‘From the palace to his house was approximately a kos. From halfway there he had spread the road with velvets and brocades I was told were worth ten thousand rupees.’ Not to be satisfied with that, Asaf Khan also presented one hundred thousand rupees’ worth of jewels, gold vessels and precious fabrics, along with four horses and a camel.

At the same time, Jahangir himself gifted promotions and honours. Gifts, too, were redistributed, often back to the givers themselves. ‘On the ninth [18 March], Khwaja Abu’l-Hasan’s offering was viewed. Forty thousand rupees’ worth of gems, jewelled vessels, and textiles was accepted. I gave the rest back to him.’ ‘On the sixteenth [25 March], the offering of I’timad ud-Daulah son I’tiqad Khan was viewed. I took thirty-two thousand rupees’ worth and gave the rest back to him.’ Others received gifts as marks of recognition, from elephants to the governors of various Mughal subahs or provinces on 5 April, to a jewelled khapwa or curved dagger for a new ally. Most striking, perhaps, is Jahangir’s gesture at the very beginning of the festival, recording that ‘since Hafiz Nadi-Ali the singer was an old servant, I ordered all cash and gifts offered [on the day] to go to him as a reward’.27



Ambassadors, as Roe knew, were caught up particularly in practices of gift-exchange, not only because they had to carry the gifts from the monarch they represented, but also because they expected to be paid at least partly in gifts themselves, both from their own masters and from the foreign monarchs whose courts they attended. While Roe had been at the English court, however, Cecil’s cost-cutting measures under James I had changed those dynamics to some extent. At the beginning of his reign, keen to establish his reputation as a major European monarch, James had been strikingly generous to foreign representatives, showering them with gifts, from horses and dogs, to ceremonial gold and silver tankards, dishes, elaborate covered cups and salt cellars, all of which came under the general description of ‘plate’. This, James was soon to discover, raised expectations rather inconveniently. When the French ambassador, Beaumont, was getting ready to leave England in 1605, for example, he argued that he should be given 900 ounces of plate in addition to the 2,000 he had received, ‘having seen a president [precedent] of the like’. He then proceeded to request further gifts, including sixty tuns of wine that he had allegedly ‘sold to French merchants for threescore pounds’.28 By Christmas of 1615, however, when Roe had just arrived at the Mughal court in Ajmer, the new Venetian ambassador Gregorio Barbarigo was reporting back to the Doge and Venetian senate that his predecessor Antonio Foscarini’s farewell gifts from James I had been severely curtailed because of ‘the excess to which the royal expenditure had arrived’. As a result, the value of gifts given to ambassadors had been ‘reduced to one-half of what they were before, and, in conformity, it is said, with what was customary here before His Majesty came to the throne’.29

There were also the gifts that ambassadors themselves were regularly expected to give, not just to their royal host, but also to buy favour and information from others within the court. The English court, in particular, had a reputation for its routine acceptance, even solicitation, of such payments. In 1604, Niccolo Molin, one of the Venetian ambassadors, wrote bitterly about the welcome that the Spanish embassy received from James I’s court during the negotiation of the Anglo-Spanish treaty. ‘The Spaniards are lauded to the skies,’ he complained, ‘for in fact this is a country where only those that are lavish are held in account; and since my arrival in this Court ten months ago, I have heard of nothing so often as presents. All the representatives of foreign Princes have made more or less liberal gifts; nor do the great nobles and members of the Privy Council make any scruple about accepting them, and scoff at those who hold a different view.’30

There were always risks associated with such gift-exchange. In Roe’s contemporary England, major legal figures like Sir Edward Coke connected it to what they saw as endemic corruption that spread beyond the world of diplomacy and tainted legal and royal courts alike. It is a mark of changing times that by 1619, charges of corruption would be tried in the Star Chamber against someone who until recently before had been one of the highest and most influential noblemen in the country – Frances Howard’s father, the Lord Treasurer Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk. At his trial, Sir Edward Coke, who had led an unrelenting campaign against corruption for years, would declare that ‘the king’s treasure was the soul of the commonwealth’.31 Suffolk’s corruption and the acceptance of bribes, Coke alleged, was ‘civil murder’ of the stability of the state as a whole. It was guaranteed to resonate with those for whom the memory of Frances’s sensational trial for Overbury’s murder, with its own murky narrative of greed, bribery and poison, was still fresh. The Lord Chancellor Francis Bacon, who summed up for the prosecution, would be equally damning in his description of the role played by Howard’s wife, the Countess of Suffolk, and the couple’s accomplice in the Exchequer, Sir John Bingley. Corruption had turned the court into the marketplace, he told the court: ‘my lady kept the shop, Bingley was the prentice that cried “What do you lack?”, but all went into my lord’s cash.’32



That context goes some way to explain Roe’s repeated and strident criticism of the custom of gift-exchange at the Mughal court. Through the lens of Stuart practice, the intricate dynamics of obligation and reciprocity codified in Mughal practice inevitably became something darker and more familiar – an insatiable ‘appetite’ that demanded and exploited constantly without giving recompense. But there were other factors too, and Roe’s own complicated position as a dual employee of state and trade was one of them. Bacon might denounce the Suffolks for blurring the boundaries between the marketplace and the nobility of the royal court, but the truth was that the market had always been complicit. At home, the trading companies had an established practice of using the traditional New Year’s gifts and what were primly denoted as cash ‘gratifications’ to influence the powerful at court. Abroad, the fact that diplomatic gifts sent to non-European nations more often than not came from these companies’ funds led to its own problems. The gifts that the merchants and factors of the English trading companies carried with them to foreign courts occupied an uncomfortable space, functioning as tools of both diplomacy and trade transaction.

At the most fundamental level, this led to a deep confusion over the status of both the gifts and the people who presented them. This was not simply a matter of merchants like Mildenhall or Hawkins being welcomed at the Mughal court on the premise of their supposed diplomatic status, or Edwards and others being treated dismissively for their association with trade. Neither was it just a matter of the English having to offer gifts as diplomatic presents. What complicated matters was the English assumption that while the objects they presented were diplomatic gifts, they also continued to function like commodities in a commercial transaction, with each act of giving resulting in the granting of a reciprocal trading privilege. In Roe’s case, we get frequent glimpses of yet another product of this confusion in his frustration with gifts received, as well as gifts given. Repeatedly, he grumbles about being given gifts with no commercial value: ‘they suppose our felicity lies in our palate, for all that ever I received was eatable and drinkable’, he writes, when Asaf Khan sent him musk melons as a gift.33 In a letter to the Surat factors, he jokes that ‘hog’s flesh, deer, a thief, and a whore’ are all the gifts he had received from Jahangir.34 What he refuses to acknowledge, however, is that the Mughals, deeply familiar with the dynamics of gift-exchange, were treating him exactly as he hoped, offering diplomatic hospitality through gifts of food and servants, rather than commercial recompense. The gifts of food in this case worked exactly as they did in London a decade earlier, when during the ratification of the Anglo-Spanish peace treaty, King James had offered Juan Fernández de Velasco, the Spanish representative, a melon and half a dozen oranges from the royal gardens. Their symbolic value was significantly higher than their commercial worth, and Spanish observers then had recognised the act for exactly what it was: an offer of diplomatic hospitality signalled by a gift of ‘the fruits of Spain transplanted on English soil’.35



For Roe, that persistent headache of giving and receiving gifts gets caught up in his anxiety about assimilation – into corporate practices of state and trade, and into India in general. Travel was problematic. It had a tendency to ‘translate’ not just languages, but also people. William Shakespeare, who had died in the spring that year, had written a play not very long before in which village handymen wander into a forest. In a world shaken by the Fairy Queen and Fairy King’s feud over the possession of a little Indian boy, Bottom the Weaver is turned into an ass-headed buffoon, making his friend Peter Quince cry out in horror: ‘Bless thee, Bottom, bless thee. Thou art translated!’

Even as English travellers set out for the wider world to transform their fortunes, contemporary critics of travel feared that like Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, innocent Englishmen would be turned into strange beasts under the influence of foreign nations. ‘Went you to conquer? And have you so much lost / Yourself?’ Roe’s friend John Donne asked Sir Henry Wotton in a poem.36 In their youth, Wotton had been one of their tight-knit circle of friends who had gone to Ireland with the Earl of Essex for his disastrous campaign of 1599, keen to stamp down Irish insurgency in England’s closest colony once and for all. But Donne saw the journey as something that threatened to erase not just their friendship, but Wotton’s own identity. ‘Let not your soul’, he had implored, ‘itself unto the Irish negligence submit.’ The gamble of travel could pay well, but it could also erase identities as easily as it could make them. On the English stage, play after play did brisk business selling the stories of Englishmen ‘turning Turk’ in the Ottoman empire, seduced by Ottoman wealth and Ottoman women. At the same time, the highly publicised, carefully orchestrated baptism of the young Bengali convert Peter Pope, whom we have met already, reveals the flip side to that exchange. English trading companies were banking on utilising England’s vision of itself as a civilising Protestant nation-state, both to fight back against accusations of profiteering, and to justify much of their nascent colonial ambition. How you saw the effect of travel, it seemed, depended on whether you saw yourself as the translator or the translated.

In Ajmer, Roe was doing his best to resist translation. His carefully planned outfits and servants’ livery in English wool and silk with their pleats and padding were not best suited to the sweltering heat of the Indian summer, but Roe ordered them all to keep to their English clothes anyway, ‘made as light and coole as possibly we could have them’, his chaplain Edward Terry would later remember.37 One document among Roe’s papers offers a revealing list of ‘Clothes made since my comminge into the Indies’. It lists over twenty items, from an olive-coloured suit with a crimson taffeta cloak picked out with gold trimmings, to doublets of yellow satin and cloth-of-gold cloaks made by the excellent local craftsmen and tailors, who were reputed to be able to copy any article of clothing by sight.38 It was an investment Roe could hardly afford to make. ‘Every thing that I can weare is dearer than at the Beare in Cheapside,’ he would grumble to Sir Thomas Smythe, nostalgia seeping into his memories of the fashionable shop of Sir Baptist Hicks at the sign of the White Bear in Cheapside, where men of discerning tastes sourced the latest luxury textiles from the continent.39 But it was important to ensure that among the colours of the Mughal court, he and his retinue did not blend in: ‘the Colours and fashion of our garments were so different from theirs, that we needed not, wheresoever we were, to invite spectators to take notice of us.’40

The rules applied inside their little rented house as well, where Roe defied the local way of sitting on the ground on cushions or mats for meals. ‘Lord Ambassador observed not that uneasy way of sitting at his meat, but in his own house had Tables and Chayres &c. Served he was altogether in Plate.’41 Language, too, was important. Finding themselves in a similar situation as Englishmen forced to navigate a foreign court, Hawkins had polished up his knowledge of Turkish, and Mildenhall had hired a Persian teacher, practising ‘day and night, I so studied the Persian tongue that in six months space I could speak it something reasonably’.42 But unlike them, and unlike his friend Tom Coryate, Roe stubbornly refused to pick up any of the local languages, even though that left him dependent on the Protestant Italian jeweller, John Veronese, whom he had temporarily employed as a translator, and with whom his own only means of communication, ironically, was in broken Spanish.43

On 13 March 1616, even as the Nowruz celebrations continued at Jahangir’s court, that resistance got Roe into further trouble. He had decided to visit Jahangir in the ghuslkhana (Chamber of the Bath) that evening. After having no luck with Khurram, he was determined to place his complaints directly with the emperor. A confusing conversation between Roe and Jahangir followed, half-mangled and in signs. ‘I could speake no Portugall,’ Roe confesses, ‘so wanted means to satisfie His Majestie.’ But the meeting soon descended into an undignified tussle. Roe insisted on bringing in Veronese, his interpreter. Asaf Khan, ‘mistrusting I would utter more than he was willing to heare’, tried to drag him away. The hapless Italian was stuck in the middle of the scuffle with the two men pulling on him from either side, ‘suffering him only to wink and make unprofitable signs’.44 Jahangir understandably lost his patience, ‘with such a show of fury that I was loath to follow it’, Roe admits. He demanded to know what cause for complaint the English visitor had, but Roe’s attempt to defuse the situation made it a hundredfold worse. He wanted his interpreter to tell the emperor that he ‘would not trouble His Majestie but would seeke justice of his sonne the Prince’, but Jahangir overheard his son’s name: ‘the King, not attending my interpreter but hearing his sonnes name, conceived I had accused him, saying filio, mio filio, and called for him; who came in great feare, humbling himselfe. Asaph Chan trembled, and all of them were amazd.’

Things were slipping rapidly out of control, Roe realised. He was about to make a powerful enemy for life by causing Khurram to be publicly humiliated. Fortunately, another visiting Safavid nobleman, the Mir Miran, stepped in to mediate. Roe spoke in his ‘broken Spanish’ to his Italian interpreter, who ‘spoke better Turkish than Persian’. The Mir Miran, who spoke both Turkish and Persian, then explained the ‘mistaking’ to Jahangir in Persian, ‘and so appeased him, saying I did no way accuse the Prince, but would in causes past in his government appeale to him for justice; which the King commanded he should do effectually’.45 In that display of multicultural, multilingual negotiation the disaster that had seemed imminent was averted, but the mood remained tense. A long argument with Khurram and Asaf Khan followed about the clause regarding Portuguese access which had stalled negotiations in the past, and ‘the Jesuits and all the Portugalls side’ weighed in. Roe’s lack of languages would have rankled. He later insisted to his employers that he had explained the English case fully, but how much of that explanation survived the process of translation was a different matter altogether.46



The rest of Nowruz festivities passed Roe by in a blur of stress and worry. He was desperate to mend bridges with Asaf Khan and Khurram, but every step towards achieving that came up against situations that threatened the diplomatic autonomy that he was so carefully trying to cultivate. Relatively minor arguments about protocol and matters like where he would stand at the durbar kept blowing up out of proportion, with Asaf Khan insisting that his place was among the general ranks of Mughal noblemen, and Roe retorting, ‘I was a stranger and ignorant of their customes, but I was not ignorant that I was a Kings ambassador, and not of the qualety of servants.’47 It did not help with his efforts to get Jahangir’s approval on the long, fourteen-clause document of English ‘demands’ that he had painstakingly prepared.

The fact that both past Governors of Surat, Muqarrab Khan and Roe’s old enemy, Zulfiqar Khan, were present at court, made things even more difficult. Muqarrab Khan openly supported the Portuguese, and Zulfikar Khan was as keen on defending himself against Roe’s accusations of corruption as Roe was to implicate him.48 ‘For my demand of justice against the personal wrongs offered to our nation,’ Roe wrote on 21 April, ‘Zulpheckcarcon did recriminat and Complaine as much against their extreame drunkenness, ryott, quarreling and drawing their swoordes in the alfandica against the kings officers.’ Roe was stuck. As when Khurram had first raised the issue about the behaviour of the English in Surat, ‘I knew to my shame this accusation true,’ Roe had to admit, ‘and so demurrd of my resolution to prosecute against his person, being a favoritt of the Princes.’49

May 1616 brought these issues to a head for Roe. The tension between Roe and Khurram had simmered down for a while in April despite the endless back-and-forth about Roe’s demands for a farmān: Roe had come away from a personal audience with the prince on 16 April announcing that it was ‘the best morning that ever we had in India’.50 But now it erupted again over an English ‘youth’ called Robert Jones. It was Roe’s friend Lord Carew who had recommended Jones to Roe’s service in that initial heady flurry when Roe’s mission had drawn the attention of the London court. But Jones had suddenly left Roe’s service. The details of what actually transpired are unclear. In his journal, Roe merely notes that Jones had ‘runn away from me to an Italian’, possibly the man who had often acted as Roe’s interpreter, John Veronese.51 In any case, on 22 May, Roe went to Jahangir’s ghuslkhana again to ask for help to reclaim Jones. ‘The king gave order for his deliverie,’ he noted, ‘but the Prince, who ever wayted oportunitye to disgrace our Nation […] mooved the king in privatt to send for the youth first; which at the Guselcann he did.’ Summoned to Jahangir’s presence, Jones desperately ‘rayled to my face with most virulent malice, desiring the king to save his life’. He pleaded with the emperor not to deliver him to Roe. Khurram stepped in. He had never trusted Roe, and here was a chance to recruit one of his men. Jones was given 150 rupees and promptly employed by the prince, and Roe was forbidden ‘to meddle with him’.

The drama dragged on for the next three days. Overnight, it seemed, Jones had regretted his decision to cut all ties with England. Roe reports that he ‘came and fell at my feete, asking pardon for his lying and madness, and offered to submitt himselfe in any kind’.52 Roe was angry, but now there were diplomatic issues to worry about too. ‘I tould him I would not now keepe him prisoner: he was the Princes servant.’ On 24 May, ‘Jones made meanes to come to the Guzelchan and there asked pardon of the king for his lies, denieing every woord he had spoken to have been done to protect him selfe from me, whom he had offended; desiering the king to send for me that he might there aske my pardon. The king was well pleased; But the Prince fell into a great rage.’

Roe himself could not punish Jones directly since he had ‘promised the king otherwise’. However, his letter to the Company broker in Masulipatam explained the elaborate plan he had concocted to ensure that the runaway was brought to justice. Jones was asked to deliver a promissory note for a small sum of money to the English factory in Masulipatam. Roe predicted that he would jump at this show of trust, particularly since it offered him the opportunity to escape, hitching a ride on one of the Dutch ships at Masulipatam port. What Jones did not know was that both the broker, Lucas Antheunis, and the captain of the Dutch ship, Roe’s old acquaintance and travel companion, Pieter Gillis van Ravestyn, had been instructed by Roe to entrap him. ‘His offences are of an high nature, his conditions shameless and impudent,’ Roe wrote to Atheunis. He was to somehow trick Jones on to one of the English ships, and ‘suffer him to come no more ashore, but to carry him into England to answer such things as I have to lay to his charge. His accusations shall meet him, testified under his own hand, and witnessed by all the Christians here.’ There is no doubting Roe’s determination in this letter. ‘I should very earnestly impress into you the care of this business and the good carriage thereof, that he escape not deserved justice,’ he concluded, ‘but that I make no doubt of your allegiance to your sovereign, your respect of me his ambassador, and your own honest and good discretions, to which I commend it.’53

Disobedience was punished firmly by the East India Company, but the responses to Jones’s relatively minor rebellion are still striking. In Roe’s own correspondence, there are fleeting clues that suggest that there might have been more to Jones’s story than the official report contained. Roe’s letter to Antheunis refers to ‘the wickedness of a servant of mine own, who departed my house without consent and lived a life scandalous both to mine and my nation’s honour’.54 The fact that the same broker would later write to him that he suspected Jones of trying to collude with the local governor who was ‘an arch sodomite’ suggests that Jones’s ‘wickedness’ may have been sexual, rather than a simple transfer of allegiance.55 Certainly Lord Carew, who received a copy of Roe’s journal and letter on 28 September, reacted strongly. ‘Your lettre hathe filled me with many sad thoughts that I should be such an unfortunatt frend as to prefer unto your service such a monstrous wretche as Jones hath proved,’ he assured Roe in the cumulative newsletter that he had been compiling for him throughout the year. Jones’s memory was


so hatefull unto me, as I profess unto you, these eyes of myne (if they may avoid it) shall never see him, and if I found him starving in the streets I would not afford him Christian charitie to save his life. God, I hope, will never permit him to return, for I conceive him to be a limme [limb] of the divell and fitter to end his cursed life among Infidells than Christians. Forgive my misfortune, for it afflicts me more than you can imagine, and I thank you for relatinge his villanies unto me in a privatt lettre, for I am ashamed to have it known that I did prefer him unto you. As for his uncle I do assure you (uppon my faythe) that he holds him in no less detestation than I do, and I am sorry with all my harte that he was not hanged by the King or you when his filthiness and treasons towards you were manifested.56



Jones reached London a prisoner in October 1618, and was immediately transferred to Newgate prison. He would petition the Privy Council twice for release over the following year, but Sir Thomas Smythe argued that he had to be retained without trial until Roe returned. No further records of him survive.



Whatever reasons may have driven Robert Jones, he was not the only person to have left European service for Mughal employment. One of Roe’s earliest predecessors, Ralph Fitch, mentioned how the jeweller William Leeds chose to stay at Akbar’s court during the first English voyage to India in 1584, and how the Mughal emperor ‘did entertaine him very well, and gave him an house, and five slaves, an horse, and every day sixe [shillings] in money’.57 Robert Coverte’s account of the fourth voyage of the Company was equally sprinkled with the stories of Mughal generosity. ‘The Mogoll is also verie bountifull’, he wrote, ‘for to one that gave him a little deere he gave 1000 Ruckees, being 100 pound sterling, also to another that gave him a couple of land spaniels, he gave the like reward, and to another that gave him two Cocks he gave 2000 Ruckees.’58 Jahangir’s memoirs mention the talented French-Basque goldsmith, Augustin Hiriart, whom he gave the title ‘Hunarmand’(‘the Skilful’).59 Before the year was over, Roe himself would note sourly how the coachman William Hemsell, whom he had taken with him to show off the carriage for Jahangir, had become Jahangir’s ‘New English servant, who was Clothd as rich as any Player and more gaudy’.60 Others still crop up fleetingly in the letters and records of the East India Company, like the ‘John Frenchman’ (or Frencham) and Charles Charke, whom William Finch mentioned as mercenaries in the Mughal army in 1611.61 In the absence of any further surviving information, we can only conjecture why Jones had chosen to leave. However, Roe’s response to it was shaped as much by his own anxieties about the possibility of Mughal assimilation as it was by his anger at Jones’s behaviour. Khurram’s casual gift of a retainer to the man who had just denounced Roe’s own service and the English in general rankled: Mughal wealth and power, once again, seemed to threaten English identity through its ability to translate and transform, and Roe was having none of it.



The timing of the confrontation, particularly given the arrival of a deputation of Portuguese merchants, was dangerous. The Portuguese visit with their annual tribute was an established custom, but Roe feared that their presence made any rapport he might have hoped to build up with Jahangir and his court even more difficult to achieve. ‘While these presents are fresh, the English are less respected,’ he noted bitterly in his journal entry of 26 May, since ‘only for a little feare we were entertayned, but for our trade or any thing we bring, not at all respected’. Over the weeks that followed, Roe spent much of his time reassuring both the East India Company and the Mughal court. ‘The King used me with extraordinary favour,’ he reported in the journal that he knew his employers would read; ‘I pray Your Lordship hould a more constant opinion of my love toward you,’ he wrote to Asaf Khan. ‘You shall find in the end that I am your true frend and will deserve better, both of His Majestie and you, than any stranger.’62 But on 1 June, he received news that Jahangir had barred him from entrance to the court. When Roe asked for the reason, Asaf Khan informed him that ‘the cause was for certaine woords I gave the Prince when I was with the King about Jones my runnaway.’63

Despite Roe’s protests, and proof that Khurram’s claims that Roe had threatened to assault one of his servants with a sword were unfounded, the fate of his embassy now stood ‘on desperate terms’. Khurram’s antagonism had taken the form of direct attack both on his mission and on his own honour. On 4 June 1616, he sent a message to Asaf Khan that unless Jahangir summoned him back, he was ready to return to England and bring English negotiations for Indian trade to a close. The ‘world was wyde enough’, Roe wrote in his journal, displaying a confidence that his employers may not have shared.64 For the moment, it looked very likely that England’s first ambassador to India would leave the country in even greater disgrace than all the impostors who had come before him.




10 Hidden Figures

The signs of Nowruz celebrations had long disappeared from Ajmer Fort. For weeks the magnificent tent-city of visiting dignitaries had filled the space between the palace in the centre and the imposing outer wall, spilling out into the city beyond the gates of the fort. Bustling attendants had packed up those tents, and now that space was empty. Courtyards that had been covered with richly decorated velvet and cloth-of-gold shamianas had been opened up once again. The endless stream of festivities had stopped. The din of the thousands who had gathered had disappeared, as had the sounds of the animals who accompanied them, the trumpeting of elephants, the snorting of the spirited horses carrying riders and gifts. In the high summer heat, the palace would have seemed quiet, almost unnaturally so.

There is a silence in Jahangir’s memoirs too. ‘On this date an event took place of which, no matter how much I wanted to, my hand and heart would not let me write,’ he notes, ‘I had to tell I’timad-ud-Daulah to write it for me.’1 The date was 5 June 1616, the 29th day of the Islamic lunar month of Jumada al-awwal, the rainless month, and a little three-year-old girl had died. Her name was Hur al-Nissa, and she was Jahangir’s beloved granddaughter, the first-born child of Khurram and Arjumand Bano Begum, the future queen Mumtaz Mahal. The chronicle of Khurram’s own reign, the Shahjahannama, suggests that her birth in March 1613 had so delighted her grandfather that he ‘adopted her as his own daughter’.2 If so, Hur al-Nissa had spent most of her brief life toddling around the inner colonnades of the palace at Ajmer, where Jahangir retired most afternoons after the daily public durbar.

Smallpox had taken her quickly after the end of the Nowruz festivities. She had been feverish on 21 May. Within fifteen days she was dead. Traditionally, white mourning clothes were worn for the deaths of men as well as influential royal women. The closest bereaved men shaved their hair and moustaches. Akbar, dressed in white, had helped to carry the bodies of his mother, Maryam Makani, his aunt, Gulbadan, and his childhood wet-nurse and guardian, Maham Anaga, in their funeral processions. Years later, when Hur al-Nissa’s mother, Arjumand (Mumtaz Mahal), died in childbirth, grief-stricken Khurram, by then the emperor Shah Jahan, went into mourning with his entire court. It is unknown whether little Hur al-Nissa’s death merited such public display of grief, but it threw an undeniable dark shadow on the daily life of the court. The account that we find in the Jahangirnama is written by her maternal great-grandfather, father of Nur Jahan and Asaf Khan, grandfather to Arjumand. His elegant swirls of courtly Persian rhetoric are strikingly different from Jahangir’s own easy, informal, colloquial voice, but the grief is still tangible. Hur al-Nissa was only a ‘newcomer to the garden of felicity’, but one ‘to whom His Majesty’s servants were greatly attached’, he records. He describes how the fever and pustules of smallpox took over the little body, and the moment when ‘the bird of her spirit took wing from this elemental cage and flew to the gardens of paradise’.3 Jahangir, distraught, ordered that from that day onwards, Wednesday (chaharshamba) would be called gumshamba (day of loss).

When Roe was a young Inns of Court man in the 1590s, keen on theatre and poetry, a playwright who had just lost his own eleven-year-old son had put on stage the dark comfort that grief could bring. For Constance, a mother grieving for her son in Shakespeare’s King John, loss filled a vacuum that was a hundredfold worse:


Grief fills the room up of my absent child

Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me,

Puts on his pretty looks, repeats his words,

Remembers me of all his gracious parts,

Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form.

Then, have I reason to be fond of grief?



For Jahangir, though, the sight of Hur al-Nissa’s empty room was unbearable. He ordered it to be walled up, but still could not stay in the palace. ‘Along the way, no matter how much he desired to control himself, involuntary tears poured from his blessed eyes,’ I’timad ud-Daulah wrote, ‘and for a long time at the mere mention of a word that reminded him of her, he broke down.’

The anguish of a sovereign, however, was both all-encompassing and strangely isolating. In the ‘Ayār-i Dānesh, a sumptuously illustrated manuscript translation of the fables of the Panchatantra created in Jahangir’s father Akbar’s studios, there is a painting of a grieving monarch. He sits in the centre of the image, drying his eyes on his white scarf. Concerned courtiers surround him, some flinging their hands up in despair, others on the margin surreptitiously exchanging worried glances. There is, however, a clear space between that quiet central figure and the people around him. Apart from an attendant behind him, the monarch sits alone. Others can only look on.

For the next few weeks, Jahangir moved restlessly from Khurram’s house to Asaf Khan’s, desperate to comfort and be comforted by others who, like him, had loved the little girl. In the end, he escaped to beautiful Hafiz Jamal or Chashma-i-Nur, the stunning valley nestled in the mountains outside Ajmer. There was a carefully designed royal retreat here, which Roe had visited only two months ago, when he was still negotiating his farmān. He had been impressed by its remote picturesqueness, concealed ‘between mighty rocks so defended from the sun that it scarce any way sees it’, ‘a place of much melancholy delight and securitye, only being accompanyed with wild peacokes, turtles, fowl and monkeys that inhabit the rocks hanging every way over it’.4 Jahangir was fond of Chashma, with its waterfalls and the fragrance of mountain flowers sheltered from the summer heat that parched and killed everything else, but now it gave little relief. Ajmer had lost its charm for the emperor: ‘as long as he was in Ajmer, he could not control himself,’ I’timad ud-Daulah noted. The imperial retinue would soon be on the move. Until then, however, the machinery of state did not stay still for the sake of one absent three-year-old. Two weeks after his bereavement, Jahangir returned to his duties and his memoir. ‘On Saturday the eleventh [18 June],’ the memoir picks up in his own writing, ‘I went from Chashma-i-Nur to the palace.’5



The death of children was nothing unusual in either India or England in this period. Parents in both countries knew that there was no certainty that their children would outlive them: ordinary illnesses as well as epidemics and more large-scale disasters preyed on the most vulnerable. Jahangir’s contemporary, the Jain merchant Banarasidas lost all nine of his children. In his autobiographical poem, the Ardhakathanak (‘Half Story’), he would remember the emptiness that followed, when ‘The husband and wife remained, two alone, / Like trees that shed their leaves in autumn, / And are left bare and leafless.’6 Mughal chronicles themselves are full of such real and feared losses. There was a story told by Gulbadan, daughter of Babur, the founder of the Mughal empire, about how her father sacrificed his own life for her brother Humayun. When Humayun was dangerously ill, it claims, Babur rushed to his side. He walked a ritual circle around his son’s bed in prayer, and offered up his life in exchange. Humayun recovered and left on a military expedition, but Babur’s health deteriorated. He died, leaving his fledgling empire to his son.7 Later, Abu’l-Fazl would write about Akbar’s grief at the death of nine-year-old Rustam, his grandson by Prince Murad. Akbar doted on him, as he did with most of his grandchildren, but one cold November night the boy complained of stomach pain and became delirious. Two days later, he died, plunging Akbar and his court into sorrow.8

Back in England, even as the Mughal court was reeling from Hur al-Nissa’s death, Roe’s friend Ben Jonson’s Works were being printed in London. Among its pages is ‘On My First Daughter’, Jonson’s poem dedicated to Mary, the baby daughter who died when she was just six months old. Conventional Christian wisdom assures Jonson of her place in heaven, but ‘cover lightly, gentle earth’ the poem still pleads at the end, in a rush of instinctive tenderness over the little body.9 The subject of ‘On My First Son’ had been older when he died, but still a mere seven. He had been the ‘child of my right hand, and joy’ – another Benjamin, in an echo of his father’s name and the bittersweet story of the birth of Jacob’s son in Genesis 35. For the notoriously touchy, irascible, opinionated Jonson, he had been his ‘best piece of poetry’. Like the biblical Benjamin, who had been called Ben-Oni (‘son of my sorrow’) by his dying mother, his loss has only one lesson to teach the devastated father, about the pain that inevitably accompanies love. ‘For whose sake hence-forth all his vows be such’, Jonson promises himself, ‘As what he loves may never like too much’.10

Most of the surge of grief in Ajmer that summer, however, passed Roe by. Just as the presence of the English ambassador does not get a mention in Jahangir’s memoirs, little Hur al-Nissa’s death gets only a passing reference in Roe’s journal. ‘The Princes Child dyed, whereat the king took great greefe, so that he Came not abroad, neyther the Prince nor any other great man. So that no busines could be proceeded in,’ he recorded on 5 June.11 Roe was caught up in his conflict with Khurram at this point, and preoccupied with the tension surrounding his exclusion from court after the Jones affair. Mughal slowness to redress English grievances frustrated him, and he was worried about his own future, as well as that of English trade. Yet in as much as negotiation depends on grasping the human elements at work, he was constrained by his lack of understanding of the hidden figures and relationships of whose existence itself he was at best only partially aware. What he assumed to be a delay driven by Mughal wilfulness, was circumscribed by lives and emotions unfolding behind doors through which he had no access.



    Anglicised as the ‘harem’, the women’s quarters of Islamic noble households had always been a subject of fascination for European observers precisely because of those closed doors. Its etymological roots linked it to a sanctuary or that which is forbidden (ḥarām in Arabic), and stories circulated among travellers about how wives and concubines spent their time there, guarded by eunuchs and surrounded by luxury, waiting on the whims and pleasures of their husband and master. European reports that mentioned the Mughal harem were fascinated by the sheer number of women to whom the emperor supposedly had access. Ralph Fitch, the only member of the first English voyage to India to return home, believed that Akbar had 800 concubines.12 Robert Coverte, whose account of his travels on the Fourth Voyage of the East India Company were published in 1612, wrote that Jahangir had ten queens, 1,000 concubines and 200 eunuchs.13

In continental Europe, among the Jesuits, the understanding was that establishing this custom, as with many things, had been Akbar’s doing. Antonio Monserrate, the Jesuit priest who was one of the first Europeans to have spent any significant amount of time at the Mughal court, attributed to Akbar the introduction ‘amongst the Musalmans two forms of marriage, first that with regular consorts, who may number four: and second that with those who are merely called wives, and who may be as numerous as a man’s resources allow. Musalman kings employ this sanction and license of the foulest immorality in order to ratify peace and to create friendly relationships with their vassal princes or neighbouring monarchs. For they marry the daughters and sisters of such rulers. Hence Zelaldinus [Akbar] has more than 300 wives, dwelling in […] a very large palace.’14

Both the customs of the nikah (formal marriage) and the mut’ah (temporary marriage or marriage of pleasure) had existed long before Akbar, but Monserrate was correct as far as Akbar’s dynastic motive was concerned. While Islamic law allowed men to have multiple wives, for Akbar, who was still consolidating his empire, it had been a crucial means of forging key alliances and creating bonds of kinship with kingdoms he had defeated in war. Monserrate was also right in crediting Akbar with the establishment of a specific harem structure. Throughout their itinerant lives, Babur and Humayun, by necessity, had significantly smaller groups of women under their direct care. Once Akbar began to develop a stable base in Agra, however, Abu’l-Fazl would record that he ‘made a large enclosure with five buildings where he reposes. Though there are five thousand women in his harem, mothers, stepmothers, foster-mothers, aunts, grandmothers, sisters, wives, daughters, concubines, female relatives, administrators, guards, cooks and menials but he has given to each a separate apartment and a person was appointed to keep an accurate record of zanana [women’s quarter] life’.

Inflating both the size and provisions allotted to Akbar’s harem suited Abu’l-Fazl, since it helped to demonstrate exactly how firmly Akbar had established Mughal dominion in India. It would be physically impossible for the fort in Agra to have accommodated the 5,000 women with individual living quarters as his court chronicler described, for example, and even less so in the temporary tent-cities with which the harem followed the emperor when he was on the move. But Abu’l-Fazl’s comment does call attention to a crucial feature of the Mughal harem. Variously named the shabistan (place of sleep) in Persian, the zanana (women’s quarters) or the mahal, the harem was much more than the imperial bordello often imagined by European travellers.

Girls like Hur al-Nissa grew up in a highly structured, intricately managed domestic community, a city within a city where women from diverse nationalities, religions, languages and social class occupied a private space that was inaccessible to outsiders. The appearance of men outside the immediate royal family would have been extremely rare in her world, since men’s entry into the harem was severely restricted, and the practices of veiling and pardah separated the women from the public domain. In a contemporary painting of the birth of Jahangir, meant to accompany his memoirs, the harem occupies the focus, an exuberant community of women, some in Persian clothes, others dressed in traditional Hindu fashion. They surround Jahangir’s mother and her tightly swaddled new baby, about to be put in a bejewelled crib by an attentive nurse, while others get on with their own lives in rooms beyond. The men stand in the courtyard beyond its walls, their eyes and ears focused on the messages being delivered across the scarlet curtain that bars the doorway.

That, however, did not mean a complete separation of activities. Women of different families, both royal and noble, visited and stayed with each other. Women of rank, Abu’l-Fazl wrote, could be given permission to stay as visitors at the imperial harem as long as a month.15 The semi-permanent presence of the Armenian Christian Mariam Begum, whom Jahangir had married off to William Hawkins, was not unusual. Wives and children of nobles and trusted court officials who had died in service were often placed under the emperor’s care. Young Mughal boys, like Hur al-Nissa’s baby brother Dara Shikoh, just over a year old at her death, were brought up within harems by mothers and anagas (wet-nurses and foster-mothers). And in practical terms, while the queens, wives and concubines observed pardah from outsiders, the harem was also full of other women, from slaves, serving women and a complex hierarchy of female officials and guards, to craftswomen, dancing girls and musicians, who moved in and out of the harem and had their own homes outside the palace space, bringing in news of the outer world. The French physician François Bernier (in India 1656–68), and the Venetian adventurer and physician Niccolao Manucci (in India 1653–1708), whose later accounts of the reign of Hur al-Nissa’s younger brother, Aurangzeb, are two of the main European sources of information about the Mughal harem, drew their knowledge from precisely such sources. An old Portuguese female slave who had free access to the harem was one of Bernier’s informants. Manucci had at least two named sources, a woman called Maria de Taides, ‘who had been brought prisoner from Bengal’, and a Portuguese woman called Thomazia Martins who, according to Manucci, ‘had charge of the royal table’, and informed him of ‘what passed inside the palace’ because of ‘the affection she had for me’.16

Male physicians like Bernier and Manucci themselves were brought in when the occasion demanded, although under guard and under cover. Manucci would report how it was ‘the custom in the royal household, when a physician is called within the Mahal, for the eunuch to cover his head with cloth, which hangs down to his waist. They then conduct him to the patient’s room, and he is taken out in the same manner.’17 Teachers and scholars, artisans, carpenters and other servicemen were escorted in when needed, to work under close supervision. The female administrators of the Mahal, the high-ranking daroghas (matrons) and mahaldars (superintendents), dealt with concentric circles of external administration. Even beyond that were the male artisans and craftsmen in the imperial studios, who catered to the demands of the harem community.

We get an early glimpse into the physical space that the children and women of the harem occupied from the account by the East India Company factor William Finch. On his trading ventures in the winter of 1610, Finch had come across one of the smaller palaces in Rajasthan that served as a stopping point for the Mughal retinue during the movements of the court in and out of Agra. It was unoccupied, so he had grabbed the rare opportunity to look around. ‘It is a square stone building,’ Finch later wrote,


within the first gate is a small court with a place for the King to keepe his darsany [darshan, public appearance], and two or three other retiring roomes, but none of note. Within the second court is the moholl, being a foure-square thing, about twice as bigge or better than the Exchange [the Royal Exchange in London], having at each corner a faire open devoncan [diwankhana, hall], and in the middest of each side another, which are to be spread with rich carpets and to sit in to passe the time; and betwixt each corner and this middle-most are two faire large chambers for his women (so that each moholl receiveth sixteene) in severall lodgings, without doores to any of them, all keeping open house to the kings pleasure. Round by the side goeth a faire paved walke, some eight foote broad; and in the middest of all the court stands the Kings chamber, where he, like a cocke of the game, may crow over all.18



Apartments opened on to covered walkways with delicately carved stonework trellises that overlooked the gardens and water features outside. Carpets and inlay-work on the walls decorated them inside. ‘There are no hangings on the walls of his houses, by reason of the heate,’ Edward Terry wrote about Jahangir’s palace, ‘the walls are either painted or else beautified with a purer white lime than that we call Spanish. The floors, paved with stone or else made with lime and sand, like our playster of Paris, are spred with rich carpets.’19 There were paintings, and niches with lamps and vases. The ‘faire Venice looking-glass’ panels ‘alongst the sides, about a mans height’ that Finch saw were designed to reflect light inside the thick-walled rooms. By the time Hur al-Nissa’s father became the emperor, a shish mahal (hall of mirrors) would become a popular feature of Mughal architecture, a fashion which some historians argue inspired Louis XIV’s extravagant Hall of Mirrors at Versailles.20 In the evenings, as the chandeliers, lamps or diyas and torches or mashals were lit, their light would be multiplied a hundredfold by those mirrors and the jewelled inlay work on the marble columns.

In some palaces, steep, narrow staircases led up to a second floor, where women could lean out on balconies to take the air. Finch later saw the more elaborate arrangements at the fort in Lahore, which had three mahals for the women’s quarters, the smallest with ‘eight faire lodgings for several women, with galleries and windows looking to the river and to the court’, a large ‘New Moholl’ that could accommodate 200 women, and a third, luxurious building, ‘the stateliest of the three, contrived into sixteene severall great lodgings, each having faire lodgings, a devoncan [diwankhana], a small paved court, each her tanke, and enjoying a little world of pleasure and state to herselfe; all seated very pleasantly upon the water’.21 The water tanks and fountains as well as the river views would have been important in the heat of the summer when Hur al-Nissa lay ill in bed, when even the faintest breeze was welcome. Terry later described how the Mughal nobles had ‘pleasant fountaynes to bathe in and other delights by sundrie conveyances of water, whose silent murmure helps to lay their sense with bonds of sleep in the hot seasons of the day’.22 Stone floors sprinkled with water perfumed with the scent of rose and jasmine helped in the stifling heat, as did the hand-swept fans, their artificial breeze cooled by being directed through moistened screens of fragrant khus khus grass.

One of the rare occasions of relative freedom was the Meena Bazaar, the women-only fair that had been all the talk of the harem in the months before Hur al-Nissa’s death. It was a high-point of the annual calendar, held inside the palace during the Nowruz festivities, when the King’s women, otherwise ‘never suffered to go abroad’, could ‘see the varieties, curiosities etc’, one European traveller called Peter Mundy would report.23 Women managed the stalls at the eight-day-long fair. Only the emperor and a select few men from the royal family were allowed entry. Just about a decade earlier, it had been the occasion where Hur al-Nissa’s parents – Khurram and Asaf Khan’s daughter, Arjumand Banu Begum, the future Mumtaz Mahal – had supposedly met when they were both still in their early teens. Other accounts suggested that her grandfather had his own fateful meeting there in 1611, when he saw Arjumand’s aunt, Mihr al-Nissa. Soon, she had become the most powerful woman in the empire as Jahangir’s most favoured wife and empress, Nur Mahal or Nur Jahan. Stories like these fascinated European travellers. Coryate, who told his readers that the bazaar was held specifically to allow the emperor to see ‘all the prettie wenches of the towne’, was not the only one to read it as a confirmation of the most sensational European fantasies about the harem.24

Much of our earliest descriptions of what European travellers knew of that space comes from such conjectures and claims, the scattered information gleaned from the likes of Finch and Coryate and their fellow travellers, each echoing and embellishing others. They are useful glimpses, but they were also among the first to set up a long-lived opposition of ideas, in which the harem is described as a secret place of perverted pleasures, and becomes a symbol of everything that was contrary to outward-looking European, Christian masculinity. The ‘king hath no man but Eunuchs that Comes within the lodgings or retyring roomes of his house’, Roe told his readers back home in England. ‘His weomen watch within, and guard him with manly weapons.’25 Francisco Pelsaert (in India 1618–1625), the Dutch merchant, bristled with righteous indignation at what he described as the ‘lascivious sensuality, wanton and reckless festivity, superfluous pomp, inflated pride, and ornamental daintiness’ of the mahals. He wrote about Jahangir’s reception by Nur Jahan and her ladies in the evenings, ‘chafing and fondling him as if he were a little child’, taking advantage of alcohol-induced generosity that guaranteed that the empress ‘obtains whatever she asks for or desires’.26 Mughal nobles followed the emperor’s example and kept their own harems. According to Pelsaert, their women too would compete for their attention, with the nobleman sitting, in an image reminiscent of Finch’s description, like ‘a golden cock among the gilded hens’ with his chosen wife and her attendants for the night.27

Domestic structures that were seen internally as demonstrations of power and wealth become early assertions of ‘Eastern’ emasculation in such descriptions, and if the women are the manipulators here, the descriptions also make much of their own boredom and the restraints. ‘Thus the women, being shut up with this closeness and constant watched, and having neither liberty nor occupation,’ Manucci wrote, ‘think of nothing but adorning themselves, and their minds dwell on nothing but malice and lewdness.’ His source was a Mughal woman, Naval Bai, the wife of a vizier, who supposedly confessed to him that ‘her only thoughts were to imagine something by which she could please her husband and hinder his going near other women’. And from this, Manucci declared, ‘I can assert that they are all the same’. Elsewhere he describes how the eunuch guards carried out stringent searches on all who entered the harem, searching not only for the intoxicants that were popular among the women as a relief from boredom – ‘bhang, wine, ophion (opium), nutmegs (noix muscades), or other drugs which could intoxicate, for all women in mahals love much such beverages’ – but also for illicit sexual entertainment, whether it be in the form of disguised male lovers, or their prosthetic vegetable replacements. ‘They search everything with great care […] Nor do they permit the entry into the place of radishes, cucumbers, or similar vegetables that I cannot name.’28 It is a rumour that Thomas Coryate had been delighted to report some years before as well, claiming that any vegetables of a ‘virill shape’, like long Indian radishes, were fated for drastic dismemberment before they were allowed into the harem, ‘for feare of converting the same to some unnaturall abuse’.29 Pelsaert makes the intended lesson clear in an aside in his report: ‘the ladies of our country should be able to realise from this description the good fortune of their birth, and the extent of their freedom when compared with the position of ladies like them in other lands.’30



If Roe, for all his sense of honour, had kept an ear open for such gossip, he might have also grasped hints of the other side of the story, which was soon to entangle with his own. In between the intoxicants and suspiciously virile vegetables, even Manucci’s account acknowledged that the division between the public and private spheres was far from absolute. As the pardagiyān (the veiled ones), women’s interventions in society and politics were necessarily limited, but as in European courts, they often operated through kinship networks where the women were active behind the scenes. Even Manucci noticed that ‘[t]hese ladies are also very liberal in making presents to the nobles of the court, and most industrious in obtaining appointments and promotion for those that they esteem’.31 The official seal with which imperial farmāns were stamped was usually held by one of the favoured queens in the Mahal. Robert Coverte discovered that when he applied for a pass of safe conduct to return home. ‘Then his chiefe Secretary, went with us to his third Queene,’ he reported, since ‘this Queene is keeper of his great seale, where it was sealed and delivered unto us.’32 By the eighteenth century, that image too would be exaggerated into a vision of emasculation and female rule. The Jesuit French historian François Catrou, whose five-volume Histoire générale de l’empire du Mogul was published in 1715, informed his readers that it was the women of the harem who ruled ‘the government of the empire’.


It is by their instrumentality, that intrigues of state are managed, that peace or war is declared, that viceroyalties and governments are bestowed; they are, indeed, the true dispensers of fortune’s gifts […] They are, properly speaking, the privy council of the Mogul […] It may be easily conceived, that the chief officers of the crown pay the greatest attention to cultivate, each, his lady of the palace. The least variance with her entails upon him, sooner or later, some serious injury, or reverse of fortune.33



Exaggerations aside, senior Mughal women had always taken a prominent role in affairs of state.34 Babur wrote admiringly of the impeccable strategic and tactical advice of his grandmother, Aisan Daulat Begum, and of the strength he derived from the companionship of his mother Qutluq Nigar Khanum during his years of war and wanderings. In his youth as Prince Salim, when Jahangir himself was condemned by Akbar for his rebellion and involvement in the execution of Abu’l-Fazl, it was the senior women of the harem who had come to his rescue. Three principal royal women had pleaded for Akbar’s forgiveness on his behalf: Akbar’s mother, Hamida Banu Begum, his aunt Gulbadan and one of Akbar’s principal wives, Salima Sultan Begum. It was Salima who had gone on the peace-keeping embassy to bring home Akbar’s rebel heir, and it was Hamida Banu who had physically overseen the reunion between father and son, saving the dynasty from impending fragmentation.35

In Mughal histories, we often come across references to the wisdom and guidance of women like Hamida and Salima, although much of the time the honour is reflective. In other words, their virtue and wisdom were presented as signs of Akbar’s semi-divine status, their chastity as a symbol of the inviolable strength of the emperor’s dynastic control. The titles they were given reflected this. Hamida Banu was called Maryam Makani, (She Who Dwells with Mary, or She Who Is of Mary’s Rank). Akbar’s wife and Jahangir’s mother was given the title Maryam uz-Zamani (Mary of This Era). Both were titles that acted as reminders of the sovereign’s divinity. Even the highly influential, formidable Maham Anaga was given a divine visitation by Abu’l-Fazl, who attributed to her a story of how a great light, like the ‘world-warming sun’, had entered her bosom just before she had taken up her role as Akbar’s wet-nurse after his birth.36

There was, however, genuine affection too that tied the emperor to the residents of the harem. Akbar’s love and respect for his mother and aunt was well known. Coryate introduced him to his English readers as ‘a very fortunate prince, and pious to his mother’, who helped to carry her palanquin or litter on his own shoulders, and ‘never denyed her anything’ except her one impulsive request for retribution on the Bible in answer to a Portuguese attack on the Qur’an. On that one occasion, Akbar had pointed out to his mother ‘that the contempt of any religion was the contempt of God’.37 Monserrate described how when Gulbadan returned from haj, ‘the King had the street pavements covered with silken shawls, and conducted her himself to her palace in a gorgeous litter, scattering largess meanwhile to the crowds’.38

Such bonds of affection went beyond immediate blood-ties. In the absence of any artificial alternative, the practice of appointing wet-nurses to supplement or replace the milk of the birth-mother was as common in Mughal society as it was in Europe. The Mughal belief that human character drew as much on milk as on blood, however, helped to establish a system in which wet-nurses like Maham Anaga were chosen with particular care and held in high regard within the harem, since their qualities would be passed on to the suckling infant. To insult or denigrate the anagas was to insult the qualities inherited by the prince. For the royal children, it also meant that even as they competed with their siblings and half-siblings for power at court, they were linked through ties of milk to the children of their wet-nurses, their milk-brothers and sisters. Those bonds, forged in their formative years, lasted a lifetime. The koka or ‘milk-brother’ often became a brother-in-arms, the most trusted member of a prince’s confidential retinue.

Jahangir’s own affection for his anaga and koka came through with striking clarity in 1606, when he promoted his milk-brother Qutb al-Din Khan Koka to a lucrative post as the Governor of Bengal and Orissa. ‘The relationship I have to his mother stems from the fact that when I was an infant I was looked after by her. The intimacy I have with her I do not have with my own mother,’ he wrote with characteristic frankness. ‘Qutb al-Din Khan’s mother stands in the place of an affectionate mother to me, and I do not love him any less than I do my own children and brothers.’ When she died the next spring, Jahangir could not bear to eat for days. ‘She had given me milk in my mother’s stead,’ he acknowledged, ‘indeed, she was kinder than a mother – and I had been raised from infancy in her care.’39

Other ties were created through familial fosterage and tutelage. It was common for a royal baby to be ‘adopted’ by another royal woman within the family – sometimes due to the death of a parent, but equally often, like little Hur al-Nissa’s adoption by Jahangir, as a way of confirming extended familial bonds. Gulbadan, adopted by Babur’s principal wife, Maham Begum, and Khurram, adopted by Akbar’s first wife, Ruqayya Sultan Begum, who ‘loved him a thousand times better than if he had been her own’, as Jahangir himself acknowledged, were links in a dynastic network.40 In a world where rates of infant mortality were high, and loyalty inevitably came under suspicion, the ties of kinship through milk and blood provided a safety net. It did not mean that the Mughal prince was safe from treachery and rivalry within that network. Ataga Khan, Akbar’s prime minister and husband of one of Akbar’s nurses, Jiji Anaga, was murdered in 1562 by Maham Anaga’s son, Adham Khan. In the pages of the Akbarnama, one of the images depicts Adham’s execution by Akbar’s orders, thrown down from the terrace of the palace. Nineteen-year-old Akbar gave Maham Anaga the news of his milk-brother Adham’s death himself. The Mughal chronicles recorded that Maham Anaga replied, ‘His Majesty did well,’ but she died of a broken heart a mere forty days later.



Our perception of the Mughal harem tends to veer between the invisibility of the majority of women who occupied it on the one hand, and the power of a few highly visible, elite Mughal women on the other. The fact is that these conditions were not mutually exclusive, and neither is completely accurate on its own. Very few women appear in Mughal accounts in their own right, and when they do, they were often pawns in larger political negotiations among men. Yet some women did manage to carve out their own opportunities for social, political, economic and creative freedom behind those closed doors. The same Islamic laws that regulated their visibility also contributed to this. Unlike English common law, under which a married woman’s property was controlled by her husband, Islamic law had always allowed women to own and control property. Women like Jahangir’s mother, Maryam uz-Zamani, invested that wealth in shipping and trade, as we know from the political furore that stemmed from Portuguese attacks on her merchant ships. Others, despite their seclusion inside the harem, left their mark on the outer world by endowing langarkhana (soup-kitchens) and almshouses, establishing many of the serais dotted along the Mughal highways in which travellers like Roe rested on their journeys, and commissioning tombs and memorial gardens. One of the earliest examples of Mughal religious architecture in Delhi was built not by Akbar, but by his milk-nurse Maham Anaga – the Khair ul-Manzil, which housed a mosque and a madrasa for religious education.

That summer of 1616, when Hur al-Nissa died, her little sister Jahanara was merely two years old. She was too young to understand either the loss, or the world she was a part of and the weight of responsibility that she was destined to carry. If she mourned the sudden silence that followed the mysterious disappearance of her sister and playmate, it would soon be replaced with other voices. But Jahanara’s life gives us a glimpse of what Hur al-Nissa’s might have been. Both their mother Mumtaz and her aunt the empress, Nur Jahan, were highly educated and well-versed in Persian. Jahanara would grow up under the careful tutelage of Sati-un-Nisa, the widowed sister of Jahangir’s court poet, and a female scholar famous for her ‘eloquent tongue, and knowledge of etiquette […] housekeeping and medicine’.41 Sati-un-Nisa was the muhrdar (Keeper of the Seal) for Mumtaz. Later, she would be promoted to the role of the mahaldar of the harem. The responsibility of handling Jahangir’s correspondence in the harem was hers, as was the duty of reading out the daily reports of the vāqi’- and khufyān-navīs (public and secret news) for the emperor. From her, Jahanara learned both to recite the Qurʾan and to appreciate Persian poetry. Like her brother Dara Shikoh she would write poetry herself, as well as at least two works of religious hagiography, the Mu’nis al-arvah and Risala-ye Sahibiya.

If Hur al-Nissa had been her grandfather’s favourite, Jahanara would grow up to be her father’s closest adviser and companion. After Mumtaz’s death in 1631, seventeen-year-old Jahanara, who had inherited the immense wealth that Shah Jahan had gifted to her mother, also took on her mother’s duties. She took charge of her younger siblings, and become the undisputed Padishah Begum (Empress) and Begum Sahib (Princess of Princesses) of the Mughal Empire. When she was badly burnt in a freak accident in the harem the entire court was plunged into uncertainty and confusion.42 Celebrations took place for days when she recovered. In 1644, she underwent the ceremonial weighing ceremony that had, until then, been reserved only for the emperor and his heir. In the conflict for the crown that began in Shah Jahan’s later life, Jahanara and her younger sister, the more headstrong, impulsive Roshanara, would find themselves in opposite camps, with Jahanara advising the scholarly, philosophical Dara Shikoh, and Roshanara aligning herself with Aurangzeb. Neither would marry.

For English, Dutch, Italian and French travellers observing the court from the margins, Jahanara remained a mystery, a woman whose immense power could only be explained through the rumours that circulated about her sexual promiscuity, culminating in her allegedly illicit, incestuous relationship with her father. Manucci denied the incest. According to him, Jahanara’s only fault was that ‘she employed all her cleverness and energy to satisfy her father’. ‘It was from this cause that the common people hinted that she had intercourse with her father.’ He blamed Bernier for helping to spread the rumour. It ‘has given occasion to Monsieur Bernier to write many things about this princess, founded entirely on the talk of low people’, he protested. ‘Therefore it is incumbent on me, begging his pardon, to say that what he writes is untrue.’43 Yet genuine political action and statecraft from a Mughal woman seemed inconceivable even to him. Jahanara’s political and familial role, he alleged, was driven entirely by her efforts to get married.



Much of Roe’s knowledge of the private quarters of the palace, as with Bernier a few years later, came from similar sources. His contact with the inner court was limited. There were the fragments of eyewitness reports from travellers, and the bits from the local rumour mills that he occasionally gleaned from his interpreters. There was also Abraham De Duyts, or ‘Abrams the Dutchman’, the Antwerp-born diamond polisher favoured by Khurram. De Duyts, who occasionally acted as a middleman in Roe’s dealings with Khurram and Asaf Khan, had a slightly better insight into the inner workings of the palace, through both his own connections and those of the woman he had married, the widowed mother of William Hawkins’s Armenian wife, Mariam Begum.

The closest that Roe himself had got to the harem had been just before the whole Jones affair had started. A woman had been brought to the English house late at night. Roe had already gone to bed, but the Mughal officers had been instructed to deliver her directly to him and they refused to budge. ‘I was enforced to let one come into my bedside with her,’ Roe recorded.44 The woman was in her forties. He was told that she was a servant of Nur Jahan, ‘who for some offence was put away’. ‘The particulars she after tould me,’ Roe writes, but his journal does not include any of those details. It had not been a moment for information collection. As he later told Asaf Khan, the English house, full of men and the comings and goings of trade, was hardly the place for a lone woman. To make things even worse, the night when the woman had arrived had also brought a devastating fire, which had destroyed numerous houses within a stone’s throw of the English merchants and all their goods. Roe had lodged the woman temporarily in his dining room, while he stayed up all night anxiously watching the progress of the fire. The next day, he had her moved to the house of a married servant. He had found out that ‘she had some Frendes’ to whom he proposed to send her, but Asaf Khan advised him that since she ‘had beene neare the king and queene and put away in Cholar [anger]’, it would be unwise to release her. Three days later, an obviously relieved Roe recorded that Asaf Khan had ‘sent a servant for my woeman and I was very glad to returne my present’.45

Now, in the absence of any dependable sources of news, while Jahangir and the court mourned Hur al-Nissa’s death, Roe worried in the isolation of the English house. He was very close to recommending that the English give up trade and resort to much more profitable piracy. Even if they took to looting Indian ships once every four years, Roe thought ‘there shall come more cleare gayne, without losse of honor, than will advance in seven years by trade’, and it would be defensible ‘in retribution and returne of the Injuryes done unto us’.46 But if he drew the India trade to a close, he knew that the same factors who were at the moment predicting that there was no future to the Indian trade, would turn against him in a heartbeat: ‘if this Councell did not please in England, I cannot tell whether they would change advise, and cast all on me.’ Neither could he depend on anyone at court to advise him. We can see him agonising over an offer of cooperation from Muqarrab Khan in his journal, going over and over the diplomatic chessboard to figure out his next move. Was his friendliness ‘but a flash’, rather than a long-term alliance? Even if his advice was well intended, did he have the ‘power to effect all my business’? Roe did not think so. And taking a gamble on that might jeopardise his already damaged relationship with Asaf Khan. Roe ‘feard, if I took another way they [Asaf Khan and Khurram] would become more virulent enemyes than ever’.47

It was also becoming increasingly and embarrassingly clear to him that there had been major errors in the restitution he had been chasing from Khurram. Zulfiqar Khan, the Governor of Surat, had offered to repay some of the money the English had claimed to have been extracted from them in unfair customs tax in Surat, and Roe had spent precious time arguing the amount, only to realise that there had been serious mistakes in their calculation. He should have accepted Zulfiqar Khan’s first offer ‘with little losse, and finished all long since with good will and had avoyeded much trouble and the Princes displeasur’, but now he had proceeded too far to backtrack.48 To admit the error would be to lose his moral and diplomatic high ground altogether, ‘for I could not have one Pice without a generall quittance as well agaynst the Prince as the Governor and all under him’.

For the moment, there was nothing Roe could do. A dreary waiting game plays out in the pages of his journal. ‘June 12’, it notes, ‘he [Jahangir] was yet in the Princes house.’ ‘June 14–15’, another entry follows, ‘The king yet kept at the Prince’s house.’ ‘June 17. This day the king remooved to Asaph Chans to moorne there.’ ‘June 19. The King remooved the Prince and all the Court to Hauas gemall [Hafiz Jamal, or Chashma-i Nur].’ Finally, the turning point comes. ‘June 23. The king returned to this house, and sate out according to his usuall Custome.’49 Jahangir’s return was well timed. The very next day, Mumtaz delivered ‘a prince of auspicious star’, a divine compensation, it seemed, for little Hur al-Nissa. Jahangir was overjoyed with this ‘precious pearl’, a new grandchild.50 He ‘named that fortunate prince as Sultan Shah Shuja [brave king], and adopted him as his own son in place of Hur al-Nissa Begum’.51 Mumtaz, who would produce fourteen children and die finally in childbirth, had for now managed to fill the vacuum that had driven the emperor from his palace. The court could focus on statecraft again.

On 25 June, four weeks after the doors of Ajmer fort had closed on him, Roe was at its gate again. A servant of Asaf Khan escorted him in. Jahangir greeted him, ‘in the ould manner, no difference, without taking any Notice of my absence’. Khurram, distant and haughty as ever, acknowledged him with a silent bow. Roe knew better than to push his luck any further. He spent that audience in silence, but one could not have blamed him if there was a spring in his step on the journey back to the English house after the visit. The English dream of trade in India, it seemed, might live to see another day.




11 The Wager

For once, things were going well. There was a change of mood at the Mughal court, a buzz of action that had been missing for weeks, and on 11 July, thanks to the English factors at Ahmedabad, Roe’s supply of wine had arrived. Some of it had leaked on the way. One barrel was only three-quarters full, and the other had soured, but Roe, keen to make the most of the thaw in Mughal dealings with him, thought ‘it came fittly for my new reconcilements’.1 He sent a case of the red Alicante wine to Jahangir the next day, with a note explaining that it had begun to turn, but hoping that since European wine was in high demand at the court, it would still be well received. He also sent three bottles to Khurram. The twenty-four-year-old prince, who had avoided alcohol till now, had only tried some for the first time that January on his father’s insistence.2 Jahangir’s account of the incident is a fraught mixture of his deep awareness of the dangers of alcohol addiction, and his keenness to convince Khurram that social drinking was a useful tool that a monarch would need to master.3 Khurram continued to be a reluctant drinker, but Roe did not know that. For him, it simply provided a good excuse to put to use a letter he had written to Khurram just before the Jones affair had turned his already problematic relationship with the prince sourer than the spoilt wine. Roe copies it into his journal with the old date, 1 May 1616, although two whole months had passed since he had first put pen to paper. It was now 13 July 1616.

Roe’s letter is a remarkable document, whose pages reveal how far English ambitions about their presence in India differed in this early, uncertain moment from what it was to become. Roe is keen to shift Khurram’s perceived favour of the Portuguese in its pages – the letter, after all, was written when he was still dreading that the annual Portuguese tribute visitation to the court would undermine his presence at court. He stokes Mughal suspicion of Portuguese imperialism and its plans for India: ‘contrary to all honor and Justice’, he writes, they call ‘their King in Europe King of India’.4 He is equally keen to underline the differences between English and Portuguese activity: ‘we only desire open trade for all Nations, to the enriching of your highness kingdomes and the advancing of your Customes,’ he tries to reassure Khurram, ‘wheras they have ever sought to keepe in subjection your subjects, suffering none to trafique but them selves and exacting dutyes for licence to passe upon your seas.’

There was a good reason to dig this letter out now. Roe had just had a highly informative and uncomfortable conversation with his new ally, Muqarrab Khan, and what Muqarrab Khan had to say about English trade was eye-opening. ‘[H]e said we brought too much Cloth and ill swoordes and almost nothing else,’ Roe wrote, ‘that every body was weary of it.’ Muqarrab’s advice was that the English should stop trying to sell such goods for at least two or three years, ‘and insteed therof, seeing our shippes went to China and Japan, to bring all the raretyes of those parts (which were more acceptable here than Gould)’.5 Roe knew that such an idea would never get the Company’s approval. It was too risky, too expensive, and did not solve the problem of finding a market for English goods. However, in the light of Muqarrab Khan’s warnings, the reassurances about the capacity of English trade he had included in his letter to Khurram were even more necessary. ‘And if your highness suppose that the Portugall hath or would bring eyther more raretyes or more profit to your port,’ he assured Khurram, ‘I dare affirme your highness hath received wrong enformation. First, for curious and rare toyes, we have better meanes to furnish your highness than any other, our kingdome abounding with all arts and our shipping trading into all the world.’6 There was nothing under the sun that the English merchants could not source for Khurram. ‘Secondly, for profitt, our kingdome is Naturally the most fruitful in Europe and the most abundant in all sorts of armes, cloth, and whatsoever is necessary for mans use,’ and the income that Surat received from their trade was all ‘to the enriching of your highness kingdomes with silver’.

Roe had had enough of arguing with Khurram. He knew now, better than he had before, that the power Khurram wielded over Surat was substantially different from the power that a crown prince might have been expected to hold over any port in England. His letter is above all an olive branch.


And in all mattres wherin your Highness shall Command, you shall fynd our Nation most ready to obey you,’ he writes, ‘and my selfe in particular will not omitt all occasion to do you service, wherin I doubt not I could some wayes give your highness content, if I had oportunitye to speake with you. Your Highness Noble Nature will excuse my bouldnes, and that I wayte not on you myselfe, for that for want of language I could not so well expresse my desires, as by writing. The great Creator of Heaven and earth blesse you and multiply on your head all felicitye and Honor.7



The events of that day would be a turning point for Roe’s embassy. With the letter and wine sent off to Khurram, Roe decided to attend the evening durbar. He was keen to follow up while the case of Alicante wine that he had sent Jahangir was still fresh in the emperor’s memory. But Jahangir, still grieving, was seeking other distractions. He had a serious connoisseur’s interest in art. ‘I derive such enjoyment from painting and have such expertise in judging it,’ he later wrote, ‘that, even without the artist’s name being mentioned, no work of past or present masters can be shown to me that I do not instantly recognize who did it.’8 Word had reached him that Roe had an excellent painter in his house. Jahangir wanted to see his work. From the tone of barely suppressed excitement in Roe’s journal, it is obvious that he was unprepared for this direct acknowledgement from the emperor. He had even neglected to take an interpreter with him, possibly expecting another silent attendance like his previous visit, and had to answer with the help of one of the Jesuits present. He was not entirely sure whom the emperor might have in mind. ‘I replyed, according to truth, that there was none but a young man, a Merchant, that for his exercise did with a pen draw some figures, but very meanly, far from the Arte of painting.’

It was no matter, Jahangir assured him, assuming that Roe was wary of losing yet another of his men. He just wanted to ‘see that man and his worke’. Roe had spent long enough in courtly circles to realise that when an opportunity came to enter the privileged inner circle around the sovereign, one took it without delay, since it might not be offered again. He could bring the painter to the ghuslkhana (Chamber of the Bath) that night, he suggested, to the small, private meeting where Jahangir drank and conversed with a select few companions before retiring to bed. Jahangir nodded agreement, and then things took an even more odd turn. Roe’s offer, that he would bring the artist and his sketches of Indian elephants and deer, appears to have been scrambled in translation. Did Roe want an elephant? Jahangir asked. If he wanted anything, he should not hesitate to ask the emperor directly, ‘whatsoever I had a minde too, he would give me: and that I should freely speake to him, for he was my frend’.

Roe had waited so long for this moment. The temptation to jump at the offer must have been enormous, as William Hawkins had done before him, and become an ‘English Khan’ for his troubles, with a Mughal begum for his wife. Roe had a wife waiting at home already and a fortune to recover, but the diplomatic principles he had so carefully protected till now demanded that he grit his teeth and decline courteously. ‘I humblie thancked his Majestie: Eliphantes were of no use to me, neyther was it the Custome of my Nation, especially of my place, to aske anything: if his Majestie gave me but the woorth of a rupy, I would receive it and esteeme it as a marke of his favour.’9 If Jahangir was puzzled, he did not show it. His response was equally courteous. ‘He replyed that he knewe not what I desiered: that there were some things in his Countrie rare in myne, and that I should not make daynty to speake to him, for he would give me such things as should be most wellcome: and that I should be Cheerfull, for that he was a frend to our Nation and to me, and would protect us from any Injurye.’10

Roe walked out of the durbar dazed. Asaf Khan invited him to wait at his mansion next to the fort, while a messenger made the hot and dusty trek back to the English house to fetch the painter, a young factor called Robert Hughes. ‘I never received so much grace and favour from the King as at this tyme,’ Roe would write ecstatically later, ‘which all men took notice off, and accordingly altered their fashions toward me.’11 What made it even better for Roe, who had grown up in the shadow of the Armada and spent his youth in circles that dreamt of bringing back the old days of Elizabethan, Protestant, martial glory, was the look on the European faces around him. He was sure that the report of his exceptional reception would find its way back to his Catholic competitors, the Portuguese. ‘Especially it hapned well,’ he could not help noting at the end of that episode, ‘that the Jesuite was made interpreter of all this by the kings appoyntment.’12 The same ‘want of language’ that he had lamented in his letter to Khurram in the morning was now the source of an unexpected bonus in the form of diplomatic one-upmanship.

Robert Hughes had arrived in India as a junior East India Company factor on the same voyage as Roe. With the experienced merchant, William Biddulph, and a selection of merchandise, he had made the journey from Surat to Ajmer a few months after Roe. They had arrived in March, just as the Nowruz preparations started, a bit too late to make any substantial sales. It was a problem with timing about which Hughes himself warned the Company in a letter that he wrote at the end of that year: ‘the best time for sales was spent before our arrival at Court,’ and the Company would do well to ensure ‘that they may be here by the beginning of January, that sales may be made thereof by the feast called the Nawrose, which is in March and the best time to put off all such goods the Court is like to vent [purchase], small hope for sales to be expected afterwards’.13 That letter gives us a little glimpse of Hughes – young, intelligent, conscientious and opinionated – someone who would not hesitate to advise his employers about appropriate merchandise and timings in his first report home. Another glimpse is preserved in a slim manuscript at the Bodleian Library in Oxford, identified in Hughes’s own hand as ‘A Dictionarie. Writtin in the English and Persian Languages […] Compiled and gathered (for me Robert Hughes English merchant) in the Kingdom of India and Cittie of Agemer in the yeare of our Lord God 1616’.14 It shows that Hughes, unlike Roe, had started learning Persian with a teacher who identifies himself as ‘Tumajan of Armenia’. Scattered alongside the Persian alphabet and vocabulary list are a few sketches: a lady in profile, a possible self-portrait showing a curly haired young man with a fancy, pearl-banded hat, a friendly looking heraldic antelope, mythical close relative of the real Indian blackbuck, with Hughes’s signature in a neat hand above it. Looking at those perfectly respectable amateur efforts, it is easy to see why Roe would be hesitant about introducing him to Jahangir. As he waited with Asaf Khan for Hughes to arrive, he thought he might throw in a further gift to be safe: ‘I had a Pickture of a frend of myne that I esteemed very much, and was for Curiositye rare, which I would give his Majestie as a present, seeing he so much affected that art.’15

Soon the moment of reckoning arrived. Roe was summoned into the ghuslkhana, accompanied by the promised painting and Hughes. When Pelsaert, the Dutch merchant, later described such gatherings, he would write about the hall, ‘spread with handsome carpets, and kept very clean and neat’.16 One entered with a formal greeting. ‘This is a very humble salute,’ Pelsaert wrote, ‘in which the body is bent forward, and the right hand is placed on the head; but persons of equal rank or position merely bend the body. If strangers desire admittance, their names are first announced, and they are then introduced.’ Pelsaert, ever sanctimonious, was reluctantly appreciative of the formal civility of such gatherings.


After saluting, they take seats appropriate to their position in a row on each side of their host, and that so humbly that they seem unlike themselves, for it is more like a school of wise and virtuous philosophers than a gathering of false infidels; and no one will move from his place, though they should sit the whole day. There is a certain gravity in their mode of speaking; they make no loud noise, and do not shout or use gestures. If they talk secrets, which they do not wish to be heard by everybody, they hold a handkerchief, or their girdle, before their mouths, so that neither speaker shall be touched by the other’s breath. Everyone leaves as soon as he has obtained an answer to his request, but friends, acquaintances, and persons of position remain until the lord retires into the house, or unless the audience is prolonged until meal-time, though there are no fixed hours for meals.



A Mughal painting helps us to imagine the scene, although the artist, Bichitr, sets it outdoors, in the fading light of a russet sky. A young prince sits on a white marble seat on top of a carpet whose verdant pattern blends in with the blossom-strewn garden around it. His companions surround him. One holds a musical instrument. Another offers a book. An attendant kneels by a gleaming jet-black table, pouring red wine from a glass carafe into Indian drinking cups (piyali) and tall-stemmed European wine glasses. In the distance, under a canopy, a sumptuous bed spread with embroidered cloth of gold is being prepared, in case the prince wants to rest.

To Roe’s relief, at Jahangir’s ghuslkhana, the conversation between Hughes and the emperor went without incident: ‘some speech’ was exchanged, the emperor looked ‘Satisfied’. Then it was time for Roe to hand over his ‘little picture’. Before he left England, Roe had bought a ‘small limned picture of a woeman’ by the miniaturist Isaac Oliver for £6. It is possible that months later, in the flickering light of hundreds of candles reflected on the mirrors of the Mughal ghuslkhana, it was this miniature that got passed from hand to hand with admiration and ‘extreame Content’, until Jahangir sent for his chief court painter to ask him what he thought about it. ‘The foole answered he could make as good.’ ‘My man sayth he can do the like and as well as this,’ Jahangir said to Roe. ‘What say you?’ ‘I would give 10,000 rupies for such a Coppy of his hand,’ Roe replied, ‘for I knowe non in Europe but the same master can performe it.’

Roe had already had occasion to test the painters of Jahangir’s imperial studio. In January 1616, when he had arrived in Ajmer and realised, to his horror, exactly how much the presents he had brought over from England had deteriorated, he had called on the ‘king’s painter’ for help. In his journal there is an entry recording the unnamed painter’s help. He had refreshed the decayed pieces of the coach and gilded the frames of pictures that had broken. In return, ‘he would take no mony for his woorke’, Roe had noted, ‘but desired some gifte, like unto his owne Arte’, and Roe had given him a ‘book of 40 prospective pictures’ he had bought in England. The painter had returned the book two months later. Perhaps he had only meant to borrow it. Roe conjectured otherwise. There is a marginal update to his earlier entry, blaming it on Indian pride. The painter had sent the book back ‘in spleen’, it noted.17

Whether circumstances had now thrown him together with the same painter again is impossible to determine, but it was understandable that Roe would bristle at the challenge anyway. While English painting may not have reached the heights of sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century Italian and Dutch art, one area in which they did justifiably pride themselves on their excellence was in the ‘limning’ of miniature portraits, an exquisite combination of the jewellers’ and the painters’ arts. Work by artists like the Elizabethan painter Nicholas Hilliard and Roe’s contemporary Isaac Oliver were highly prized. Jahangir’s interest was piqued. He would call four of his best artists. ‘[W]hat will you give me if they make one so like, that you shall not knowe your owne?’ he asked.18 Settling a wager amount was tricky. Roe’s 10,000-rupee claim had been rhetorical, and Jahangir, more interested in immediate entertainment than future profit, did not like his alternative of giving the emperor the best curiosity to arrive on the next East India Company ships. Perhaps diplomatic protocols about appropriate acknowledgement of social status could come to the rescue. ‘I knew not what to offer in wager to so great a Prince, nor became it me to name it,’ Roe protested. But Jahangir was now determined to see it through. ‘Why,’ he said, ‘if you will not lay with me, lay with the Paynter.’ ‘I answered: no. Sir,’ Roe writes, ‘as I am unfitt with your Majestie, so your Paynter is no equall match for me.’ Instead, he offered, reluctantly, to make a wager with someone of equal status, like Asaf Khan or any of the other noblemen present. ‘So he Commanded Asaph chan, who offered 5,000 rupies, I replyed I was Content, but mony was no honourable bett, especially among frendes: but I would lay a good horse.’ Asaf Khan’s interest in a wager with Roe may have been as lukewarm as Roe’s own, since Roe mentions that he later backed out of the deal ‘in private’. As one might expect, however, for the moment, Jahangir’s wishes carried the day. The wager between the emperor and the ambassador was on.19

The rest of the evening passed in conversation and drinking. Jahangir and his nobles tried some of Roe’s Alicante, although Jahangir ended up giving a nearly full bottle back to Roe, since ‘it beegan to sower so fast it would be spoyld before he could drincke all’.20 Then the evening suddenly came to an end. Jahangir retired to sleep, and the gathered company was abruptly dismissed, with the attendants putting out the candles so that Roe had to grope his way out of the darkened chamber. The contained excitement of Roe’s account sobers at this point, tempered by an implicit acknowledgement of the power that even the casual whims of the emperor could hold over those around him. Almost as a postscript, Roe notes that on the same day, a woman from Nur Jahan’s retinue was executed near the English house. She had been ‘taken in the king’s house in some action with an eunuch’. The eunuch was trampled by elephants, the woman was ‘buried up to the armpits in the earth hard rammed, her feet tyed to a stake, to abide 3 days and 2 nights without any sustenance, her head and arms bare, exposed to the sun’s violence’.21 She cried out for hours before she expired. The alternative would have been an equally painful death by poison. It is Roe’s last image of the day; although ever attuned now to matters of finance, he could not resist noting that her considerable wealth was now likely confiscated by the Mughal state.



It was three weeks and three days before the matter of the wager came up again. Roe had spent the interim in a futile chase to extract the promised trade permits from Asaf Khan, Khurram and his personal secretary, the erudite Persian scholar Afzal Khan Shukrollah Shirazi, whom Roe calls ‘Socorolla’. The three of them kept passing the matter around among themselves. Meetings were delayed. Copies of Roe’s demands got mysteriously mislaid. The only small victory had been won through Shukrollah Shirazi’s help, when Zulfiqar Khan agreed to repay another tranche of money the English claimed he owed them. This was the ‘gift’ of 2,000 mahmudis that the Surat factors had given him for the licence to transport two caravans of cloth.22 Putting forward that claim had been tricky for Roe, since he thought it was ‘almost a shame to demand [it], being called a gift’, but he was honour-bound to serve the Company. He could not help writing a terse note, however, about the awkward position it put him in when the factors were free with Company money and then expected him to pick up the pieces: ‘I shall desier those that deale in the busines not [to] ease themselves in their dispatches, so gently parting with mony, and cast the burthen and envy on me to recover it.’23

In the meantime, Jahangir had been trying to get hold of Roe. He sent messengers to attend on him at the ghuslkhana on 5 August, but Roe had been unwell. When he went to the durbar the next morning, Jahangir asked him again what reward he would give the painter who had made such an accurate copy that Roe would not be able to distinguish it from the original. ‘A painter’s reward – 50 rupees,’ Roe answered.24 That was too mean a gift for his painter, Jahangir pointed out. He was a gentleman, a cavallero, in the interpreter’s words, but Roe was wary of continuing this royal wager. ‘I gave my Picture with a good hart, esteeming it rare, and ment not to make comparisons or wagers,’ he claimed; ‘if his Servant had done as well, and would not accept of my guifte, his Majestie was most fit to reward him.’ Jahangir waved his remonstrations aside. He was in a good mood, and inclined to talk rather than argue a minor matter with a court visitor, and the topic quickly moved to other things. ‘How often I dranck a day, and how much and what?’ What did Roe normally drink in England? ‘What beere was? How made? and whether I could make it heere?’25 The answers obviously pleased him, and Roe left with an invitation to attend on the emperor at the ghuslkhana that evening.

There are two endings to the wager story, depending on whose account we read. ‘At night he sent for me, being hastie to triumph in his workman,’ Roe writes in his journal, ‘and shewed me 6 Pictures, 5 made by his man, all pasted on one table, so [a]like that I was by candle-light troubled to discerne which was which; I confesse beyond all expectation.’26 He claimed that he still successfully identified his own, although the differences ‘were in arte apparent, but not to be judged by a Common eye’. Jahangir was amused. ‘But for that at first sight I knew it not, he was very merry and joyfull and craked like a Northern man,’ Roe wrote, and there is a glimpse of Roe’s own past in that observation. To ‘crake’ is a good, solid East Anglian word, one that Roe’s mother, a Norfolk landowner’s daughter, would have known. It described someone boasting or jesting loudly, a meaning that still lingers when we refer to people ‘cracking a joke’. In England, it was often used to describe what southerners saw as a particularly Scottish and ‘Northern’ habit. The ‘Scottes will aye be bostyng & crakyng’, wrote the chronicler John Hardyng in 1543.27 One would expect that Roe would have had occasion to use it before at James I’s court, with its constant tussle for power between English and Scottish courtiers. In Roe’s account here, it creates a characteristic push-and-pull that one comes to identify with his responses to India as a whole. There is a flash of recognition of something deeply familiar, even homely, in the Mughal emperor’s very human delight. It jostles for space in Roe’s thoughts, at the same time, with a pushing away, a dissociation on the basis of a deeply ingrained sense of identity and difference.

For Edward Terry, who was to become Roe’s chaplain a few months later, the story of the wager takes on the tone of a familiar anecdote among those in Roe’s retinue. ‘It happened that my Lord Ambassadour visiting the Mogol on a time,’ he would write in his much later account, ‘as he did often, he presented him with a curious neat small oval picture done to the life in England.’28 Where Roe’s rhetorical claim of a 10,000-rupee bet had quickly descended to a 50-rupee award for the painter, Terry’s story has Roe refuse the emperor’s wager of ‘a Leck [Lakh] of Roopees’, but agree to ‘adventure his judgement’ without a stake. Where Roe wrote about identifying his miniature correctly from a set of six, Terry has Jahangir set just two paintings in front of him. ‘[The] Ambassadour viewed them long’, Terry writes, but his version, unlike Roe’s own, ends with Roe losing his ‘adventure’. Terry is not entirely sure whether it was ‘either out of courtship to please the King, or else [being] unable to make a difference ’twixt the pictures, being all exquisitely done’, but he is certain that Roe ‘took one of them which was new made for that which he had formerly presented, and did after profess that he did not flatter, but mistake in that choise’.

Jahangir, in any case, was pleased with the entertainment that the wager had provided, and inclined to continue his conversation with Roe. He advised Roe that he might want to offer the artist a gift, rather than money. ‘You confesse he is a good workman,’ he said, ‘send for him home, and showe him such toyes as you have and lett him choose one.’ In exchange, Jahangir would allow Roe to ‘choose any of these Coppies to showe in England we are not so unskillfull as you esteeme us’.29 Roe, ever wary of diplomatic niceties, must have felt it necessary to smooth over the insult to Indian craftsmanship that his confidence in the English miniature had suggested. He showed Jahangir a painting of the emperor that he had bought recently. He had been assured it was of the best quality, he explained, and it gave him a false impression of the quality of art local artists were capable of producing. Why do you buy such trash, Jahangir asked him. ‘Have not I the best, and have I not tould you I will give you what soever you desiered?’ If he had wanted a painting, either for himself or to take back to his king, he only had to ask. ‘[I]f his Majestie would send the king one I would gladly Carrie it,’ Roe replied, ‘but that since his Majestie had embouldned me I would desier one for my selfe.’ ‘He replied: your king doth not desier one, but you do: therefore you shall have it; and so gave present order for the Making.’ But then Jahangir had had enough. As before, Roe’s dismissal was abrupt. ‘Then he turned to rest, and we were blindfold dismissed.’30



The identity of the painter caught up in this wager may never be known, but it is tempting to conjecture which of the artists at Jahangir’s court may have been summoned to answer the challenge of the English visitor. For the Mughals, painting had always been central to the way they imagined their inherited stories. Akbar and Jahangir both maintained an expansive taswirkhana (imperial studio), where men from different backgrounds, Hindus and Muslims, indigenous artists and immigrants from Persia, came together. They worked along with hundreds of other artisans and craftsmen, from binders, papermakers and gilders, to illuminators, scribes and calligraphers. Around the margins of one of the pages of an exquisite album compiled at Jahangir’s court, artists sit immersed in their work. There is the tall, imposing, dark-skinned figure of Daulat, the artist instructed by the emperor himself to create this image, as the inscription tells us. He shares his space companionably with Manohar, Govardhan and Bishandas – three other highly talented portrait painters of the period. Of the three, Bishandas, deemed ‘without equal in drawing likenesses’, was absent from the court in 1616. Jahangir had sent him to the Safavid court in Persia to paint portraits of the Shah and his court. He would receive an elephant among other rewards from his delighted master when he returned in 1620.31

There were others, too, in the studios, if not on Daulat’s page. Mansur shared Jahangir’s insatiable curiosity about the natural world, and filled his paintings with exquisitely observed birds and animals – zebras and turkeys, chameleons, cranes and the earliest colour image of a dodo. Bichitr produced striking occasional paintings, adapting European perspective and ornamental cherubs and putti to the service of Mughal glory. His ‘Jahangir preferring a Sufi Shaikh to Kings’ has a little inset image of a lugubrious James I. Copied from another miniature possibly presented by Roe, James stares out from a line-up of kings, symbols of earthly glory, queueing up for Jahangir’s attention. The figure who jostles with him for space, holding a little framed painting in his hand, may be Bichitr’s depiction of himself.

In the position of honour at the top of Daulat’s collection of artists, however, is a quiet figure who bows over the sheet of paper on a board that he holds in his lap, his artists’ tools scattered around him. Daulat has captured his fierce concentration perfectly. It sets him apart, as does his age: he is visibly, significantly younger than the others. This is Abu’l-Hasan. His precocious talent was obvious even at the age of thirteen, when he made an exquisite copy of Albrecht Dürer’s Saint John the Evangelist, which has survived till today, one of the most striking examples of Indian artists’ openness to experimentation with non-traditional styles. When Roe arrived in Ajmer, Abu’l-Hasan was just twenty-seven, but already one of the leading painters of the period. Two years later, in the summer of 1618, Jahangir would give him the title of Nadir uz-Zaman (Rarity of the Age). ‘Without exaggeration, his work is perfect, and his depiction is a masterpiece of the age,’ he would write on that occasion, remembering how Abu’l-Hasan’s father, the noted artist Aqa Reza of Herat, had cast his lot with Jahangir when he was still Prince Salim, rebelliously setting up a court to rival his own father’s. ‘Abu’l-Hasan therefore is a khanazad in this court,’ he noted, using a term that described those born to the imperial house, the sophisticated, highly cultured inner circle of nobles and court servants whose devoted hereditary service held the vast structure of Mughal imperial administration together.32 One might even call such an artist a cavallero, for whom Roe’s offer of a 50-rupee reward would be something of an insult.



The wager is the first of a number of incidents that indicates a change of tone in Roe’s relationship with the emperor and the Mughal court. There are exchanges happening here, both on the surface and rippling underneath. Ever since his arrival in Surat, Roe had struggled with Mughal culture and everyday life in India. The Mughal court’s wealth and lack of interest in both England as a nation and him as the English ambassador unsettled him. His struggles to understand the intricacies of Mughal political structure and relationships fill the meticulously recorded pages of his journal, as do his problems with language and interpreters, and prickly resistance to Indian life and practices. Each complaint and frustrated encounter acts as yet another record of the radical decentring of his English, Protestant, European understanding of the world. Art opens up a different door into the Mughal world for both him and us. Hindu and Muslim artists like Bichitr and Abu’l-Hasan not only copied European paintings, but also assimilated European technique, colouring and style in their own work, producing works of striking complexity in their negotiation of the different artistic legacies. Looking at their dazzlingly eclectic visual world, it is easier to imagine what the threatened assimilation that Roe so vigorously resisted looked like from the other side, and why it may have felt so destabilising to early European travellers like him – the odd sense of dissonance and uprooting that a modern European viewer might feel, for example, on spotting a New World turkey or dodo, a European globe or crystal wine-glass, or, indeed, a British monarch like James I, captured within the gilded margins of a Mughal painting.

Yet the wager had opened another door as well. Whichever version of the story we might choose to believe in this instance – that Roe won the wager or diplomatically accepted defeat – it stands out from the rest of the story of Roe’s embassy, because it is marked not just by the interests of political or trade negotiation, but by social exchange. Roe was no stranger to gambling. Bets and games of chance were as much a part of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English life as the church or the monarchy. Up and down the country, for hundreds of years, people had made and lost their money and their reputation at dice and cards, at animal baiting and other blood sports. It is because of such interest that ‘ventures’, ‘lotteries’ and ‘wagers’ had permeated the vocabulary of the risky investments of the trading companies that funded Roe’s own embassy, as well as the idiosyncratic individual challenges taken up by people like Tom Coryate, who was living under Roe’s roof in Ajmer.

Among the city gallants of London and at James I’s court, however, wagers and gaming also constituted a particular kind of social bonding. To wager on acts of skill rather than games of chance, and to wager for honour and eye-watering sums of money, were aristocratic pursuits. They were displays of courtly flair and wealth that united the players and set them apart from the ordinary ‘gamester’ or gambler. At James I’s court, one might easily lose £1,000 in an evening, as Robert Cecil did to the king in 1605.33 Relationships could as easily be established or mended through them, as they could be broken. In 1611, when Roe’s acquaintance, the ambassador Henry Wotton, made a bet with Prince Henry, bystanders clearly saw it for what it was: Wotton’s attempt to create a social bond. The ever-observant John Chamberlain had reported how Wotton, in transit between two ambassadorial postings, had recommended a painter of his own acquaintance to the prince.34 The English painter, Mark Bilford, would ‘draw or portray the prince better than Isaac [Oliver] the French painter’, Wotton had claimed then, using Isaac Oliver’s Huguenot heritage to fuel a little nationalistic wager. He put up ‘three of his choice pictures against three of the prince’s horses’ as the bet. Wotton’s wager was clearly perceived by Chamberlain and other onlookers as a way of both strengthening his relationship with the prince and displaying it to others. ‘Signor Fabritio insinuates what he can with [the Prince] and the Scottish-men about him,’ was Chamberlain’s acerbic verdict. As Roe scrambled to figure out whether a horse could be an appropriate pledge for the miniature he had carried all the way from London to the Mughal court, one can imagine such stories of past wagers being much on his mind, carrying both the risk of loss and the possibility of future friendship with them.



And there were indeed friendships emerging, both through necessity and through chance. The Mughal official ‘Abdalasan’ (Khwaja Abu’l Hasan Hasan) had been unexpectedly kind to Roe when he had been barred from court. Roe visited him once he regained favour. It was ‘partly by gratitude, but principally by necessitye’, he admitted, because he could not afford gifts to procure influence and ‘all are to be sould’.35 Despite the bitterness of that observation, he could not help noticing that like the court painter who had helped to repair his damaged gifts, Khwaja Abu’l Hasan did not seem to expect any monetary compensation: ‘he is no taker,’ he wrote, ‘and I took knowledge of it, to his Joy.’36

He struck up a friendship with another nobleman, the venerable ‘Gemal-din-ussin’ (Mir Jamal ud-Din Husain Inju Shirazi). A Persian immigrant to the Mughal court, Jamal ud-Din had established his career in Akbar’s reign. He had mixed fortunes as an ambassador for Akbar, but had recovered his fortunes and imperial favour in Jahangir’s reign, becoming the Governor of Bihar. He had received the title of Azududdawla during the Nowruz festivities that year.37 Two years later, he would receive the even higher honour of being appointed the ataliq, or tutor and mentor, to young Shah Shuja, the precious grandson who had filled the vacuum left by Hur al-Nissa in Jahangir’s affections.38 There was a reason for this honour. Jamal-ud-Din was as much a scholar as a statesman, whose life’s work was the compilation of a Persian dictionary, the Farhang-i Jahāngīrī, that he had begun originally on Akbar’s orders.39 He was curious about other cultures, and earlier in August, Roe had accepted his invitation to visit. Roe may not have been fully aware of this at the time, but the seventy-year-old Mughal statesman and he had much in common, both in terms of their diplomatic experience and in their frames of reference. The classical figures who populated Roe’s education in England are familiar figures within Jamal ud-Din’s dictionary too, from Plato and Aristotle, to Euclid and Galen. When Roe writes about how Jamal ud-Din showed him his carefully maintained daily journal, and ‘tould me much of the Customes of this Countrie, of their seruitude, of their want of lawes’, Jamal ud-Din, too, was speaking perhaps as an émigré who had spent a lifetime negotiating court politics in a country where he was not entirely at home, drawing the consoling assurance of the superiority of his own culture as security around him.40

Jamal ud-Din took an interest in Roe. He told him about the history of the empire, its politics and the ins-and-outs of the mansabdari system which was the backbone of Mughal administration. He advised him on the necessity of finding a trustworthy English interpreter who spoke Persian, rather than being dependent on interpreters of other nationalities and allegiances. And he gave Roe his first proper taste of courtly Indo-Persian hospitality by getting Jahangir’s permission to entertain him at the imperial pleasure house at Hafiz Jamal. When Roe arrived there on 13 August 1616, accompanied by another English merchant and his first chaplain, John Hall, he had little idea what to expect. Feasting was something that he understood: both Elizabethan and Jacobean banquets were lavish affairs whose cost could run easily to hundreds if not thousands of pounds, with often over a hundred dishes for a single event. But the sharing and gifting of food, within both English and Mughal contexts, was more than a show of wealth and power. Or rather, like courtly wagers, it could become the site of such displays of wealth and power precisely because it was something more – an expression of sociability, and of the possibility of human connection.

At Hafiz Jamal, where ‘pictures of the French kings and other Christian princes’ added exotic glamour to the Mughal decorations, Jamal ud-Din’s ‘extraordinary Civilitye’ established a common ground.41 Attended by two of Jamal ud-Din’s many sons and over a hundred servants, Roe spent a blissful day talking to the erudite old statesman and walking in the breathtaking grounds of the palace. He enjoyed the banquet of ‘dishes of divers sorts, reasons [raisins], amondes, Pistachoes and fruict’ that he had mistakenly assumed to be the dinner, and was quietly flattered when Jamal ud-Din agreed to sit and eat in his company, since he knew that devout Muslims considered it ‘a kynd of uncleannes to mingle with us’.42 He even found himself agreeing to Jamal ud-Din’s offer to send a ‘gentleman’ with him back to England, ‘to kysse his Majesties handes and to see our Countrye’. When the time for the actual dinner came, he was treated to an even more sumptuous meal of ‘divers dishes of salletts [salads] and meate rost, fryed, boyld, and divers rices’, and loaded with gifts. Roe had noted previously that Jamal ud-Din had offered him a gift of a lakh of rupees, which he had refused. Now, however, he could not refuse the customary parting gift of sweets: ‘five cases of sugar candy dressed with muscke, and one lofe of most fine sugar white as snow, about 50 [pounds] weight,’ with a promise of another hundred such to come. Roe’s leave-taking with him has little resemblance to a friendship of ‘necessitye’, which he had insisted in the case of Khwaja Abu’l Hasan. Roe, who had grown up fatherless and only a few months ago had begged to be rescued from his Indian exile by the man he called his ‘civill father’, Sir Thomas Smythe, had for the moment at least found another father figure. ‘Thus professing himselfe my father and I his Sonne, with Complements I took my leave,’ the episode ends.43



The emperor liked him, Jamal ud-Din had assured Roe. He had even remembered the promise he had made to Roe of giving him a portrait of himself when he had recently seen ‘a Pickture of his owne that pleased him’.44 So when Roe stepped into the durbar on 17 August, he was not too surprised when Jahangir immediately handed ‘a picture of him selfe sett in gould hanging at a wire gould Chaine’ to Asaf Khan to give to him.45 Roe steeled himself for the inevitable wrangle over the demand of the customary full prostration or sijda in return. Almost 300 years later, when Britain’s own hold on their empire in India was beginning to slip, the tables would be turned at the 1911 durbar held by the newly crowned George V in Delhi. In an incident ‘which excited much hostile comment and created a great stir’, according to the then-Viceroy of India, Lord Hardinge, the Indian maharajah of Baroda, Sayajirao Gaekwad III, had snubbed the visiting King of Britain and Emperor of India by refusing to kneel in front of him.46 ‘On reaching the shamiana he made a cursory bow from the waist,’ another eyewitness would report. He had then ‘turned his back on the royal couple, and walked away from their presence nonchalantly twirling a gold-topped walking stick’.47 Hardinge was incensed by this ‘lack of good manners’, paired as it was by Gaekwad’s alleged connections with the Indian freedom movement. He would refuse to have any dealings with Gaekwad ‘until he had addressed me a full apology in terms satisfactory to myself for his attitude of disrespect to the King at the Durbar for which there could be no possible explanation that he could offer’. No such apology was needed for Roe. Jahangir noticed his unwillingness to bow, and warned Asaf Khan ‘not to demand any reverence of me other than such as I would willingly give’. When other court officials still persisted, ‘the King answered no, no, in Persian’. Roe was invested with the portrait medallion.

Princely medals were not unfamiliar to the English. It is likely that Roe had seen the pendant portrait on a chain that James I gave Sir Thomas Smythe when he had launched the Trades Increase in 1609. The following year, a Somerset antiquary called Thomas Lyte had presented James I with an enormous genealogical tree. It traced the king’s ancestry back to Brutus, the mythical Trojan founder of Britain, corroborating James’s desire to present himself as king of a united Britain, rather than Scotland and England. The ‘Lyte Jewel’, a sumptuous, jewelled pendant with an inset miniature portrait of himself by Nicholas Hilliard, was the king’s return gift to him, one of the best examples of Jacobean jewellery to have survived till today.

Compared to the extravagance of those medals, what Roe received was simple. It was hardly worth £30, he thought, although he understood enough of Mughal customs to know that there was more to it than monetary value. It was ‘held for an especiall favour’ to be allowed to wear the emperor’s image. He did not realise quite how much of an honour it was to receive the shast and shabeeh (‘token’ and ‘likeness’), a practice begun by Akbar to initiate his courtiers into a privileged inner circle, a ‘Divine Community’ that owed all its allegiance to the emperor. He gave his chosen followers his portrait, Badauni had disapprovingly noted, and ‘they looked on it as the standard of loyal friendship, and the advance guard of righteousness and happiness’. The task of bejewelling it appropriately was the responsibility of the recipient: ‘they put it wrapped up in a jewelled case on the top of their turbans’.48 For Badauni, the tradition was un-Islamic and almost heretical in its elevation of the emperor, but it was a practice that Jahangir had continued. In a painting of Jahangir receiving Khurram in the same year, we can see the medallion on the chest and turbans of chosen nobles, a gleaming dot of gold that bears silent testimony to their privileged position. Now Roe, too, was one of them.

The favours kept coming over the following month, gloriously in full public view because of the festivities surrounding Jahangir’s birthday. When the emperor found out that a mix-up with the messenger had meant that Roe had missed seeing the annual ceremony in which Jahangir was weighed against precious metals, jewels and other gifts to be distributed among the people, he scolded Asaf Khan publicly for the negligence. Roe got an opportunity to witness some of the eye-watering displays of Mughal wealth later. ‘He was so rich in Jewells that I must confesse I never saw together so unvaluable wealth,’ he admitted, and the procession of elephants, clothed in gold, silk and silver, presenting gifts to the emperor ‘all cladd in diamondes, Pearles, and rubyes’ glitter through his account. But even more gratifying for Roe was his exchange with the emperor that night, yet again on the matter of paintings.

It was ten o’clock, and Roe was already in bed when he was summoned to Jahangir’s presence, with a request to bring paintings with him as before. Jahangir was not impressed by the large French oil-painting on canvas, but the other piece – one of Roe’s own English miniatures – immediately grabbed his attention. ‘I esteemed it more than any thing I possessed,’ Roe told Jahangir, ‘because it was the Image of one that I loved dearly and Could never recover.’49 Yet if Jahangir wanted it, he would give it to him, ‘as a better demonstration of my affection’. Recording that conversation in his journal, Roe would note that Jahangir ‘confessed he never sawe so much arte, so much bewty, and Conjured me to tell him truly whither ever such a woeman lived’. ‘I assuered him ther did one live that this did resemble in all things but perfection, and was now dead.’ We do not know who the woman was. The nineteenth-century editor of Roe’s journal had scrupulously decided that Roe’s tone was so ‘lover-like that one may presume her to have been no other than his lately-wedded wife’.50 Perhaps Roe found the pretence of death necessary to excuse his reluctance to part with the portrait, whether just as an acquisition, or because it depicted Eleanor, still patiently waiting for Roe to return to England. Yet it is equally likely that both the love and grief were real, and that the image now in the hands of the curious Mughal emperor was of someone he had loved and lost earlier, such as Cecilia Bulstrode, whose death had left Roe heartbroken almost exactly seven years before. In the end, Jahangir refused to accept the gift. He assured Roe that ‘he loved me the better for lovinge the remembrance of my frende, and knew what an injurye it was to take it from me’. He would not keep the original, he said, ‘but only take copyes, […] and his wives should weare them’.

The festivities continued after that. Jahangir, perhaps eager to break the gloom that had descended on the gathering, turned the conversation to other things. He ‘sent me woord he more esteemed me than ever any Francke’, Roe writes, and asked him whether he and his people had enjoyed eating the meat of the wild boar that Jahangir had sent him a few days ago. ‘How I dresd it? What I dranck?’ When the strong alcohol served to Roe made him sneeze, Jahangir laughed, ‘and Called for reasons [raisins], almondes, and sliced lemons, which were brought me on a Plate of gould, and he bad me eat and drinck what I would, and no more’. The cup that Jahangir drank from, and presented to Roe as a gift, was another mark of favour. Jahangir appreciated a finely worked wine cup. He commissioned many of them in his lifetime, as we know from the many that have survived, made of jade, emeralds and other precious stones and metals, often inscribed with the date of their creation.51 The one he received, Roe noted, ‘was of gould, sett all over with small Turkyes [turquoise] and rubies. The cover of the same sett with great turquises, rubyes and Emeraldes in woorks, and a dish suteable to sett the Cupp upon. The valew I know not, because the stones are many of them small, and the greater, which are also many, are not all Cleane, but they are in Number about 2,000 and in gould about 20 oz.’52 It may not have been the life-changing fortune that Roe had hoped for, but it was greater than any sign of favour he had received so far from any monarch, including his own. The ‘king loved me’, Roe wrote that day with obvious pride.53



By the autumn of 1616, the tone of Roe’s presentation of India and the Mughals to his English readers was changing. Occasional glimpses of the violence of the emperor’s power were still terrifying, like the dozen prisoners executed on the street in front of the English house, torn to pieces by dogs and their necks cut, the bodies left to rot in the summer sun.54 ‘I stand on very fickle termes,’ Roe confessed in his letter to George Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury.55 None of his problems had been resolved. Some had in fact grown more urgent, and still defied any resolution. He still trusted very few at court. He was convinced that Khurram and Asaf Khan were working actively against him, and he was no less wary of the intentions of the English factors than he was of the Portuguese. A carapace of prejudices about India protected his English, Christian identity, but it was battered constantly by both the ill-judged actions of his own countrymen and the indifference of the Mughals. The emperor himself, however, was a different matter.

Roe’s denunciation of the perceived absence of reason and law, the greed and corruption that he described to friends like Carew and Abbot, was all very well, but his success as ambassador also depended on the prestige of his posting, on the reflected glory of the sovereign whose court he attended, and on his own reception there. It helped that Jahangir’s court centred on the emperor’s easy, mercurial charm. He was ‘in extraordinarie Grace with the King, who is gentle, soft, and good of disposition’, Roe assured Abbot.56 To the general of the incoming English fleet, he wrote, ‘The King useth me with extraordinary good respect, and many publick graces; and with words rather of affection than compliment.’57 The cup Jahangir had given him makes an appearance. ‘This I could not omit to brag of,’ he admitted, ‘that you may perceive I am not here despised.’

When news reached him that the emperor was soon to set off for Mandu, Roe, now familiar with the dynamics of the evening meetings at the Ghuslkhana, decided to approach him there. He hoped that Jahangir would give him permission to accompany him and the court. Did Roe know where he was going, Jahangir asked him. He didn’t, Roe responded, but ‘whither so ever he went I would wayt on him’.58 Jahangir was happy to allow it. How far would Roe come with him, he wanted to know. ‘[T]o the worldes end, if his Majestie did,’ Roe replied.59




12 Little Commonwealth

Roe’s own house in the town, which he would have to pack up and leave if he had to go with the emperor on this march to the world’s end, was cramped, contained chaos. The English merchants and factors, like William Biddulph and Robert Hughes, stayed with him to save the Company’s money. It was an arrangement that pleased no one. Their merchandise filled up the small rooms. The merchants themselves were unhappy. Biddulph griped in his letter back to his employers, ‘it was thought fit, for the saving of some charges, to continue all together’. It was certainly less of an expense, he admitted, ‘but occasion of some inconveniences in effecting merchandising, besides other discontents for factors to be amongst serving-men’.1 At least the factors brought snippets of gossip and news to the table when they met for meals and business. Others, like Roe’s surgeon, Greene, a ‘drunken, malicious knave’, just consumed his food and drink and got into trouble, as did the young gentlemen foisted on him by recommendation, like the ever-troublesome Bartholomew Merland.2

The growing favour of the emperor was little consolation for the fact that the handful of people Roe could trust, both at court and in his own household, was shrinking steadily. His Persian mentor, old Jamal-ud-Din, had come to Roe’s house on 19 August, just before his departure to take up his new post as the Governor of Sindh province.3 Roe thought he managed the hospitality well. He had remembered to appoint a ‘moor Cooke’, and Jamal ud-Din had even requested that some meat baked in the English way should be sent to his house so that he could ‘dine on them in privatt’. Before Roe could congratulate himself on a task well handled, however, Roe’s little household suffered a blow. The chaplain, soft-spoken, mild-mannered John Hall, died suddenly on the same day. Roe’s self-pity in his day’s journal entry is mixed with genuine grief and loneliness. ‘Thus it pleased God to lay a great affliction on me and my family for our sinnes,’ he wrote, ‘taking from us the meanes of his blessed woord and Sacraments.’4 His entire household was sickening, his own cook had recently died, and he had ‘as little joy or consolation as I believe any ever had’: ‘no Comfort, no conversation, no such dispatch in my busines as might give me Creditt or Content, no such entertaynment as my qualetye required nor which might have appeasd and made other inconveniences tollerable, no hope of proffitt in myne owne estate’.5

Then, to make things even worse, came the rain. It continued for the entire day and night. Roe had never seen such a deluge. The level of the water in the Ana Sagar lake, which supplied the drinking water of the city, was dangerously high. It broke through the embankment in one place, and people feared that the barriers of the ancient twelfth-century reservoir would give way entirely. They told Roe that the last time that had happened, fourteen years ago, the flood waters had risen three feet higher than the roof of his house. He did not have to struggle to imagine the destruction it would cause. The English house was right in the course of the stream, and even ordinary rains caused an overflow that ran ‘swifter [than] in the arches of London Bridge’ and blocked the road to the house for hours.6 As Roe and the factors stood guard, they watched their next-door neighbour put ‘his wife and his goodes on his Eliphantes and Cammells to fly to the hillside’. As during the fire earlier in the summer, all they could do was worry. If the flood came, without the means or access to elephants and camels like their neighbour, they would have no option but to run for their lives and lose all their merchandise.

The flood, however, was averted. By Jahangir’s orders, men worked through the night, in the darkness and the rain, to cut an outlet to channel the water away from the city. Even without submersion, however, the damage had been done: a great part of the mud walls of Roe’s house had come down. The rest was so damaged that they were more worried about the roof falling on their heads than about drowning. Soaked to the bones, muddy, exhausted, and with no dry place in the house to rest, all Roe could do was bewail his fortunes once again: ‘Thus were we every way afflicted – fires, smokes, floodes, stormes, heate, dust, flyes, and no temperate or quiett season.’



Roe had his companions to thank for the lack of a ‘quiett season’ too. The English factors were a constant source of worry. Their letters offered ‘a bundell of contradictions’, he noted in exasperation, ‘wherin I saw they took more pleasure to Argue than to execute, and to showe their witt and authoritye than to yield to anything not of their owne propounding, their reasons being a mist of errors’.7 They wanted him to seek reparations for their troubles in Surat, but made their own plans of revenge that put Roe and his entire mission at risk: ‘they intended that the Princes shipps should be taken, and I at Court’, Roe wrote in alarm, ‘but that indiscret motion I could not tast’.

Roe’s rather prescient alternative suggestion was to focus on Bengal. He argued that its prosperity, access to river transport and distance from the Mughal centre of power made it a much better bet than Surat. His successors for whom Bengal later became the centre of the British Empire in India would agree, but the glory days of ‘Company Rule’ with its gleaming new capital in Calcutta were still a long way away. As far as factors like Kerridge were concerned, Bengal was a pointless endeavour, because the Portuguese were already there. They also opposed his recommendation that the English should start trading in the Red Sea, where English merchandise could earn the silver needed to buy goods in India. Instead, they continued to collude with Richard Steele and Sir Robert Sherley to push for more investment in trade with Persia.

One person who did not have to worry about such things was Roe’s old friend Tom Coryate. Instead, like the young factor and amateur artist, Robert Hughes, he had been spending his time learning Persian. One day in the humid heat of that August, as Jahangir held his public durbar, a strident voice rung out. ‘Hazaret Aallum pennah salamet,’ it began in garbled Persian, offering greetings to the ‘Lord Protector of the World’ from a small island (mulk Inglizan).8 Tom Coryate had decided to take a gamble of his own, ‘translating’ himself into a wandering mendicant, a fakir dervish, as he put it in Persian, hoping for the emperor’s help to carry on with his wager, and living to write about it afterwards. ‘The cause of my comming hither is for foure respects,’ he announced. ‘First to see the blessed face of your Majesty, whose wonderfull fame hath resounded over all Europe & the Mahometan Countries.’ Second, ‘to see your Majesties Elephants, which kind of beasts I have not seen in any other country. Thirdly, to see your famous River Ganges, which is the Captaine of all the River of the world.’ His fourth and final reason was the trickiest: ‘to intreat your Majesty that you would vouchsafe to grant me your gracious Passe that I may travell into the Country of Tartaria to the Citty of Samarcand, to visit the blessed Sepulcher of the Lord of the Corners […] whose fame by reason of his warres and victories, is published over the whole world: perhaps he is not altogether so famous in his own Country of Tartaria, as in England.’

Despite Coryate’s mangling of the Persian language, his compliment was well received. Jahangir told him that a permit from him would not be much help to Coryate in Central Asia because of the lack of ‘amity betwixt the Tartarian Princes and himselfe’. In fact, he doubted that any permit could protect a Christian in Tartar territory. Coryate would be better off leaving the idea altogether. But Coryate’s speech-making amused him, so he ended the conversation by throwing down a hundred silver rupees (roughly £10). Coryate scrambled to pick up the coins: he had never had ‘more need of money in all my life than at that time’, he would frankly admit in a letter home, ‘for in truth I had but twenty shillings sterling left in my purse.’

Back in England, the thought of this kind of Indian bounty was the subject of delightful fantasies. Only a couple of months later, in October 1616, Londoners lining the street for the lavish annual Lord Mayor’s procession would see yet another ‘King of Moors’, always a popular figure in such shows, in Anthony Munday’s pageant, Chrysanaleia. Confusingly dressed in semi-Roman costume, with gilt armour and pleated skirt, paired with a feathered American headband, and riding a spotted heraldic leopard, Munday’s king was a condensed symbol of all of English global trade, from Africa to the New World. And as he scattered coins among bystanders, an actor explained, ‘His Indian treasure liberally is throwne: / To make his bounteous heart the better knowne’.9

For Roe in Ajmer, however, Jahangir’s bounty towards Coryate was excruciatingly embarrassing. He was beginning finally to make a mark at the Mughal court. Having his nation associated with Coryate’s odd, whimsical but highly memorable appearance was the last thing he wanted. Coryate knew Roe, and he knew that Roe ‘would have stopped and Barracadoed all my proceeding therein’, but Coryate had the advantage of being a free agent, and he would not have his travel wager thwarted by Roe’s sense of decorum.10 He had planned the whole business in absolute secrecy with the help of his Persian tutor, so that none apart from one close friend in the English house had any inkling of his plans. Roe grumbled, as Coryate had expected, about how ‘it would redound some what to the dishonour of our Nation, that one of our Countrey should present himselfe in that beggarly and poore fashion to the King out of an insinuating humor to crave mony of him’. If he was expecting that his righteousness would carry him through in a verbal battle with Tom Coryate, he was obviously mistaken. ‘I answered our Ambassador in that stout & resolute manner after I had ended my busines,’ Coryate wrote, pleased with himself, ‘he was contented to cease nibling at me.’ Ten days later, by the time his troublesome old friend left Ajmer for Agra, Roe had either forgiven him enough, or else was desperate enough for him to leave, to give him a Mughal gold coin that was worth at least 24 shillings.11 He was going to save the money ‘till my arivall in England’, Coryate planned, happily ignoring all the frustration that he had caused.



Coryate was not the only one causing problems for Roe. At the end of July, a Dutch ship, the Nassau, had reached Surat under the command of opperkoopman (upper merchant) Pieter van den Broecke. The English factors had been worried enough to add a lengthy postscript to the already long letter they had sent to Ajmer.12 The arrival of the Dutch was not good news. The relationship between the two nations was complicated. Within Europe, the English and the Dutch were often connected through politics and shared Protestant faith. The English had a long history of involvement in the conflicts in the Low Countries. When Roe, at the beginning of his career, had tried to get commissions at the English garrisons in Brill and Flushing, he was following in the footsteps of countless others who had earned their fortune in that ‘university of war’.13 Dutch labourers and craftsmen, on the other hand, had made their way to England throughout the Tudor period, often in great waves as religious refugees. They were noticeable enough to get English apprentices worried about potential job losses, and numerous enough that they began to feature on the English stage, the butt of jokes about drinking habits and funny accents. Dutch artists like Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger produced many of the iconic portraits we now associate with the ‘Golden Age’ of the Tudors. Intellectuals, mapmakers and geographers like Abraham Ortelius and Gerard Mercator were in correspondence with their English counterparts like Richard Hakluyt.

Trade complicated things further. English merchants often followed the Dutch model, both through imitation and competition: when Sir Thomas Gresham built the English Royal Exchange, for instance, it was both a compliment and a challenge to the Bourse of Antwerp. Beyond European waters, as direct competitors to the Portuguese, circumstances often threw the merchants of the English East India Company together with their counterparts from the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC, or Dutch East India Company). At various far-flung trading posts, the Dutch and the English found themselves depending on each other for information about local customs and for local contacts. In 1613, when the first English ships first arrived in Japan, for example, their mediator at the court of shōgun Tokugawa Ieyasu was a man called William Adams. Adams was from Gillingham in Kent, but he had got to Japan in 1600 with the Dutch, as the navigator of the ship Liefde (Love).14

Where the immense profits associated with Asian trade was concerned, however, shared faith and history counted for little. The main Dutch activity in India so far had been along the southern Coromandel coast. They had received the right to trade in Masulipatam, in the kingdom of Golconda in southern India, in 1605, quickly followed by permits to set up factories in Masulipatam and Petapoli. Like the English, they had also begun to explore the lucrative Red Sea trade. But these were both relatively minor ventures compared to the main focus of both the Dutch and English East India Companies, which was on the trade originating in the Spice Islands of the Indonesian Archipelago. The fiery red mace, cloves, pepper and ginger of the northern Moluccas and Ambon, and the precious crop of nutmeg from the southern Moluccas, the tiny Banda islands of Lontar, Ai and Run, fetched astonishing prices in European markets.

Since the Portuguese had their base in the northern Moluccas, both the Dutch and the English directed their attention to the southern Moluccas, particularly to the Banda islands. It would be only later, after the Dutch fully monopolised the spice trade in the Moluccas, that English commitment to Asian trade would shift to India. At this point, however, things were still uncertain. While the Dutch controlled five of the six larger Banda islands, rival English merchants were often involved in their conflicts with the locals. There are names among those who will be as familiar to us from Roe’s story as they were to Roe himself – William Keeling, the ‘General’ of the ships, who had brought Roe to India, led a major confrontation on Ai island in 1609. At the end of 1616, it was the East India Company factor, John Jourdain, who would order Nathaniel Courthope to mount his daring possession of the only Bandanese island not fully under Dutch control, the tiny 3.5-kilometre island of Run.

Sitting in Surat, English factors were justifiably worried about the Dutch inching closer to their Indian trading posts, just as they were doing in Banda. ‘We are confident that they have great sums of ready money aboard, besides 190 tons of Southern goods, which will presently vend,’ they warned Roe. If that was allowed to happen, ‘they will not only greatly hinder our investments this present year, but will be so fleshed thereby that they will be encouraged to a second attempt, to the great prejudice, if not utter overthrow, of this trade.’ ‘The course for prevention we leave unto your Lordship’s discretion,’ they told Roe, ‘whether meet to importune the King to prohibit them this port. In the meantime, their own present danger and our dissuasive arguments are no mean discouragements for them.’15

Roe knew they were right. He had liked the Dutch factor from Masulipatam, Pieter van Ravesteyn, when they had taken the tough journey from Surat to Burhanpur together, at a time when Roe was still fresh off the ship. Business, however, was business, and he shared the factors’ fears that buoyed by Pieter van den Broecke’s arrival, the Dutch would ‘out-present, out-bribe, and out-buy us in all things’.16 So when he visited the durbar on 11 August, he tried his best to warn Jahangir against the Dutch just as he had done before about the Portuguese. The Dutch would bring nothing new to trade, he told the emperor. Their own country ‘yielded nothing fit for these parts’. They came with the pretence of trade, but their main interest was in ‘building forts for defence of themselves, wherby by little and little they became masters of the Port’. The Mughals only needed to remember what had happened in Masulipatam to see their strategy in action.

He had learnt by now that trying to convince Jahangir alone was no use. Keeping a constant wary eye on Khurram had become a habit for him. Even during the wine-drenched celebrations of Jahangir’s birthday, when Jahangir had scattered ‘hollow almonds of gold and silver’ among the gathered nobility and everyone had scrambled around to pick up handfuls, he had stopped himself because he saw that ‘his sonne took up none’.17 To make his ploy work, Roe would also have to convince this proud, closed-off prince, who had shown little inclination to listen to him, and he would have to do it quickly. But there were three advantages to be gained, he thought. First, this might just give him the right opportunity to establish a rapport with Khurram. Second, it would be a chance to sabotage Dutch trade by planting doubts about their intentions. The third was the most important, and riskiest. Roe intended to use the Dutch example as a veiled threat to suggest what the English could do if the Mughals did not comply with their requests. Since he could not ‘deliver so much playnly’, ‘I would tell my owne tale in the Hollanders person,’ he decided, ‘seeing it is necessarie that the Prince know how we wilbe revenged if we continew to be misused.’18

He put that plan into action by paying Asaf Khan a visit the next day, so that he could ‘Cast new doubts into his head, pretending service and much affection to the Prince’. He suggested that he could not speak openly against the Dutch ‘because the Hollanders were in league with the English’ in European politics, but he was duty-bound to warn Khurram when the prince’s own ships were in danger. Roe’s cloak-and-dagger ploy worked. The prince agreed to give him a secret audience the very next day. Roe told Khurram that van Ravesteyn had confessed to him that the Dutch had been dissatisfied with how the Mughals had treated them. When the Dutch trader, van Deynsen, had died in Surat, the governor had seized his belongings. His colleagues had travelled from Masulipatam to Burhanpur to claim the goods, but they had been ‘beaten and ill-used’. Roe insinuated that the Dutch had expected this to happen, and that van Ravesteyn’s trip to reclaim the goods had been a cursory diplomatic gesture just to ensure that they would be ‘free from all scandall’ if they retaliated. Their plan throughout had been that a Dutch fleet would arrive the following year (‘which is this present’). They would pretend to trade, but would be fully prepared to blockade the river at Surat ‘and surprise all that Came out of the redd sea and all other trading on the Coast’. And if Khurram still persisted in trading with them, he needed to know that the Dutch ‘would be very unruly ashore, disorderly especially by drincke, and that, if any justice were done in such Case, they would make it a quarrell’. Telling his ‘owne tale in the Hollanders person’ again, he ascribed to them his own belief that European traders could ‘gaine more by stealing in one yeare than by trading in many’. ‘So that if his highness could be quiettly ridd of them, it were a happines and ease to him.’ None of those accusations are borne out by the correspondence of the Dutch factors of the times, although it is possible that Roe was drawing on his memories of conversations with van Ravesteyn. Roe himself was not entirely sure whether it had worked. He had tried his best, but knew from experience that ‘successes are subject to the chance of circumstances, and the myndes of Princes alter with tyme’.19

Khurram listened, and gave him reassurances. In private, however, Mughal strategy continued unchanged. Khurram fully understood that privileging one group of firangi merchants over another made little political sense. While Roe dined with Jamal ud-Din, grieved over the death of his chaplain and guarded his house against impending floods that August, the Dutch were allowed a warehouse in Surat, and a Dutch factor would soon receive permission to stay and manage their trade. At the same time, Khurram assured Roe that if Roe continued to supply him with intelligence about the Dutch, ‘he would follow my Councell and would not resolve anything Concerning the Hollanders without my advise’. What he would not do, however, was change the provisions of the standard Mughal farmān into the kind of permanent treaty that Roe wanted.

Asaf Khan told Roe that a farmān for Surat was the best he could expect to get. He might as well forget the long treaty covering licences to trade at other ports like those in Bengal, since the prince had realised that once the English received that, they would ‘nott much neede the Prince and if we disliked we might refuse his Goverment’.20 The younger, inexperienced Roe would have fumed, filling page after page of his journal with dramatic complaints about this setback. Now there was no time to lose. He simply recast the agreement ‘in generall woordes, touching only such particulars as he liked’.21 Getting something from Khurram at this point while the Dutch were looming on the horizon, even if temporary, was better than nothing. In private, he consoled himself that it was possible that someone like Khurram, who was careful about conditions and expected them to be performed, was at least ‘more likely to fullfill his owne than he that carelessely leaves all things at liberty, to whom all things are lawfull’.22



There was another reason for the rush to smooth over his disagreements with Khurram, no matter what he thought of him in private. Internal strife within the imperial family was all the news. Jahangir had crushed the rebellion of his eldest son, Khusrau, ruthlessly. When he had been blinded by his father’s orders in 1607 after a second attempt to overthrow Jahangir, it had effectively ruled Khusrau out from ever becoming a viable challenger to the throne again. For years, Khusrau had been imprisoned under the care of Jahangir’s fierce and loyal Rajput follower, Ani Rai Singhdalan. Only two competitors for the Mughal throne remained, his younger half-brothers, Parvez and Khurram. The youngest, Shahryar, was only eleven. His time to enter the fray was yet to come.

As the temperature dropped in Ajmer at the beginning of autumn, those in the know at court said that Khurram, with the help of his stepmother Nur Jahan and his father-in-law Asaf Khan, had crept ahead in the race for the throne. The conquest of the Deccan was the great Mughal dream. Khandesh, Golconda, Bijapur and Ahmednagar, the four major sultanates of the Deccan, covered an area that roughly stretches across modern Maharashtra, Karnataka, Telengana and Andhra Pradesh. Of these, Akbar had only managed to annexe Khandesh in northern Maharashtra, and Jahangir was determined to achieve what his father had failed to complete. There were other, more immediate political reasons too. To the Shi’a Muslim dynasties of the Deccan, the Mughals were a Sunni incursion from the north. The rulers of Bijapur and Golconda recognised Shah ‘Abbas of Persia as their rightful Shi’a leader instead. For the moment, hemmed in by the Sunni empires of the Ottomans and the Mughals, Shah ‘Abbas had neither the time nor the inclination to enter into a direct confrontation with Jahangir. But as far as the Mughals were concerned, the danger of a pincer attack by Persian forces from the north and the Deccan forces from the south always remained. Enormous Mughal resources went into mobilising military forces against the rebel army of Ahmednagar, led by the former Ethiopian slave and formidable guerrilla strategist, Malik Ambar. In 1608, Jahangir had sent Abdur Rahim Khan-i-Khanan to deal with Ambar’s forces, but he had failed spectacularly. So had Prince Parvez. Now, Khurram, fresh from his triumphant campaign in Mewar, Rajasthan, was going to take his place as the overall commander of the Deccan armies. Parvez, on the other hand, was going to be sent to the distant province of Bengal, far from all the action, and more importantly, far from access to his father.

Roe makes no secret in his journal about his continuing distrust of Khurram. ‘The ambitions of this young Prince are open, the Common talke of the People,’ he wrote on 10 October.23 He did not believe that Jahangir really intended him to be the heir, ‘for Sultan Cursoronne [Khusrau], the Eldest brother, is both extreamly beloved and honored of all men, almost adored, and very justly, for his most Noble Partes; and this the king knowes and loves, but thinckes his liberty would diminish his owne glory, and sees not that this sly youth doth more darken him by ambitious Practices than the other could by vertuous actions.’ Roe’s conflict with Khurram colours his view in that reading of Mughal family politics, since there is little historical evidence of the popularity he ascribes to Khusrau. But it is also likely that behind that figure of a doomed prince, son and erstwhile heir to a well-meaning but insecure king, loomed the memory of his own friend and patron, Prince Henry.

He was not wrong, however, in his prediction that Jahangir’s strategy of playing his sons against each other would ultimately spell disaster. And his sources had been correct when they told him that neither Khurram ‘nor his Party thought […] themselves secure if Sultan Corsoronne remayned in the handes of Annarah [Ani Rai]’. In Khurram’s absence, it was entirely possible that Jahangir might be reconciled with his eldest son, ‘and by his liberty all the glory and hopes of their faction would vanish and the Iniury and ambition hardly be Pardoned’.24 Then on 15 October, Roe’s worst fears came true. The daily record of Jahangir’s memoirs noted: ‘I turned over Khusraw, whom Ani Rai Singhdalan had been assigned to keep an eye on, to Asaf Khan.’25

Whispers at court acknowledged what everyone was thinking, that this was effectively a death sentence for Khusrau. Roe’s journal buzzes with rumours on 17 October, switching to a dramatic present tense. The women of the harem had already begun to mourn, he wrote:


His sister and divers weomen in the seraglia… refuse their meate, crye out of the kinges dotage and Crueltye, and professe that if he dye there will 100 of his kindred burne for him in memorye of the kinges bloudines to his woorthyest Sonne. The king gives fayre woordes, protesteth no intent of ill toward the Prince, and promiseth his delivery and sendes Narmahall [Nur Jahan] to appease these enraged ladyes, but they Curse, threaten, and refuse to see her. The Common People all murmer […] New hopes are spread of his redelivery, and soone alayed; every man tells newes according to his feares or desires. But the Poore Prince remaynes in the Tygers Power, refuseth meate, and requires his father to take his life and not to lett it be the triumph and delight of his enemyes. The whole Court is in a whisper; the Nobility sadd; the Multitude, like it selfe, full of tumor and Noyce.26



Those fears would come true a few years later, in 1622, when Khusrau would be murdered on Khurram’s orders. But at this point, Roe was keenly aware that the small English community in Ajmer was sitting effectively on a political powder keg. He thought that Jahangir’s own life was in danger in this turmoil, and even if Khusrau, who had the ‘right and much more honor’, took the throne, the political change would be disastrous for the English. They could not hope to find a ‘better Prince than his father’ even though he was ‘so good of disposition that he suffers ill men to governe’. All they could do was to wait. ‘I did advise our little Commonwealth to keepe close and neare togither, to attend the issue, to know no syde, to make few debtes, and to keepe as few residencyes as the necessitye of their affaires will suffer’.



Roe was learning patience, and the diplomat’s ability to bite his tongue and to curb his natural tendency to bristle at every perceived slight to his honour. It was galling, however, to see how, despite the crisis at court, the Mughals received other ambassadors whom they considered worth their time. Muhammad Reza Beg, the ambassador of Persia’s Shah ‘Abbas, arrived on 19 October 1616. The English factors had already warned Roe about this previously, when Roe had complained to them about his treatment. ‘The King of Persia his ambassador speaks in his own person free with what liberty he pleaseth,’ they had written to him in May, he was ‘honourably entertained and often presented by the King, visited and presented by the nobility, and every way valued as befits his place’. The reason for the difference between his treatment and Roe’s, as they saw it, was simple: ‘he being a potent Prince bordering on these territories, and ours far off, whose greatness is scarcely known or not believed’.27

Now Roe saw for himself the privileges that such recognition carried, as the ambassador was greeted by a procession of a hundred elephants, offered a place to rest within the palace, and engaged in an exchange of gifts of such lavishness that no trading company would fund, no matter how large the promised returns. From the personal secretary whom he had sent to take notes on his behalf, he heard how the ambassador had with him nine spare horses with trappings of gold and silver, how his turban was wreathed with ‘a Chayne of Pearles, rubies, and Turqueses, and three Pipes of gould answerable for three spriges of feathers’. He noted down how as a welcome gift, Jahangir ‘according to Custome gave him a handsom turbant, a vest of gould, and a girdle’. The ambassador, in his turn, had presented ‘3 tymes 9 horses of Persia and Arabia, this being a Ceremonius Number among them, 9 mules very fayre and lardg, 7 Camells laden with velvett, two Sutes of Europe Arras (which I suppose was Venetian hanginges of velvett with gould, and not Arras), two Chestes of Persian hanginges, on Cabinett rich, 40 Muskettes, 5 Clockes, one Camell laden with Persian Cloth of gould, 8 Carpettes of silke, 2 Rubyes ballast, 21 Cammelles of wyne of the Grape, 14 Camelles of distilld sweet waters, 7 of rose waters, 7 daggers sett with stones, 5 swoordes sett with stones, 7 Venetian looking glasses, but these so faire, so rich that I was ashamed of the relation’.28

It was embarrassing even to write it down, sitting in his crumbling house, always in imminent danger of fire or flood, alternating his journal-writing with letters to incoming English ships, carrying requests to replenish his own drastically diminishing possessions. ‘I desire you to buy for me a dozen or two of fair Knives, a coloured Beaver, and a rich gold or silver Hat-band, a fair sword; – and some other necessaries’, he had asked the General of the next East India Company ships, Captain Henry Pepwell, ‘for, to supply the Company’s wants, I have wholly diminished myself’.29 To the Company, he would write defensively that they need not worry that he would indulge in private trade: ‘paying my mens wages all here (else they could not live) out of my allowance, and the desier to appeare handsome and Honorable abroad, with liberalityes not brought to your account, make me so bare that you neede not feare my trading nor growing rich […] I have supplyed a yeare in presentes of myne owne stock and aske not to deminish yours a Penny in Indya.’30

There was nothing to do but to qualify the new competitor’s extravagance with counter-claims. The Persian ambassador was placed in a much less prestigious position than him at court, he assured the English readers of his journal. Jahangir had ‘called the King of England his brother’ when he had received his letter, while Shah ‘Abbas he had referred to as ‘barely brother, without addition’.31 The gifts were lavish but easily sourced in Europe, mere ‘tricanados’ (trifles). The horses had lost weight on the journey and were ‘unfitt for to be sent or taken by Princes’. The ambassador’s flattering rhetoric was an embarrassment to his own master, since he kept ‘calling his Majestie King and Commander of the world, forgetting his owne Master had a share in it’. And he himself ‘appeared rather a jester or juggler than a Person of any gravity, running up and downe, and acting all his woordes like a mimick Player’. It was easier to dismiss the blinding magnificence of Indo-Persian diplomatic exchange if one saw it as a crudely showy imitation of actual diplomacy, actors playing roles that they only half understood and ineptly imitated. It made it easier to think of his own distance from it as discernment rather than a limitation, his inability to participate magically turned into the critical view of an audience watching a performance. ‘This is but the first act of his Presenting,’ he wrote about the Persian ambassador. ‘The Play will not be finished in ten days.’32 In a contemporary Mughal painting of ‘Jahangir investing a courtier with a robe of honour’, the emperor occupies the centre, with a benevolent but powerful hand pressing down on the back of the figure bowing at his feet. Among the turbaned figures observing this reception, there is one bearded, hatless European. While there is no direct proof, historians have pointed out that the date of the painting suggests this might be the only visual record we have of Roe at the Mughal court. He stands in a scarlet doublet and white ruff, holding a small volume in his hand, perhaps a book, or a petition, forever watching from the margins.



Throughout the November that followed, he had been writing a letter to the East India Company.33 It was intended as an executive summary of sorts, derived from the whole year’s business in India that he had been recording daily in his journal for the Company already. He had now been in the country for fourteen months. The letter is important, full of advice for the Company based on his observations. He wrote about the favourable reception he had received from Jahangir, but also about Mughal pride, about how Jahangir had taken offence that his name had been placed below James I’s in the letter from the English king, and his displeasure with James’s suggestion in the letter ‘that honor and profitt should arise to this Prince by the English or their trade’.34 Roe suggested that a local broker ‘would among these proud Moores better effect your business’ than the expense of retaining an English ambassador.35

Despite his frustrations with the Mughal state, however, his focus returns repeatedly to the errors in the Company’s own policies. Their plans of killing two birds with one stone by inciting the Mughals against the Portuguese and consolidating their own position by offering their naval support would not work, he told them. ‘You must remoove from you all thought of any other than a trade at their port […] You can never oblige them by any benifitt, and they will feare you sooner than love you.’36 He warned them repeatedly that ‘warr and trafique are incompatible’.37 The Portuguese and the Dutch had both made the mistake of sinking their money in building strongholds and forts, ‘but without controversy it is an error to effect garrisons and land warrs in India’. Waging wars against established Indian powers was expensive; waging wars on their behalf even more risky, since ‘one disaster would eyther discreditt you, or interest you in a warr of extreme chardge and doubtful event’. It was better to seek profit in ‘quiett trade’, and in good old-fashioned English buccaneering at sea, for at sea ‘you may take and leave; your designs are not published’.38 He reiterated his warnings against the Persian trade and argued the advantages of the Red Sea trade, grumbling that the factors ‘cannot abyde I should understand or direct them’.39 ‘I can find many faults,’ he wrote, ‘but you give me power to mend none; so that I may live at rest.’40

In between all of this runs a thread of his own frustrations. ‘I was not borne to a life smooth and easy,’ he wrote early on, ‘all my actions have beene mingled with crosses and rubbs, that I might rather say I wrestled than walked toward my grave.’41 He regretted his ‘patrimoniall unthriftiness’, the youthful risk-taking through which he had lost his own fortunes, but it did not make his rising sense of desperate loneliness and homesickness any easier to handle. ‘My minister is dead […] My cooke, most of my necessary servants are dead, and I am very much unfurnished […] My surgion is a bedrid man with a long sicknes, whom I leave at Adsmere […] I have lived in a continuall hospitall.’42

It was easy to feel forgotten and abandoned when letters were few and worries exacerbated by sickness and a lack of familiar comforts. ‘I wrote for no Tobacco, because I could not believe my friends had forgot me,’ he had written to Captain Pepwell a few weeks earlier.43 Another unidentified friend would receive the brunt of his complaints about his own mother, who seemed to have forgotten him too. ‘I know not whither she live or no […] Is it not the bottome of oblivion to be forgotten by the wombe that bare me[?]’44 Could the friend send her a messenger to ‘desire her to rowse herselfe that I may once more see her and aske her blessing’? ‘[S]he will pay him,’ he added, ever careful about imposing on others. Suffering from constant stomach problems, he was bitter that the Company had not thought at least to send him a cask of wine on the ships that had just arrived. All seasoned travellers were aware that alcohol was safer than water, but he had ‘drank water this 11 months’ because he could not handle the local brew, and would not meddle with the Company’s stock of spirits.45 The gentlemen of the Company would have to drink on his behalf. ‘Trye a cup or two of my liquor in a morning next your harts and then you will remember me,’ he told them. It could pass for a joke among friends, except for the desperation simmering underneath. At the conclusion of the letter Roe has only one request left: ‘I hope you will send for me home by the next expected fleete.’




13 Lashkar
By the beginning of November, Khurram was ready to leave for the Deccan. Roe watched the formal leave-taking ceremony, at which Khurram presented his forces to Jahangir at the evening durbar. As 600 richly decorated elephants and 10,000 horsemen stood at attention, Roe’s eyes picked out the cloth-of-gold coats that many of them wore, and the snowy egret plumes arching up from their turbans. Khurram himself wore ‘a Coate of Cloth of silver, embrodered with great Pearle and shining in Diamonds like a firmament’.1 It was clear to all spectators that for now, at least, Khurram was the chosen one. Jahangir embraced and kissed his son, and showered him with gifts, including a ceremonial sword with a bejewelled scabbard which Roe thought would be valued at 100,000 rupees. Jahangir’s memoirs tell us that its significance was much greater, since it came with a historical sword-belt: Khurram was going to conquer the Deccan wearing ‘the first sword belt that had been captured during the conquest of Ahmadnagar’ by his grandfather Akbar.2 He was also going not simply as prince, but as ‘shah’ (king), an honour that no Mughal prince before him had ever received in their father’s lifetime. Technically, it meant that the Sunni heir-intended of the Mughal emperor, setting off to conquer the Shi’a kingdoms of the Deccan, now held a title equivalent to that of the Shi’a Persian monarch, Shah ‘Abbas. If the visiting Persian ambassador spotted an implicit message in that gesture, he wisely kept his reservations to himself. Khurram headed to his army encampment, about four miles from Ajmer, in a familiar-looking carriage. It was one that Jahangir had commissioned to be copied from the ‘ratha [chariot] from the English Franks’3 presented by Roe. He scattered coins among the throngs of people who followed. As they disappeared from view, Roe saw him reach out to his English coachman, William Hemsell, and ‘put into his hatt about 100 rupias’.4 It was the same amount that his father, two months earlier, had given to Thomas Coryate. Worth about ten English pounds, it was about two years’ salary for a skilled craftsman in England.

By now the whole of Ajmer was buzzing with activity. On 30 October, Roe’s letter to the Archbishop of Canterbury reported, ‘The King is now ready to March toward Decan; whose Armie is Commanded by his sonne. And we with much toyle shall hang in the skirts.’5 Jahangir wanted to be as close to the action as possible to keep an eye on his ambitious son. Khurram’s merits, he was fully aware, made him as dangerous as he was useful. But he was going also because the Deccan campaign was his campaign by proxy. Khurram was his representative, hopefully about to crush Malik Ambar’s resistance once and for all. The night before the prince’s departure, an owl – a symbol of doom in Mughal beliefs – had landed on a roof near the Ghuslkhana where Jahangir was drinking with his courtiers and the Persian ambassador. Jahangir called for his gun. Even though tipsy and shooting in the half-light when others could barely see the bird, he wrote later in his day’s account that the ‘ball hit the ill-omened bird like a decree from heaven and blew it to pieces’.6 Later, Abu’l-Hasan the painter would memorialise that incident in one of the most striking images of Mughal sovereign power. Jahangir stands on a terrestrial globe resting on the horns of a cow and a huge fish – symbols of cosmic balance. He is about to shoot an arrow from a golden bow at the dismembered head of Malik Ambar, which is perched on top of a lance held up by Jahangir’s famed golden Chain of Justice. A portentous owl sits on Ambar’s head while another – or the same one, in an artistic temporal conflation – falls along the lance. Cherubs peek out from clouds in the sky, holding their heavenly offering of the bejewelled ancestral sword. Malik Ambar did not actually die in Mughal hands. In fact, he would live to the ripe old age of eighty, but the image was not simple vainglorious wish-fulfilment. In Abu’l-Hasan’s hands, the killing of the owl turns into a talisman of Jahangir’s victory, a prophetic visualisation of Ambar’s inevitable fall.

For Roe, the ringside view of the mobilisation of the Mughal lashkar or army was his first introduction to the full panoply of Mughal power. He had only seen the court in Ajmer so far, but Ajmer had been a relatively small town, and Jahangir’s household and courtly ceremonies there had been scaled down accordingly. The exit from Ajmer was a different matter altogether. The sheer length and detail of the description of the final durbar and departure ritual in Roe’s account is testimony to the impression it made on him.7

Seated on the carpets scattered throughout the durbar, he waited with other assembled courtiers to witness the emperor’s departure. First came the harem, the women mounted on golden howdahs with cloth-of-silver canopies balanced on the backs of fifty elephants, gratings of gold wire allowing them to look out without being seen. Then the steady murmur rose to a wave of noise that could have ‘out-cryed Cannons’. Roe pushed forward; he was determined to be next to the stairs as the emperor descended to the lower courtyard. He was finally close enough to see Jahangir place a tika or mark with a white paste on a giant carp and then on his own forehead. Roe thought it was starch, although it is more likely to have been sandalwood, in a custom adopted from the Hindus in the multi-cultural Mughal harem. In any case, he guessed correctly that it was ‘a Ceremony used presaging good fortune’. Attendants bustled around Jahangir, buckling on his ceremonial sword and scabbard that sparkled with diamonds and rubies, while others placed a quiver full of arrows that he had received recently from the Persian ambassador, Muhammad Reza Beg, on his shoulder.

To Roe, it looked as if the emperor was wearing all the fabled wealth of India on his body. There were huge, walnut-sized diamonds and rubies on either side of his turban, with a blazing heart-shaped emerald in the centre. On top of a jāma or shirt of finest muslin and a cloth-of-gold nādirī (sleeveless coat), he had a girdle made of a chain of great pearls, rubies and diamonds. Around his neck were three strands of pearls of stupendous size: ‘so great I never saw’, Roe writes. With a thrill of recognition, he spotted the gloves he had presented tucked into the side of Jahangir’s girdle, but the emperor’s arms and hands were left open to display the multiple armlets and bracelets of diamonds, and rings on every finger. Even his shoes were embroidered with pearls, ‘the toes sharp and turning up’.

Jahangir rode in yet another perfect copy of the English carriage, upholstered in sumptuous golden Persian velvet. Nur Jahan followed in the original English carriage, reupholstered in ‘very rich Stuffe, the ground silver, wrought all over in spaces with variety of flowers of silk, excellently well suited for their colours, and cut short like a Plush, and instead of the brasse Nails that were first in it, there were Nails of silver put in their places’.8 Roe was not to know this, but those carriages were more than a sign of Mughal assimilation of English craftsmanship. As Jahangir would note in his memoirs, he was following the custom of his indigenous Hindu subjects. ‘It is an established custom among the people of India’, he wrote, that monarchs setting out on conquests chose their transport depending on the cardinal direction. ‘If they go southward, the direction of the Deccan’, carriages were the most auspicious mode of travel.9 Before and after each carriage, there was an endless procession of a thousand elephants, horses and carriages, trimmed with gold, velvet and pearls, their banners of ‘Cloth of silver, guilt satten, and taffata’ stirring in the wind. Trumpets blared, drums marked the pace, bhistis or water carriers ran ahead sprinkling water on the soil to settle the rising clouds of dust from the trampling feet of thousands of animals and men. Even the disgraced prince Khusrau, unshaven, ‘his beard grown to his middle, a signe of disfavour’, was allowed to emerge from his prison and pay his respects to his father, ‘to the extream applause and joy of all men’.

Roe followed the procession on foot up to the palace gate like the assembled Mughal noblemen, but it was pointless trying to move in that crowd. He chose instead to ride ahead to the little village of Deorani, where the Mughal encampment had been set up, a portable city that stretched for half a mile. It was the right decision, he thought, since his early arrival meant he managed to take a quick look at the gold-canopied, mother-of-pearl throne in the imperial tent. The Persian ambassador and all ‘the greatest in the land’ were made to sit at the door when they arrived later. There is a revealing oscillation between ‘I’ and ‘we’ in this part of Roe’s journal, his choice of words reflecting the push and pull between his characteristic insistence on distancing himself, and the heady excitement of Mughal extravagance:


When the king came neare the doore, some Noble men came in and the Persian Ambassador. We stood one of the one syde, the other of the other, making a little lane. The king entering cast his eye on me, and I made a reverence; he layd his hand on his brest and bowed, and turning to the other syde nodded to the Persian. I followed at his heeles till he ascended, and every man cryed ‘Good joy and fortune,’ and so took our Places.10



Then it was time to leave.

It is a mark of the impression that the whole event had made on him that even Roe, always ready with a quip to cut Mughal ostentatiousness down to size, seemed to have run out of things to say. After the day’s excitement, Jahangir’s courtiers retired to their own tents. Roe could only admire them from a distance: they were ‘in excellent formes, some all white, some greene, some mingled; all encompassd as orderly as any house; one of the greatest raretyes and magnificencyes I ever saw. The vale showed like a bewtifull Citty.’11 He had not made his own travel arrangements yet, and the day’s events had confirmed for him that competing with them was beyond his means. For a brief while, he had been caught up in the sheer magnificence around him. Yet even if he had squandered five years of pay, it ‘would not have furnished me with one indifferent sute sortable [comparable] to others’, never mind the fact that he would need to arrange for a double set of provisions, since the emperor and his people always had two sets of tents that leapfrogged with each other so that one was set up and ready to receive its travellers at the end of a day’s march. ‘I was unfitted with Carriadge, and ashamed of my Provision,’ he wrote. ‘So I returned to my Poore house.’12



Roe’s journal over this period makes it clear that he was both transfixed by the display of Mughal wealth and power, and deeply perturbed about being sucked into its cultures of gift-exchange and patronage. He was no stranger to pomp and ceremony – he had seen enough of it at James I’s court – but the scale of Mughal displays was unnerving. The fleeting glimpses of the English coachman, who had left his Company employment to serve Jahangir, played on his mind. He had been ‘Clothd as rich as any Player and more gaudy’, he had thought.13 Edward Terry later reported how Jahangir’s generosity ‘had raised the Coachman unto a very great Estate’ and made him ‘very fine’, both in the rich clothes he wore and his ‘great Pension’, not to mention the generous rewards of ten pounds or more that he received whenever he drove any of the coaches.14 It was unsettling how easily Mughal grandeur could wipe out other allegiances and identities, the ties of birth, language and soil, so that all that remained of the English man who found himself in that space was the shell of an actor playing a role, one whose ultimate end was to confirm another’s power.

It would be a feeling that Roe could not shake off in the visits he made to Khurram’s camp over the next couple of weeks, still chasing a resolution to the English factors’ claims against Zulfiqar Khan. Khurram was as aloof as ever. Preoccupied with the Deccan challenge, he had little inclination to get involved in sorting out the long-running financial squabbles between his subordinates and the English, but the temptation to imagine a more theatrical reason was hard to resist. ‘If I can judge any thing,’ Roe speculated, ‘he hath left his hart among his fathers women.’ He had heard that Nur Jahan came to visit Khurram in her English carriage, and presented him with a ‘Cloake all embrodered with Pearle, diamondes and rubyes’. She must have ‘carried away, if I err not, his attention to all other busines’.15 Roe was indeed erring in imagining the emperor’s favoured wife caught up in a treacherous love affair with his son, since if Khurram was distracted by Nur Jahan, his motivation was political rather than romantic. Their uneasy factional alliance was always fragile. Nur Jahan’s continuing influence on Jahangir did not bode well for Khurram as he risked his life in the famously inhospitable terrains of the Deccan.

On 9 November, after keeping Roe waiting so long that he had begun to worry about having to fend for himself in the Mughal camp overnight, Khurram summoned him to his presence. ‘By and by came out a Cloth of gould Cloake of his owne, once or twice worne, which he Caused to be put on my back, and I made reverence, very unwillingly.’ Roe’s tone is resentful, caustic. ‘When his Ancester Tamerlane was represented at the Theatre the Garment would well have become the Actor; but it is here reputed the highest of favour to give a garment warne by the Prince, or, being New, once layd on his shoulder.’16 The presentation of khilat, or robes of honour, was a standard custom at the Mughal court. Traditionally, the subject offered nuzur or gifts, and the sovereign offered a robe in return, which by tradition would first be worn or touched by the sovereign himself. It marked the assimilation of the recipient into the symbolic body of his patron and monarch, a ritual act of incorporation. From Khurram’s perspective, it is possible that the hurried performance of this ritual was a tactical decision. It made a public display of his prior claim on English allegiance. He knew that once the increasing distance from Ajmer made any further personal interaction between him and the English ambassador impossible, it would leave the way open for Nur Jahan, or indeed any other courtly faction, to intervene and secure the English as allies. If so, that significance was lost on Roe.

The presentation of the robes by Khurram is possibly the best-known part of Roe’s story. To the extent that Roe’s embassy has invited later attention, this is a moment to which we often return as a perfect illustration of the workings of cross-cultural interaction. For some, Roe’s reaction shows the fundamental difference between European and Indian perceptions of the world. It represents a gap between two very different systems of meaning, the argument goes, which rendered rituals and events unfolding in one setting untranslatable for those used to a different value system altogether.17 Others point out that the two systems were not nearly as different from each other as that analysis would assume. Yet while that is true, over-emphasising similarities and the possibility of communication across cultures can be problematic. Real differences risk being overlooked in the process, and as encounters between different cultures have shown repeatedly, similarities, whether real or perceived, do not necessarily lead to mutual understanding.18

A more fundamental point that gets overlooked in all such discussions is that ultimately, as with most figures caught in-between cultures, what drives Roe’s actions is not so much the presence or absence of actual parallels, as it is his perception of such parallels. Each previous instance when he had drawn on experience and inherited knowledge to navigate himself through Mughal India is telling. They show memory working as a mediating lens, distorted as its effect might be. His own assumptions of similarity and difference, of perceived parallels and transferable experiences, repeatedly colour his view. His reaction to Khurram is a characteristic tangle. He understands the prince’s power-play perfectly. ‘I am not sent to him but to the king,’ he had written in frustration in September during one of their many confrontations. ‘He would make me, if not his servant, yet to cast my regard wholly toward him.’19 At the same time, as a young gentleman at the Inns of Court, Roe had been no stranger to the brisk trade in second-hand clothes that kept both English actors and ambitious young men in London supplied with the showy fashion that both the stage and social occasions demanded. Beyond the stage, Roe knew how clothing worked to incorporate people into service within English society, how a ceremony known as ‘translation’ made an apprentice into a full member of London guilds by investing them with company livery, how the livery that you wore on the streets of the city marked you as a servant attached to a particular master or noble household.20 At this moment, bowing before the Mughal prince, the actual descendant of historic Tamburlaine, Roe bristled with indignation. Khurram had put him in a position where he, the chosen representative of the English sovereign, was made to become something other, dressed reluctantly in the prince’s ‘old cast cloak’, a mere reflection of Mughal grandeur.21

And there was something else too, that has largely passed unnoticed. On another occasion, in the middle of yet another round of negotiations, Asaf Khan had reassured him about the emperor’s continuing favour. The ‘King would give me a coat, and money to heave my charges to the Prince,’ he had told Roe. ‘I returned answere that I had no use of a Babylonish garment, nor needed money […] for his gifts I expected none but justice.’22 The ‘Babylonish garment’ comes from the Book of Joshua in the Bible. The story went that after their victory over Jericho, misfortunes plagued the children of Israel. Finally, the reason was revealed to them by God himself. As the Israelites had stormed the fallen city, Achan of the tribe of Judah had seen gold and silver and ‘a goodly Babylonish garment’ among the treasures of Jericho, and looted them for himself.23 It was only when he was stoned to death and buried on God’s instruction that divine favour returned to his people. For Roe, it seems that the khilat had taken on such biblical weight. Falling to the temptation of the Mughal favour that the glittering cloak represented would be to mark himself out as an enemy to his own people, and to Christianity itself.



There were other practical matters, however, to distract him. Roe had been caught unprepared when the lashkar had begun to move out of Ajmer. For the first couple of weeks of November 1616, his journal is full of daily records of the challenge to find transport. He had been issued a royal warrant to acquire camels and carts, but so had numerous other Mughal courtiers. Prices of transport and provisions, predictably, had rocketed immediately. ‘All the towne being almost remooved,’ Roe grumbled on 10 November, ‘I was left behynd and could procure no camells nor carts, notwithstanding my warrant.’24 He had heard that the Persian ambassador had asked for additional warrants, so he had done the same, but warrants were no use when Mughal noblemen were sending out their men to conscript animals and carriages by force.

On 16 November, by Jahangir’s orders, Ajmer was virtually emptied of the court and the hundreds who had lived there for three years to provide for it. Roe was suddenly in a ghost-town. ‘I was left almost desolate; and the Persian Embassador, who had fought, chydd, brauld, complaynd, but could not get remedy, in the same estate.’25 At least adversity in an unfamiliar country brought the two diplomats together. ‘We sent to bemone on another, and by his example I began to resolve to buy; for many would sell that at the kinges Price would not hire […] Necessitye enforced me, for the Towne was burnd and desolate. I was in danger of thieves that from the army came and robbd in the night, and I could not find bread to eat; yet I sent anew to Court, and resolved to abyde all the inconveniences of a hard siege.’ He had finally acquired eight ‘misserable’ camels from the imperial stock on 20 November, and moved to his own tents on the 22nd.



Keeping the Mughal lashkar or imperial army and encampments moving was not a task for the faint-hearted. Jahangir’s ancestors, Babur and Humayun, had been used to the nomadic traditions of their Central Asian ancestors. They had travelled restlessly throughout their entire lives, both for political necessity and out of preference. As with so many things, however, it had been Akbar who had turned nomadic tribal practice into a far more deliberate act of statecraft. His forces were mobilised into a grand show of power not just for military expeditions, but also for the regular movement of the court among the imperial cities of Agra, Fatehpur and Lahore, and the pleasure resorts of Kashmir. When the Jesuit priest Father Monserrate accompanied Akbar on his Kabul expedition in 1581, he described how the gathered army covered the ground. ‘It extended over the breadth of a mile and a half, covering the fields and filling the woods with a crowding multitude. No beast, if surprised on the way, could break through the ranks and escape.’26 Far away from Europe, it reminded Monserrate of the Roman invasion of Africa. ‘Even the birds, wearied by trying to fly out of danger, and terrified by the shouts of the soldiers, fall down exhausted to the earth,’ he had claimed, his exaggeration an echo of the way Roman historians had described the massive army the empire had mustered against Hannibal, emptying Italy of its men, and stunning birds in flight, which fell to the ground with the army’s cries of war.27

That multitude needed to be housed and sheltered, sometimes for months at a time. Abu’l-Fazl recorded how under Akbar’s reign, the farashkhana or the textile department which oversaw all the imperial tents, carpets and awnings became one of the principal departments of the state. ‘His Majesty considers this department as an excellent dwelling place, a shelter from heat and cold, a protector against the rain, as the ornament of royalty. He looks upon its efficiency as one of the insignia of a ruler, and therefore considers the care bestowed upon it as a part of Divine Worship.’28 Even in the list of types of tents that Abu’l-Fazl provides, there is a glimpse of the scale and complexity of moving the lashkar, from small awnings or shamiyanah for short stops, to the huge tent of state, the bargah, which could apparently accommodate a crowd of 10,000 and took 1,000 workers a week to set up ‘with the help of machines’. These were more than simple tents both in size and design. In 1579, another of Akbar’s chroniclers, Muhammad Arif Qandahari, explained that when the emperor was on the move, ‘the tents of His Majesty’s encampment is loaded on five hundred camels. There are eighteen houses, which have been made of boards of wood, each including an upper chamber and balcony, that are set up in a suitable and attractive place. At the time of departure, each board is dismantled, and, at the time of encamping, the boards are joined by iron rings. The insides of these houses are clothed by covers of European brocade and European velvet, and the outside thereof are covered by broadcloth.’29 For the superintendent of the farashkhana, the challenge was to manage not one but two of each of these complicated structures, since a quartering party, the pishkhana, was sent ahead to begin the task of setting up the next camp while the main lashkar was still at the previous one.

At each stop, the Grand Quarter Master and engineers surveyed and prepared the camp site. Carefully, they marked out the layout of what amounted to the outlines of a planned city, significantly more organised than the arbitrary tangle of roads and buildings that characterised the actual permanent cities of the empire. Roe had turned being unimpressed into a fine art, but the management of the lashkar awed even the most reluctant of observers. Scale and order were familiar concepts that he could appreciate. It was ‘one of the woonders of my little experience’, his journal recorded that December, that he had seen a town that ‘may equall almost any towne in Europe for greatnes’ rising up in front of his eyes, sometimes within four hours, ‘wherin the streets are orderly, and tents Joynd, are all sorts of shopes and distinguished so by rule that every man knows readely were to seeke his wants, every man of qualetye and every trade being limited how far from the kinges tentes he shall Pitch, what ground he shall use, and on what syde, without alteration’.30 A couple of months later, when the chaplain Edward Terry joined Roe in the lashkar, he too would notice how the tents were always ‘reared up in such a due and constant order, that when we remove from place to place, we can go as directly to those movable dwellings as if we continued still in fixed and standing habitations, taking our directions from several streets and bazaars, or market-places, every one pitched upon every remove alike, upon such or such side of the king’s tents, as if they had not been at all removed’.31

First, the rectangular boundary of the royal enclosure was marked. It was where the gulabar, the portable wall of wood and leather fastenings, covered with scarlet cloth, would go up. Two smaller tents stood on either side, each holding nine of the best horses from the imperial stables, kept ready for riders to use at a moment’s notice on Jahangir’s orders. Flanking them were the naqqarkhana (the drum house) and the chaukikhana (the guard house). Inside, the imperial tents were set out like a moving palace, all covered in the same scarlet cloth which was the prerogative of the emperor alone. Jahangir’s tent stood in the centre. This was the famous do-ashiyana manzil, or two-storeyed house, raised on eighteen pillars, which doubled as the emperor’s personal sleeping quarters and place of worship during marches, and provided the high vantage point from which he made his morning public appearance, the jharokha darshan. Around it were arranged the screened enclosure for the harem, separate enclosures for the female attendants and servants, the ghuslkhana (bathhouse) for the private evening meetings, and the two enormous tents where the emperor, seated on his throne on a high platform, gave his public and private audiences. Years later, following the lashkar of Shah Jahan’s son and Jahangir’s grandson Aurangzeb, the French physician François Bernier thought there was something ‘very striking and magnificent in these royal quarters’. Seen from a distance, ‘this vast assemblage of red tents, placed in the centre of a numerous army’, he thought, ‘produces a brilliant effect’.32 He would have found the interiors equally striking.

When Khurram became emperor Shah Jahan, he commissioned his own gigantic state tent or bargah called the Dal-Badal (Mass of Clouds). The praises of his court historians give us a sense of its internal opulence. Gold brocaded secondary awnings and canopies, supported on columns of silver and gold, rose above the richly carpeted ground. They marked off the space occupied by the emperor on his throne, set out beneath the umbrella of state (chatr) with its rich fringe of pearls.33 The openings between the columns would be curtained with ‘cloth of gold from Gujarat, and European curtains, and brocades from Turkey and China, and cloth of gold from Iraq’. The dramatic portable architecture of the Lal Dera (Red Tent) of Mehrangarh, one of the few surviving seventeenth-century Mughal imperial tents, offers a glimpse of what Jahangir’s courtiers saw when they stepped inside. Its graceful archways and colonnaded inner chamber rise as high as a single-storey house, maximising the interplay of light and shade. During the day, the cross-breeze of its three open sides would have been welcome. At night, even after 400 years, the red silk velvet of its interior still catches the faintest flare of light to glow with soft lustre, densely embroidered throughout with delicate trellises of golden flowers.

Surrounding that central hub of the imperial enclosure were the areas assigned to the encampments of the different nobles, the distance of their camps from the centre signalling their relative status. Their tents were mostly white, but flags and pennants of different shapes and colours marked each of their quarters. After a while, Bernier assured his readers, you got used to navigating by looking at those flags, ‘all seen from a great distance, serving, after a little experience, for unerring guides’.34 Roe would inform the English factors to tell their letter carriers that his tent was easy to find, since it was ‘on the west syde from the Kings tents, but by my selfe, out of the throng’.35 Still, he would not have missed the whirlwind of activity that Bernier later described, of people arguing over partially erased plot markings, of tents being pitched, and thick cordage being stretched to mark the boundaries of the plots assigned to individual noblemen. Sometimes you would pick your way through them only to find that someone’s rope boundaries prevented


not only the public path from passing through, but the fixing of any strange tent near their own, where their wives, if accompanying them, reside. A horde of their lusty varlets, with cudgels in their hands, will not suffer these cords to be removed or lowered; you then naturally retrace your steps, and find that while you have been employed in unavailing efforts to pass at one end, your retreat has been cut off at the other. There is now no means of extricating your laden camels but by menace and entreaty; outrageous passion, and calm remonstrance; seeming as if you would proceed to blows, yet carefully abstaining from touching any one.36



Beyond this was more bustle: a mini-city of kitchen tents, tents for servants, administrative quarters and workshops, tents even for the animals, from the hundreds of elephants, camels and horses to the hawks, falcons, dogs and leopards that Jahangir used for his innumerable hunting trips. Coins were often minted in the lashkar mint. Huge markets supplied food and other provisions, some reserved for the imperial retinue alone, others associated with various parts of the wider camp. The efforts that went into organising provisions on such a scale would impress Edward Terry. ‘But that which here seemed unto me to be most strange’, he would write, ‘was, that notwithstanding our marvellous great company of men, women, and children there together, that must all be fed, and the very great number of other creatures which did eat Corn, as we never there wanted water, so we had so many Victuallers with us, and so much Provision continually brought in unto us, that we never felt there the want of any thing beside, but had it at as low rates as in other places.’37 For the friar Sebastien Manrique, arriving at Shah Jahan’s camps just outside Lahore in 1641, the first experience would be of sight and smell. ‘So I approached these bright, brilliantly lighted bazaars,’ he wrote, ‘but, before entering, the aroma of the spicy dishes almost pictured to the mind’s eye what on entering was appreciated by the eyes of the body.’38 Ahead of him were row after row of food stalls, some with large spits where poultry and other meat was being roasted, others selling curries and pilaus to take away in earthenware and brass containers. There was bread of various kinds, as well as desserts. As well as the most elaborate concoctions drowning in clarified butter, one could buy the simplest of foods, ‘cooked without being steamed, like an apothecary’s infusion, being thus reduced in quantity without loss of sustenance’. ‘Of these and other kinds of food there was such abundance in this movable suburb that the curious Reader can imagine what would be met with in the bazar and markets within the City itself.’ ‘What struck me most were the low prices at which these things were sold,’ Manrique confessed, ‘for any man could fare fully and sumptuously all day for two silver reals. I was no less struck by and astonished at the good order that those Barbarians maintained in such assemblies.’

Once settled, camp life took on its own rhythm. Days began with the emperor’s appearance at the jharokha. As evening fell, the torches leading the way to the imperial enclosure were lit. Bernier remembered that it was ‘a grand and imposing spectacle in a dark night to behold’; when standing at a distance, one could see the ‘long rows of torches lighting these Nobles, through extended lanes of tents, to the gosle-kane, and attending them back again to their own quarters’.39 Soon, kitchen fires would be lit everywhere, the smoke from the dry cow and camel manure and wood making the darkness even more impenetrable. Roe does not mention it, but Bernier got lost in that smog three or four times, including once when he had to spend the entire night outdoors, listening to the watchmen crying ‘Khabar dar’ (‘Watch out!’) as they beat the bounds of every quarter of the camp throughout the night. Like others, he knew that the thing to do in such circumstances was to locate the light of the akashdiya (sky lamp) that towered above the royal enclosure. Like all other lashkar equipment, it was portable, and could be dismantled and packed away in three pieces, ready to be set up at the next stop. A slender, tall post like the mast of a ship, with a lantern at the top, it was a beacon to which ‘persons who lose their way resort, either to pass the night secure from all danger of robbers, or to resume their search after their own lodgings’. Roe, from his tent on the margins of the lashkar, however, might not have been able to see it glowing in the night.




14 A Patient King

December 1616. In London, an era of English voyaging had come to an end with the death of Richard Hakluyt, the great English geographer. Hakluyt, who had played such an instrumental role in publicising English achievements in travel and trade around the globe, had left behind as his legacy his collection of travel writing, the Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffics and Discoveries of the English Nation, as well as the companies that he had helped to establish. Those companies were now busy competing to show how English trade could be more than just a mercenary enterprise. The East India Company had made its lavish arrangements for the baptism of the young Bengali boy, Peter Pope, carefully timed to take place just before Christmas to ensure maximum public interest. That was no match, however, for the sensational appearance of the real-life Virginian princess, who had not only already converted to Christianity, but had actually borne a child for her English husband.

In a portrait made by the king’s engraver, Pocahontas, daughter of the Algonquian chief Powhatan, is presented in all her English finery and a snazzy hat. Her expression is quizzical, reserved. Kidnapped, christened as Rebecca, and married to the Virginian settler John Rolfe, she would die the following year, just before sailing back to Virginia. She was less than twenty years old. At this point, however, she was attracting so much attention that it annoyed the inveterate social commentator John Chamberlain. She was ‘no fair lady’, he sniped in one of his letters, ‘and yet with her tricking up and her high style you might think her and her worshipful husband to be somebody, if you did not know that the Virginia Company out of their povertie allow her four pound a week for her maintenance’.1 Before the end of the Christmas celebrations, on 6 January 1617, she would attend Ben Jonson’s court masque, The Vision of Delight. Jonson would remember her a decade later, when in another play called The Staple of News (1626), he had one of his characters claim, ‘I have known a princess, and a great one, / […] The blessed / Pocahontas (as the historian calls her) / And great king’s daughter of Virginia’.2

While London buzzed with the news of the conversion of these two ‘Indians’ from either ends of the world, Pocahontas’s kinsman and travel companion Uttamatomakkin, or Tomocomo, was less than impressed with the welcome they had received. When the adventurer John Smith, who had known him in Virginia, met him in London, Uttamatomakkin asked him when he would be introduced to the English king. ‘[T]he King I heard he had seene’, Smith replied, but Uttamatomakkin had not recognised the unprepossessing man he had met at court: ‘he denied ever to have seene the King, till by circumstances he was satisfied he had: Then he replyed very sadly, You gave Powhatan a white Dog, which Powhatan fed as himselfe, but your King gave me nothing, and I am better than your white Dog.’3



In northern India, a day’s trek past Toda in Rajasthan, ‘one of the best built [towns] I ever saw in Indya’, Roe’s journal recorded a moment of quiet.4 Beyond Toda’s tile-fronted, double-storeyed houses ‘stood a delicat grove of two mile long, a quarter broad’. Roe’s description makes it sound as if one of the pastoral idylls in the fashionable romances that people were devouring back in England had been transplanted to India. It was ‘planted by Industry with mangoes, tamerins, and other fruits, divided with walkes, and full of little Temples and alters of Pagods and Gentiliticall idolatrye, many fountaynes; welles, tanckes, arid summer howses of carved stone, curiously arched’, beautiful enough ‘that I confesse a banished englishman might have been content to dwell there’.5

Sitting around a campfire next to one of those many little lakes, wrapped in furs against the sudden drop in desert temperatures, a Persian and an English ambassador (whose own improved mood might have something to do with the change in weather) exchanged pleasantries in the presence of the Mughal emperor. They did not have a translator, but that did not stop them. They spoke in their own languages, Roe noted with a glimmer of his old, dry humour, ‘much to our mutual edification’. Later, Roe stumbled back to his own tent, the red St George’s cross of the English flag glimmering in the dark among the other fluttering pennants of the encampment.6 The rest of Roe’s embassy would be spent in such travels, accompanying Jahangir as he followed Khurram’s Deccan campaign.



Jahangir had been eager to leave Ajmer ever since Hur al-Nissa died, and the Deccan campaign had given him a viable reason for it. As winter gradually turned to spring and the lashkar stayed on the road, however, it was quite clear to everyone that while Khurram was engaged in the Deccan, the emperor’s own journey had become more of an extended pleasure-excursion. The durbars had been reduced to the bare minimum. Jahangir only made one public appearance in the morning, but even then, imperial guards made sure that no opportunity was allowed for ‘business or speech’.7 Matters of state were tackled at the ghuslkhana in the evening, although it was always a gamble. Would the emperor be too drunk for business? Jahangir’s own memoirs tell us that the lashkar covered anywhere between two and sixteen kilometres per day, depending on the weather, the terrain, and most importantly, the emperor’s wishes. A fortnight’s march out of Ajmer, the tone of the entertainment was set by the first long stop at Ramsagar, one of Nur Jahan’s jagirs or estates. Over the eight days he spent there, Jahangir hunted to his heart’s content. He entertained and distributed wine cups among his favoured nobles. When a fishing expedition in the lake caught a large haul of 208 fish, he distributed those too, although Roe, still struggling to arrange his transport out of Ajmer, missed out on the fish supper.

On the penultimate evening in Ramsagar, as his hostess as well as his empress, Nur Jahan threw a banquet in Jahangir’s honour. The emperor appreciated the gifts of gems, jewelled vessels, fine gold-beaded textiles and other precious objects that she gave him, but his aesthete’s eye was even more taken by the more transient visual delights that Nur Jahan, who knew him well, had prepared for his pleasure. As night fell, the entire circumference of the vast lake and its centre glittered with lamps, reflected in the water. ‘It was a very good party,’ Jahangir recorded in his memoirs.8 And the parties and banquets would continue throughout the journey, sometimes arranged by Nur Jahan or the courtiers, but equally often by Jahangir himself. At one point, Nur Jahan’s father I’timad ud-Daulah threw an elaborate banquet for Khizri, the feast-day of the legendary Islamic immortal figure, Khwaja Khizr or al-Khidr. Roe, proudly flying the English flag, might have been interested if he had known that in some Islamic nations, al-Khidr was often associated with St George. Later, in August 1617, when Jahangir’s Accession Day coincided with Shab-i Barat, the feast day of the first revelation of the Holy Qur’an, as well as the Hindu festival of Rakhi, the emperor took inspiration from Nur Jahan to throw another stunning lakeside banquet. Wine flowed freely till the early hours of the morning. ‘An illumination was achieved the likes of which has probably never occurred anywhere else since the custom of lighting lanterns began. All the torches and lanterns were reflected in the water and made it look as though the entire surface of the water was a field of flame.’9 It is one of those rare moments in the memoirs when Jahangir decides that the occasion demanded something more than his usual conversational prose. ‘An exhilarating banquet was held, as good as the heart could wish,’ he wrote in an elegant couplet, ‘They cast before this dark castle a carpet as vast as the field of imagination.’

The business of state still continued. At every point on the route of the march, local princes and noblemen came to pay tribute, courtiers and court officials continued to be rewarded for their services, punishments were meted out to those who opposed or threatened Mughal rule as a stark warning to others. By the time Roe arrived at Ramsagar, nine days after the main lashkar had already departed, all that was left after the lamp-lit festivities that had so delighted Jahangir was the stench of the naked, dead bodies of a hundred men lying under the winter sun, ‘slayne in the fields for robbery’. Three days later, when he was just a day’s march out of Toda and about to catch up with the imperial lashkar, Roe ‘overtooke in the way a cammell laden with 300 mens heades sent from Candahar by the Governor in present to the King, that were out in rebellion’.10

Jahangir has very little of those punishments in his own memoirs. He was curious about the history of the cities he passed through instead. At the ancient Hindu city of Ujjain, a major settlement since 600 BCE, his memoir notes that it was one of the seven major sites of Hindu worship, and his curiosity about the natural sciences shows in the note that ‘Raja Vikramaditya, who catalogued the stars in Hindustan, was in this city and province.’11 As the lashkar moved inexorably through the stark, uncompromising landscape of present-day Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, however, it is evident from Jahangir’s memoirs that it was not history, but nature that really held his attention. It is a quality that has made the Jahangirnama a source of historical natural phenomena of various kinds, as well as a unique record of the changing ecology of the region. Jahangir’s experiments and investigations were often as eccentric as many conducted in the name of the natural sciences in contemporary Europe, but his interest was genuine. The landscape, flora and fauna of early seventeenth-century north-western India emerges with striking vividness in his writing – orchards and lakes, poppies ‘stretched out in groups of every colour’ as far as the eye could see, a pair of white storks protecting their young, picked out in words that rival the masterful brushstrokes of his favoured miniaturists. A banyan tree attracted his attention because of its huge size, so he stopped to have it measured. A wolf that was killed in the hunt was dissected so that the emperor could check whether its gall bladder was like that of a lion.12

What those records also reveal is the extent to which, despite their fervent celebration of their Chagatai-Turk and Timurid ancestry and their Persianate courtly culture, the Mughals had been assimilated into greater India. Jahangir himself represented that mingling, and not simply because of his own mixed heritage, although the landscape through which he was travelling would have been more familiar to his Rajput mother than to his itinerant Mughal father. It emerges in his appreciation of the countryside, and in his recurrent connoisseur’s delight in mangoes and the rohu, which he considered ‘the best kind of fish in Hindustan’.13 It also emerges in the outpouring that the passing wayside view of an Indian water lily, ‘a rare and exquisite flower’, inspires at one point, painting a natural and imaginative world that is deeply, strikingly Indian. ‘It is a fact that the lotus opens by day and closes into a bud by night, whereas the water lily is a bud by day and opens at night,’ Jahangir wrote. Mixing Hindi words into his Persian, he described how the bee that ‘the people of India call bhaunra’ alights on the lotus and water lily blossoms, lured by the nectar inside them. The closing of the flower meant imprisonment for the bee, at least till the moment when the flower reopened again, and it could make its escape, drunk on the nectar. Jahangir was quick to notice the parallel to the relationship between the nightingale and the rose in Persian poetry, and quick to praise the ‘marvellous poetic conceits’ of the Hindi poets. ‘One such poet was Tan Sen Kalawant,’ he reminisced, ‘who was in my father’s service and without equal in his own time – or any other for that matter. In one of his songs he likened the face of a youth to the sun and the opening of his eye to the blossoming of the lotus and the emerging of the bhaunra. In another one he likened the beloved’s wink to the motion of the lotus flower when the bhaunra alights on it.’14

Elsewhere, that syncretic connection lay behind Jahangir’s sudden disappearance when they arrived in Ujjain on 11 February. Roe was surprised that the emperor had left ‘to speake with a dervis or saynt living on a hill, who is reported to be 300 yeares ould’.15 For Jahangir, it would be an important meeting with a figure who would prove to be a recurrent, significant presence in his life. His father Akbar had been the first to meet the Hindu hermit, Jadrup (possibly Chitrarup) in 1601, during his victorious return from the conquest of Khandesh. In his memoirs, Jahangir described the severely ascetic life that Jadrup led ‘in a pit dug out in the middle of a hill’, and his own pleasure in spending hours in the hermit’s company, listening to him speak about ‘the science of the Vedanta, which is [also] the science of Sufism’.16 ‘God has bestowed upon him a rare ability and given him a fine understanding, elevated mind, and quick comprehension together with knowledge,’ he would write after another meeting two years later. ‘He has freed his heart from attachment to material things and turned his back on the world and everything in it, seated in a corner by himself in need of no one and nothing.’17

Jahangir’s own interest in Hindu philosophy had developed when, as a rebel prince, he had set up his alternative court in Allahabad, at the confluence of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers that had been one of the principal meeting places of Hindu scholars and ascetics since long before the arrival of the Mughals in India. There is a contemporary painting of Jahangir and Jadrup, the Hindu hermit and the Muslim sovereign sitting face to face in front of the dark opening of the cave. It is perhaps not a surprise that it echoes another illustration Jahangir had commissioned in those days of opposition to his father, which accompanied a Persian translation of the sage Vasistha’s instructions to the disillusioned Rama, the divine hero of the Hindu epic Ramayana, on the qualities of the ideal king. That evening, moved by both his meeting with Jadrup and by drink, Jahangir would pick on Roe in the middle of a discussion of ‘the lawes of Moses, Jesus and Mahomett’. ‘Am I a king?’ Roe records him saying. ‘You shall be welcome: Christians, Moores, Jewes, he meddled not with their faith: they came all in love and he would protect them from wrong: they lived under his safety and none should oppresse them.’18



For Jahangir, the entire experience was a delight. ‘The arduousness of a journey was never felt,’ he claimed. ‘It was as if we were progressing from garden to garden.’19 Roe would beg to differ. His entry for 26 December 1616 is largely typical of his experience in the wake of the imperial lashkar. ‘We passed thorough woodes and over Mountayns, torne with bushes, tyred with the incomodityes of an impassible way, where many Camells perished. Many departed for Agra, and all Complayned. I lost my Tents and Cartes, but by midnight we met. The king rested two dayes, for that the leskar could not in lesse tyme recover their order, many of the kings women, and thowsandes of Coaches, Carts and Camells lyeing in the woody Mountaynes without meate and water; himselfe got by on a small Eliphant, which beast will climb up rockes and passe such streightes as no horse nor beast that I know can follow him.’20 Roe was also still struggling with the logistics of sending baggage ahead of him, limited by his lack of resources: ‘The king Passed betweene two Mountaynes, having cut the way thorough the woodes, but with so much trouble and inconvenience to the baggage that it was left behind. Without any refreshing, I found my Tents by Midnight, having taken up my lodging first under a tree.’

The route up to Mandu was particularly tough. Water supplies were scarce, and the shortage of provisions made prices go up so much that Roe was ‘at double Chardge of expence’.21 ‘The king, who feeles it not, takes no order [notice],’ Roe observed on 29 January 1617, desperate but resigned to the ways of the powerful. ‘His Channs [khans; courtiers] are followed with their owne provision and so enforme not. The strangers, the souldier, and the Poore only, as woorst able, endure the burthen.’ He jotted down a quick calculation at the end of the day’s entry. ‘Every other day the King remooved three, four, or five course. Short yet of Mandoa, 60.’ By that reckoning, there was at least another fortnight of travel ahead before they stopped.

While they travelled, he still had to deal with Company business, balancing the paper on his knees as he scribbled reports to the Company and corresponded with factors and merchants spread across Surat, Ajmer, Agra, Isfahan and London.22 When he heard that the Kotwal of Ajmer, in charge of law and order in the town, had threatened ‘to turne the factors and our goods out of the house given us’, he approached Asaf Khan – and, to his surprise, given his past experiences with Mughal governance, got a prompt response.23 Other problems were not as easy to resolve. There was a plague in Agra. The merchants there were forced to close the English factory and move goods to Fatehpur Sikri and Ajmer.24 Even the plague probably would have been better than his present fate, Roe wrote to the Surat factors, and not just because of the discomforts of travel and ill-health. He was ‘sicker in mynd’ from various worries.25 The merchants had been so slow in sending out the new gifts that had recently arrived from England in Captain Pepwell’s fleet, that Roe’s shortage of gifts had reached a critical state. He told Pepwell that the absence of the gifts ‘hath not only disarmed me of all meanes to sollicite the King, but so shamed me that I forbeare to visit him, being empty handed now six monthes’.26 It was embarrassing when the Persian ambassador plied him with silk, wine and other gifts. Roe could offer nothing in exchange, even though he wanted to establish good terms with him for the sake of his help with the Persian trade that the English merchants were so keen on exploring. He was forced to confess that all he could exchange was ‘a good hart’, since he ‘had nothing, being a stranger, to require courtesye of that nature’. He ended up giving the ambassador his own sword, which had cost him £5 in England.27

All these, still, were minor compared to the repeated complaints about the behaviour of the English. It was no good expecting him to acquire compensation for the treatment that the factors had received from the Mughals, if they were going to mingle it with ‘confession of misurable misdeameanors committed by the disorder of themselves’.28 The common sailors and ‘base rascals’ were bad enough, but the senior merchants were hardly better. In the absence of a sympathetic ear, Roe could only give vent to his frustration in his journal, with the faint hope that the Company might read it one day and pay attention. ‘I find not the Principall free from all blame and occasion,’ he wrote, ‘for by want of judgment and an opinion of liberty neither granted nor fit for them to use, they incur just displeasur, and it breakes out into fury on both sydes; for the [Mughal] officers as fast complayne of us as we of them, and desier me to send a sober discreet man to governe our Nation, which I have no power in; so I cannot tell at what end to begin.’29

Then there was the matter of Jadu, his broker and interpreter, who had chosen this moment to leave him in an argument over his wages, even though it was an amount arranged by the Company, which Roe was not authorised to change. Jadu or ‘Jaddow’ had worked for the English since their early days in Surat. He had assisted William Finch and William Hawkins in 1609. He had helped John Jourdain make his daring escape from the Portuguese blockade in Surat in 1611. In 1612, when William Biddulph had arrived, Jadu had again offered his services. As is often the case with native figures in English encounters with other cultures around the world, we know very little about Jadu. We gather that he was indispensable, and he crops up repeatedly in the correspondence and records of the East India Company. He is sometimes identified as a ‘Benian’ or Bania, a member of the Gujarati merchant classes of Surat, and his name, often associated with the god Vishnu, suggests that he was likely to be a Hindu. We can also see from those same records that the Company merchants never quite trusted him entirely. They assumed that he would inevitably line his own pockets from the profits of brokering deals, and their own lack of language made them insecure about his role as middleman between the locals and themselves. As the factors admitted to the Company, some complaints about him were ‘jealous suspicion without cause’. Jadu was as devious as any of his profession and ‘base, disorderd and deceitful’ as most of them, they thought, displaying the usual merchants’ distrust of a local broker, but he ‘hath always continued in your service’, and his ‘maintenance’ and ‘your trade’ depended on each other.30 Now, it seemed, Jadu had had enough. ‘Jaddow hath refused the wages assigned by you and in our greatest neede forsaken us, and I am so without any linguist that I cannot answere the King what it were a clock,’ Roe informed the Surat factors on 9 December.31

Roe, however, was desperate. All he could do was to request Jadu to come back, which he did, briefly, on 24 December, only to disappear in the middle of the night two weeks later when he realised that no increase in wages was forthcoming. It is why on 22 January 1617, we find Roe standing on a riverbank, flattered that Jahangir had not only noticed but also smiled at him, and ‘with his hand directed me to stand by him’, as he tried to muddle along with his few words of Persian on the amused emperor’s insistence. As in Roe’s previous conversation with the Persian ambassador in Toda, however, he could depend on civility to pave over the gaps in communication. Jahangir was genial and free with his praise about the half-mangled words he managed to utter. ‘Our discourse had not much sence nor dependance, but he took it well, and with much curtesy demonstrated a good opinion.’32



Roe watched the emperor throughout those weeks. It is undeniable that Jahangir was a complicated man, used to unimaginable power and wealth, struggling with his addiction to drink and opium, and torn by contending loyalties. Yet he was also artistic, charismatic, curious, intelligent, courteous, liable to undertake acts of incredible kindness as casually as he could be cruel. Roe was shaken by the peremptory violence through which Jahangir’s power was imposed on his subjects on more than one occasion. He complained endlessly about the trials he had to suffer because of the emperor’s whims. ‘The Kyng will tire us all and teare us to peeces in the woodes,’ he wrote to Captain Pepwell.33 His journal treats Jahangir’s drinking with a mixture of condemnation and resignation. He had lost count how many times his plans to discuss business had been foiled by the emperor being too drunk to engage in a conversation. Even his memory of Jahangir’s striking statement of religious toleration was tempered by the emperor’s ‘extreame drunkennes’, that made a tearful Jahangir keep them all up ‘till midnight’ after a long day of travel.34 Yet there was a clear change in the tone of his account. It had become noticeable during the incident of the wager, but it becomes impossible to ignore in his record of the days on the road.

He found Jahangir once, he remembered, ‘sitting on his throwne, and a beggar at his feet, a poore silly ould man, all ashd, ragged, and Patched’:


This miserable wretch, clothd in raggs, crownd with feathers, covered with ashes, his Majestie talked with about an hour, with such familiarity and show of kindnes that it must needes argue an humilitye not found easely among kinges. The begger sat, which his sonne dares not do. He gave the king a Present, a Cake, ashed, burnt on the Coales, made by himselfe of course grayne, which the king accepted most willingly, and brake one bitt and eat it, which a daynty mouth could scarce have done. After he took the Cloute and wrapt it up and put in the poore mans bosome and sent for 100 rupees and with his owne handes powered them into the poore mans lap, and what fell besides gathered up for him. When his Collation of banqueting and drink came, whatsoever he took to eat, he brake and gave the beggar halfe.35



When the time came for the hermit to leave, ‘the ould wretch not being Nimble, he took him up in his armes, which no Cleanly bodye durst have touchd, embracing him; and 3 tymes laying his hand on his hart, calling him father, he left him, and all us, and me in admiration of such a virtue in a heathen Prince.’ It is not clear what unsettled Roe more, Jahangir’s kindness or the challenge it posed to his own sense of Christian superiority. His later seventeenth-century editor, the cleric Samuel Purchas, would deal with the problem simply by adding a marginal note that summarily dismissed Jahangir’s actions because of his religion: ‘Humilitie and Charity superstitious, and therefore blind.’36 Roe’s own final words on the incident, however, are more ambivalent, teetering between admiration and a desire to appropriate what he considered rightfully his: humility and charity as pre-eminently Christian virtues. It was a story he mentioned ‘with envye and sorrow’, he admitted, ‘that we having the true vine should bring forth Crabbes, and a bastard stock grapes: that either our Christian Princes had this devotion or that this Zeale were guided by a true light of the Gospel’.37

Faced with non-European, non-Christian cultures, European travellers of this period had responded in a variety of ways. For some, like William Hawkins at the Mughal court, or Robert Shirley at the Safavid court of Persia, that response was a total immersion, the feared translation or ‘turning’ that raised inevitable anxieties about the traveller’s loss of identity and rendered their allegiance suspect. They learnt the language, dressed in local clothes, submerged themselves in local customs and local affairs. Others, like the Dutch merchant Francisco Pelsaert or Roe’s old friend Thomas Coryate, could balance their intense curiosity about the land and its people with a self-righteous religious and cultural superiority. The same aptitude for language and enthusiasm to jump wholeheartedly into a foreign culture that charms us in Coryate’s encounter with Jahangir and in his image of himself, seated on the back of an elephant, for instance, is also what enabled him to get into loud arguments with the local washerwoman, or the local mullah calling the faithful to prayers. Despite his learning of Persian and Turkish, his staunch Protestant Englishness is never in doubt.

Neither approach was an option for Roe. His inherent resistance to what he perceived as the threat of cultural assimilation certainly characterised his usual, instantly hostile response. Yet the increasing familiarity engendered by the journey also humanised the abstraction of Mughal power, turning it into something infinitely more challenging for him to negotiate. For Roe, his way of accommodating his own increasingly complicated responses to India was to present it rather as a split within the Mughal world itself. He had a clearer sense of the politics now, and of the figures at its centre. Given the time and the opportunity, he thought he could write a sensational history out of his observations that could more than match courtly intrigues at home. Khurram, Nur Jahan and Asaf Khan would increasingly become for him the living corroborations of alleged ‘Eastern’ duplicity, shifting swiftly from ‘a noble prince, an excellent wife, a faythfull counceller’, to ‘a crafty stepmother, an ambitious sonne, a cunning favourite’.38 Yet their presence, ironically, is also crucial in his account, in as much as it enabled him to acknowledge Jahangir as something more than the stock-figure of Asian tyranny that he had painted at their first encounter. The ‘wisdome and goodness of the King appeares above the malice of others’, he asserted for his absent readers back in London. He was, for Roe, ‘a patient king, whose hart was not understood by any of all these’.




15 The Chaplain

Early in January 1617, the residents of Dhaita, about seven days’ journey out of Surat, had woken up to a disturbance. Dhaita lay on the popular trade route that connected Surat to Ajmer and Agra through Burhanpur. It was nestled in a rough, hilly, often inhospitable terrain, as Roe had found when he followed exactly the same route in November 1615 to reach the Mughal court in Ajmer. Its ruler, Pratap Shah, the Baglana chief, had held out against Akbar’s forces for years, and in the end kept his autonomy and the right to levy rahdari (road tax) on trading caravans passing through his domain, although a percentage of that income fed into Mughal coffers through his annual tribute. Dhaita was a quiet place. People there were used to seeing travellers of many nationalities set up their camps on the fields and groves near its river, the Sarpini. But there was trouble in the air that morning.

A group of travellers had camped just outside the town overnight. Some people from the town had guarded them all night hoping to earn some money, but one traveller, an Englishman who had lived in India for a couple of years and thought he knew the local ways, had sworn at them and driven them away. Now as the caravan had set off on its journey once again, a large, angry crowd had followed and stopped it in its tracks. Words were exchanged. The English merchant picked up his musket. Bows and arrows were readied on the other side. A bloodbath seemed certain, until a fresh-faced young man in the dull black cassock of a Christian priest stepped in. He was new and inexperienced, and did not speak the language, but somehow, with the help of some of the other travellers, he defused the situation. The men who had guarded the caravan accepted their due, a paltry three shillings’ worth of English money, and left wishing the travellers a good journey. The caravan was free to continue, chasing behind the imperial lashkar winding its way further up north.



As a boy growing up in the quiet English village of Leigh in Kent, or even as a student at Christ Church, Oxford, Edward Terry may have been forgiven for failing to imagine that he would stand among the cornfields of western India one day, acting as an impromptu peacemaker between the English and the locals. His portrait, made in old age, is scholarly, genial. He holds a book in his hand and an inkstand is set ready next to him, but his inquisitive eyes seem to suggest that he could be convinced to set it aside for an interesting story. Portrayed in his sixties, this Terry, of course, was not quite the young man in his mid-twenties who had travelled to meet the English ambassador in Mandu, but his curiosity was the same. He was young and enthusiastic then, as new to his job as he was to the country. The East India Company had engaged him as a ship’s chaplain only shortly before he set sail for India in February 1616.

Chaplains and ministers were important for the Company, conscious as it was of its own identity as a Protestant, English corporation. The impetus was not just of religious zeal or political expediency, but also a practical one.1 For men living a long way from home, in cramped, stressful lodging on sea and land, among other cultures and religions, the dangers of internal tension and external temptation both ran high. Chaplains and ministers abroad had a significantly heavier load than usual when it came to administering last rites and holding burial services, but the companies they worked for also depended on them to help to maintain order among the living. The daily ritual of prayer and readings from the Bible and the collective listening to sermons were reminders both of identity and of allegiance. They also happened to be discreet but effective ways of spotting those whose grasp on both identity and allegiance might be slipping.

That practice had its own dangers. Prayers and a church service could raise alarm among local communities. When the Surat factors had set up a bell turret on the roof of their house, ‘for the better order in our house, as calling our people to prayers’, the local people had assumed that the weather vane with the Company’s mark on top of it was a victory cross set up by the English to claim the town.2 Terry, fresh off his ship, had been an eyewitness to both the unrest and the dismantling of the structure that followed. Even internally, religious service stirred sectarian divisions and often raised more tension than it could resolve. Yet throughout these early years, English clergy travelled to the Middle East with the Levant Company, to India and East Asia with the East India Company, and to North America with the Virginia Company. Some, like Peter Pope’s mentor, Patrick Copland, moved regularly from one part of the world to another.

Travel was dangerous, but for the clergy as for merchants, the promised returns were high, and not simply in terms of spiritual recompense. Many of the Levant Company chaplains used the opportunity to establish the basis of highly distinguished careers as scholars. Edward Pococke, the first person to hold the Laudian Chair of Arabic at Oxford, was one of them. Others were simply satisfied to undertake the journey based on the £30–£50 per year that they received as salary. It was not excessive, but good enough at a time of dwindling benefices. For some, the experience only hardened their faith in the superiority of the Christian religion. For others like Terry himself, or Henry Lord, whose Display of two forraigne sects in the East Indies (1630) would later become a much-used source of information on the Hindu and Zoroastrian faiths, it might encourage, if not quite an acceptance of other religions, yet a deeper reflection on contemporary English Christian practice.



Terry’s own account, written on his return, was presented first as a manuscript to Charles, the Prince of Wales, in the early 1620s, before Samuel Purchas printed a heavily edited version in the huge edition of travel reports, Purchas His Pilgrimes, which also preserves some of Roe’s now lost journal volumes. Much later, when he was sixty-five, Terry published an expanded version of his original account. By then the English Civil War had come and gone, and Charles, as Charles I of England, had lost his head in the process. The Voyage to East India (1655) frustrated his printer, who grumbled, in a printed note included in the volume, about being forced to produce a book that looked more like ‘a bundle, rather than a book’, thanks to Terry’s habit of sending him revisions and long digressions in the middle of the print run.3 Terry’s readers have often shared that frustration, but his volume is also well timed, because it picks up exactly at the point that we lose our almost daily contact with Roe himself.

Roe’s account of Jahangir’s visit to Jadrup the hermit and his drunken speech welcoming men of all religions to his court on the night of 11 February 1617 had ended with two notes. One of them was about Terry, who was on his way to join him. The second noted that he had run out of pages in the volume that he was using: ‘This journall from this 11th February, 1616[17] is posted into another booke for want of roome.’4 That new book was one of the volumes of Roe’s journals that were later lost. Terry’s remembered version of events supplements the suddenly sparse account that can be cobbled out of Samuel Purchas’s edited versions of the papers that he had managed to collect till 22 January 1618, and the surviving correspondence of Roe and the factors. It also helps to enrich that story, drawing attention to the landscape, people and life around him in a way that Roe was often too preoccupied to observe.



For a young man venturing out of his country for the first time, Terry’s voyage had been nothing if not memorable, a drastic immersion in the bloody world of European trade in Asia and Africa. When his ship, like Roe’s, had stopped at Saldanha Bay, they had caught sight of a Dutch ship which had captured a smaller Portuguese vessel. Among its ‘many rich Commodities’, Terry remembered, were ten Portuguese women who were going to Portuguese colonies in search of husbands, as English women would often do in centuries to come. The Dutch had looted the Portuguese and then ‘turn’d them with their unarm’d, leakie, and ill-man’d ship, to the mercy of the Seas’.5 Later, the English themselves were caught in a deadly sea-skirmish with a Portuguese carrack. For quiet, bookish Terry, what followed were hours of ‘extreme horror’ that cost the commander, Benjamin Joseph, his life. Captain Pepwell, who then assumed command, was also injured. Even years later, Terry did not lose his sense of horrified fascination with Pepwell’s multiple injuries, including his left eye, so mangled by a piece of flying shrapnel ‘that it lay like raggs upon his cheek’.6 The Portuguese vessel had not escaped unscathed. Its crew would ultimately set it on fire and abandon it to prevent it falling into English hands.

That voyage gave Terry a lifetime’s aversion to war, and particularly to maritime conflicts, when he had seen ‘Fire like Lightning darts into mens Eyes, and the over-loud Cracks of great Ordnance like Thunder roars in their Ears’. He had no time or patience for those who got pleasure from either the telling or hearing of such encounters. One might think it was ‘easy and safe to sail in the Harbour, or to sit upon the shore, and there to make these most sad Conflicts matter of talk, discourse or, merriment as some do,’ he would write, ‘yet I conceive they should not be seen or heard of without grief and detestation: Because the very name of a man implies Humanity, which a man forgets to shew, when he sees or hears of the ruin and destruction of others with Content, who are men like himself.’7 Yet that ‘men like himself’ is also a reminder of Terry’s identity. Above all a Christian minister, his compassion is reserved largely for European Christians. Men like Corey the Indian, whom he had also met at Saldanha Bay, rarely got a share of it. In India that sympathy would be stretched between unwilling admiration of lives with which he could not identify, and his mounting frustration with the lives of those ‘like him’. But that was still to come.



Roe had been sending letters to the Surat factors for a while about his lack of a chaplain since Hall’s sudden death in August 1616, asking whether they would consider lending him the services of their own chaplain, William Leske. On 15 October, he complained that he had ‘not heard one word from Mr Leeske, for which I am both sorry and wonder. I pray commend me to him. I would have been glad of him; but if it stand not with his liking, I will wish him better fortune.’8 Kerridge had recommended Terry instead. He had arrived as the ship’s chaplain for the Charles, but was serious and keen on the prospect of joining Roe, and came highly recommended by Captain Pepwell. ‘Your offer of another minister is most acceptable, and I give you many thanks,’ Roe replied. ‘He shall be to me extremely welcome, and I will so respect and use him as sent me from God.’9

What Roe did not know was that there was a reason for the factors’ reticence and for Leske’s own silence. As one document created early in the new year by the exasperated factors shows, Leske had been involved in a bitter conflict with them for months. The document is a six-point list of Leske’s many misdemeanours. The factors claimed that they had spied on him ‘through a hole’ in a closed door and seen him disappear into an inner chamber with a sweeper’s wife for the best part of half an hour. She was, they said, ‘a creature so contemptible amongst these people that the basest degree avoids the conversing or as much as touching them’.10 They used the word ‘Alalcore’ [halalkhor] to describe her, a term supposed to have been introduced by Akbar for the hardworking dalits or outcasts of society, whom he identified as people who worked to earn their food, as opposed to the haramkhor or the ungrateful idle, whose presence, one assumes, cut across caste boundaries.11 But Leske’s misdemeanours did not stop at the exploitation of one woman. He was also ‘a notorious frequenter’ of brothels, they claimed, and to make matters worse, he had paid for services received with fake local currency. To the great embarrassment of the factors, the woman in question had tracked him down to the English house and caused a great racket demanding her money.

The Surat factory’s records are full of Leske’s exploits, each recorded with growing consternation by factors who had thought they had seen it all till Leske came along. He got into an unprovoked fight with one of the young male servants of the house, and ‘enraged with wine and madness […] without his upper garment issued out of his chamber and madly assailed the young man, where after a long scuffling conflict they very valiantly tore one another out of their clothes’.12 He ‘violently forced’ one of the local Indian brokers into his room and ‘whipped the said broker with a chaubuck or horse-whip’ for some perceived insult. The factors had to go to enormous lengths to pacify the broker, who ‘in the heat of his grief, would have run to the Governor for justice’. The drunk chaplain then even threatened Kerridge himself with a knife. The worried factors tied him up in his room till they could put him on the returning ship. Overall, they informed the Company, ‘We do all in general declare the said Leske to be a most licentious, ungodly liver and one that prefers his epicurism, drunkenness, and intolerable, insolent pride before the divine worship of God.’ It was because ‘he would thus live as a libertine and give the bridle of his loose affections free scope without control’ that he had ignored Roe’s requests completely, ‘nay, he neglected him so far that in a manner he scorned to answer two or three of his Lordship’s letters’.



On 3 January 1617, Terry had left the squabbling chaplain and factors behind, and set off with a small group of four English men and twenty Indian servants who were also going to join Roe.13 Along with them were three carts loaded with merchandise and the gifts for the court that Roe desperately needed. There were looking-glasses and Venetian drinking glasses, beads of coral and amber, a saddle of crimson velvet for £60, two crystal cabinets that cost £30 and £40 respectively, three paintings for £36 and four beaver hats for £14, among other things. Altogether, the value of the consignment came to £616 13s – roughly the amount that a skilled tradesman could earn in thirty years in England. It was a significant responsibility for the young clergyman, particularly since he was also entrusted with the 300 mahmudis for the entire group’s travel expenses. Khurram had sent his farmān of protection, and a footman accompanied by a company of soldiers to guard the caravan on its way. The factors, however, were not taking any chances. They provided Terry with detailed advice about where to stop and whom he could trust among the local figures on the route.

Terry was exemplary in undertaking his duties, although once the accounts were done in April 1617, Roe would tell the factors that the caravan had overspent on travel, and that they should have ‘sent one that understood the business; a minister was by his profession too gentle to govern’.14 However, he was pleased that Terry could stand firm when necessary. As the concluding pages of Roe’s journal noted, he had wisely – and bravely, given the circumstances – refused to allow Khurram to open the presents when their paths had crossed on the way to Burhanpur. Instead, he had been both bold and quick-thinking enough to send a messenger to Roe, enabling Roe to ask for Jahangir’s help. It was the kind of thing that was certain to gain Terry his ambassador’s trust.



Terry’s own impressions of the journey itself were overwhelmingly of plenty. He launches into his actual description of the ‘most spacious and fertile Monarchy (called by the Inhabitants Indostan)’ by evoking a land overflowing with bread and milk and butter.15 Even the climate fascinated him. The rainless months were watered by dew at night, and while the thunder and lightning of the rainy season was terrifying for the inexperienced, he believed they ‘seldome do harm’.16 The rain enriched the land, and after it ‘the face of the Skye there is presently so serene and clear, as that scarcely one Cloud appears in their Hemisphere the nine months after’. He described fields covered ‘with a pure green Mantle’ and ‘many hundred Acres of Corn of divers kinds’.17 As they went through the fields, flocks of startled parakeets took to the air, and ‘excellent Hawks’ swooped over the woods and groves around them. Terry’s favourite were the ‘exceeding pretty’ little birds, smaller than the English wren, whose multicoloured plumage, ‘full of variety of little spots’, he could see in the shade of the trees.18 He filled page after page with detailed lists and descriptions, then worried about the impression it gave his readers of this unchristian domain, ‘lest that place I have describ’d should seem to be an Earthly Paradise’.19 He had to hold himself back, and was delighted that he could at least write about the mosquito as an ever-present reminder that ‘there is no place nor Countrey under Heaven, nor yet ever hath been without some discommodities’. Even the Garden of Eden had a serpent. How else would mere mortals remember ‘that there is no true and perfect content to be found in any Kingdom, but in that of Heaven’?

In some ways, Terry’s detailed description was as much a part of his upbringing as his faith. Any traveller worth their salt in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and certainly a dutiful student at Oxford, would have read at least a few of the standard handbooks for travellers, many of which were translations from works by German scholars keen on imposing method and order on the messy experience of travel. From Albert Meier’s helpful template, which broke down one’s observations under steadily branching headings and sub-headings, to the combination of individual and civic profit in Jerome (Hieronymus) Turler’s Traveiler, those books shaped the reports written by countless travellers of the period, including Terry.20 Listing and categorising were the traveller’s ways of exercising control over an activity that was often considered dangerous: travel after all was an uncomfortable reminder of the fate of the fallen Adam, doomed by his transgression to wander beyond Eden. Listing turned that experience into a means to useful information; it was a practical tool as well as a mode of redemption.

In the pages of Terry’s book, India is both an impetus for that habit of listing, ordering and controlling, and a challenge to it. The things Terry describes seem determined to grow beyond the limits of his page. Beginning to describe the elephant, he stops himself (‘But of these much shall be spoken in my sixt[h] Section’).21 He gets carried away, and has to retrace his steps (‘But to return to the Place where I began my last Digression…’).22 He claims he will break up his observations ‘into sections’ so that he does not ‘weary’ readers with one continuous narrative, but even the endings and beginnings of those useful sub-sections refuse to stay within his self-imposed limits.23 One of Terry’s most distinctive quirks is that he finishes his chapters on half-sentences: ‘I shall therefore (as I have begun) break this into Sections, and proceed to speak’, he ends section 4, ‘Of the Inhabitants of East-India, who they are’ carries on the heading of section 5, pulling his readers along in a breathless rush.24

Much of the challenge that Terry tackles in his writing would recur in subsequent centuries, as writers of the British Empire indulged their readers’ appetite for innumerable ‘surveys’ of India, both cartographic and otherwise. Their books often presented India as a land whose plenty actively resisted European attempts at reducing it to systematic knowledge. Terry’s sub-sections serve as precursors to such attempts to control and disarm, as do his descriptions of the people he saw around him. A particularly familiar example of uneasiness, for instance, emerges in his writing whenever Indian courage or military strength is in question. Like many later writers, he frames his account with an assumption of Indian effeminacy. They are ‘very valiant at tongue-fight, though not so with their weapons’, he asserted.25 Mughal armies might contain ‘incredible multitudes’, but he reassured his readers that they were ‘not [as] well learned [in] that horrid bloody art of war, as the Europeans’.26 When he described ‘stout daring men’ like the Pathans and Rajputs, who filled the ranks of the Mughal army and protected his small group as they travelled, he had to assure his readers that like the Welsh in England’s empire at home, the Indians abroad were ‘ill Masters, but good servants’, ‘so faithfull to their trusts unto whomsoever they engage, to the English as well as to any other, that if they be at any time assaulted, they will rather dye in their defence, than forsake them at their need’.27 In subsequent centuries, that image of the excellent Indian servant would act as a conceptual antidote to colonial violence for many of his fellow countrymen and monarchs, Queen Victoria included, who liked to imagine British imperial power as a benevolent presence that inspired and received such unquestioning service as its due.

For Terry, however, writing as a supplicating member of a small trading nation, travelling on Mughal territory, under Mughal protection, almost 200 years before the sovereignty of the British Crown was imposed over India, the manoeuvre was significantly more unstable than it appears. A reversal of roles, for one thing, is easier for him to imagine than it would be for his colonial successors. What would happen if a great Indian merchant had travelled to England ‘with the like treasure […] and should for his more safe passage take a guard of swordmen here’? Temptation, he thought, would certainly lead his English guards to ‘shortning his journey, dividing his substance, and by disposing so of his person, that it should never tell tales’.28 That sudden turn homeward is a striking example of the way in which travel experience could be instrumentalised by the traveller. For Terry, his lively, meticulous description of India, thematically organised under more than thirty sub-headings that range from its animals, to diet, clothing, religion and government, described more than the country halfway across the world where he had spent two of the most memorable years of his long life. The ‘only way for a man to receive good’ from travel, he would later claim, was ‘by reflecting things upon himself’.29 Within his volume, that tenet became a way for him to accommodate both the weight of the impression made by India and Indian ways of life, and his Protestant English identity.

The idea of civility played a recurrent role in that negotiation. Terry had no problems dismissing what he considered to be heathen superstitions, but he is markedly different from Roe in repeatedly and categorically insisting on the exemplary civility that he saw among all social groups in India. ‘The truth is that the people there in general are very civil,’ he informed his readers, ‘and we never had any affronts or ill usage from them, if we did not first provoke them’.30 His story of Roe’s drunken cook and the embarrassment he had caused for Roe in Surat by picking a needless and dangerous fight with an influential Mughal nobleman had been an early example. The incident in Dhaita offered another example from Terry’s personal experience. But worse still was one that came about twenty days later. Thomas Herbert, the young twenty-year-old kinsman of Edward, Lord Herbert of Cherbury and George Herbert, the poet, had arrived in India on Pepwell’s fleet with Terry. Roe, usually sceptical of the merits of the young gentlemen whom families had begun to ship to India, was uncharacteristically welcoming in this case. ‘I pray let him know thus much: that besides the respect I bear his noble brother, the name of a Herbert, and being of the blood of that honourable earl, whom I ever loved and from whom I ever received undeserved favours, is such a tie to me to requite it upon him that I will not lose any occasion to do it.’31 That explained a lot, the factors had thought, because Herbert was clearly a troublemaker who did not deserve any kindness on his own merit. They had been forced already to put him in the little holding cell at the Surat English factory as punishment because ‘he wounded one of this country people’.32 It would not be his only transgression. Terry described him as ‘the most hasty and cholerick young man that ever I knew’ when Herbert got into yet another argument with one of Khurram’s men who had been assigned to guard the English caravan.33 Incensed that the man had dared to refuse to hold his horse, he hit him with his horse-whip, and then ‘discharged his pistol laden with a brace of bullets directly at his body’. The bullets missed, merely grazing the man’s hand and breaking his bow, but Terry was left with making amends: ‘as I before observed,’ he noted, ‘we were not at any time in any dangers of suffering by that people, but some of our own nation were the procuring causes of it.’34



Terry’s response to Indian faiths and religious customs was similarly conflicted. The English, brought up on sectarian conflict, generally found the religious permissiveness of the Mughal court puzzling. Roe, writing to George Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury, in October 1616, had described the concept of sulh-i kul as a form of pride and hubris. Jahangir, he had then claimed, was an atheist, brought up ‘without any religion at all’, who followed both Islamic practice and Hindu rituals. The emperor is ‘Content with all religions’, he had informed Abbot, except that ‘he loves none that changeth’.35 This strange tendency to accept the validity of other religions was alien to Terry’s Protestant faith as well, and he had little inclination to understand what he saw as the errors of both Hinduism and Islam, devoting a whole chapter to the ‘strange and groundless, and very gross Opinions, proceeding from the blackness and darkness of Ignorance in that People’.36

Yet despite the strictures, there is an evangelistic strain in Terry’s writing that mines his Indian experience as thoroughly as the East India Company factors were delving into the economic riches of India, allowing him to walk a delicate tightrope between his often delighted immersion in Indian culture, and his Protestant English identity. Even their everyday adherence to traditional clothing, he argued, demonstrated a ‘constancy’ that showed up the errors of his own Christian countrymen. It showed a respect for ‘their predecessors in many foregoing Generations’, which was ‘the great prayse of this people, as the commendation of every nation in the world almost, besides ours’.37

The strict discipline of Hindu and Muslim worship was another reminder. It was ‘a very great shame that a Mahometan should pray five times every day, that Paganes and Heathens should be very frequent in their devotions, and Christians (who only can hope for good answers in Prayer) so negligent in that great prevailing duty’ that some of them hardly bothered to pray five times ‘in a weeke, a month, a year’.38 Terry believed that even non-Christians retained ‘a part of Adams first integrity before his fall’, but there could be no hope of their conversion when the behaviour of the Christians, who were the rightful inheritors of divine light, had made sure that ‘Christianity itself [was] evill spoken of, as a Religion that deserves more to be abhorred, than imbraced’.39 In the streets of Surat, ‘the Natives (who live neer the Port where our shipps arrive) say thus, in broken English’, he claimed – thinking perhaps of examples like the problematic Chaplain Leske and the trigger-happy Herbert – ‘Christian Religion, Devil Religion, Christian much drunk, Christian much do wrong, much beat, much abuse others.’40



At the Mughal encampment, Roe was waiting impatiently for the new chaplain. It had been six months since Chaplain Hall’s sudden death, for two months of which Roe did not even have the services of a dependable interpreter, thanks to Jadu’s disappearance. In the absence of anyone else to interpret for him, Roe had been forced to strike up a working friendship with the Jesuit priest who was also following the lashkar. Francesco Corsi, originally from Florence, had been at Jahangir’s court from the beginning. In contemporary Mughal accounts, he often features as the designated defender of Christian doctrine in religious disputations. Roe’s relationship with him initially had been fraught, given Corsi’s frequent role as a negotiator for Portuguese interests at court. By the time Terry came to know him, however, suspicion had given way to a pragmatic friendship on both sides. Corsi had proposed something of a truce to Roe, according to Terry: ‘he told him that they were both by profession Christians, though there was a vast difference betwixt them in their professing it: and as he should not go about to reconcile the Ambassadour to them’.41 In return, he wanted Roe to promise that he would not publicise the split in the Christian faith between Catholics and Protestants. He was worried that it ‘might be a very main obstacle and hinderance unto his great design and endeavour, for which he was sent thither, to convert people to Christianity there’.

Whether or not this is true, Roe’s journal suggests that he found him an intelligent, sharp interlocutor. As their travels with the lashkar went on, the Florentine Jesuit priest and the English ambassador fell into a routine of regular meetings. Corsi ‘visited often, usually once a week’, Terry remembered. ‘And as those of that society, in other parts of the world, are very great intelligencers, so was he there, knowing all news which was stirring, and might be had, which he communicated unto us.’42 Despite that welcome source of information and intellectual engagement, it would have been some relief to Roe to have another educated Protestant Englishman at his side when Terry finally joined him at the end of February 1617.



Mandu, where the lashkar had arrived on 3 March 1617, was an ancient city in ruins. It had been a flourishing town since the sixth century, the stronghold of various Hindu and Muslim kingdoms for over a thousand years, famous for its invincible fort. By the mid-sixteenth century, however, the kingdom of Malwa, of which it was a part, had declined in power. The great buildings of Mandu had been left to crumble. Jahangir had assigned the Persian architect Mir Abdul Karim Ma’muri the task of getting Mandu ready for the lashkar. Abdul Karim, who later in Shah Jahan’s reign would become one of the superintendents of the construction of the Taj Mahal, had delivered, producing ‘a site so wonderful and delightful that it is doubtful that there is anything like it anywhere’.43

It is clear from Jahangir’s memoirs that he loved Mandu. He admired its fortress and the pleasant chill of its high mountain-top location. He toured the monuments and tombs of the Khalji sultans of Malwa who had ruled over it in the fifteenth century. He was fascinated by the stories of Ghiyas ud-Din Khalji’s famous harem or ‘city of women’, populated entirely by the smartest and most beautiful women in his domain, where ‘to all posts that are necessary to run a city he [had] appointed women’. His memoir is also scathing about Ghiyas ud-Din’s son who had murdered him, Nasir ud-Din Khalji. Both the irony and the significance of his order that the patricide’s bones should be dug up and thrown into the river as belated punishment for his crime would not have been lost on anyone in his retinue who was aware of contemporary Mughal history and politics, of Jahangir’s own struggles with his father and his worries about his own sons. He liked the apocryphal stories about Nasir ud-Din’s death.44 According to legends, servants had pulled Nasir-ud-Din out by his hair when he had fallen into a deep pool at Kaliadeh palace. Instead of thanking them, he had ordered to have their hands chopped off for daring to touch his princely body. When he fell in again, they watched as he sank. No one wanted to lose another hand. The narrative hubris in that story appealed to Roe too. He makes a note of it around the same time, except that in his version, it is Nasir ud-Din’s wife who refused to rescue him.45

Roe and Terry would have heard other stories about Mandu from English factors who had visited it. ‘By the situation of this cittie, the walls, castle and gates which yet are to be seene, it seemeth to [have] beene one of the greatest and strongest cittyes in the world,’ John Jourdain had reported in 1611.46 William Finch, who wrote a detailed description of its ruins, believed that nothing that matched its beauty and scale could be found ‘in all Christendome’.47 But nothing could have prepared them for the terrain. ‘That city Mandoa I speak of, is situated upon a very high mountain,’ Terry would remember, ‘the top whereof is flat, and plain, and specious. From all parts that lie about it but one, the ascent is very high, and steep; and the way to us seemed exceeding long, for we were two whole dayes climbing up the Hill, with our cariages, which we got up with very much difficulty.’48

By the time they arrived, Jahangir was safely ensconced in his palace. As for the English group, Roe had staked his own claim on a deserted old mosque and tomb with a walled courtyard, about two miles from the palace, and ‘for air very pleasant upon the edge of the hill’.49 His joy in that small success, however, was short-lived, because the English party soon realised that there was a major problem with Mandu. People like Finch and Jourdain had mentioned its many water tanks and lakes. They now realised that those were not simply for show. As Roe wrote on 11 March, the problem was that they had been ‘brought to a hill with a multitude of people […] where was no water, that men and Cattle were like to perish. That little that was in Pooles some great men possessed, and kept by force. I could get none.’ The local water carriers were selling water at an exorbitant eight paise for a small skinful, Thomas Coryate noticed, and the poor who could not afford it were left entirely dependent on the charity of Mughal noblemen, who sent ‘ten Camels with twentie persons every day to the [Narmada river], and did distribute the water to the poore’.50 Roe made a deal with a Mughal nobleman that he could draw four loads of water from his water tank every day, although this was hardly enough for all his people. Finally, it was actually the troublemaking, hot-headed Thomas Herbert who came to the rescue by discovering a mountain spring, which the English quickly commandeered, even though it caused ‘a great controversie’ among others in the encampment.51

There were other worries. Terry admired the beauty of the dense woods around them, thick with ‘fair trees, that keep their distance so one from and below the other, that there is much delight in beholding them either from the bottom or top of that Hill’.52 He would soon realise that those woods were full of wild animals that were used to prowling around the deserted streets of Mandu, and now had the added incentive of preying on the livestock that the lashkar carried as part of its provisions. One evening later in May, they saw a lion enter their courtyard, jumping over the stone wall that surrounded it. Roe’s little white Icelandic sheepdog ‘ran out barking at him, the Lion presently snapt him up, leapt again over the wall, and away he went’.53 That loss would not have endeared Mandu to the ambassador. He was ill, tired and miserable: ‘there was not a misery nor punishment’, he wrote, ‘which either the want of government or the natural disposition of the clime gave us not.’54



The ambassador’s mood had not been improved by the fact that Jahangir had summarily appropriated the gifts from England that he had been waiting for so long. This was awkward for Roe, because some of those gifts he had meant to set aside for Prince Khurram, Empress Nur Jahan and other courtiers, to be deployed strategically when he needed to approach them for favours. Jahangir claiming them as his rightful tribute was bad enough, but what made it worse was that with one exception, he did not seem to think much of them. He liked the English mastiffs, the only two out of eight dogs to have survived the journey. The glass cabinets, which had arrived broken, he thought were ‘very meane and ordinary’.55 The cheap carved wooden animals sent by the Company, possibly in response to earlier advice about the emperor’s interest in animal figurines, had just puzzled him. ‘Did you thinke in England that a horse and a bull was strange to me?’ he asked, and Roe, looking at the ‘ridiculous and ill shaped ordinary creatures, the varnish off, and no beauty other than a lumpe of wood’, had to mumble a hastily thought-up excuse about well-meaning but clueless Company officials.56 Significantly more problematic was one of the paintings, which showed a fair-skinned Venus leading a dark-skinned satyr ‘by the nose’. For once Roe found himself caught in a discussion about art in which he did not want a part. It was not difficult for him to guess from the sudden change in Jahangir’s tone and the general atmosphere at the durbar that the emperor had taken the painting ‘to be a scorne of the Asiatiques’, but was sparing Roe, ‘knowing I had never seene the picture, and by ignorance was guiltlesse’. ‘This I repeate for instruction,’ he wrote, ‘to warne the company and him that shall succeed me to be very wary what they send may be subject to ill Interpretation.’57



Terry, unfortunately, had been caught up in that uncomfortable exchange at his very first audience with Jahangir. The emperor had spotted him among Roe’s retinue at the ghuslkhana, and sent one of his courtiers to assure him ‘that the King bad me welcome thither, that I should have a free access to him whenever I pleased, and if I would ask him anything, he would give it me (though I never did ask, nor he give)’. But then Jahangir had asked him what the painting meant. He had not been satisfied when Terry pleaded ignorance. Why had he ‘brought up to him an invention wherein he was ignorant’? Roe had to intervene to explain ‘that he was a preacher, and medled not with such matters, nor had charge of them’.58

Terry’s own opinion of the Mughal state itself, and of Jahangir as its sovereign ruler, oscillated between fascination and fear. He was pleased and flattered by Jahangir’s recognition of him: ‘very many times afterward (when waiting upon my Lord Ambassadour) I appeared before him, he would still shew tokens of Civility and respect unto me’, he admitted, ‘and I never went abroad amongst that people; but those that met me upon this consideration, that I was a Padrae (for so they call’d me) a Father or Minister, they would manifest in their behaviour towards me much esteem unto me.’59 Much of what he had learned about the Mughal emperor corroborated his Christian and English prejudices about Islamic demonstrations of power. The violence of Jahangir’s punishments reminded him of the Roman emperor Nero.

At the same time, he found it hard to reconcile it with the equally conspicuous acts of charity and piety. ‘For his good actions he did relieve continually many poor people; and not seldom would shew many expressions of duty and strong affection to his Mother.’60 Thomas Coryate, who shared living quarters with Terry in Mandu, wrote similarly about the respect that Akbar showed to his mother, but for Terry, this complicated the easy association between Islamic sovereignty and tyranny that he had expected to be able to use, because ‘in this he did exceedingly differ from that most unnatural and cruel Nero, who most barbarously killed his own Mother Agrippina’.



There were, however, other everyday, uncomplicated pleasures, a visceral experience of India through the senses. Beyond the court, Terry spent his time taking copious notes about local life and customs, little glimpses of which glimmer through his pages of his recollections even half a century later. Itinerant barbers on the street held up shiny convex mirrors made of polished metal in front of prospective customers, to show them that their stubble or hair needed attention. On hot summer afternoons, people slept on cool polished floors or simple wooden cots, pillowless and covered head to foot with thin white calico sheets ‘spread all over them, which makes them to appear like so many dead corpse laid forth for burial’.61 Terry had a theory that ‘lying so even, and at length with their bodyes thus extended, may be one reason why the people there are all so streight lim’d’.62 The other reason was the complete absence of lacing or girdling in their clothes, which he thought contributed to the misalignment of bodies in the name of fashion in Europe.63

There was also the food. We get disappointingly little on that from Roe, which is not surprising, since by now the acute pain of the ‘bloody flux’ or amoebic dysentery had become his constant companion. Terry, however, waxed eloquent about the gastronomical delights of Mughal India. His account of a dinner with Asaf Khan, which he would attend along with Roe later in November that year, is the best description we have of a Mughal banquet from an English writer of the period. The Mughals, like the English, took their hospitality seriously. There was a code of etiquette associated with the serving and eating of food in the company of guests, and both the food and the dishes in which they were served had distinct prestige values associated with them. Food was important enough for Abu’l-Fazl to devote more than a few pages to it in his chronicle of Emperor Akbar, describing not only the careful organisation of the imperial kitchen, but also some recipes, from vegetarian ‘sufiyana’ dishes like zard birinj, a pilau bejewelled with raisins, almonds and pistachios and flavoured with ginger, saffron and cinnamon, to silky, slow-cooked lamb haleem, in a rich sauce of nut pastes, mint and coriander leaves, and thickened with cracked wheat.64

The dinner with Asaf Khan was one of the most memorable moments in Terry’s experience in India. Scents perfumed the air of the elaborate tent where they were greeted by their host. There were priceless carpets underfoot, covered with pure white sheets of calico. They sat on the floor in a triangle facing each other, with Roe in the place of honour on Asaf Khan’s right. Then the food appeared, in a seemingly endless succession of silver platters with gilt edges. Terry noticed that Indian cooks prized variety over volume, so unlike English banquets, there were ‘no kinde of flesh in great peeces, or whole joynts’.65 Mughal etiquette demanded that the chief guest had the best selection, so Roe had seventy dishes served before him, sixty for the host, and fifty for Terry himself. ‘They were all set before us at once, and little paths left betwixt them, that our entertainer’s servants (for only they waited) might come and reach them to us one after another, and so they did.’66

There was rice dyed in different colours: saffron yellow, green and purple. Terry was already an enthusiastic convert to the pilau or birinj, ‘a very excellent, and a very well-tasted food’.67 The bread was ‘very good excellent wheat, made up very white and light, in round Cakes’. There would be a range of those, multi-layered naan-i waraqi stuffed with pistachios, and tissue-thin parathas that could almost double as napkins. There were potatoes, ‘excellently well dressed’, and different kinds of meat. The dish he liked best was one which he named in the first version of his travel account as ‘Deu Pario’ (possibly Dopiaza). It consisted of venison cut into slices, ‘to which they put Onions and Herbs and Roots, and Ginger (which they take there Green out of earth) and other Spices, with some Butter, which ingredients when as they are well proportioned, make a food that is exceedingly pleasing to all Palates’.68 It is ironic, perhaps, that it reminded Terry of the ‘most savoury meat’ that the Bible mentions in Genesis 27, which Jacob cooked for his father Isaac to cheat his brother, the first-born Esau, out of his birthright.69 But he was soon distracted by other dishes, like the one that ‘the Portugals call Mangee Real, Food for a King’.70 Made of broiled chicken pounded with rice and almond flour, scented with rose water and the superbly expensive ambergris, it was the muhallabiyya, which the Mughals had borrowed from Persian cuisine, and Europe had adapted as mammonia or blancmange from the Middle East since the thirteenth century. Fresh and candied fruit followed, along with sweet cakes of wheat flour which were probably different kinds of halva. No wine was served, but even the water, Terry thought, was exceptional: ‘it is very sweet, and allayes thirst better than any other liquor can, and therefore better pleaseth, and agreeth better with every man, that comes and lives there, than any other drink.’71 It was difficult to remember that he was meant to be protecting his flock against the influence of barbarous peoples when faced with such delights.




16 Factors

Roe was in a terrible mood. After the cool months of winter, the temperature had begun to rise again, making the strict rule of wearing full English clothing which he imposed on himself and on his retinue increasingly unbearable. It was now April 1617, six months since he had left Ajmer on the trail of Jahangir’s lashkar. He was still in Mandu, scratching pen across paper on his makeshift table in the makeshift home he had made in the deserted tomb of some long-forgotten Indian nobleman. Trying to keep up with what his countrymen were up to in other cities scattered across western India was difficult at the best of times. Even in Ajmer in the previous summer, he had grumbled in his journal that the letters he received from Surat were ‘nothing but a bundle of contradictions’.1 The factors were quicker to argue with his advice than do what served the interests of the Company. Nothing had changed in the intervening year. In fact, things had got worse.

In curt, clipped sentences that barely conceal his anger, he informed the East India Company factors in Surat that the letters he had received recently from them brought him ‘no news wherein among many discontents I can receive comfort’.2 Roe’s relationship with English factors and their headstrong chief, Thomas Kerridge, had been strained from the start. But the spring and early summer of 1617 was particularly fraught. In the traces that have survived in Roe’s correspondence, the desperation and the mistrust sketch out the outlines of something which is far from the well-oiled juggernaut that the East India Company was to become.



In theory, the Company had always had the potential to wield significant power. When the East India Company received its first charter from Elizabeth I in 1600, she had described the ‘Governor and Merchants of London trading into the East Indies’ as ‘one body corporate and politic in deed and in name really and fully’.3 As descriptions go, this was an act loaded with meaning. Elizabeth I had essentially exercised her sovereign power to create what legal experts then and now would identify as a persona ficta, a ‘legal person’ or entity. This was the fundamental act of incorporation, by which multiple individuals could act together as if they were a single corpus (body), but that body was distinct from any of the individuals constituting it. The East India Company, through the royal charter, had acquired a corporate identity.

That idea of incorporation would be crucial for the Company’s future, both in Roe’s lifetime and beyond. Historically, it was a clever legal wrangle brought into Christian Europe in various forms from Roman law. In the thirteenth century, it had helped Pope Innocent IV to justify why, despite the potentially inconvenient vow of poverty taken by their members, monasteries and universities could own wealth and property.4 The institutions were a separate entity in the eyes of the law, he argued. They did not have to obey the vows undertaken by their individual members, and neither could they be held liable for members’ actions. In other words, while an individual monk in an association or universitas could be excommunicated, the universitas as a whole was not responsible for his actions. The monarch was a ‘legal person’ too, although of a different kind. The king, as the distinguished Tudor legal scholar Edmund Plowden had argued, had two bodies. There was the mortal, natural body that aged, sickened, got injured and died, and a ‘body politic’ that was immune to all such changes, that constituted of ‘Policy and Government, and [was] constituted for the Direction of the People, and the Management of the public weal’.5 It was the body politic that was the dominant, that worked its mystical influence at the moment of incorporation when an individual was crowned monarch.

Among the secular bodies that received the status of incorporation, some, such as many of the London guilds, pre-existed any recognition by state or Crown. Others, such as the East India Company, were brought into being through a top-down exercise of power when the state granted it the concession to exist. Either way, the rights and liabilities of corporations were different from those of individuals. As the legal expert, Sir Edward Coke, explained when the rights of another corporation called Sutton’s Hospital was disputed in court, a corporation could not be held to the same standards as an individual. This meant that they could not be deemed to have committed treason, ‘nor be outlawed, nor excommunicate, for they have no souls, neither can they appear in person, but by attorney. A corporation aggregate of many cannot do fealty, for an invisible body can neither be in person nor swear.’6

The East India Company would always be defensive of its rights and privileges as a corporation, which were crucial for its ability to operate as more than a sum of its parts. The face it presented to the world as an institution has been powerful enough to be accepted as a given, but it hides a part of the reality that Roe’s exchanges with the factors reveals. While it might have been a single legal entity, the Company was hardly ever as unified in practice. There were always multiple interests and investments at stake, and the threat of violence was always present. This many-headed community of traders, merchants and adventurers was the reason for Roe’s presence in India, but the greatest challenges Roe faced, it seems, were as much from his countrymen as from his encounter with the Mughal state.

The Company’s operations were too far from the centre, and its ability to monitor its people never quite as robust as its official mechanisms suggested. On the surface, the Company had stringent rules of employment. But global trade was dangerous and uncertain business with a high turnover of people, which attracted the adventurers, the would-be entrepreneurs and the risk-takers, both English and foreign. Controlling what the Company called ‘private trade’ was an ever-present challenge. When Jahangir had offered William Hawkins an allowance, he did not have to think twice before accepting it. As he brashly informed the directors later, there was no reason why he should not both ‘feather my nest and do you service’.7 Adventurers like Hawkins aside, every man on an incoming fleet, from the ordinary sailors to the ships’ officers and the merchants and factors, tried to raise some cash or carry goods to trade for private profit. The Company had tried its best to stamp down on this practice long before Roe even arrived in India. In 1614, they recorded their frustration that they had often forbidden their factors in Bantam from undertaking ‘all private trade by our writing’. As nothing changed, their warnings turned to stark threats. Those who have so blatantly disregarded their orders, the factors were told, ‘shall find it unpleasant unto them in the end, insomuch that peradventure they will wish they had not’.8

Predictably, no one was ready to admit their fault. The factors pointed their fingers at the ordinary sailors. Kerridge and the other merchants at Surat complained that the mariners on Pepwell’s fleet had brought such quantities of unauthorised sword-blades and other goods, and sold them to the locals through such ‘shameful’ door-to-door haggling and bartering, that it had seriously affected the Company’s trade: ‘we have not sold a blade since their arrival, nor are likely in many years to come to the wonted price’.9 Roe thought the factors were equally to blame. Their decisions about where to trade were based on their own interests, he told Sir Thomas Smythe in January 1617, because they used Company transport to move their personal merchandise: ‘private ends sway them; they pay not for any carriage, and fit themselves by variety of places of that you shall never see.’10 Both sides ultimately held the Company responsible. ‘Private trade is too common to be reformed by us,’ Kerridge and the Surat merchants told the Company. The only way to control it was for those in power in London to ‘order restraint at home’.11 ‘Men profess they come not out for bare wages,’ Roe advised. If the Company wanted to resolve the situation, the solution was in its hands. The men risking their lives in these long voyages needed to be paid fairer wages. The Company could ‘take away the plea [for private trade] if you resolve to give very good to men’s content’.12

Roe’s suggestion might have seemed naive and impractical to the Company merchants, but it was based on truth. The salaries that the Company offered really did not help matters. Many of the Company’s leading factors like William Biddulph and John Jourdain were men with years of experience, but their wages were generally poor. Biddulph, writing to the Company in December 1616, had pleaded, ‘May it please your Worships, in divers of my formers I have entreated for augmentation of my wages, but hitherto never heard your Worships’ pleasures; so still continue my humble suit for the same, for that this my small means is not sufficient for my maintenance; hoping your Worships will in your goodnesses and wisdoms think of a poor young man who hath done your Worships service with his best endeavours so many years in a foreign country.’13 He was not the only one frustrated by this. Salaries were anything between £40 and £200 per year, and the factors, who were expected to invest their own money in the Company at appointment to guarantee their loyal service, were predictably on the lookout for extra income.14 The Company did not think increasing wages would solve the issue. They were answerable to their investors and higher wages would eat into the profit margins. And in any case, they doubted whether the prospect of legitimate earnings would be enough to keep people from indulging in their own little private gamble in global trade, particularly when they were so far from home and surrounded by merchandise. By 1620, the Surat factors would write home that ‘if some tolleration for private trade be not permitted none but desperate men will sail our ships’.15 Ultimately a degree of private trade would be allowed, with the proviso that the Company’s trade would take priority.

None of this was helped by the Company’s day-to-day operations, and the paperwork it involved. The governors of the East India Company, as the protracted negotiations around Roe’s own appointment shows, did not trust its employees. Deeply aware that they had no actual direct control on what was taking place in India, they attempted to circumscribe it through formal reporting. The Company’s insistence on it is invaluable for insights into their operations, without which this book and others like it could never be written, but that volume of paperwork was as confusing as it was useful. There were minutes of meetings, commissions and instructions, letters exchanged with employees and representatives posted abroad, account books, ships’ logs, journals kept by factors and by ships’ officers.16 The sheer amount of material led to uncertainty, with crucial information and advice being overlooked, or worse still, wilfully neglected or countermanded. The inevitable delays in letters reaching the intended recipients only compounded the confusion. Their pages are full of dutiful respect paid to ‘our masters at home’ and paternalistic references to ‘our men in the Indies’, but they conceal a very real strain of frustration, anxiety and mistrust both at home and abroad. Focusing on them turns the East India Company into something like those ambiguous rabbit-or-duck optical illusions, fragmented and united at once.



The challenges that factors like Kerridge faced were great. The English merchants formed a small, tight-knit community within what was an unfamiliar land and culture. They lived, ate and prayed together, but their isolation was significantly more than imagined. An earlier letter, dated 10 March 1616, listed all the factors resident at the English houses in Surat, the joint base for Agra and Ajmer, Ahmedabad and Burhanpur. Surat, by far the largest, had seven factors and five attendants. The rest had six, five and three factors, with three, two and one attendant(s) respectively.17 Even within those small groups, factors rarely stayed together for long. Their letters record constant travel, moving from place to place in search of merchandise, and in the hope of selling the Company’s goods. The climate tested them constantly, as did diseases like the ‘bloody flux’ that plagued Roe and the actual plague that emptied Agra. ‘I could enlarge unto your Worships’, one of them wrote to the Company, apologising for the brevity of his letter, ‘but such is my unfortunateness after my travels, being troubled with a flux, overflowing of the spleen, and merciless cramp rending my veins in pieces, that I am scarce able to write six lines without intermission.’18

Living in such proximity was trying, particularly plagued as they were by illness and isolation. Minor injustices and resentments simmered, and blew up from time to time in vicious backbiting, if not actual violence. There was ‘a faction and general hatred among all your servants, few speaking well one of another, and crossing your business […] to your extreme prejudice’, Roe had reported back to the Company soon after reaching India.19 The arrival of letters and small home comforts – like the tobacco that Roe craved – was dependent on the Company ships, and never quite certain. Even then, the Company’s attempts at scrutiny caused resentment. ‘We have published your order for private letters to be sent open,’ the factors had written in their February 1617 letter. While some had agreed to comply, ‘others are of opinion they may be as safely delivered by private conveyances, which doubtless they will hazard […] rather than to be laid open to the general censure’.20 It appears that the Company also disapproved of the local terms they had fallen into the habit of using. ‘We have forbidden the several factors from writing words in this language and refrained it ourselves,’ Kerridge and the others reported, ‘though in our books of copies we fear there are many which by want of time for perusal we cannot rectify or express.’21

When dissatisfied employees ran away, like the unfortunate Jones who had become the point of contention between Roe and Khurram, it caused more trouble. William Peyton, who arrived in India on Roe’s fleet, wrote about ‘Mr. Barwick’s man, who had been inveigled to run away by a deserter from Captain Best who had turned Mahomedan, [and] was brought back from Surat on the 1st of October. Others afterwards ran away to Damaun, and wrote to their comrades to induce them to do the same.’22 Some, like the coachman Hemsell, left Company service for more lucrative jobs with local masters. The ones who remained often drowned their homesickness and worries in drink. George Pley, who was sent by the factors to Persia, would only half-jokingly scold his friend and colleague, William Bell, in a letter of May 1617: ‘Since my departure some among you have given out that I, being drunk, did lose a camel. Is it possible that they who daily swim in Bacchus bowls can so speak of others?’23

It was not as if either the Company or Kerridge and the other factors were unaware of the problems caused by the misbehaviour of their men. In a long letter written to the Company on 26 February that year, the factors had rushed to assure their employers that some accusations that had obviously reached London were groundless. ‘We wondered at the malice of such as informed you that all of us, or them that then lived here, should merit taxation of wicked and notorious livers.’ They could confirm that ‘your factors and factories in these parts are as well governed as if they lived in Fraunce or nearer you to give daily account of their actions’.24 Their main problem, they argued, was with the casual adventurers and sailors, rather than the Company-appointed factors themselves. Some of that was no doubt true. In December 1615, for instance, when Roe had just arrived in Ajmer, he had received a letter from Richard Baker, one of the Surat factors. It has an exasperated postscript: ‘Your Lordship’s page hath been much disordered since his recovery, both in and out of house. Complaints daily come to the house – quarrelling in the streets; making lecherous signs to women with his hands, of which diverse Banyans complain; running into their houses and putting his hands into their pots of meat and drink of purpose to anger them; beating our peons in house and other youths; which for your Lordship’s sake we have tolerated.’25 But Roe’s pageboy was a minor headache compared to the likes of Chaplain Leske or Bartholomew Merland. ‘By some of those gentlemen and landmen and many other disordered persons in this your fleet, our nation hath received the greatest disrepute that ever yet hath been conceived of them, as theft, drunkenness, quarrelling, mutiny and manslaughter,’ the factors told the Company. ‘We have experience of too many who, when they cannot please themselves elsewhere, their rendezvous is here […] It were very requisite that in all your commissions you ordered the stay of as few as possible and the remove of all such as are superfluous. Our troubles arising from complaints of our own people hath given us more vexation than all our other affairs.’26

Soon after the writing of that letter, they had been forced to undertake their most heavy-handed measure of control to date. Under the terms of its incorporation, the East India Company had the power to try and sentence Englishmen in its service under English laws. On 28 February 1617, the factors in Surat had to exercise that power to its fullest effect, deciding that the only suitable punishment for the actions of Gregory Lillington, a corporal on the ship James, was a sentence of death. Lillington’s list of misdemeanours was long, from ‘continual drunkenness’, insubordination and desertion of post, to threatening his commander with a pike.27 In Surat, he had created drunken havoc by ‘entering into houses of strangers and women to the disturbance and disorder of our nation’, so that Kerridge had to put him in irons in the English factory’s makeshift jail. Released with a promise of good behaviour, he had immediately taken to ‘drinking and quarrelling’ with another man, Henry Barton, until the two of them had gone into ‘the fields adjoining’ the English factory, where ‘he had, contrary to God’s peace and the King’s, slain the said Barton’. The execution of Lillington for Barton’s murder was the first instance of capital punishment inflicted on an Englishman in India, although it would not be the last. It was imposed under Captain Pepwell’s authority as the General of the fleet, through the power to impose martial law invested in him by James I. The order itself, however, was countersigned by East India Company factors, led by Thomas Kerridge.

Then there was the endless wrangling over merchandise. Figuring out what would sell back home was a challenge. At one point in 1618, a letter to the Company by the factor John Browne who was in Ahmedabad with Roe desperately mentions a new idea. He was sending the Company some fruit conserves this time, he wrote, some dried ambo or mango. ‘I cannot tell what esteeme they wilbe in England’, he admitted, ‘but here highly esteemed’.28 Figuring out what would sell in India was even worse. Roe, who had to sit through Muqarrab Khan’s well-meaning advice about the terrible quality of English merchandise, was painfully aware of that. ‘In England they think all things are rare here, and everything good enough,’ he grumbled to the factors.29 What he had been sent for the court ‘is much fitter for some poor fair’. ‘I wonder from what advice, from what judgment, this can proceed, to send hither that which only brings us scorn; knives, drink, rusty old rotten pictures, not worth one pice, coral bracelets for children, dear and unvendible, and finally horse-collars of scurf of amber, such as halalcores will not look on, and brittle glasses.’ Arriving just before Nowruz, when people were eager to buy the new English merchandise as gifts, it had made them the laughing-stock of the court and ‘the scorn of nations, so unworthy of merchants that our enemies have moved upon that advantage to turn us out’.30

The factors knew that, but their hands were tied. Repeatedly, they asked the Company to send better merchandise, in collective and individual letters, like the one that Francis Fettiplace sent in 1616: ‘This King desireth unheard of and rare things, but such as are either rich or full of cunning, good art and work, which he can as well discern from bad as we ourselves, and careth as little for things of mean value; and as is the King, so are his subjects.’31 Repeatedly, their advice was disregarded. Cheap, ill-packed goods arrived with every fleet. There is more than a little frustration in the factors’ letter to the Company of 26 February, when they pointed out, ‘The looking-glasses lose their foil, come broken and defaced, the frames also unremediable with warping crack the stands. The knives by their ill packing came so exceedingly eaten with rust as a long time it hath been two men’s endeavours to clean them.’32 They would still try to dispose of those, so long as further supply of the same kind did not spoil the market completely. Their tone is familiar, and timeless. It is the scrupulous politeness of people trying very hard in professional correspondence with superiors not to state the obvious, again: ‘wherein and whatsoever else not here mentioned our letters of the 10th March, of the 7th November, and the present, will rightly inform you what is fitting to be sent.’ In other words, the Company would have known what to send if only those in power had bothered to pay any actual attention to the paperwork that they demanded.

For the individual factors, struggling to deliver the Company’s expected returns, the pressure only served to intensify their mistrust of the native Indians who surrounded and outnumbered them. Of the cluster of letters that were being written in the English factories across western India that early summer of 1617 by Kerridge, Roe and others, one was by James Bickford, a factor resident in Ahmedabad, addressed to Sir Thomas Smythe. Bickford worried that the Company would hold his colleagues and him responsible for the poor quality of merchandise they were sending back to England. But the Company’s advice on what was to be bought was always changeable, and had come too late, and he had ended up having to compete with local buyers. The goods from England had not sold well either. ‘I cannot advise you exactly what commodities are vendible here,’ he wrote in despair, ‘Amadavad vending but little of anything.’ Bickford took out his frustration on the locals whose lack of cooperation, both as buyers and sellers, stood in the way of the profit that the Company in London expected him to make: ‘the people of this country being generally all so base, and thieves they are all from the beggar to the king, and live as fishes do in the sea; the great one[s] eat up the little; for first the farmer robs the peasant, the gentleman robs the farmer, the greater robs the lesser, and the king robs all’.33

It was a familiar image. Behind Bickford’s predictable accusations against Indians is a deeply ingrained frustration with the rich and the powerful whose roots are firmly English. We know very little about James Bickford, but men just like him would have been among the audience who watched Shakespeare’s Pericles, the story of another seafaring man, at the Globe Theatre in London in 1608/09. ‘Master, I marvel how the fishes live in the sea’, says a fisherman in the play. ‘Why, as men do a-land’, says another, riffing off a popular proverb to raise a knowing laugh from his audience:


the great ones eat up the

little ones: I can compare our rich misers to

nothing so fitly as to a whale; a’ plays and

tumbles, driving the poor fry before him, and at

last devours them all at a mouthful: such whales

have I heard on o’ the land, who never leave gaping

till they’ve swallowed the whole parish, church,

steeple, bells, and all.34



If only the king understood what was going on, they could ‘purge the land of these drones that rob the bee of her honey’, they exclaim, but that was a fantasy even within a stage play. As for Bickford himself, in 1623 the Court of the East India Company would deny him his due wages, because he stood accused of spending an unauthorised 400 rupees (£40) on clothing.35 The whales of the land were nothing if not protective of their own rights.



When Roe had first received his commission, his diplomatic Instructions from James I, mediated through the Secretary of State, Sir Ralph Winwood, had set out the terms of his appointment clearly. As James’s representative, he was reminded that he now represented his king’s ‘honour and dignity, both as we are a soveraine Prince and a professed Christian’. At the same time, he had to use all means possible ‘to advance the Trade of the East India Company’. The orders for his day-to-day work, it was made clear, came from them, and he was answerable to them as much as he was to the king. ‘We do therin referre you to such further direccions and prescripcions as you shall in that behalf at present or hereafter receive from the said Companie,’ his Instructions noted, ‘from which, either towardes the persons of their factors or their Goodes, you are in no wise to digresse, as you will answeare the Contrarie at your perill.’36 On the surface, then, the challenge that Roe faced was of having two masters. He had to deliver the Company’s trading interests on the one hand, and represent James I and England in his ambassadorial capacity on the other. Roe’s understanding of that dual position marks his actions every time he gripes at the English factors, or bristles at a perceived slight at the Mughal court.37

Yet the reality was that the interests of the English Crown and the Company were fairly closely aligned, even if they did not always see eye to eye. Prominent members of the East India Company were also powerful figures within the state, some directly as privy councillors or members of parliament, others through their financial power and networks of connections. James I and Charles I freely accepted cash gifts and loans from the Company, even if they both encroached on the Company’s business occasionally by encouraging other speculative trade ventures in Asia. When it came to negotiating England’s position in the wider world, as Roe’s own career shows, trade and politics shared innumerable links, from the deeply personal incentives that drove individual figures caught up in those transactions, to the larger arguments of ‘public weal’ and national interest.

Even though it had its own challenges, therefore, Roe’s problem was not so much that duality of his employment, as it was the fractures within the institutions that employed him. His frustration with the way in which his own authority had been circumscribed by the Company was compounded by the fact that exactly the same frustration was stirring up discontent in others as well. Kerridge and Captain Pepwell were equally convinced that they were being denied the authority that would allow them to function effectively. ‘If the General command all, the factor is discouraged,’ Roe informed his mentor, patron and ‘civil father’, Sir Thomas Smythe, in a private letter, while ‘if the factor be absolute, he of the first port [the chief factor] may wrong all others and disfurnish the accomplishment of the voyage, which this commander complains of.’38

The Company’s strategy of controlling their employees by dispersing authority and encouraging mutual surveillance made matters worse. Generals of the fleets, like Keeling and Pepwell, were either suspected of working hand-in-hand with the factors, or complained that the factors did not recognise their authority. Roe did the same, scrupulously poring over the accounts sent to him by the factors and pulling them up for any evidence of suspected wrongdoing. Among the many grievances that he put to the factors, for instance, is his complaint that they had been spending excessive amounts on medicine. Medical treatment ‘must needs be allowed all men whom God chastens, but if it be spent upon voluptuousness under that colour, I account it an extreme abuse’. He had heard that the Burhanpur factor, Lawrence Waldoe, had spent 180 rupees for thrice-weekly sandalwood baths. Sandalwood was often prescribed in traditional Indian medicine, but was the scale of this treatment really necessary? ‘I assure you, howsoever, it is more by 160 than I have spent since my arrival’, he wrote, ‘and I know I have had more cause […]. But he is gone home, and it is too late to examine it or to advise home; else, I assure you, I would some way for example have called it in question.’39

By this point in his embassy, however, Roe was beginning to suspect that the strategy was intentional, and designed by the Company to prevent exactly the collusion and undercutting they feared. ‘It shall be the better for you if we wrangle’, he observed, ‘so you shall be sure it will procure wariness, and care by emulation.’ His role was to allow the dissension to continue, without allowing it to get out of hand. It is hard not to hear in this an echo of his fellow Inns of Court man, Sir Francis Bacon, who, in the middle of one of James I’s many wrangles with his English subjects, had advised the king that the ‘cunning maxim of “Separa et impera” [divide and rule]’ might be better used to control his subjects’ dissatisfactions, ‘which would have been more dangerous, if it had gone out by little and little’.40 Various manifestations of that inherited strategy would radically shape the fortunes of India under British rule in years to come.



For the time being, with the Company’s future in India still unknown, Roe tried his best to maintain an everyday working relationship with the factors. ‘It is in vain for me to talk to your factors of these matters,’ he had told the Company in December 1616. ‘They either love not that I should understand it, or else cross it because I do.’41 In the factors’ defence, they were experienced merchants, many with a significantly better grasp on Indian languages and cultures than Roe’s prickliness about his status and identity allowed. The ambassador’s assumption of precedence and authority did not endear him to them. At best, they exchanged coldly polite messages. The factors informed the Company that the delays in sending the gifts up to Roe and various other reasons had meant that they had fallen ‘a little into his displeasure’ but they hoped that time and a ‘better apprehension’ on Roe’s part ‘will fairly restore us unto his favour’.42 Roe assured them that despite their past conflicts, ‘I will bear here and encourage all men to obey you’ – so long as they did not ‘command without appearance of reason’.43

Their disagreements covered multiple business practices, but they can be traced back ultimately to two major differences of opinion. The first of these, underlying most of the other issues either directly or indirectly, was the vital question of access to ready money. It was a problem that even the chaplain Edward Terry acknowledged when he included a dutiful but short chapter on trade in his travel account. The English merchants had told him, he had reported, that ‘though we vent some quantity of our Woollen Cloth, with some other things we carry thither, yet the greatest part by far of Commodities brought thence are caught by the Silver hook.’ Terry described how ‘as all Rivers run into the Sea: so many Silver Streams run into this Monarchy, and there stay’. The silver from all the nations of Europe ultimately found their way to the Mughal mints, where it was ‘presently melted, and refined, and the Mogol’s Stamp (which is his Name, and Titles, in Persian Characters) put upon it’, turned into currency of silver purer than even the purest Spanish coins.44

It is not inconceivable that Terry heard discussions about this in the camp at Mandu, given how seriously it affected English fortunes in India. English woollen cloth sold predictably poorly in India. Its novelty value fetched a few initial sales, but it was far from the stable market they had hoped to find. The money raised was therefore not enough to buy the volume of Asian luxuries that the English market demanded, or which the East India Company needed to import to make the voyages worthwhile. The timing of the voyages made things worse. The usual practice was to wait for incoming fleets and raise cash by selling the merchandise they brought. That limited the factors’ ability to get a good bargain, and resulted in expensive delays while the ships waited to be reloaded at Swally. Roe’s multiple suggestions, from changing the way they acquired their merchandise, to looking at consolidating their factories in India, and exploring alternative sites such as Bengal, were all focused ultimately on addressing this issue, but the factors had a much simpler solution in mind. In their letters back to London, they repeatedly urged the Company to make enough ready cash available so that they could buy and store merchandise when it was cheap.

Roe agreed that access to ready cash was a problem, but he did not agree that the solution was to drain increasing amounts of precious metals – gold, but even more importantly, silver currency or specie – out of England, and out of Europe. ‘Without mony this trade will fall,’ he accepted, but ‘we are as well members of Europe as Citizens of England, which is but one lymne and if the whole growe poore we beare our proportion’. The factors were not convinced: ‘we apprehend it otherwise,’ they wrote back testily. Commodities carried from Asia to be sold by English merchants in other European countries raised double taxes for England, and could be reinvested in employing more English people, bringing ‘Continuall proffitt both to the state and Commonwealth’. As for ‘Our being members of Europe as [well as] Citizens of England’, they argued, why should they sacrifice their own profits for continental European competitors who did not bother to offer them the same courtesy? It would be ‘a verry good reason to consider our proportion of the generall poverty, if the members of Europe were also citizens of England; who, seeking their owne benefitt, waye [weigh] not our Losse’.45

The same hard-headed pragmatism shaped their other point of contention with Roe. Ever since the previous February when the battle-lines had been drawn between them, Kerridge had continued to pursue the possibility of setting up direct trade connections with Persia. Roe had opposed it equally energetically. He still did not think they could trust any promises made by Robert Shirley. ‘Only I find in all your letters you have a belief that Sir Robert Sherlye is a well-wisher to his country, and an enemy to the Portingalls. I would persuade you out of this error,’ he wrote to his correspondent in Isfahan, William Robbins, on 21 August 1617. Shirley’s loyalty lay with the Spanish and Portuguese crown; he was ‘engaged to procure for them the whole traffic, and to that end is he employed’. Roe was worried that they had over-promised both the trading capacity of the English and the naval support they could offer. ‘It is not good to be blind, nor by blinding others to hope to attain our ends,’ he warned. ‘I would not wish any Englishman to undertake that the English will deale for all the Kinges goodes […] Nor that we will take Ormus and beate the Portugall out of those seas: these are vanityes. The Company entend a trade, not a warr.’46

Yet both Roe and Kerridge found their hands tied by the Company’s usual strategy of circumscribing individual power. Roe’s Instructions expressly prohibited him from interfering in trade negotiations. And Kerridge, who had no authority over Roe, could not send anyone in a diplomatic capacity to the Persian court to work out the details of a trading licence. Once Pepwell’s fleet arrived, there was a new urgency, because it was clear that not much of the merchandise would sell in India. At a meeting with Pepwell on his ship, the Charles, the factors took the decision to go against Roe’s advice and send a ‘Persian expedition’. They did not doubt Roe’s ‘great devotion and zeal’, they wrote, but they also did not see any reason to take his advice seriously, since his ‘error of opinion’ about ‘merchandising and merchants’ affairs in these parts makes us assured that he is no less transported from and concerning this Persian employment’. They were better served by their own experience and instinct, ‘being in this place the prime and supposed ablest servants of our worthy masters’.47

By that April of 1617, the entire business had taken a whole new turn, adding another degree of bitterness to Roe’s correspondence with the factors. Roe and Kerridge had clashed over the question of who would become the chief factor in charge of the trade in Persia. Kerridge detested Roe’s recommendation, a man called Thomas Barker. Roe, in his turn, was livid that Kerridge’s man, Edward Connock, had not just allegedly intercepted Roe’s letters to Pepwell about the Persian trade, but also supposedly introduced himself to various Persian contacts as the new English ambassador to Isfahan. Connock denied such accusations. He had only introduced himself as a messenger from James I, he explained, because otherwise ‘This King, one of the greatest monarchs of the world, will not squarely treat with me, a factor, in the name of the East India Company my masters and with them to conclude a peace and amity, if in effect I so be understood their servant, only sent by them and for to treat in their names.’48

It was an old, familiar problem, but for Roe it was an encroachment on his own remit – as indeed he had feared when the Persian business had first come up – since his own appointment from James I covered not only India but also the neighbouring nations. The second letter that Roe sent Kerridge that April is therefore even angrier, if possible, than the first. Kerridge’s assertion that he could not ‘be induced to believe [that Connock] is so vain as to assume the title of Ambassador’ was pointless, Roe fumed, because he could not ‘so easily hazard my masters honour as to rely upon your incredulity’. He could see that Kerridge preferred Connock over Barker, even though ‘a dram of honesty is worth all the eloquence and Turkish’ that Connock had at his command, but Roe could not stop Kerridge’s decision to ‘hazard’ the Company’s fortunes on him. ‘I will no more persuade you to look to your own actions, I will only regard mine own and pass over his letter as vain, contradictory, idle, glorious […] You had not my counsel in sending him, and I need not yours in that I determine to do in defence of the honour of our sovereign.’49



The truth was that Roe’s power to do anything in response was limited. He may have thought to appeal to his fellow-traveller, the Persian ambassador to the Mughal court, as he had mentioned in his journal before. But by the end of April, Muhammad Reza Beg had left the court. Roe’s information differs significantly from Jahangir’s on the circumstances behind the ambassador’s departure. In Jahangir’s memoirs, a standard leave-taking is recorded on 31 March, when he had given the ambassador 30,000 rupees and a robe of honour, as well as gifts to carry back to Shah ‘Abbas.50 But that departure obviously came as a surprise to Roe. The ambassador had not bothered to take formal leave of him, and Roe’s note at the end of April assumed that his departure was because he, like Roe, had received ‘no content from the King in his business’.51 In any case, Roe was once more finding himself increasingly isolated at the Mughal court.

The factors, again, were partly to blame. Just as Roe had begun to consider his position at the Mughal court secure, on 21 March news had arrived that Khurram’s latest obstruction to his negotiations with the emperor had found help in unexpected quarters – the ‘absurd bravado’ of nearly 200 musket-bearing sailors from the English fleet who had brought one of their regular confrontations with the locals to a crisis by foolishly threatening to take over Surat, a strongly defended ‘walled town, [that was] able to put out a thousand horses armed and as many shot’.52 The news reached Jahangir at a bad time. Roe had rashly used some ‘free language’ in his latest complaints about Khurram. It coincided with the news of the Surat incident and a rumour that the English ‘had taken Goa and were preparing a great Fleet in England’.

Jahangir remained courteous and diplomatic. He did not show any signs of overt suspicion, but Roe could see that he was concerned. Knowing Jahangir’s sudden shifts of mood worried him. He had realised by this time that the Mughals would allow them to continue only as long as they were seen as credible opponents to Portuguese power, but that fear of English maritime strength was a double-edged sword. ‘I had beene long fed with words, and knew as well as the heart that trembled,’ he wrote, ‘that feare of us only preserved our residence.’53 In his letter to the factors on 7 April, he spelt it out further: ‘Our own misbehaviour will in time give this King just occasion to take it to discharge himself of that burden which he is already weary of.’54 Six years earlier, William Hawkins had similarly worried that his detractors had ‘murmured’ to Jahangir that ‘suffering of English to come into his Countrey’ would be a mistake, ‘for that we were a Nation, that if we once set foot, we would take his Countrey from him’. When Hawkins had pushed to regain his status in court with a final gamble by denying any such intentions and asking Jahangir directly ‘either to establish me as formerly, or give me leave to depart. His answere was, that he gave me leave.’55 If Jahangir ordered Roe and the English to leave now, the East India Company might just as well write off its trade in the Indies entirely. ‘Nothing more afflicts me than to hear the scandal of our nation by brutish disorders,’ Roe wrote angrily to the factors, ‘and I cannot conceive how the chiefs can any way excuse it. I am sure we shall suffer for it […] I profess I never feared so much punishment from our enemies as from ourselves.’56

By May, Roe’s desperation had driven him into a dangerous exchange. Thomas Spragge, an English factor sent in search of a Persian debtor, had happened to reach the army encampment of the Ahmadnagar forces fighting against Khurram in the Deccan. Malik Ambar, Ahmadnagar’s famous general, had treated Spragge well, and expressed an interest in English cloth and swords for his soldiers. Sitting at the Mughal camp, Roe took the astonishing decision to write personally to Malik Ambar, seeking his help with arresting the debtor, promising him that it would ‘oblige the English Nation to returne you any the like Curtesye’.57 Opening up trade with Ambar’s army would be a good idea, he noted: ‘In my opinion, that had beene a good employment of some idle men and a way to vent our dead commodities.’58 If it occurred to him that this would be a dangerous move for anyone still seeking Mughal favour for trade, it remained unmentioned. By now he was expecting that the next English fleet to arrive in India would bring orders for him to go to Persia himself, from where Edward Connock and his associates had been sending ever more enthusiastic letters to the factors in India. Obstructed by the Mughals, and sabotaged by his own countrymen, Roe could be forgiven for thinking that English prospects in India did not hold much hope.




17 Queen Normal

When Jahangir was setting off from Ajmer in the previous winter, the English ambassador had found himself at least momentarily at the receiving end of somebody’s curious gaze. Through ‘little holes in a grate of reed’ that separated the women of the harem from the durbar, the emperor’s ‘two principal wives’ had observed Jahangir’s ceremonial leave-taking. Roe, equally curious about the world behind that reed curtain, caught glimpses of them through those gaps in the jharokha. His eyes had picked out the slim fingers holding the reeds apart, the glint of a dark eye, a shadowy profile with coiffed black hair, pale skin lit up by the scintillation of diamonds and pearls. ‘When I looked up they retired,’ he had written self-consciously in his journal, ‘and were so merry that I supposed they laughed at me.’1 If Roe’s guess was right about the watchers being Jahangir’s ‘principal wives’, then one of them would have been the woman whom Thomas Coryate, through a typically idiosyncratic transliteration, described as ‘Begum Normal’, although Mihr un-Nissa (The Sun Among Women) was anything but that, deemed exceptional even in her own lifetime, and both feared and admired in equal measure. Known first as Nur Mahal (Light of the Palace), and by this time as Nur Jahan (Light of the World), she was her husband Jahangir’s partner in name and action, and the effective co-sovereign of the great Mughal empire.



Edward Terry thought that Jahangir had married her ‘out of the dust, from a very mean family’, and he was partly right. Mihr un-Nissa’s story had indeed begun in dust and poverty.2 Her family had arrived in India from Herat in Persia as penniless exiles, robbed of almost all their belongings on the way. Mihr had been born while they had been still on the road in Kandahar. Later, both Mughal and European accounts would spin romantic stories about how her hapless parents left their newborn daughter by the roadside, and how she was miraculously recovered and reunited with them by the leader of the caravan. He had spotted the beautiful infant, the story went, and brought her to the first lactating woman in his group of travellers – her own mother. It served as a sign of the remarkable life she was to have. Yet while Mihr’s family was poor, her lineage was far from mean. Her parents, Ghiyas Beg and Asmat Begum, both came from blue-blooded, illustrious Persian families. Ghiyas’s father had been the Vizier of Isfahan under the Safavid Persian ruler, Shah Tahmasp I, at whose court the Mughal emperor Humayun, Jahangir’s grandfather, had sought refuge during his exile. Asmat was the granddaughter of Aqa Mulla Dawatdar Quazwini, one of the principal noblemen at the Shah’s court. While they had to escape Persia when the regime changed, they knew at the end of the road was Agra, where Humayun’s son Akbar had established his court. Persian culture and etiquette were highly prized there, and Persian émigrés, including a couple of Ghiyas’s relatives, held prestigious administrative posts.3 Scholarly, even-tempered Ghiyas’s fortunes, too, had risen steadily. At Prince Salim’s accession as Jahangir, he had become joint Vizier of the Empire, with a title by which he would be known for the rest of his life: I’timad ud-Daulah, the Pillar of the State.

Along with her brothers and sisters, Mihr had grown up in a courtly, cultured household, where the intricacies and rituals of courtly life and politics had been a part of her life from the very beginning.4 When she was seventeen, she was married to another Persian expatriate, Ali Quli Beg Istalju, given the name of Sher Afgan (Tiger Thrower) by Prince Salim, the future Jahangir. Salim had favoured Ali Quli, even forgiving his support for Khusrau in the conflict over accession after Akbar’s death. But in 1607, Ali Quli murdered Jahangir’s foster brother Qutb al-Din Khan Koka in an armed conflict that also cost him his own life. Mihr, with her seven-year-old daughter Ladli (Beloved), had returned to the court at the darkest hour that her family had suffered since their exit from Herat. She was not a young girl anymore. Her husband was dead, his name disgraced, and she was a widow in her thirties who would soon need to worry about the marriage of her own child. One of her brothers had been executed for supporting Khusrau’s insurrection. The match between her niece Arjumand and Prince Khurram was put on hold. Even her father was under arrest. Yet Ghiyas did not stay out of favour for long. Soon, as Ghiyas’s widowed daughter, Mihr was welcomed into the Mughal imperial harem, under the supervision of Ruqayya Begum, Akbar’s first wife and Jahangir’s son Khurram’s foster-mother.

Historical accounts have conflicting stories of Mihr’s first meeting with Jahangir. Some argue that she had caught his eye long before 1607, that Jahangir’s desire for her was what brought about Ali Quli’s ultimate downfall. Vague allegations in a few late seventeenth-century Persian accounts would turn into a full-blown romance of love and meteoric rise in the hands of Niccolao Manucci, whose version has Jahangir catching sight of Mihr floating down the river in a boat, and overcoming her refusal to become his concubine by ordering the Governor of Patna to murder her husband.5 Others told stories of Jahangir meeting Mihr as she accompanied Ruqayya Begum at the annual women’s fair or Meena Bazaar of the harem. The only certainty among all of this is that on 11 May 1611, Jahangir and Mihr had got married. Curiously, there is no mention of it in Jahangir’s otherwise meticulously detailed memoir. Mihr, even more so than the rest of the women of the Mughal harem, remains an invisible presence in its pages till 1614, when she first appears in the Jahangirnama, already the emperor’s most trusted and beloved companion. That summer, Jahangir had a fever and headaches for days. He kept his illness secret because of his fear that ‘harm [would] befall the country and subjects’ if the news became public. The only person in whom he had dared to confide was ‘Nur Jahan Begam, the one I thought had more affection for me than any other’.6 Soon there are more references to her in the memoirs, each an acknowledgement of her exceptional qualities and his admiration.

Others, including subsequent historians, treated her less kindly. Nur Jahan’s position was unique even among the many impressive women in the Mughal harem. Her power did not come from being a blood relative as Gulbadan had been to Humayun and Akbar, neither was she a childbearer, an endlessly fertile vessel to ensure imperial succession as her niece Arjumand would later be for Shah Jahan. Ladli, her daughter by her first husband, would remain her only child. In the absence of those roles, Nur Jahan came to be seen as a formidable manipulator, the leader of a close-knit familial group or ‘junta’ intent on appropriating imperial power. Her intervention in the public world, they suggested, was a sign of the failure of men’s ability to control, rather than of female achievement.

Inevitably, many of those stories of her hunger for power originated in Shah Jahan’s reign, helping to frame Khurram’s rebellion against his father as a rightful protest against his stepmother’s influence, and they throw a long shadow across later accounts of Mughal history. Even in the eighteenth-century Indo-Persian biographical dictionary, Ma’asir-ul Umara, Shah Nawaz Khan spent over half of his entry on Ghiyas Beg discussing his daughter. He admired her beauty and ‘her quick understanding, good sense, penetration and tact’. But it meant that her influence on Jahangir was even more dangerous, a warning sign of the results of female influence on political affairs. In Shah Nawaz’s version of Mughal history, Jahangir announces dramatically that ‘he had presented the kingdom to Nür jahân, and required nothing more than a ser of wine and half a ser of meat for himself’. Yet ‘though women are possessed of many charming qualities, yet in essence of their natures they are beings who have been created with a defective understanding’, Shah Nawaz asserted. ‘With all her good qualities she became at last the leaven of confusion, and trouble for India.’7

Among Europeans, Roe was one of the first to establish that idea of Nur Jahan’s faction. It was not an alien idea to him. He had known enough strong-minded, able women in his life, from his own mother, to his friend, Lucy, the Countess of Bedford, and his wife Eleanor. At the English court, he had a ringside view of the intense political manoeuvring in which the Countess of Bedford had been a prominent member. ‘My Lady of Bedforde howldethe fast to the bed chamber; my Lady Harford would fayn, but her husband hathe cawled her home,’ the Earl of Worcester had informed the Earl of Shrewsbury in the early days of James I’s reign: ‘the plotting and mallice amongst them is sutche, that I thinke envy hathe teyd an invisible snake abowt most of ther necks to sting on another to death…’8 Roe had no problem admitting that Nur Jahan, though a woman, was ‘not incapable of conducting business, nor herselfe voyd of wit and subtiltye’.9 Her influence on Jahangir was all the more worrying because of that. ‘But I fear he will not long stay anywhere, whose course is directed by a woman’, he had complained about Jahangir to Sir Thomas Smythe, beginning to tire of following Jahangir’s lashkar. Nur Jahan’s influence was so powerful, he thought, that ‘all justice or care of anything or public affairs either sleeps, or depends on her, who is more unaccessible than any goddess, or mystery of heathen impiety’.10 It was a view that the Dutch merchant, Francisco Pelsaert, shared. ‘Jahangir, disregarding his own person and position, has surrendered himself to a crafty wife of humble lineage, as the result either of her arts or of her persuasive tongue’, he had written. ‘Her former and present supporters have been well rewarded, so that now most of the men who are near the King owe their promotion to her, and are consequently under such obligations to her, that he is King in name only, while she and her brother Asaf Khan hold the kingdom firmly in their hands.’11



In the summer of 1617, as the lashkar wound its way across north-western India, it was clear that the journey had consolidated Nur Jahan’s position as Jahangir’s chosen consort. A few months later, when they were in Ahmedabad, Roe would get a rare glimpse of the couple together as he waited impatiently with other courtiers for the emperor, who had disappeared for the whole day without warning. Suddenly there was a buzz of activity, an order was given to put out all the lights – a mystery solved when Jahangir entered the encampment ‘on an open Waggon, with his Normahall, drawne by Bullocks, himselfe Carter, and no man neare’.12 Such stolen moments of privacy were rare. More often, Jahangir and Nur Jahan spent their time boating and fishing, and entertained guests in lavish banquets that served a double purpose as conspicuous displays of imperial power. They shared a similar aesthetic vision. As many of the gardens and buildings commissioned by her show, the clever dialogue between stone and water and light that defined Mughal architecture and art under Jahangir’s patronage was as much Nur Jahan’s as it was his. They also shared a similar eye for the finer trappings of Mughal magnificence, from art and jewels, to fabric and clothes. As Roe knew from his own experience, paintings and miniatures that he showed the emperor were quite likely to be copied to be shown to Nur Jahan in the harem.

They hunted together. Wielding a hunting gun as effortlessly as any of the men in her husband’s retinue, Nur Jahan could as neatly pluck a flying swallow from the sky as she could shoot wild beasts beaten out of the forests surrounding Mandu. On 16 April, while Roe bickered incessantly with the East India Company factors through his letters, Jahangir wrote ecstatically about how Nur Jahan had killed four lions with just six shots ‘in the twinkling of an eye’.13 ‘Until now such marksmanship had not been seen – from atop an elephant and from inside a howdah she had fired six shots, not one of which missed, and four such adversaries had not even had a chance to budge.’ Delighted, he had showered her with money and jewels.

This was not just a casual thirst for blood. In Mughal India, as in England, hunting was seen as a noble pursuit, a demonstration of sovereign power over the land they governed. Jahangir’s praise for Nur Jahan’s skills in hunting carried his implicit acknowledgement of her capabilities as his co-sovereign.14 There is a striking portrait of a woman that has long been considered to depict Nur Jahan, painted around this period by the superbly talented Abu’l-Hasan.15 Nur Jahan stands in an emerald field in the painting, a confident, boyish figure in tapered orange trousers and a translucent jama or tunic, her hair caught up in a princely turban. There are tell-tale markings of henna on her hands and feet, popular among the women of the harem, but what dominates the painting is the confidence with which she holds the matchlock hunting gun or toradar that stretches across the page. A powder horn and bullet pouch hangs from her sash. Hasan had depicted her in the process of reloading the gun herself, as if to emphasise her independence.



Halfway across the world, back in England, the wife and consort of Roe’s own sovereign commissioned her own hunting portrait that year. In the large, full-length painting by her favourite Flemish artist, Paul van Somer, Anna of Denmark stands in the grounds of her palace at Oatlands in a sumptuous gown. Where Nur Jahan wore a turban, Anna wears a masculine tall hat. It is of the kind that all the fashionable Stuart ladies were wearing, to the deep annoyance of their men, including the king, who would later order the clergy of London to preach against ‘the insolencie of our women, and theyre wearing of broad brimd hats [and] pointed doublets’.16 Where Nur Jahan displayed her competent mastery of the hunting gun, Anna represents her power through a firm hand on the leashes of her English hunting dogs. A black groom holding her horse has his eyes only on her. Art historians have pointed out the painting’s importance as the only portrait of Anna that was displayed in her palaces during her lifetime.17 Yet more striking is how Anna has chosen to be depicted, standing with her right arm akimbo to make it clear that this is no ‘pendant’ or paired portrait meant to play second fiddle to a painting of her royal husband.

If Nur Jahan’s portrait, painted by Jahangir’s favourite artist, reveals his approval, Anna’s denotes her distance from James, who had famously advised his son Henry that part of the secret to a good king’s success was never to allow his wife ‘to meddle with the politicke government of the commonwealth’.18 Anna, however, did meddle – most noticeably in her opposition to James’s favourite, Robert Carr, and the powerful Howard faction at court. Her relationship with her husband was civil, but often fraught. Even as Roe was lamenting Nur Jahan’s influence on Jahangir, Anna was advising her friend and ally, Lady Anne Clifford, who was caught in a protracted legal battle over her inheritance. Next to an account of a heated conversation with James I in Clifford’s diary in January 1617 is a marginal note: ‘The Queen gave me warning not to trust my matters absolutely to the King lest he should deceive me.’19

By the time Roe was in Mandu, there was a buzz of gossip around Anna in England, and her husband’s lack of confidence in her. The king was planning a long-delayed progress to Scotland, Roe’s friend Carew informed him.20 The queen ‘dreames and aimes at a Regencie during the Kings absence in Scotland’, John Chamberlain, the inveterate gossip, had written to his friend Dudley Carleton.21 Yet instead of naming her as regent, James appointed a ruling council before his departure on the journey. Anna was only one of six on that council. She was well supplied, however, with allies among her fellow council members. Roe’s regular correspondent, George Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury, was one of them. It meant that by May, the centre of administration had moved effectively to her household at Greenwich Palace.22 Anna’s portrait, seen in that context, is both an expression of her frustration and an assertion of her individual authority. Her personal motto in Italian unfurls on the scroll above the painting. ‘La mia grandezza dal eccelso’ (‘My power comes from the most high’), it announces, crediting a power that even James could not challenge. Two years later, by the time Roe returned to England, Anna would be dead. But her portrait offers us some understanding, perhaps, of the reasons why both the possibility and anxiety surrounding female power was at the forefront of the English ambassador’s mind that summer.



In India, Nur Jahan’s increasing power was evident, although she herself remained an invisible and inaccessible ‘goddess’. Partly, that power and influence was based on very real economic and political clout. Lady Anne Clifford, embroiled in legal battles for her inheritance in England, no doubt would have been vexed to hear that Muslim law, at least in theory, recognised women’s right to their own property, whether received through inheritance, as mahr or marriage dower, or as bequests and gifts.23 Within the imperial harem, that wealth was often reinvested, to the extent that investment in trade among the Mughal aristocracy was almost equally split between men and women.24

Foremost among these women investors was Akbar’s chief wife and the present Queen Mother, Maryam uz-Zamani, who held the elevated military rank of 12,000 cavalry, and had the right to issue farmāns in her own name. Nur Jahan too possessed significant financial assets. Her jagirs of Broach, Toda and Sikandra yielded a large revenue through rent and taxes. Toda alone, which Jahangir had presented to Nur Jahan that July for giving him the news of Khurram’s success in the Deccan, brought in an annual income of two lakhs (Rs. 200,000).25 Increasingly, there was also income from duties imposed on incoming trade that passed through her lands, as well as profit from actual trading.

James Bickford, mustering his excuses for the lack of English profits in his letter to Sir Thomas Smythe in March 1617, had pointed the finger directly at her. Previously they could get commodities ‘in some good quantities at reasonable rates’, he had lamented, but ‘the Queen, Mochrobockan [Muqarrab Khan], the Portugals, Persians, and divers others beginning to buy have not only swept away the old store, but have much improved the price and lessened the quantity of the new’.26 As her critics noted, by this point Nur Jahan also began to claim two of the three principal imperial prerogatives of sikka (coin), farmāns (orders) and khutba (prayers). In 1617, the first coins bearing her name emerged from the mint at Surat, where the silver traded by European and English merchants mingled with Mughal specie in the services of the empress. ‘By order of Shah Jahangir,’ the inscription on them declared, ‘money gained a hundred beauties / Through the name of Nur Jahan Padishah Begum’, announcing for all to see that Nur Jahan was now officially her husband’s co-sovereign, Padishah Begum to his authority as the Padishah.27



As a dry summer dragged into the continuing heat of autumn and the pieces of Mughal courtly politics continued to move behind the scenes to consolidate Nur Jahan’s power, Roe was increasingly ill and isolated within the Mughal encampment in Mandu. Months of dysentery was taking its toll, and the sudden cooling of Jahangir’s behaviour towards him following the unrest caused by the English in Surat had caused a ripple across the court, ever responsive to the emperor’s own moods. When he went to pay a social visit to Mirza Rustam, a member of a younger branch of the Persian royal family whose niece and daughter were married to the Princes Khurram and Parvez respectively, he was told that the Mirza ‘durst not see me, except he asked leave of the King or acquainted Etimon Dowlet [I’timad ud-Daulah] or Asaph Chan’.28 Roe left in a huff.

To Roe, it seemed that they were coming to a point when they would soon have to make a decision about the future of the English in India. He was still expecting the new English fleet any day, which he hoped would come bearing orders for him to go to Persia, or better still, return home. While he waited, he wrote to its yet-unknown commander about how apart from their reputation in conflicts against the Portuguese, there was little to convince the Mughals to let the English remain. The familiar snipes about English merchandise rankled. He was often asked, ‘what bring you but trash that we esteeme not?’29 The Emperor was not interested in cheap trade goods, neither were the nobles. ‘[W]ee expected from you fine, rare, and rich stuffs and toyes to buy from you to serve the King with at the Norose and other feasts’, they told Roe, ‘but you fit us with nothing but knives and ill looking glasses. What advantage have we by you?’ Frustration made him blunt in his criticism. ‘The fault of this hath beene ill enformation, ignorance of their factors, or willfullnes in the owners’, he wrote. ‘[I]f this place were but fitted with goods as it ought to be, we should not only rayse a great stock tymely to provide our ladings, but be acceptable to the King and his nobilitye, desiered and sought after; wheras now we are wearisome to them and dispised.’ He added a pre-emptive warning: ‘The last fleete brought with them a dreame of building forts and maynteyning garrisons; which if yours do, it must be awakened. The King will not give away his land, nor become subject to them whom he may now command.’30

Despite his illness, he dragged himself to the imperial weighing ceremony on 1 September, one of two such annual ceremonies that Jahangir held on his solar and lunar birthdays. Akbar had adapted it from the ancient Indian custom of tuladan, for which a king distributed his own body weight in gold, silver, and other commodities and foodstuffs. Roe had missed it the previous year, but this year, sitting on the carpet in the middle of a garden, the breeze cooled by the water channels that surrounded them, the wait for Jahangir’s appearance gave him ample time to take in the sheer opulence of the occasion. Later that day, he would record his impression of the huge set of golden scales, suspended from a massive gold-plated crossbeam on chains of gold wrapped with silk, and decorated with rubies and turquoises. Jahangir arrived ‘loden with diamonds, Rubies, Pearles, and other precious vanities […] his head, necke, breast, armes, above the elbowes, at the wrists, his fingers every one with at least two or three Rings […] Rubies as great as Wal-nuts (some greater), and Pearles such as mine eyes were amazed at’.31 Old prejudices reared their heads as Roe wrestled with words to record that display. Jahangir’s arms were ‘fettered’ rather than adorned with the chains of gold, he thought, and he sat cross-legged on the scales ‘like a woman’. The gold, silver and jewels that he was weighed against, which Roe himself estimated to be worth a thousand pounds at least, were all inside bags and could well be pebbles. The foodstuff was weighed, but again, who was to say what happened to it? ‘I saw it carefully carryed in, and none distributed.’ Roe had found a way of making his own frustrating lack of access to the invisible inner life of the Mughal court work for him: what he could not see, at least, was easier to dismiss.

There was a marked contrast to Jahangir’s previous birthday, and its intimate, privileged conversations about lost love and art. Some signs of his accustomed favour had continued. Jahangir had spotted him in the crowd, for instance, and poured a platter full of the hollow silver fruits and nuts that he was distributing among his nobles directly into his lap since he knew that Roe’s pride would not allow him to pick any up of his own accord. Yet there would be no drinking party for Roe that evening. Catching the emperor’s attention was important, but he was in no state to match Jahangir drink for drink: ‘their waters are fire’, he wrote ruefully. ‘I was sicke and in a little fluxe of bloud, and durst not stay to venture my health.’

Another opportunity that came about a week and a half later also fizzled out equally disappointingly. Jahangir, on his way to yet another hunting trip on the bank of the Narmada river, made an unexpected stop at Roe’s house. Roe knew that the custom was to offer a welcoming gift. Desperate to impress the emperor despite his complete lack of presents, he grabbed one of his own books, a gilt-edged, ‘well bound’ volume of Mercator’s maps of the world that had cost him an impressive £7 in London. Rhetoric, he hoped, would manage the rest. ‘I had nothing worthy, but to a great king I offered the World,’ he declared with a flourish.32 It is something that he might have rightfully expected Jahangir to appreciate, and perhaps he had not forgotten Zulfiqar Khan’s advice at the beginning of his embassy that the ‘Great Mogoll’ made ‘more estimation’ of maps than of ‘all other presents’.33 Jahangir accepted it graciously, but a couple of weeks later, it was returned. He had shown it to his scholars, the emperor told Roe, but since ‘no man could reade nor understand it’, Roe could have it back. ‘I answered: at his pleasure; and so it was returned.’34

As an eyewitness, Terry had his own theory about the entire affair. Jahangir’s response was a mixture of hubris and civility, he thought. For all the emperor’s claims of being the Conqueror of the World, he had been disappointed that his empire featured so little in Mercator’s maps. So he had returned it politely with an excuse, although ‘the truth is that the Great Mogol might very well bring his action against Mercator and others’, Terry claimed, because they ‘describe the world, but streighten him very much in their Maps, not allowing him to be Lord and Commander of those Provinces which properly belong unto him’.35 From the paintings by Abu’l-Hasan and his contemporaries in which globes feature often as symbol of Jahangir’s sovereignty, it is clear that the emperor was entirely likely to have grasped, and rejected, the Eurocentric view of the world that Mercator’s maps had offered.36 In the famous allegorical image of him embracing Shah ‘Abbas of Persia on top of a globe which Abu’l-Hasan would paint for him in 1618, for instance, the map has been reorientated. Asia occupies its centre. Jahangir’s lion lies on top of northern India. Europe, in this view, becomes the marginal, almost invisible presence.



Roe’s main hope at this point was the gossip that was circulating at court, and Nur Jahan and her family was again at its centre. ‘Sultan Carseroone [Khusrau] shall marrie Normahalls daughter and have liberty,’ Roe had informed the factors in December 1616.37 It is a story that Pietro della Valle would also record, although there is little indication in Mughal accounts of a match between Ladli and Khusrau being a real possibility. The rumours, however, had started circulating again that autumn in Mandu. Roe was no stranger to marriages being used to cement political alliances between sworn enemies. In August, he wrote excitedly in his journal that Asaf Khan had arranged a feast for Nur Jahan to finalise Khusrau’s match with her daughter. ‘This will beget [Khusrau’s] full libertie’, he had predicted with much satisfaction, ‘and our proud Masters ruine’, bristling still at Khurram’s neglect of the English.38

Roe had high hopes of the emperor’s imprisoned eldest son. He had even met Khusrau – although entirely by accident – when they had been on the road in February that year. Khusrau and his small retinue of servants and guards had stopped for shade near the same tree under which Roe and the English group had been resting. While disappointed that Khusrau had not even heard of the English, Roe was still pleased with the conversation they managed through the interpreter, ‘full of Curtesye and affabilitye’.39 Terry, too, found the prince very sympathetic to the English cause. He was a prisoner, ‘and therefore could do [the English] no good’, Khusrau had apparently told them, but he was sure that the permission to trade ‘could not be denyed’, since they had come ‘so far to trade there’.40 If Khusrau was released and restored to favour, the English might at last have a chance of success that Roe was now convinced they would never have through Khurram. That spark of hope, too, however, was soon to fizzle out, because on 2 October 1617, Khurram returned victorious from the Deccan.



Khurram had not quite achieved the resounding military victory that he might have desired, but the Deccan kings had capitulated in the summer, worn down by their own infighting and persistent Mughal attacks. The Adilshah of Bijapur had been the first, but it was the yielding of the Abyssinian general Malik Ambar of Ahmadnagar that truly brought the Deccan campaign to a close. The news arrived barely two months after Roe had written his letter to the general, offering to supply English cloth and swords to his soldiers. On hearing the news of the Mughal victory, he wrote another irritable letter to the English ambassador in Istanbul that Khurram had merely convinced the Deccan princes to ‘part with some rotten castles’ which he claimed to be ‘worthy of the glorious praises due to an honorable conquest’.41

It had taken the huge army months to make their way to Mandu. On 2 October 1617, precisely eleven months and eleven days after leaving his father’s court, Khurram arrived in his presence, victorious. Jahangir could not control his joy. As the prince ascended the red ladder to the durbar balcony where his father was seated, Jahangir jumped up and hugged him close. It was a drastic break from protocol, but he did not care. His ‘sheer love and yearning’ took precedence, Jahangir would write in his account of the day’s events. Khurram was showered with honours.42 He was given the rank of a commander of 30,000 foot-soldiers and 20,000 cavalry, and assigned a special chair next to the emperor’s throne. They were both marks of recognition unprecedented in Mughal history. Gifts followed, from robes and jewels, to a new name. As with Nur Jahan, Jahangir had resorted to his favourite strategy of naming in his own image to show his approval. From now, by the order of the emperor, twenty-five-year-old Shah Khurram was going to be called Shah Jahan, Lord of the World.

Among all the lavish celebrations that followed, there is a sense that Nur Jahan and Shah Jahan circled each other with wary but infinitely polite courtly ceremony, each asserting their own precedence. On 8 October, Nur Jahan threw her own banquet in the prince’s honour and presented him and his men with lavish gifts, including a nadiri for Shah Jahan, the specially designed robe of honour that was the emperor’s prerogative to present, but now invested by the empress. In an anonymous contemporary Mughal painting, the empress and Jahangir sit face-to-face in a garden, on sumptuous carpets covered by the farsh-i-chandani floor-sheet that Nur Jahan is credited with popularising in the Mughal harem. They have eyes only for each other. Her attendants surround them. On the walls of the pavilion behind them, observant viewers might pick out the paintings of the Virgin Mary and her son on the wall, an implicit reminder of the respect due to mothers and women within the court. Shah Jahan is painted as a smaller, fainter, darker version of his father. He sits next to, and appropriately slightly below and to the left of Jahangir, his hands folded on his lap, waiting patiently for the emperor and empress to turn their attention to him. He was made in his father’s image, the painting tells us, and his father had eyes for Nur Jahan alone.

The real Shah Jahan, as everyone knew, was less patient. With an equally sharp sensitivity to the movement of power, he lost little time in asserting his presence at court. On 22 October, Jahangir viewed his assembled prizes from the Deccan. There were 150 elephants and 100 superb horses in gold and silver trappings. Knowing his father’s interest in rare jewels, Shah Jahan also gave him a ruby that was almost double the size of any that Jahangir possessed, equally impressive emeralds, sapphires and pearls, and the legendary Jamkura diamond of the Adilshahi Sultans of Bijapur, so named because it was supposedly found by chance in the middle of a clump of jamkura reeds. Jahangir estimated that the gifts he accepted came close to two million Mughal rupees. To Nur Jahan, Shah Jahan offered a separate set of gifts worth 200,000 rupees, acknowledging her clear precedence over ‘his other mothers and the Begams’ of the harem, who altogether received gifts worth 60,000 rupees. ‘No such presentation had ever been made before in this eternal empire,’ wrote Jahangir in the daily record of the Jahangirnama, pleased and proud in equal measure. ‘Truly he is a son worthy of kindness and affection, and I am highly pleased with him. May God grant him long life and success.’43

Roe could only gather snippets of this from the buzz of news and gossip around him. ‘The King received him as if he had no other, contrary to our expectation,’ he wrote about the prince’s victorious arrival, but he had missed most of the show. The ‘little fluxe of bloud’ that had stopped him from attending Jahangir’s drinking party had turned much worse in the intervening days. While the other noblemen rode out to receive the prince on 2 October, Roe was relieving himself every hour and in agony from severe piles. He could hardly walk up and down his dining room, let alone ride.44 Since then, Shah Jahan’s behaviour had confirmed Roe’s worst fears. He barely spared a glance at the English servants whom Roe had sent with his apologies on the 2nd, and he refused to acknowledge Roe when he bowed to him at court. On the 6th, when Roe somehow forced himself on horseback for a visit to pay his respects, he was told to return like ordinary supplicants to the jharokha darshan the next morning, or wait till the prince was at court. Even the emperor had never denied him access, Roe vented furiously in his journal, forgetting his earlier ban from the court. Shah Jahan’s pride ‘is such as may teach Lucifer’. But he also had to make sure that his readers did not think that he would stand for such ‘extreame scorne’. He had left immediately, he claimed, leaving a firm message behind: ‘I was not his slave, but a free ambassadour of a King, and that I would never more visite him, nor attend him; he had refused me justice: but at night I would see him with the King, to whom only I would addresse my selfe.’45



It is doubtful how much of that forceful message, if actually uttered, got through the double barriers of translators and attendants to Shah Jahan himself, but Roe had other things demanding his attention. The new English fleet had arrived, carrying fresh gifts and letters. At its command was a familiar friend. Martin Pring was a seasoned sailor whose career, like Roe’s, had begun under Sir Walter Raleigh’s patronage with an expedition to the Americas. His voyage to Virginia had been a success, and when he took up employment with the East India Company, he had continued to make a name for himself, both on the 1613–14 voyage when he was the master of the flagship, the New Year’s Gift, and now as the commander of the entire fifth joint-stock voyage. Roe’s relief and delight spills out of the letter he wrote on hearing the news on 5 October 1617. ‘Honest man!’ it begins, ‘God, that knowes my hart, witness you are the wellcomest man to this country that could here arrive to assist my many troubles.’46

He had reason to be relieved. He would need every bit of Pring’s cool head and authority to get them out of a particularly sticky situation. On their way to Surat, the fleet had stopped two rogue English ships from committing the fatal mistake that the Portuguese had committed in 1613 – attacking the richly laden merchant ship of the Queen Mother on the Red Sea. Roe’s message to Pring was clear. He was depending on him to control the captured ships and their crew, if necessary, by force. It was essential that the English were not seen to be allowing the pirates to get away, because imperial honour was at stake. Roe told Pring that he and his men would have to pay if any harm came to the Mughal ship or its crew: ‘what damage soever any of these subjects shall susteyne by us, our bodyes and goods shall answere.’47 ‘I am here a pawne,’ he wrote. He was right, but he did not quite understand exactly how true that was to prove in the fortnight that followed.



Looking back at Roe’s journal, Nur Jahan’s interest in this new foreign presence at the court are easy to spot. Within a day after he had presented himself formally at court, she had wanted to see the royal seal on Roe’s ambassadorial commission.48 Less than a month later, on 5 February 1616, Roe’s accounts show a mysterious transaction – a gift of a looking glass decorated with pasted images, sent to ‘Normall the Queene, having occasion to use her favour to deliver something in secrett to the King’.49 Roe’s surviving letters and journal mention nothing more of the matter. On 30 April, she had sent him a basket of musk melons through her father, I’timad-ud-Daulah.50 In May, it was one of her serving women who had been sent to Roe’s house, allegedly in disgrace, and retrieved later by her brother, Asaf Khan. That August, the one farmān that Roe gained from Jahangir after long negotiations had again depended on her favour. Asaf Khan had made it abundantly clear that as Jahangir’s Keeper of the Seal, the final authorisation of documents rested in her hands. Roe’s understanding of the power structures at court, however, was inevitably skewed by his assumptions about the role that Nur Jahan was likely to play. He might have been in no doubt about her influence and her ability to exert it, but his own focus was on the men. Nur Jahan, for him, was visible only through her effect on them, whether it be through the ‘false teares of womans bewitching flattery’ on the father, or his own sensational conjectures about her relationship with the son.51 Crucially, too, he assumed that he was dealing with a united faction, whereas in reality, Nur Jahan’s relationship with Shah Jahan had always been a matter of discreet political balance, and Asaf Khan’s loyalty, at least at this point in his sister’s ascendancy, had been primarily towards her.

Roe’s plan, when he went to the evening durbar on 6 October, furious about Shah Jahan’s rude refusal to see him, was still focused on the men. He wanted to use the arrival of the English fleet and the promise of new gifts and merchandise to gain Jahangir’s attention. That plan went without a hitch. For all his moral high-mindedness, he had even managed to inflate the prices in the list of commodities while it was being translated for the court.52 He also had another card up his sleeve to gain the favour of both the emperor and his minister: a rare pearl that he had sourced as a treasure fit for a connoisseur like Jahangir. Arranging its transport safely to the court was a plan that he had put together, slowly and painstakingly, during his weeks of illness. While he was waiting for it to arrive, flattering Asaf Khan by pretending to take him alone into his confidence about its existence, he thought, would be an added benefit.

It seemed to work. ‘He embraced me,’ Roe wrote with obvious satisfaction.53 Asaf Khan’s enthusiasm was gratifying, and his apparent contempt for his own son-in-law a surprise bonus. ‘The Prince was ravenous and tyrannicall, and wearied all nations,’ he confessed to Roe. He pointed out how unfairly the Portuguese had been treated on Shah Jahan’s orders, their goods and storehouses ransacked. There was a lesson there for the English. In passing, he also suggested that Roe should ‘give his sister Normahall some toy’, Roe dismissively noted, but his own attention was focused on his delight that his plan had worked. ‘Now was an oportunitie to make a friend.’ Six days later, soon after Nur Jahan’s welcome banquet for Shah Jahan, Asaf Khan kept his promise. He took Roe personally to Shah Jahan, pleading the cause of the English. Roe’s ears caught the drift of the conversation through translation. Asaf Khan had told the prince ‘we were his subjects’, he noted uncomfortably. Although he assured himself that ‘such words he must use’, it was a timely reminder of the servility that the prince expected from the prickly ambassador and his nation.54

About Asaf Khan himself, Roe was scathing. His sense of honour rebelled against what he saw as Asaf Khan’s easy betrayal of his son-in-law. ‘It is easily seene with how base and unworthy men I traffique,’ Roe wrote contemptuously. ‘Asaph Chan, for a sordid hope only of buying some toyes, was so reconciled as to betray his sonne, and to me obsequious, even to flattery.’55 He knew that his moral indignation would have to give way to the Company’s interests. ‘There is a necessitie of his friendship: his word is law; and therefore I durst not see his unworthinesse; and hope by this course to winne him, at least to make present good use of him.’ He thought he would push his advantage by requesting a farmān to trade in Bengal, where he had long tried to convince the English factors to go. To his surprise, Asaf Khan agreed, when previously he had refused to even listen to such a proposal.

Nine days later, came the greatest surprise of all. With no warning, Roe was suddenly informed that the empress had decided to put English trade in Surat under her personal protection. Roe’s unpreparedness for this development is obvious in the tone of his day’s account in the journal. His excited sentences flow with breathless immediacy: ‘At this instant came in to me from Asaph Chan a servant, in the name of Normahal’, the entry begins, ‘that she had moved the Prince for another farmān that all our goods might be in her protection, and that she had obtained it, and was readie to send down her servant with that, to see and take order for our good establishment: that she would see that we should not be wronged: that Asaph Chan had done this for feare of the Princes violence, and because of his delayes: that now, he was sure, that his sister had desired to be our protectresse, that the Prince would not meddle: that upon his honour I should receive all things consigned to me: that she had written such a command, and charged her servant to assist our factors, so that we should have never more cause to complaine of Surat.’56

Nur Jahan and Asaf Khan had engineered the situation so that Roe had to decide, then and there, whether to undertake this new alliance. He did not even get the original farmān, but had to be satisfied with the copy. ‘This haste is strange,’ Roe confided to Thomas Kerridge, ‘but may turn to our good, if discreetly used.’57 The empress was very keen on buying some ‘toyes’, Roe was told, and her servant bearing her farmān and instructed to ‘assist the factors’ was ready to go to Surat immediately if Roe would write him a note of introduction. ‘This I durst not deny,’ he confessed, although he did not understand Nur Jahan’s apparent ‘greedinesse’. He wrote the note, and the servant was ‘dispeeded’ to Surat. Roe’s triumph is hard to ignore on the page. ‘Last yeare, we were not looked after,’ he rejoiced. ‘Now, because I translated the cargazon [invoice] of fine wares […] every one is ready to runne downe to buy; Normahall and Asaph Chan studying to do me good office.’58

The date of this sudden turn of events was 21 October, the day before Shah Jahan’s great display of his Deccan haul for his father. While his attention was occupied with demonstrating his pre-eminent claim to the throne, Nur Jahan, it seems, had exercised her power to issue imperial orders in her own name to take this foreign trade out of the prince’s control, along with its associated naval power that had repeatedly proven its ability to capture Portuguese ships and protect Mughal ones. The English trade in Surat was now hers, and the English in her debt for their promised venture in eastern India. Roe may not have been aware of this, but the rich, green land of Bengal was a Mughal territory that Nur Jahan knew better than most men in her household. The ancient town of Burdwan or Bardhaman, about 100 kilometres from latter-day Kolkata, had been her home as Ali Quli’s young bride. Over the long months while her husband was away, she had borne and brought up her daughter Ladli there, and learnt the ins and outs of managing an estate. The political and financial benefits of allowing the English an entry into what had till then been a stronghold of Portuguese trade was one that would not have passed her by. The business of the English ambassador had become a minor pawn in the high-stakes game of shatranj, Indo-Persian chess, that was splitting Jahangir’s household apart.




18 Triumph of Honour and Industry

Orazio Busino, chaplain to Pietro Contarini, Venetian ambassador to England, was watching Indians dancing around spice trees in the middle of Cheapside. It was barely a week since Nur Jahan’s sudden patronage had stirred up the English ambassador’s household in Mandu. In London, it was yet another Lord Mayor’s Show, and this year, Thomas Middleton’s pageant, The Triumphs of Honor and Industry, was funded by the Worshipful Company of the Grocers to celebrate the mayoral inauguration of one of their own, George Bolles or Bowles. Lord Mayor Bowles was a familiar face on the committee of the East India Company. The name of his father-in-law, John Hunt, had been at the top of the list of investors on the Company founding charter from Elizabeth I in 1600. This was not unusual for the so-called City merchants. Members of what was known as the ‘Great Twelve’ livery companies of London had their fingers in many pies, and investment in global trade – whether it be with the Virginia Company, the East India Company or the Merchant Adventurers – was an intrinsic part of that. The Grocers, of course, had a particular interest in India, because they controlled most of the trade in ‘eastern’ spices, particularly pepper.

On 29 October 1617, Busino and his fellow Venetians gathered at the street-facing windows at the house of a prosperous goldsmith at Cheapside.1 They were pleased that they had managed to rent such an excellent vantage point. This was the part of the city where the route of the Lord Mayor’s procession overlapped with the traditional route of royal coronation entries, where thirteen years ago, James I had passed through the towering gateway celebrating England’s new-found identity as ‘Nova felix Arabia’ under its new king. Looking down from his window, Busino could see the first pageant wagon weaving its way down Cheapside to the Guildhall, led by masked men dressed as giants throwing firecrackers into the crowd to clear the way. The wagon was decorated like a tropical island. On that moving platform, young English boys in blackface make-up had dressed up in costumes that mixed Asian Indian loincloths with colourful Native American ‘Indian’ featherwork. They were hard at work, ‘some planting nutmeg trees, some other spice trees […] some gathering the fruits, some making up bags of pepper; everyone severally employed’.2 They seemed happy. The boy actors had been instructed to punctuate their work with dancing, ‘both to give content to themselves and the spectators’. Busino thought they did it very well ‘in the Indian manner […] using their entire bodies – hands, head, and feet’.3 Other wagons followed. Busino could not quite grasp what they meant, except that they represented India and trade. Thomas Middleton’s text for the pageant, however, tells us that the opening ‘Island’ was followed ‘triumphantly [by] a rich personage presenting India, the seat of merchandise’, holding a ‘wedge of gold’ in her hand for easy identification. Her ‘illustrious chariot’ was elevated above all others as the ‘most eminent’, flanked by the figures of Merchandise and Industry.

Thousands of Londoners saw the pageant, although many of them, like Busino, would have been too far from the action or too overwhelmed by the spectacle to take in its full meaning. Even so, they may have gone home with a material reminder of the trade which financed the show. Some ‘50 sugar loaves, 36 lb. of nutmegs, 24 lb. of dates, and 114 lb. of ginger […] were thrown about the streets by those which sat on the griffins and camels’ – sample wares of the Grocers Company, who paid £5 7s 8d to fund that bit of advertisement.4 Busino would pick up on the resemblance between the City that those merchants represented, and the state he came from himself. The City of London, he wrote, was a ‘republic of merchants’, and the ‘Lord Mayor is set up as monarch by the twelve heads of companies of very picked men, extremely wealthy and experienced, and within these twelve are placed and subordinated another sixty companies comprising all the mechanical arts, however humble’.5

Middleton, too, had his actors sing the praises of trade. He called his pageant a ‘Triumph’, evoking the triumphs of victorious Roman generals and dreams of empire, although this triumph, quite clearly, had little to do with the monarch himself. It was the ‘mighty power’ of industry that brought glory and peace they announced: ‘Not only to itself adding increase, / But several nations where commerce abounds / Taste the harmonious peace so sweetly sounds’.6 A ‘Pageant of Severall Nations’ underscored his point. There was a Frenchman and a Spaniard, joined later in the procession by an Englishman, an Irishman, a Turk, a Jew, a Dane, a Polander, a Barbarian and a Russian, all heading together to the ‘Castle of Fame or Honour’, following the route of India’s triumphal chariot.

It is possible to read Middleton’s pageant as a startlingly Utopian celebration of free trade and world peace, but there were cracks showing within it already. India does not get a speaking part in his triumph, even though her gold is linked to the gold key that personified Wealth held at her heart, and the gold crown that Perfection wore on her head. Her labouring, dancing people were a prescient colonial imagination’s dream come true – inhabitants of a rich, fertile foreign land whose labour was willingly, happily, offered up into European hands. Yet at this moment in history, at least, the sceptics in the crowd might have interpreted it differently. India’s wedge of gold was a reminder of the European specie flowing into her coffers, they may have pointed out. Her progress through the heart of the City, and the faces, sounds and the heady smell of spices it carried in its wake, was changing that ancient English space in front of their eyes.

Even as what India itself might mean in the English imagination flickered between those possibilities, other little details unsettled Middleton’s hopeful view of European commerce itself. ‘Foreigners in London’, Busino wrote, ‘are little liked, not to say hated.’7 If Roe insisted on his retinue wearing English clothes in India, it was a principle that did not serve his European counterparts well in England. You would do well to conceal your accent and adopt local fashions in London, Busino advised. Through his eyes, we can see an English woman in the crowd who had spotted a foreigner by his clothes. Busino thought he might have been one of the Spanish ambassador’s retinue. The Spanish were the only ones foolish enough to stick to their own fashion, ‘and are therefore easily recognized and mortally hated’. He did not much like the Spanish himself, but there is some sympathy in his description of the crowd chasing the man, throwing mud at his fine clothes, the woman at the lead, calling him a ‘Spanish rogue’ and hitting him with the bunch of greens she had in her hand. There is an undercurrent of violence in that farce: ‘if the don hadn’t saved himself in a shop’, Busino writes, ‘they would certainly have torn out his eyes.’ That hostility reared its head in the pageant as well. In the procession of foreign nations, the Dutch were noticeably absent. Middleton had written out England’s foremost competitors in the spice trade completely from his vision of transnational cooperation. The Frenchman and the Spaniard were given speaking roles, but their speeches were clearly played for laughs.



There was a reason for Middleton’s English audience to feel the need for some forceful assertion of the power and potential of English commerce: the trading companies were under attack. There had been a string of disasters and encroachments on their rights and privileges in recent years. First, there was the infamous Cokayne project, when Alderman William Cokayne and his partners had challenged the monopoly of the Merchant Adventurers. The practice of exporting untreated English broadcloth to be processed in Europe was wrong-headed, they had argued. Instead, they would set up a dyeing industry in England. It would create local jobs for English people, bring in significantly higher revenue for the state, and stop the expansion of the Dutch cloth industry in a single fell swoop. James I had been convinced, as much by the rationale as by the substantial advance that Cokayne offered the cash-strapped royal purse. The Merchant Adventurers’ monopoly was suspended, but in the end Cokayne’s new company lacked the resources to drive that radical restructuring of the English cloth industry it had promised. The Dutch struck back by banning the import of cloth. English manufacturing ended up suffering the effects of that disastrous venture for decades.

Among merchants investing further afield, the Virginia Company continued to be split apart by its internal divisions and enmities. Its settlement in Jamestown had a severe shortage of competent labour, and the rift was widening between the oppressive control of its authoritarian governors and the ordinary colonists – the indentured English as well as the immigrants from continental Europe – who came in exchange for passage and the promise of a new life. Their main hope was the profit from exporting tobacco, which was largely a market cornered by the Spanish in the Caribbean ‘Indies’. Pocahontas’s husband, John Rolfe, had helped to establish it as a viable crop in the English colony, but opinion in England was divided about that too. James I was not the only one caught between a violent dislike of tobacco and the lucrative attraction of its returns.8

The East India Company had its own battles to fight. The printing of the Trades Increase pamphlet had been just a small sign of the controversy its business had generated. It was constantly having to fend off criticism about the restrictive power of its monopolies, and the draining of the country of its timber, men and precious metals in pursuit of the luxuries of Asia. The early, astronomical profits of its voyages had also plateaued, then dipped worryingly. While the first voyages up to 1612 brought in an average return of 155 per cent, the first ‘joint stock’, just concluded in the autumn of 1617, had a substantially lower return of 87 per cent.9 It was healthy enough to continue attracting investors, but nothing near what they had envisaged. While Busino watched Middleton’s ‘Indian[s]’ throwing spices into the crowds in London, the Company was in the process of raising money for its second joint stock. By January 1618, it would have a substantial collective investment of £1.6 million that would finance their voyages from 1617 to 1622, but the return on that would be smaller still, at a modest 12 per cent.

Repeated threats to their charter had made the Company jittery. James I’s licence to Sir Edward Michelborne in 1604 to trade with China, Japan and other countries in east Asia had been the first of these, a legal wrangle cut short by Michelborne’s death in 1609. Other rivals were less accommodating. English investors like Henry Thynne challenged the geographical range of the Company’s charter by setting out on their own voyages to Persia, while various other competitors partnered with foreign investors in the Netherlands and France. In 1615, the name of the troublesome Sir John Ferne had kept cropping up in the Company’s own records and Roe’s letters. Ferne had set sail from Brest for the Red Sea with French support. One of his associates had been a familiar name – Captain Pepwell – yet it is a sign of the speed at which alliances shifted in the world of commerce that by the next year, Pepwell had accepted his commission from the Company for the 1616 fleet. He was given the responsibility of apprehending Ferne and his ships if he came across them, to bring them back to England to answer for their transgression of the Company’s rights and directives.10 In May 1617, Roe was still worried about ‘the fugitive Ferne’, although by this point Ferne’s attention was elsewhere. In another twist in the interlinked world of English adventuring, he had joined Walter Raleigh’s doomed expedition to Guiana.11

If the Company had heaved a collective sigh at his departure, their relief would be short-lived. Less than a month from the Lord Mayor’s Show, they would receive the alarming news that the king had given a Scottish courtier, Sir James Cunningham, a new patent with ‘sundry new privileges for the East Indies’. By the next January, it would be common knowledge at court, leading to all kinds of conjectures. John Chamberlain, writing assiduously as ever to his friend Dudley Carleton at The Hague, thought the ‘large privileges’ that Cunningham and his family had acquired ‘directly infringe former grants, and cross the whole course of our traffic’. The new company was struggling to get any investment, and Chamberlain thought that they would gladly ‘sell their rights and interests to the East India Company’, but that was no consolation for the Company itself.12 It would take them a few months of vigorous lobbying with the Privy Council for a reluctant James ultimately to recall the patent in March 1618.13

Their other initiatives were struggling too, victims of everything from foreign diseases and local politics to European competition. In Persia, all activity had stalled, because the two leading factors, Connock and Pley, were both dead, and many others dangerously unwell from various illnesses. In Japan, the trading licences under which the English operated had been curtailed severely since January 1617, after the death of the old Shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu, as part of a general drive to control the expansion of European trade. Worst of all was the situation in the Spice Islands, where tension between the Dutch and the English had become deadly. Earlier in 1610, the Dutch had proposed a unification of the Dutch and English East India Companies, but it had been rejected. As it was explained to Sir Ralph Winwood, the then English ambassador at The Hague, the English Crown was concerned about the pressure that keeping up with the rapid growth of Dutch trade would put on the English: ‘in case of joining, if it be upon equall terms’, he was told, ‘the Art and Industry of their People will wear out ours.’14 Since then, the repeated confrontations at the Spice Islands of the Moluccas, Amboyna and Banda had turned ugly, taking a further turn for the worse when the Banda islands of Pulo Run and Pulo Ai accepted English protection in 1616. While hundreds of Londoners were enjoying the spectacle of ‘Indians’ dancing around spice trees at Cheapside, the East India Company factor Nathaniel Courthope and his small company of men were holding off an impossible siege of the tiny three-square-kilometre island of Run. They would continue to do so for an astonishing four years, till Courthope was killed by the Dutch in 1620. The incidents in Banda would help the Company in the long run. In years to come, it would justify why they needed the power to claim, hold and defend foreign soil in the name of the English nation, despite being a private corporation. And later still, as part of the Treaty of Breda in 1667, the English would swap their nominal legal hold on Run for another island on the other side of the world – the island of Manhattan, or New Amsterdam – but that is a different story. For the moment, the Company’s gamble for spices had brought them teetering to the edge of open war.

All that activity spread across the world can seem desperately scattered, but Middleton’s ‘Triumph of Honor and Industry’ was not wrong in imagining trade as the glue that both held it all together and illuminated the differences. Even in Mandu, where the reverberations of such developments reached the English ambassador in fleeting, often frustratingly belated glimpses, there were near-invisible tendrils linking Roe and the English in India to things happening elsewhere.



There was the matter of the English pirates whom Pring had captured and stopped from attacking the Mughal ship on the Red Sea. Roe knew one of the owners of the pirate ships well. In many ways, Robert Rich, son and heir of the first Earl of Warwick, was everything that Roe may have wished to be. For those in the know, there was a certain glamour around Robert as the son of Lady Penelope Rich, the ‘Stella’ to whom Sir Philip Sidney, the Elizabethan poet-hero, had famously directed his sonnets. Like Roe, Rich had grown up in Essex. They were exact contemporaries at the Inns of Court and the Addled Parliament. They would be related later, when Rich married Roe’s cousin Susanna, widow of another East India Company man, Alderman William Halliday. They had both been equally interested in the Virginia Company in its early years, although Rich, heir to one of the biggest landowners of England, had much more to invest. His involvement in the New World, among other things, looms behind one of the most significant moments in Atlantic history. A couple of years later, it would be another of his ships, the White Lion, this time sailing under a Dutch flag, that would arrive in Virginia in late August 1619. Once there, the governor and chief factor would sell them food and provisions in exchange for part of their loot – twenty captured Africans from present-day Angola – likely to supply some of the manual labour that the fledgling English colony desperately needed. These were the first enslaved Africans to be brought to Virginia through the agency of an English profiteer. It is tempting to wonder what Roe, who had once proudly told the Mughal emperor that ‘in England we had no slaves’, would have made of that exchange.15 That following winter, he was about to pay money out of his own already limited means precisely to illustrate that point and free three East African slaves given to him as a compliment by Jahangir.16

Rich’s contention with the Company is a startlingly clear reminder of ways in which national and commercial alliances could connect, divide and recreate new players in the changeable world of global trade. He had joined forces with an Italian merchant living in London, Philip Barnardi, and exploited his courtly links with the Duke of Savoy to get a letter of marque from him to authorise his privateering on the Red Sea. From a European perspective, it was evidence of how closely English trade was still connected to continental European ventures. Out on the Red Sea, however, as Roe pointed out to the Company, the fact that the ships carried the Duke of Savoy’s commission rather than James I’s would mean nothing when ‘the faces are al English’: ‘it is hard to proove to these people the difference of merchants and piratts, if all of a nation’.17 ‘I love Sir Robert Rich well’, he told them, but ‘I am loath to lie in irons for any mans faults but myne owne.’18

Once the ships were captured, Rich’s complaints against the Company in England made other fault-lines visible, this time based on class and access. He used his aristocratic privilege to complain directly to the king and demanded extortionate compensations for his ‘loss’. Roe strongly advised the Company against setting a precedent by paying up. Offering a token amount as a courtesy was fine, he advised, ‘but I must say, if you give way, you give encouradgement. I had rather make him any present in love than restore any thing in right.’ He was correct, but that would mean little when in 1619, Rich – now the second Earl of Warwick after his father’s death – signed over part-ownership of his venture to James I. Suddenly, James’s usual disapproval of piracy and support for the Company waned, to the extent that Roe, by this time back in London, would deem it necessary to defend the Company against the king’s displeasure by insisting that the seizure of the ships had been undertaken not through Company overreach, but under his authority as the king’s ambassador. James would subsequently return his share to Rich and absolve the Company of all wrongdoing, but his refusal to implicate one of his wealthiest courtiers directly caused the contention between the Company and Rich to drag on for over a decade.19 London might have been a ‘republic of merchants’, as Orazio Busino had claimed, but its power was still circumscribed by the fluctuations of its sovereign’s whims.



In India, the Mughal emperor’s whims meant that Roe was again on the road. Jahangir left Mandu on 24 October. No one was entirely sure where the emperor was headed, since he immediately went ‘wandering in the hills’, intent on hunting and blissfully oblivious of the confusion he had left in his wake. Roe was in no state to travel after his long illness. The prospect of ‘daily travell in the fields, with cold raw muddie water’ did not appeal to him at all, but yet again, once the lashkar departed, he had no choice but to follow.20 On 29 October, even as Londoners were waking up to India’s chariot passing through their streets, Roe had set off from a deserted Mandu, ‘forced away by the desolation of the place’.21 He had ten camels by imperial warrant to carry all his luggage, and at least one consolation to comfort him on the way. News had arrived before his departure that the East India Company had finally responded to his repeated complaints about the limitations they had previously placed on him. Their new directions set him on much firmer ground when it came to directing English activity in the ‘Indies’.

It was Roe’s recommendations on the Persian trade that had impressed both the Company and the Privy Council. According to Carew, Sir Thomas Smythe had presented Roe’s proposals about Asian trade to a receptive audience, and ‘the lords like so well of it, and the marchants so willinge to finde it, as that it is concluded that a tryall thereof shall be made’.22 The factors in Surat received the directions brought by Martin Pring’s fleet with much less enthusiasm. At a meeting on Pring’s flagship on 2 October, they had mulled over the Company’s letters ‘wherein is inserted a certain clause authorising Sir Thomas Roe, Lord Ambassador (now residing at the Court of the Great Mogore) to instruct, direct and order all the factors in the Mogull’s country in all the affairs and business of the said Honourable Company our principals’.23 They debated how to proceed. Should they ‘punctually […] follow the express words of that clause, in attending directions and order from his Lordship’? Or should they ‘proceed in what we their servants know necessary to be done, and as the business doth urgently require’? The resident factors unanimously decided that while they accepted the Company’s decision and Roe’s authority, waiting to hear back from Roe on every point would prove ‘an unremediable loss to the Company in their affairs’.24 Pring, ever careful, wanted it in writing. He was being asked, in effect, to contravene the Company’s orders by releasing a significant amount of money to start the sourcing of merchandise without Roe’s authorisation.

Kerridge, for his part, was deeply aggrieved by what he took to be the Company’s lack of confidence in him. Like many in the Company’s service, he had complained about being poorly paid before, to no effect. He had now served his contracted term and was ready to return home. So were some of the others. The news that Pring had brought of the Company’s decision to deduct some employees’ wages did not help. Roe might well reassure them that although the present refusal of wages was ‘somewhat hard’, he did not doubt that ‘the Company will deal liberally with good servants’, but the factors felt underpaid and unappreciated.25 A letter written around the same time by one of the Company’s oldest and most experienced factors gives us a glimpse into their general mood. Joseph Salbank was the old factor who had carried the news of Roe’s arrival to Ajmer in 1616. He wrote his letter in November 1617. A long, rambling lament, page after page of often illegible text, it is full of little details about the country and his adventures and suffering. ‘The reason why I have made this relation of my past miseries is to induce you to have some kind of relent[ment] of an old servant that hath endured thus much for your sakes,’ he explained, but the ‘hearty sorrow and grief that I conceive for your careless neglect of me’ is a tangible presence in its pages. The only person who ever bothered to recognise his efforts, old Salbank would note, was Roe. ‘Only this is my comfort, that it pleaseth this worthy gentleman Sir Thomas Roe, our Lord Ambassador here resident amongst us, to vouchsafe to take notice of me, and to use me […] so courteously that I have great reason to acknowledge myself much obliged unto his Lordship.’26

Now that his own sense of honour and propriety had been appeased, Roe could afford to be magnanimous to the factors. He was also worried. As he quite frankly admitted to them in a letter on 6 October, he was wary of being held responsible for the full extent of the Company’s business, which the factors were obviously better suited to handle: ‘it is not so as that all is referred to me absolutely; or, if it be, I will not assume it. Last year I could not be heard, and now all would be cast upon me.’27 The instructions he drafted that same day for the factors in Persia carried a little postscript meant for Pring and Kerridge. ‘I am not so in love with mine own opinion that I think it ought to be a law,’ it assured them. They were welcome to add to and alter his suggestions. He had even included a pre-signed label with his seal already affixed so that they could authorise the instructions afterwards. ‘I well know no man can sit in India and direct punctually business in Persia, subject to alterations and new occurrences,’ Roe concluded. ‘Neither do I think it fit, choosing sober and discreet men to negotiate any business, so strictly to tie them to instructions as that they may not have the use and liberty of their own reason and experience.’ Partly an effort to reassure Kerridge and the factors, it was also an acknowledgement of what his experience had taught him through his own dealings with the Company’s leaders, safely ensconced in England and presuming to ‘direct punctually’ the business in India. The reality of life abroad was too far from London, too dependent on elements utterly beyond their control, to be directed by the ambitions of those at home.

To the Surat factors, he wrote reassuringly that he had no doubt that the Company fully intended Kerridge to continue as the chief factor. His own power he would use ‘with all modesty, or rather never’, unless it was absolutely necessary. ‘All this is vanity to talk of authority; let us all despise all authority to control us from any ill, and you shall all find me a tame lion.’28 To Pring, whom he trusted as a friend, he could privately admit that he hoped Kerridge and he could reach an agreement. ‘Though last year I was set behind the door, nothing can make me forsake justice. I know his ability, when it is tempered; and the want of him, if he depart, I shall repent.’29

In the end, Kerridge agreed to stay, although he was not above taking out his frustration by following the Company’s instruction to the letter and drowning Roe in overly deferential correspondence. ‘Mr Kerridge’, the beleaguered ambassador had to write to him in October, ‘Yours of the 9th arrived not until this 20th noon. In answer of all your former I have written of the 4th, 5, 8,11, 13, 15 of October […] I am not a man that stand upon idle points. Whatsoever you do for the best, we all, I hope, consent to, and I do give all my power to you.’30 In December, he was still pleading with Kerridge to reduce the flow of letters asking for his advice and authorisation. On one occasion in December, he wrote: ‘Thus I conclude answer to your letter, wherein I fall into consideration of the pains by mine own weariness. You may suppose I write not at ease in a house; remove every other day; forget to answer none; have much to prepare for England, and no help.’31 A fortnight later, another cry for help: ‘Mr Kerr[idge], Your letters come so quick upon me in this huddle of trouble and journey, that I know not which or what is answered.’32



Roe’s relationship with the factors was precarious enough at this point without others stirring up trouble, but the Company had saddled him with exactly that. He had finally got rid of the troublesome, hot-headed young Thomas Herbert, who had caused chaplain Edward Terry so much trouble on their way to Mandu. Roe had given him some money, got him ‘fitted with clothes’, and arranged for the Company to bear the charges of his horse and his diet on his voyage back to England. He told the factors he was to be given no other expenses, although he hoped they would treat him ‘like a gentleman’.33 Others, far more dangerous, had replaced him almost immediately.

Richard Steele was an opportunist and an adventurer, although today he probably would describe himself as an entrepreneur. He crops up in East India Company records since the 1610s, taking on some of the more unpalatable tasks, such as chasing Company debtors like John Mildenhall across Persia. In Isfahan, he had fallen in with Sir Robert Sherley, picking up enough about Persia and its language to position himself as an advocate of Anglo-Persian trade. Since his return to England, however, he had dreamt up a new, grandiose plan of returning to India to sell a new waterworks system for Agra to the emperor Jahangir. He was what his contemporaries would call a ‘projector’, an adventurer who attracted investment for plans that ranged from the high-risk to the implausible, promising a huge return.

Roe did not think much of Steele’s plan. He suspected it would be expensive, since the Company would need to set it up and employ the workmen whom Steele had brought with him, at their own cost. And once it was done, ‘we shall not enjoy the profit, but the naturalls [local Indians] taught and our people rejected’. And in any case, the Mughals had their own, perfectly efficient waterworks, and little incentive to source any other, thanks to the various customs and religious strictures, ‘where some drinke only raine-water, some of a holy river, some none but what is fetched by their owne [caste]’.34 He thought even less of Steele’s attempts to ingratiate himself with the ambassador by tattling about the Surat factors. Steele’s had been the only opposing voice when the factors had met on Pring’s flagship on 2 October to decide what to do, promptly reported secretly to Roe. For all Roe’s faults, his strict moral code bristled against such behaviour. ‘You need not a long apology for Mr Steele’s letter,’ he assured the factors. ‘I am not moved upon every report, nor my resolution hangs not on others’ lips.’35 The Company, he wrote, ‘must shut their cares against these projectors, who have their owne employments more in their ends than their masters profits’.36

Steele was not the only one. His greatest ally and Roe’s new headache was another familiar figure. Gabriel Towerson, the captain of the Hector in the Eighth Voyage of the Company in 1611–13, was the man who had lured and captured ‘Corey the Indian’ at Table Bay in Africa, and married Mariam Begum, William Hawkins’s young Armenian Christian widow. He had now convinced the Company to send him back, and they had complied. It went completely against their firm resolution not to allow women on their ships, but it is likely they did it in the hope that the new Mrs Towerson would offer them a way into the inner circle of the Mughal court that Roe had not yet been able to crack. Unknown to them, Steele and Towerson had another plan. Halfway through their journey, the bemused captain of Towerson’s ship, the New Year’s Gift, informed the Company that Frances Webbe, the young woman who had come on board as a ‘servant’ to Mariam Towerson, had secretly married Richard Steele. They had hoped to keep this hidden, ‘but that her belly told tales’. She was ‘great with child and at this present is so big that I fear if she have not twins she will hardly hold out to Surat’.37



Mariam Towerson and Frances Webbe had spent almost eight months in the cramped confines of a ship where hard drinking and gambling was the norm. Thanks to the Company’s knowledge of Mariam’s place in the Mughal harem and her own aristocratic lineage, they may have been given somewhat more private quarters than afforded to the ordinary sailors. Even then there could be little privacy and little comfort among the rats and the slop buckets of a seventeenth-century trading vessel, particularly for a woman in advanced pregnancy. Yet Towerson and Webbe had survived, as had a third woman, an otherwise unknown ‘Mrs Hudson’ who had come as Mariam’s companion.

Somehow, Frances Webbe held out till their arrival in Surat. She gave birth in the English house, where the harassed factors now had to accommodate the two couples and a newborn. One of the factors, Edward Monox, was not too pleased about the turn of events. Steele’s son might well grow up to be a Company employee one day, he wrote to the Company in December 1617, but at present, he was cutting into the Company’s profits. The presence of this group of visitors was stopping the factors from doing the Company’s work, ‘which for want of convenient room they could not perform, the house being so pestered with them and Captain Towerson and their retinue that for my own part during my abode there I had neither chamber to lie in nor place to write in, which caused me unwillingly to omit duties which otherwise I should have performed’.38 Kerridge had asked Towerson repeatedly to find his own accommodation, but apparently he ‘could not or would not find a house in all the town to serve his turn’. His fastidiousness ‘eased his purse well’ at the expense of the factors, Monox irritably remarked.

Roe was concerned about the costs too: ‘she should not travel nor live on the Companies purse (I know the charge of women)’, he had written on 2 November.39 The next day, he wrote privately to Kerridge, confident that despite their differences, they probably thought alike about the Company’s decision to foist Towerson and Steele on them. ‘By private letters of recommendations I find him well respected at home,’ he warned Kerridge about Steele, ‘and therefore we must not be too rigid here, as long as he offereth his employments and endeavours so fairly.’40 All they could do was to discourage both men from staying. Roe had called on de Duyts, Mariam Towerson’s stepfather, to convince Towerson. Kerridge must do the same with Steele. Their projects were bound to fail, but Roe and the factors had to allow them to try. ‘[W]e must not disgrace them without trial,’ he warned, ‘lest we incur the same censure of rashness which by it we would cast upon him.’

Roe’s sympathy with newly married men embarking on rash projects to recoup their fortunes tempered his instinctive distrust of Steele. He understood Steele’s desire ‘to satisfy the gentlewoman, whom I am sorry for’, he told Kerridge.41 But they should not let him take advantage of the Company. ‘If he will be vain, let him do it at his own cost; for, roundly, I will not allow any extraordinary charge for his wife, and therefore I pray reckon with him. If she return and he stay, I will do him all kindness according to his desert, and recommend her to the Company’s care. Excuse what is past, but let not them smart for it that are innocent. You that have the Company’s purse must order it. Money is dear ware in India. I would have you use her and Captain Towerson with courtesy, but not to live upon you, lest they stay too long.’42 He had less patience for Towerson’s claims about his privileged access to the Mughal court. Confident in his new-found allies, he could wave away whatever help Mariam Towerson might provide: ‘his wife’s help I need not. Normahall is my solicitor, and her brother my broker.’43



Things, of course, were not entirely that simple at the court, even though Roe had kept up a brisk exchange of gifts with Asaf Khan since their dealings in October. The Mughal statesman had invited him to an exquisite banquet early in November – it was the one that had made chaplain Terry wax eloquent about the wonders of Mughal cuisine. ‘[W]ee meete often’, Roe reassured the factors.44 There were some disappointments. The large pearl on which Roe had pinned his hope, and which under his instructions, Steele had smuggled out of Surat for him, turned out to be less impressive for Mughal connoisseurs than he had expected. Roe thought it had been overpriced in London, and he had to sell it to Asaf Khan at some loss.45 And as he might have expected, another new complication had reared its head, once again thanks to the intervention of his fellow countrymen. It was to do with the bell installed at the English house at Surat. Roe still remembered the worry that the factors’ insistence on having a bell had caused him in the winter of 1616, when the locals had mistaken its turret for an English attempt to fortify their house. The bell itself had not lasted long, but when Pring’s fleet arrived, they decided to unload some bricks to build a furnace at Swally to cast a new bell, or repair the old one. That ill-judged furnace stoked more than the English had accounted for, as old rumours started circulating again. The possibility that the English fleet intended to build a castle found its way in letters and messages quickly to Shah Jahan, who promptly sent an order to stop the work. He also instructed his officers to ensure that not more than ten English men from the ships could enter the town at a time, and when they did, they had to leave their weapons at the customs house.46

On 13 December, Roe visited the durbar to present the letter sent by James I to Jahangir. For Shah Jahan, it offered an opportunity to give vent to his long-standing frustrations with the English, who had never quite grasped the nature of his authority over Surat, and continually insisted on going over him to appeal to Jahangir. The prince complained to the emperor that he ‘had no profit by us, and that he was content to be rid of us’, Roe recorded in his journal that day. Luckily, however, Asaf Khan took this excuse to challenge Shah Jahan’s power, presenting the English case to Jahangir as an example of the prince’s overreaching. ‘Asaph Chan took the turne, and very roundly told the King that we brought both profit to the port, to the kingdome, and securitie,’ Roe noted, pleased, and ‘that we were used very rudely by the Princes servants’.47 In the end, I’timad-ud-Daulah’s even-handed, calm influence had to be called upon, and peace, although grudging on both sides, was established. Roe came away pleased to have won this round, victoriously carrying the two pieces of paan (betel leaf) that Jahangir had given him as a mark of favour ‘out of his dish, to eat of the same he was eating’.48



In the meantime, one wager was approaching its reckoning. Over the last year, Thomas Coryate – eccentric and excitable – had been a familiar, intermittent presence in the embassy’s household. After his stealth-oratory in Persian had amused Jahangir and appalled Roe in equal measure, he had left Ajmer and headed to Agra, then Haridwar. The ancient city, where thousands of Hindus continue to come to pray and bathe in the River Ganges, appealed to him just as it would to European tourists of the future. It was exactly the kind of exotic spectacle that his traveller’s eyes appreciated, a stupendous display of people and wealth, where devotees poured ‘a world of gold to that same river, partly in stamped coin, and partly in great massy lumps and wedges, thrown into the river as a sacrifice, besides many other strange ceremonies, worthy of being observed’. ‘So notable a spectacle is no where to be seen, neither in this the greater Asia, nor in the lesser,’ he had written to his mother, his self-righteous criticism of such ‘abominable and impious’ non-Christian practice added on as an afterthought.49 Coryate drove Roe to desperation, but Roe also worried about him. Once he reached Mandu, he had contacted the factors in Agra to ask about Coryate’s plans, and whether, ‘if I take any new course […] he will go with me’.50

Coryate had arrived in early autumn, exhausted but his enthusiasm hardly dimmed after the long trek. Terry had to share his makeshift lodgings in Mandu with him for almost three months. He must have got the full brunt of Coryate’s unending collection of stories about his travel across India, because many of them found their way into his own account even years later. He remembered Coryate as a man in ‘perpetual motion’, but chinks were beginning to show in that inexhaustible energy. He fainted one day while talking to Terry and Roe, and they had ‘very much ado to recover him out of it’. Coryate characteristically made light of it when he came around. He had fainted at the thought of what a disaster it would be if he died while travelling, he said, when there were ‘great expectations in England of the large accounts he should give of his travels after his return home’.51

Intimations of mortality did not upset him as much as other things. When Richard Steele reached the camp, he tried to raise a laugh at Coryate’s expense, telling him that ‘when he was in England, King James (then living) enquired after him, and when he had certified the King of his meeting him on the way, the King replied, “Is that Fool yet living?”’ Terry’s sympathetic eye had noticed how it made Coryate flinch. It troubled ‘our Pilgrim’, he wrote, ‘because the King spake no more nor no better of him; saying, that Kings would speak of poor men as they pleased’.52 Even Roe’s well-meaning, but patronising letter of introduction for him to the English Consul at Aleppo reminded him of his penniless state, and of exactly how much was riding on his travel wager. ‘Mr Chapman,’ Roe had requested, ‘when you shall hand these letters, I desire you to receive the Bearer of them, Mr Thomas Coryate, with curtesy, for you shall find him a very honest poor wretch.’ That rankled: ‘for my Lord to write nothing of me by way of commendation but Honest poor wretch,’ he complained to Terry, ‘is rather to trouble me than to please me with his favour.’53 Roe had to rewrite the letter without the offending sentence.54

Around 18 November, Coryate left Roe’s household and struck out on his own to complete his journey, reaching the Surat factory sometime in late November 1617. Already suffering from dysentery, he was ‘over-kindly used by some of the English’. ‘Sack, sack, is there such a thing as sack?’ Coryate exclaimed when he heard they had brought some of the popular, dry Spanish wine from England, and they gave it to him.55 Terry makes it sound like a predictable bit of folly from Coryate, but sack mixed with spices such ginger, cloves, cinnamon and pepper was the basis of the drink called ‘Hippocras’ or ‘Ippocras’ that English physicians would continue to prescribe till the eighteenth century. It was supposed to settle the stomach and fortify the blood. Just the thing, one might have thought, for a man suffering from the bloody flux. Either way, the sack hastened Coryate’s decline. By December, he was dead and buried ‘under a little monument’ on the riverbank at Swally, a marker as elusive as the man himself, which cropped up a few times in some later travellers’ records, and then disappeared.

Terry’s appraisal of Coryate – fond, exasperated and judgemental all at once – is representative of the response that Coryate evoked from most of the people who knew him. ‘He was a man of a very coveting eye, that could never be satisfied with seeing […] though he had seen very much,’ Terry would remember years later.56 ‘But his knowledge and high attainments in several languages made him not a little ignorant of himself; he being so covetous, so ambitious of praise that he would hear and endure more of it than he could in any measure deserve; being like a ship that hath too much sail and too little ballast.’ It was the smart ‘wits’ he had associated with who turned his head, Terry thought. Roe, his friends Donne and Jonson, would have been among them. ‘’Twas fame, without doubt, that stirred up this man unto these voluntary but hard undertakings, and the hope of that glory which he should reap after he had finished his long travels made him not at all to take notice of the hardship he found in them.’ Terry’s description could as easily apply to an inveterate gambler feeding on hopes of future profits, as it did to Coryate, feeding on hopes of fame. ‘That hope of name and repute for the time to come did even feed and feast him for the time present.’ For Coryate, however, the Indian wager for fame and wealth had ended. ‘Sic exit Coryatus,’ Terry notes, ‘and so must all […] meet at last together in the Field of Bones, wherein our Traveller hath now taken up his lodging.’57




19 Full Resolution

At some point between March and September 1618, a sumptuous carriage, pulled by white oxen and attended by eunuchs, entered a Mughal palace. The passenger who emerged from it was Frances Webbe, who, no less than Coryate, had gambled both her life and her honour to travel to India. The harem that she was visiting was that of Abdur Rahim Khan-i Khanan. Both Frances and her husband, Richard Steele, would have been keenly aware of Rahim’s power and influence at court. He had been one of the ‘Nine Jewels’ of Akbar’s court, after all, and ataliq or mentor to Jahangir in his youth. They may not have known that Rahim was more than that. A seasoned general of multiple campaigns including the Deccan, Abdur Rahim was a polyglot and a polymath, a renowned patron of architecture and a scholar whose extensive library was the envy of others. He was also one of the most prominent patrons of Persian poetry at the Mughal court, and a practising poet himself, although he chose to compose in the languages of the region – Brajbhasha and Avadhi. His exquisitely simple couplets or doha, steeped in the Hindu Sanskrit and Hindavi traditions of bhakti (devotion) and shringar (desire), still circulate in India as the doha of ‘Rahim Das’.

The invitation that Frances received, however, was not at his own behest. Webbe had gained her rare access to his harem, the story went, on the request of Rahim’s beloved daughter. Later Mughal chronicles would describe Jana Begum, Rahim’s eldest daughter, as ‘an apt pupil of her father’.1 Her grief at the death of her husband, Jahangir’s half-brother Daniyal, was well known, but that had been thirteen years ago. She had returned to her father’s household after that, earning a name for herself through her own scholarly work as one of the first women to produce a tafsir or Qur’anic exegesis. It seems she had expressed ‘a desire to see the English-woman’, and her father had approached Richard Steele on her behalf with a request to permit his wife to visit the harem. Steele had jumped at the chance.

It is a story that Steele and Webbe told Samuel Purchas seven years later, to be included as Purchas’s record of his conversation with ‘Master Steele and his wife [who] told me of the Women of those parts’ in the latest edition of Purchas His Pilgrimage. Webbe described how she was ushered out of the carriage that had been sent to fetch her, and into an open courtyard. There were several women scattered around the shallow ornamental pool in the middle of the courtyard, seated on priceless carpets. They were ‘of divers Nations and complexions’, she had noticed.2 Some were black, with elaborate towering hairdos that scarcely ruffled in the breeze. Some were of brown, ‘Indian’ complexion. Yet others were ‘very white’. Purchas had written down that they were ‘pale, and not ruddy’, a revealing little detail. For a moment, it allows us to look through Webbe’s eyes via the chaplain’s notes. It is she who is likely to have admired that lack of ruddiness, an implicit acknowledgement of the fashionable seventeenth-century English woman’s lifelong struggle to subdue any natural colouring under the pallor of toxic white lead make-up. In any case, even the darkest ones were ‘exceeding lovely and comely of person notwithstanding’, she remembered, and each was dressed in the fine, rich fabrics that composed the multi-layered attire of Mughal women of the times. Then Jana Begum had emerged. Her widow’s garb was ‘meaner’ than the others, yet the rest had all stood up, ‘and did her reverence, with their faces to the ground’. Frances, in her English gown, had curtsied three times. They had sat and talked, presumably through an interpreter. A banquet was served, and Jana Begum invited her back again, showering her with gifts.

There is no telling how much of Frances Webbe’s story was true, and how much a concoction intended to magnify the tenuous position she and her husband had occupied at the Mughal court. But it is not unlikely that news of a new, young firangi woman might have piqued Jana Begum’s interest, or that her father might have arranged to satisfy his erudite daughter’s curiosity. Either way, as a couple, the Steeles worked hard to convince Purchas of the welcome they had received, showing him gifts that Frances had brought back to England, ‘of womens vestments of those parts […] the upper garment like a smocke, of thin Calico, under which they weare a paire of breeches close above, the nether parts very long and slender, loosely ruffling about their legs, of thin stuffe also; the mans garment differing from the womans, by the fastning on the side under the arme, whereas the womans is fastened before, both tyed with ribbands’.3 The Khan-i Khanan had arranged for his own tailor ‘to take view of Master Steele, and without other measure he made him a cloake of cloth of gold, after the English fashion very comely’, Purchas reported, ‘which I also saw.’4



It is not a story that many of Steele’s contemporaries, including the English ambassador, would have enjoyed. Steele and Towerson, followed by the three women and presumably by Frances’s baby, had brought little comfort to Roe, who had been in Ahmedabad since December of the previous year. ‘Captain Towerson and his wife find cold reception here […] Her frends are poore and mean and weary of them,’ he wrote on 14 February 1618 to the Company back in London, in a spectacular display of schadenfreude combined with righteous indignation. ‘You neede not doubt any displeasure he can rayse you by her kindred, nor hope of any assistance.’5 But it was wily, entrepreneurial, multilingual Steele who was turning out to be more of a threat. Back in Mandu in October, Roe had already suspected that Steele was acting under false pretences. Shah Jahan had asked Roe whether a new English agent had arrived to replace him, and he had immediately written to the Surat factors to warn them. ‘I feare he hath mistaken himself already,’ he had told them, ‘and given out that which he is not, nor must not expect.’6 Steele was certainly acting the part. Like the so-called English ‘nawabs’ who would follow him in later centuries, he spent money as if it were of no consequence, renting a mansion, retaining a coach, a palanquin, seven horses and ten servants. When Roe challenged him, he claimed that he had done it all for Frances. ‘The excuse of all’, Roe wrote in frustration, ‘is affection.’7 But angry as Roe was with Steele, much of the ill-concealed irritation in his 14 February letter was also directed simply towards the Company. At the end of four long, exhausting years, he must have thought he could afford to be blunt. ‘You must beare the hazard for giving so easy credit,’ he reproached them. ‘I must be playne […] The great wages you gave him [Steele] made all your factors eager to return; who say they travell heare, and a light-brayned man that goes home and fills your ears with fables shall returne in better estate than they for paynfull service.’ ‘By suffering such adventurers you put me to much inconvenience, discontent your servants, and hazard more then you consider.’8

If Steele had been content just to live in Indian luxury, Roe might have been tempted to write him off as one of the Company’s many misplaced investments. The problem was that his plans directly conflicted with Roe’s. On 10 January 1618, Roe had presented the two men to Jahangir and explained their proposal for the Agra waterworks.9 Jahangir received them graciously, but Roe soon realised that the madcap waterworks project had been largely a pretext for Steele. He also realised that the two entrepreneurs had engineered the situation so that the ambassador’s hands were tied. As Roe informed the Company in his 14 February letter, now that he had introduced them at court, he could not force Towerson and Steele to return home ‘untill the King be satisfied in his expectation of great promises from Richard Steele’.10 Steele, however, showed no signs of proceeding with that work. Instead, he was following the lashkar with his workmen, ‘to make picturs, clocks, coaches and such devices, by which he hopes to creepe into great preferments’.11

Privately, in a letter to his mentor and ‘civic father’ Sir Thomas Smythe, Roe admitted how impossible his situation had become thanks to Steele’s machinations. Frances was pregnant again, but he could not send her home ‘alone and anew with Child among men’, unless Mariam Begum returned as well. Towerson, however, point-blank refused to release her, since she was his one trump-card in this entire gamble. Steele ‘surely either hopes to supplant me, and to succeed (for so some tyme his vanetye Pretendes)’, Roe confided in Smythe, ‘or els he hath quitted his Countrie’.12 He simply could not see any other explanation for his blatant disregard of both his own honour and Company interests. Even the chief waterworks engineer whom the Company had allowed him to bring along turned out to be actually a painter.13 Steele had cleverly used Jahangir’s interest in art to inveigle both the man and himself, as his interpreter, into the inner quarters of the imperial court. Proud of his trick, he boasted about it later to Samuel Purchas, telling him how his ability to interpret for the painter in Persian had even gained him access to the harem, ‘a thing not permitted to Men’, where the chief eunuch had ‘put a cloth over his head that he should not see the women’, but peering through the thin cloth, he had caught fleeting glimpses of ‘some hundreds’.14

Back in Ajmer, the kindly veteran courtier Jamal ud-Din had advised Roe that he needed to find a translator and interpreter he could trust, one of his own countrymen, since only they would be as invested as him in looking after English interests. Perhaps Roe had remembered that when he first started employing Steele as his ‘tongue’. By February, however, he had no hesitation in accusing Steele of gross abuse of his trust, to the extent that he thought it necessary to add a separate marginal note to his letter to the Company. ‘When he was my toong to the Kyng he would deliver his owne tales and not a woord what I commanded,’ it claimed.15 If nothing else, that realisation seems to have improved Roe’s relationship with one man in his retinue. Since the previous December’s argument and separation over the matter of his wages, the Indian interpreter, Jadu, had returned to Roe’s service. Fleeting traces among Roe’s papers suggest that Roe had finally learnt to see his loyalty with fresh eyes. At one point, he asked the factors in Surat to employ Jadu’s nephew. If not, could they at least ‘give him some hopes and encouragement’? His request was for the sake of the young man’s uncle, he explained, who ‘I assure you takes extreme pains, travails day and night, and (that I know) hath no reward. He followed me with two camels at his own cost. Now I am full of business and need him, I must content him. I stand upon many edges and shall need all kind of assistance.’16

The worst thing about Steele and Towerson was that they seemed to attract other troublemakers. When Steele had met Roe earlier to deliver the pearls that Roe had sourced for the court, he had brought with him a ‘Mr Jackson’, who came armed with many recommendations from Sir Thomas Smythe and several members of the Privy Council. Roe could not turn him down, although he knew that the factors would share his frustration with those who sent these young men out to India ‘upon hopes in the air’. He advised them to encourage him to seek his fortune in southern India, and ‘seeing he hath no wages, or little, and hath taken this pains’, asked them to give him 100 mahmoodis in local currency and charge it to Roe’s own account.17

Then Towerson had brought Samuel Newse, captain of the Francis, one of the two English pirate ships that Pring had captured before they could attack the Mughal vessel. Roe had nothing against Newse personally. He had even hoped that if the mariner proved reasonable, he might be employed by the Company, since there was always a demand for experienced ships’ captains. But after the debacle of the Surat bell tower, Roe had worked hard to convince Jahangir that the English had no intention beyond honest trade. When the emperor had wondered aloud how any English ship could be so bold if they did not have their king’s permission, Roe had sworn on his honour that ‘the captains were made prisoners in our ships, kept in irons: and that I would so send them home to His Majestie, who would make them an example of such bouldnes to dare to disturbe the allies of his crowne’.18 Having Newse wandering about Ahmedabad put all that at risk. ‘He is knowne here by merchants come upon the same junck and in companie with him, who I doubt not will betray him, and in him me,’ Roe worried. ‘With what face can I answere this, if I be questioned?’ Newse had offered to go away, but Roe feared it might be too late for that. ‘[I]t is knowne already’, he told the Company, ‘and I may have the shame, you the losse, of that curtesie which before was thought we had done them.’

Still, Newse at least was being reasonable. Roe could hardly say the same about yet another of Steele and Towerson’s companions. Martin Pring’s fleet had brought two chaplains. Patrick Copland, the Bengali boy Peter Pope’s erstwhile tutor and mentor, was one of them; the other was a man called Henry Golding. He had officiated at the hasty wedding of Steele and Frances Webbe during the voyage, and done very little work aside from that. Instead, he had attached himself to the three women on board so enthusiastically that Copland had mischievously dubbed him the ‘gentlewomen’s chaplain’.19 Once they got to Surat, his focus on the women and lack of interest in his actual job had alarmed the factors: the memories of their previous chaplain Leske, drunkenly dodging brothel-keepers and engaging in half-naked brawls, was still painfully fresh in their minds. Roe had snapped back in response to their complaints. ‘If your preacher be a silent man he is fit for nothing,’ he had told them. ‘Encourage him; so will I, and hope for the best.’20 But things had then got worse. At Steele’s request, Pring had agreed to allow Golding to stay with Frances at first, to keep her company while Steele travelled to Roe, but it had only inflamed whatever infatuation Golding had developed. ‘When the gentleweemen were to departe from Surat to go for Amadavare’, Pring later reported to the Company, Golding had been ‘straungely importunate with me to give him leave to go, and Mr. Steel as desirous to have his company’.21 Pring had no patience for such whims. He ordered Kerridge to stop Golding by force if necessary. Undeterred, the chaplain had played along for a couple of days, before escaping at the earliest opportunity, disguised in native clothes (‘Moores apparell’). And now he was in Ahmedabad.

There is a note of resignation in Roe’s letter to Pring, also written on 14 February, when he reports on Golding’s sudden arrival. He would be able to ‘rest quiett’, assured of his right in his dealings with the Mughals, only if ‘Mr. Steele, the woemen and the indiscretion of Mr. Goulding’ would allow him to do so.22 Roe’s frustration would prove justified. As before, Golding pretended to listen to Roe’s reprimand and left Ahmedabad with three other Englishmen, seemingly ready to go back to Surat, only to give them the slip again. Later, Pring would report that a repentant Golding had finally returned, and been pardoned ‘in hopes he will become a new man’.23 ‘The God of heaven blesse you and all your company’, Roe wrote despairingly to Pring, ‘and send me once more to live among men of honesty.’24 It is not entirely clear whether he meant it as a disparagement of the Mughals, whose lashkar was again preparing to follow the emperor ‘into the woods’, or his own countrymen, who were intent on challenging his sense of right and wrong at every turn.

The factors themselves were not happy either. While Roe was venting his frustration, William Biddulph, writing from the same house, was filing his own report to the Company. Biddulph’s letter is heavy with ill-suppressed resentment. He could not offer any news about the progress of business, he told the Company, since their last orders meant that everything now went through Roe ‘who will acquaint anye with what and when he pleaseth’.25 In between the now-familiar pieces of advice about sending jewels and luxury items instead of English broadcloth, his letter is peppered with implicit criticism. Roe had sold the pearl to Asaf Khan at a loss. He had failed to send Steele and his wife home, even though it was ‘an article in your commission that who ever shall have a wife in these parts shall uppon knowledge thereof be forthwith dismissed of his place and service and sent home’.26

Roe was fully aware of the way in which the temporary truce that he had established with Kerridge and the factors was fraying at the seams. Faced with the free trade of India, ‘everie man is for himselfe, and I the common enemie’, he told the Company.27 To Smythe, he confided more. ‘My employment is nothing but vexation and trouble: little honor, lesse profit,’ he confessed, ‘my owne creditt is deeply engaged, and yet is ther no way to release me.’ ‘I was not so desirous of command over your servants as to procure my self trouble and envy […] Now they joyntly cast all upon me, hoping to over lay me, under couler of humilytie.’28 The tension was taking its toll. If Roe had cared to pick up the local language, he might have appreciated a couplet in which Abdur Rahim, whose own career had repeatedly put him in impossible conflicts of duty, had expressed exactly such a quandary. ‘Ah Rahim, now you’re perplexed’, the Khan-i Khanan’s verse wryly exclaims. ‘Stick to truth and you lose the world, stick to lies and you never get Ram’.29

Under that mounting pressure, Roe’s own patience with the Mughal court was fraying too. His regard for Jahangir himself was still unshaken, despite the emperor’s tiring propensity for off-road adventures. The emperor ‘is good to me’, he wrote, but he took out his frustration on the rest of the court, and on India in general. ‘This wicked travell hinders all busines,’ he grumbled in December.30 The roads were too dusty, the artisans too proficient, imitating ‘every thing we bring, and embroder now as well as we’, the ways of the court were ‘governed by no rule’.31 The recurrent note in his letters is of bone-deep exhaustion. ‘I am weary’, echoes repeatedly in his letters to the Company, to Smythe, to Pring.

His 14 February letter to the Company – the longest of the surviving letters from his embassy – is essentially a final report. Roe was ready to leave. In page after page of closely packed writing, he offered the Company both an account and a defence of what little he had achieved. He had, at least, understood that a bilateral treaty of the kind that the Company wanted was not something they could hope to get from the Mughals. The English had too little to offer, and in any case, Mughal policy dealt in imperial orders recorded in its hukums and farmāns, rather than treaties or monopolies. ‘You can never expect to trade here upon Capitulations that shalbe permanent,’ he advised the Company.32 ‘We must serve the tyme. Some now I have gotten, but by way of firmaens and Promise from the Kynge.’ He still blamed the greed of men like Asaf Khan for getting in the way, but ‘their Justice is generallie good to strangers; they are not rigorous, except in scearching for thinges to please, and what trouble we have is for hope of them, and by our owne disorders.’ ‘If I have erred in my judgment you will easely fynd one man cannot see all,’ he told them, but they would find that his ‘affection to do you right and honest service shall excuse many escapes’. He had, however, made a ‘full resolution’. He was going to make a last attempt to wrap up his negotiations for universal trading licences, but come the monsoons, even if it meant lying ‘in the fields or in an open house’, he was determined to head to Surat to return home on the next fleet.



The main obstacle in his path, still, was Shah Jahan. Despite Nur Jahan’s power, Shah Jahan’s fortunes were still on the ascendant. It was Shah Jahan who had finally won the right to appoint one of his own men, Rustam Khan, as Governor of Gujarat. And on 13 February, Jahangir had invested him with yet another unprecedented honour, when on his request, he awarded Rustam Khan the right to bear the ‘alam (banner) and drums (naqqara). ‘Until now it has not been customary in this dynasty for a prince’s liege man to be given the privilege of a banner and drums,’ Jahangir commented in his memoir that day. ‘For all the love and affection His Majesty Arsh-Ashyani had for me, he never allowed my amirs to have titles, banners, or drums. My affection for this son of mine, however, is so great that I cannot disappoint him in anything. And in truth he is a worthy son and deserving of every favor. Now in the full bloom of youth and prowess, everywhere he goes he accomplishes his missions to my satisfaction.’33 By contrast to Shah Jahan’s very visible favour, Nur Jahan was still an unknown quantity, and Roe had little time and resource to spare on that gamble.

Roe’s relationship with Shah Jahan, however, would never progress beyond the pattern of moving one step forward and two steps back that they had fallen into at their very first encounter. Throughout the early months of 1618, they argued about various things, from the clauses of the elusive farmān, to points of precedence in viewing the English merchandise.34 Roe was desperate enough to try something drastic. An alternative option to the current trade, he had often fleetingly thought, would be for the English to get into the protection-money racket that the Portuguese had cornered in the Red Sea trade. In a letter to Thomas Kerridge, he wrote about a meeting with Asaf Khan, I’timad ud-Daulah and some prominent Gujarati merchants of Ahmedabad who were about to send out their ships for the next Red Sea voyage. On the spur of the moment, Roe made them a proposal that he had mentioned to Pring and others previously, that ‘one or two’ English ships could serve as their protection as ‘full proofe’ of English affection and good intentions. But the mahajan, the powerful trading guilds of the merchants and financiers, trusted him even less than Shah Jahan did. They accepted the offer graciously at first, but they were also shrewd enough to push Roe to confirm whether English affection indeed came free. The offer was ‘for love, not for profitt’, he had replied, but – there was always a but – ‘if we spent our tyme, paid our men, consumed our provisions and victualls, it was fit we should have recompence’.35 The ranks of the mahajan had closed against him immediately. ‘The merchants as roundly answered: they would rather sitt at home than give us any thing,’ Roe later told Kerridge, ‘they knew our chardge, and they would not venture their goods to give us the profitt.’ Should he raise it with the emperor? Roe asked. There was no point, I’timad-ud-Daulah replied, ‘he thought we had gone for love only: and the merchants would give us nothing’. It was a deeply embarrassing refusal. Roe had hoped that he could exploit the fear of the Portuguese and establish the English as a necessary ally. As far as the Indian merchants were concerned, however, the offer held very little appeal: they would exchange one system of cartaz for another, and with an unknown, unpredictable new force at that. It was not a risk they were willing to take. Instead, to save face, Roe came away having given them a free pass, promising that no English ship, at least, would attack Gujarati vessels on the Red Sea.



It had been an uncharacteristically speculative move from Roe, more like something one might have expected from Towerson and Steele. His own eagerness to sign a definitive agreement before his return to England was an obvious factor driving him, but there was another reason as well. Roe was worried that the possibility of any agreement at all might soon be out of his grasp. Continental European interest in India had been growing steadily while he had been away. The returns brought back by Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch and English ships had been so extraordinary that it had made other nations take notice. In December 1617, Dudley Carleton’s letter from The Hague had reported back to London that even the ‘King of Denmark doth set out four ships for the East Indies’. The French were ‘going upon the same adventure’ too, Carleton had gossiped, wondering mischievously whether ‘the well will soon be drawn dry with so many buckets’.36

Now some of those challenges were on Roe’s doorstep. First, it was the Dutch. The embassy headed by Roe’s old acquaintance, Pieter Gillis van Ravesteyn, had arrived at Jahangir’s court in Ahmedabad ‘with a great present of China ware, sanders [sandalwood], parrots and cloaves’, Roe’s journal recorded on 13 January. Were these friends of the English? Shah Jahan had asked him, perhaps remembering the warnings that Roe had offered him on multiple occasions against the Portuguese and the Dutch. Roe chose his words carefully: ‘they were a nation depending on the King of England, but not welcome in all places; their business I knew not’.37 Still, if there the relationship between England and the newcomers was amicable, Roe should be the one to invite them into the inner durbar, the prince insisted. So a deeply reluctant Roe had ended up acting host to his competitors. He was ‘enforced to send for them to deliver their present’, and stand by as the Dutch were ‘placed by our merchants, without any speech or further conference’.

Roe was well aware that the Dutch would be dangerous competitors. They ‘come upon the same ground that we began, and by which we subsist, feare’, he advised the Company.38 Their maritime strength, like that of the English, could also be used for negotiation, offering protection to Mughal ships against other forces, such as the raiding vessels of the Portuguese. ‘They wrong you in all parts and grow to insufferable insolencies’, he claimed, and were ‘unthanckfull drunckards that we have releeved from cheese and cabbage’. Yet direct confrontation in India would be counterproductive for both, and only benefit the Portuguese. ‘If we fall foule here, the common enemie will laugh and reape the fruict of our contention,’ he warned the Company.39

It is a pragmatic understanding that also marks van Ravesteyn’s account. They had talked about Anglo-Dutch hostilities, he wrote to his own employers in Amsterdam. Roe had complained ‘at length’ about Dutch attacks on the English in the Spice Islands. Van Ravesteyn, in turn, had accused the English of supplying arms ‘to our shared enemy, the Spanish’.40 Yet both recognised that neither of them could afford the luxury of beginning a full conflict in India, as their counterparts had done in Banda, Amboyna or Ran. Jahangir would ‘tolerate no disputes on his land’, van Ravesteyn reported back to the Dutch East India Company. It was clear that if the disputes continued, they would ‘cause great damage and decay to each other, and great advantage to the Spanish and Portuguese, which will vastly increase because of our mutual quarrel, and that is why after all [they] are laughing in their heart and would not hesitate to employ all measures to feed this dispute along its natural course’.41

They had cause to worry. Until now, there had been no actual formal Iberian embassy to the Mughal court, but Roe’s 14 February letter mentioned a new Spanish ambassador who had been on his way to Ahmedabad, and had been turned away from Khambhat, when he was just two days away from the court. Roe claimed it was because ‘his presents were not of great valew’, but the details suggest that it was more likely because Roe had drawn attention to the man’s lack of a royal commission.42 It had put his erstwhile friend, the Jesuit priest and informal Iberian representative Francesco Corsi, in an awkward position, since he then had to explain that the Spanish ambassador had come primarily to visit the new viceroy in Goa, João Coutinho, Count of Redondo (in India 1617–19), and therefore did not carry a suitable letter or gifts. The whole thing had not made Roe particularly popular with the Spanish and Portuguese at court. ‘The Jesuite is somwhat troubled; and the embassador, who came on in great braverie, takes himselfe scorned,’ Roe wrote. ‘They pretend to me that a nother shall returne with ampler lettres and full power to treat with me.’43 Yet Roe’s relief is tangible. Any new Iberian presence beyond Goa and its environs would not bode well for either the Dutch or the English in the Indies. And its implications, he knew, would be felt back in Europe.

The letters of Roe and van Ravesteyn over February and March 1618 give us a rare glimpse into the ways in which the tendrils of European trade and politics tangled with each other across the world. As they were both deeply aware, European politics was a powder keg waiting to explode. Tension between the Protestant and Catholic states that formed the Holy Roman Empire had worsened since Roe had left England. Trouble was brewing around the staunchly Catholic Ferdinand II’s impending succession as the Holy Roman Emperor, a prospect that the Protestant states vehemently opposed. On 23 May 1618, just a couple of months after Roe’s busy letter-writing, two imperial Catholic emissaries and their secretary would be thrown bodily from a top-floor window of Hradčany Castle in Prague by angry Bohemian Protestants. That 1618 ‘Defenestration of Prague’ was to be Europe’s descent into one of the longest and most devastating wars in history, the Thirty Years’ War (1618 to 1648). James I’s daughter and Roe’s dear friend and patron, Elizabeth of Bohemia, would be caught up in that upheaval. It was her husband, Frederick, the Elector Palatine, to whom the Bohemian Protestants decided to offer their crown in an effort to destabilise Ferdinand II’s claim to the Empire. It would be his acceptance, against James I’s advice but with the encouragement of Roe’s friend, George Abbot, among others, that would tip Europe beyond the point of no return.

Meanwhile in England, James I – who had made a prominent Protestant match for his daughter – was characteristically, and desperately, trying to retain neutrality. His dislike of conflict was very real, but there was also the matter of the so-called ‘Spanish match’, the proposed marriage of his son Charles to the Spanish Infanta, which would formalise an alliance with Spain, and help to resolve his steadily worsening financial condition with a hefty dowry. Not very many of his English subjects were enthusiastic about the prospect, and neither were the Dutch. As early as February 1617, Dudley Carleton, James’s ambassador to the United Provinces, had told Secretary of State Ralph Winwood that there was ‘nothing more prejudical to the good correspondence betwixt his majesty and this state, than the belief of matching our prince with Spain’.44 In Ahmedabad, far from those gathering clouds, yet weighed down by their multiple responsibilities towards trade and politics, Roe and van Ravesteyn continued their uncomfortable entente while keeping a suspicious eye on the Iberian contingent hovering on the horizon.



Jahangir, meanwhile, was not having a particularly good time either. Ahmedabad was an old city, one that had perched on the bank of the Sabarmati River in some form or other since the eleventh century. It was Abdur Rahim who had helped Akbar to bring it under Mughal control, but Ahmedabad had a life of its own that would remain independent of its political rulers, whether it be the Mughals, or later, the English. Some of the richest financiers of India conducted their business here, within strict hierarchies of autonomous merchants’ guilds, the Mahajan. Their activities controlled a far-reaching network of maritime trade that stretched from the spice islands of Indonesia on one side, to the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf on the other. Squeezing through the dusty lanes of this Indian city, with its tall, thin wooden houses, their overhanging balconies leaning over the shops below, there was much that may have resonated with English merchants. In 1611, John Jourdain had described it warmly as the ‘principall cittye of Guzaratt’, and ‘one of the fairest cittyes in all the Indias, both for buildinge and strength as alsoe for bewtye, and scituated in a pleasant soile’.45 When Christopher Farewell had arrived in 1615, he saw a ‘great and populous citie’ buzzing with ‘a generall confluence of most nations in the world, English, Dutch, Portugals, Jewes, Armenians, Arabians, Medes and Persians, Turks and Tartarians’.46 Its city mint was the greatest of the Mughal mints for silver currency, thanks in no small measure to the sheer volume of incoming specie. The merchants of Ahmedabad traded in silk and cotton, dyed and printed in innumerable shades and patterns, and in the priceless silk brocade called kinkhab, woven with threads of gold and silver. They traded in indigo and paper, precious stones and jewellery, and acted generally as clearing houses for merchandise from across India and beyond. Decades later, the German traveller Johan Mandelslo would continue to assert that ‘there is not, in a manner any nation, nor any merchandise in all Asia, which may not be had at Ahmedabad’.47

Yet Jahangir, who had made a detour to Khambhat (Cambay) to see the sea before reaching Ahmedabad in early January 1618, did not feel at home. The city simply ‘did not live up to its billing’. ‘Although the central thoroughfare through the market is wide and broad’, he grumbled that ‘the shops have not been built in proportion to the spaciousness of the market. The structures are all of wood, and the pillars of the shops are skinny and mean. The lanes and market are dusty.’48 He had left Ahmedabad on 24 February, intending to return to Agra. He had returned, reluctantly, after a month of travelling, when it became clear that going to Agra would not be a possibility as the city was struggling with yet another outbreak of plague and disease. From the notes in Roe’s letters and the accounts of William Biddulph, who accompanied him, it looks as if Roe had decided to break away from the lashkar for a while, to move some of the Company’s merchandise to Burhanpur. When news came of Jahangir’s return to Ahmedabad, he too headed back, unaware of the disease that was waiting for them in Ahmedabad as well.

For a while, sickness and death was all the news. Roe’s chaplain, Edward Terry, was used to sickness among his people in India. He had seen sailors jumping into the sea, hallucinating that the rolling waves were ‘great fields full of Haycocks’, and witnessed his fellow travellers suffering from fevers and bloody fluxes. He knew how Roe had been ‘twice brought even to the very brink of the Grave’ in the past, and in Mandu, he himself had suffered from the dreaded ‘calenture’ or tropical fever. Death had made ‘many breaches into my Lord Ambassadors family’, he would write, ‘for of four and twenty wayters, besides his Secretary and my self, there was not above the fourth man returned home’.49 But the violence of the epidemic in Ahmedabad, and the speed at which it spread, caught even him by surprise. Fever swept through the city like wildfire, the seemingly fit and healthy dying within twelve to twenty hours, black and blue spots like great bruises erupting on their chests. Terry, writing decades later, claimed that even after death, a body would burn with the heat of the fever, so that ‘we who survived, could scarce endure to keep our hands upon it’. In Roe’s household, his surgeon was the first to go. He fell ill at midday, and was dead by the following midnight. Three more followed immediately after him, their collapse and death just as quick. By the end, everyone in the house had fallen ill except for Roe, who had somehow fended off the infection. Those who survived were plagued for days with ‘many great blisters, fild with a thick yellow watry substance, that arose upon many parts of our bodyes, which when they brake, did even burn and corrode our skins, as it ran down upon them’.50

Jahangir himself had felt ‘heavy and achy’ on the evening of 4 May. His fever kept him in bed for two days and three nights. With characteristic frankness, he wrote about how the agony of the fever was worsened by the withdrawal symptoms of his alcoholism, since his body rebelled when his inability to eat anything meant that he could not keep down his usual amount of wine. Shah Jahan, too, fell ill, and despite his youth and abstinence, suffered longer than his father. When he was finally well enough to attend durbar ten days later, ‘he looked so haggard and drawn’, Jahangir thought, ‘that even if no one had said so you would have thought he had been ill for a month or more’.51

Still weak and miserable himself, Jahangir resorted to name-calling to amuse himself. ‘I have already called Ahmadabad “Gardabad”’, he wrote. ‘Now I don’t know whether to call it Samumistan [land of the pestilential wind], Bimaristan [hospital, or land of the ill], Zaqumzar [thorn patch], or Jahannamabad [hell-ville] since it has qualities of all of them. Were it not for the monsoon, I wouldn’t stay in this abode of tribulation for a single day but would get on my flying carpet like Solomon and fly away, delivering my men from this pain and tribulation.’52 He continued to sit through the daily public durbars, however, and threw himself into a fascinated observation of nature with the near-obsession of someone who has had a close reminder of his own mortality. Some of it is deeply entangled in thoughts of death and the dying: he had the rates of decomposition of animal carcasses measured in Ahmedabad and another town to confirm for himself that the air quality in Ahmedabad was indeed inferior, and had painters record the decline of his dying courtier Inayat Khan’s emaciated body with a startling clarity and clinical accuracy.53 But page after page of his memoirs in this period are peppered with other observations that followed a more hopeful story. Named after the legendary tragic lovers, Layla and Majnun, the hand-reared saras cranes that had been part of his household for the last five years had begun to mate. Jahangir worried whether their mating would result in the laying of eggs. When it did, he made finely detailed notes on how the saras pair took turns to keep the eggs warm, and how the male guarded the nest all night and comforted the female by scratching her back with his beak. As the weather in Ahmedabad oscillated between incessant heat and torrential rain, he watched how the birds continued to protect their nest, regulating the temperature by changing the space between the eggs.54



For Roe, the time to leave was drawing near. His detailed journal and copies of correspondence in the first couple of years had given way to the heavily edited extracts about the third year in Purchas’s Pilgrimes, but even these had ended on 22 January 1618. All that remains after that are scattered fragments of correspondence. Some loose ends had been tied up, they suggest, although we only catch fleeting references to them. ‘William Hempsale, the Kings coachman, is dead,’ Roe wrote to the Company on 14 February 1618.55 Hemsell’s desertion of Company employment to become Jahangir’s ‘new English servant’ in borrowed Indian robes had annoyed Roe, but there is no other record of what happened to him, except that he had obviously still trusted his fellow Englishmen enough to leave with them a copy of his will, and a hundred Jahangiri rupees to be given to his mother and brothers. Then there are the baleful references to how ‘Steele shall soon vanish and come to nothing’ in the same letter, followed a couple of months later by the news that ‘Mr. Steele doubtlesse hath had a fall.’56 ‘His owne wayes were enemye enough,’ Roe wrote to the Surat factors with the air of a man finally vindicated. ‘He followed me to Brampoore, and receaved once more good councell. I pittie him, whether he take it or no.’ That, too, is a story we can only barely piece together from the annual report that Thomas Kerridge submitted to the Company the following year, in February 1619. It seems that Richard Steele had got into an argument with a Mughal official in the lashkar. Kerridge identifies the man as ‘Mirmiran, a gentelman of the Kinge’. It is possible that he was the Safavid nobleman who had befriended Roe and mediated for him when mistranslations had threatened to derail one of his complaints about Shah Jahan at court altogether, but Kerridge’s reference is too brief to make an identification possible. In any case, the argument did not go well for Steele. His carriage and camels were seized, and Steele ‘left to his owne provicion for himself and family’.57

That summer, on 15 August 1618, Roe submitted a document of eleven clauses, yet again setting out the full English wishlist of privileges. He had called it the ‘articles proposed to the Prince Sultan Coronne [Khurram] […] upon the Breach with the Portugalls’.58 Perhaps there was new tension between the Mughals and the Portuguese that has not left its traces in the accounts of the period. Or perhaps Roe meant it to be exactly what it sounds like, a blunt reminder to Shah Jahan of the advantages of an alliance with the English. It demanded, among other things, the prince’s protection and favour for English trade, the right to buy and hire houses ‘according to their owne religion and lawes’, liberty for their interpreters and brokers to work on behalf of their English employers, and assurance that local governance would not intervene in the handling of English merchandise after it had passed through due process in the Mughal custom houses.

Not all were approved. There were two sticking points in particular. Shah Jahan refused categorically to allow the English the right to carry weapons in Surat. They had caused too much disturbance in the past, and local suspicion about their intentions was far too high. The most he would offer was permission for Roe and his retinue, and up to ten merchants, to carry weapons; all others had to surrender theirs, or leave them in the ships. The Mughals were equally reluctant to allow them any real liberty to decide on a place of residence. Shah Jahan’s men had been trying for a while to get the English to move out of their current residence in Surat after the death of their landlord, Khwaja Arab. It stood right next to a major mosque of the local people ‘who with reverence reguard their holy places’, Roe wrote, still unable to ignore the awkward truth.59 They objected to ‘our people pissing rudely and doing other filthines against the walls’. The locals also suspected that the flat-roofed building could easily be fortified by the English. This he could more easily dismiss as ‘a most frivoulous, idle, impossible suspition’. Yet it was not entirely unfounded: fear and suspicion fanned by ‘som rash speeches of some of our owne’.

He still protested strongly against the restrictions. Did the prince really think ‘that a few men could surprise or take so populous a cytty as Suratt, and build forts in an hower’? The English had dealt honourably with people throughout India, he argued, and cared too much about the lives of their employees to risk even one English life for ‘1000 Mores’.60 If the clauses they had agreed previously continued to be ‘left out or falsifyed utterly, which demonstrated ill meaning toward us’, he would much rather leave, or limit English trade solely to Khambhat, under Jahangir’s direct rule, bypassing Shah Jahan’s taxation altogether. The arguments dragged on for a couple of days. Then there was a compromise: ‘we came to agreement that the clause of disarming should be left out on their parts, but that I should covenant that our people should not land in hostile manner to annoy the peace, and many other articles which appears by my contract given’.

The original covenant has not survived, but there is what appears to be a late eighteenth-century copy. The English would not build any house in or around Surat, it promises, they would only rent one. They would not conceal any of their merchandise, but offer it for sale at a fair and mutually agreed price. In return, the Mughals promised that any gifts brought for the court would be delivered untouched to the English ambassador. Most importantly, it stated, ‘that during the abode of the English at Suratt they shall do no wrong or hurt to any, but shall pay the duos and customs agreed on heretofore’.61 It was on these conditions, and these alone, that they were to be allowed ‘to come and go freely, in the same manner as the King’s subjects or other Christians that abide there’.62 Roe was still smarting from the lack of faith that Shah Jahan displayed not just towards the English, but towards him personally.63 However, he was not ‘willing to have a new brawle’, as he put it, and in any case, Shah Jahan had already left.

The covenant was signed, and the farmān issued. Roe had landed in Surat on 26 September 1615. Exactly three years later, on 26 September 1618, an entry in William Biddulph’s careful accounts shows a final entry involving an outstanding payment to him, which suggests that Roe left Ahmedabad roughly around the same time as Jahangir’s departure for Agra. In the pages of Jahangir’s memoirs, the day-to-day affairs of state jostle for space with the hatching of the saras crane chicks. There are records of the fierce protectiveness of the male crane towards its young, of their territoriality towards other saras crane pairs.64 The departure of the English ambassador, like his arrival, goes unremarked.




20 London

For four years, Eleanor Cave had kept her secret. ‘Your Lordship may see that I have somme creditt with your Mrs., or rather with the best part of yourselfe,’ Roe’s friend George Carew had teased him in 1616, ‘for so it is riumoured, thoughe by her constantlye denied, but I amme confident it is so.’ Eleanor’s situation could not have been easy, and Carew understood that. He rushed to reassure his friend, ‘for your sake untill your retourne I will not fayle to do her all the service I may’.1 William Keeling, whose fleet had carried Roe to India, had heard of her as well. Once their initial tension had given way first to wary mutual respect, and then to friendship, Roe had trusted him enough to reveal to him that out of everyone whom he had left in England, Eleanor was the one he ‘most affecteth and honoureth’. Keeling contacted her when he returned to England, although it seems Roe’s trust may not have extended far enough to confide in him about their clandestine wedding. Keeling’s letter to Eleanor, dated October 1617, was still addressed to her by her dead first husband’s title, as ‘Lady Beeston’. He wrote that the little gift he enclosed was not ‘from a full hand but from a good heart’, remembering the ‘many affectionate favours’ he had received from Roe. He was uncomfortable with the ‘ceremony’ of social visits, he had gruffly told her, but if she ever needed him, she would find him ‘more willing to perform your commands than ceremonious men usually are’.2

There was more to that offer than formulaic courtesy. It is clear that Roe worried about Eleanor. He wondered how her mother and family might treat her in his absence. ‘If her mother and all her frendes persecute her for my sake her constant vertue will be mor honoured and I bound to a stricter gratitude,’ he had confided in a letter.3 The recipient has never been identified, but it is possible, given the warmth of Roe’s tone and Carew’s earlier offer of help, that it was him. In any case, Roe shared with his unknown friend his hopes of proving to Eleanor’s mother, once and for all, that he could be ‘a better sonne and kinsman by adoption than any that nature or policie hath given them’. Until then, Eleanor was alone: ‘her happiness lies in her owne handes’, he wrote. ‘She shall not be lesse esteemed of me for the displeasure or despising me. If she be naked and virtuous she is rich and allyd enough for my contente.’4

For Eleanor, the pressure of keeping the relationship a secret must have been exhausting. Apart from her uncle, Oliver St John, she had very few whom she could trust, and distance made any real communication with Roe impossible beyond a handful of exchanges. In 1616, for example, Roe seems to have accepted the help of a promising young Company linguist, William Methwold, who brought him some of Eleanor’s letters from England. Among Roe’s many correspondents during his embassy, apart from Carew, Methwold is the only one who refers to ‘Lady Roe’.5 Another fleeting reference in his letter to his friend mentions how Eleanor had got used to ‘dissembling’ but had written to Roe ‘passionately’ about how much she valued the kindness of this unknown friend. ‘Love her as myne,’ Roe pleaded; ‘lett me intreat you to visite her uncle to whose discretion I had referred her and the revealing of the marriage. Tell him I am an honest man.’6

In September 1619, however, Eleanor could finally stop ‘dissembling’. Her husband was home. On 2 September, the governing members of the East India Company met to discuss a letter. A messenger had come from Roe.7 His ship had anchored in Plymouth and was waiting there for a suitable wind to sail the last stretch to the calm anchorage of the Downs, off the coast of Kent. Roe wanted to stay on board until he could safely hand over everything in his charge, so they sent two members immediately to meet him there. They would also send a carriage, they decided, to bring him to Gravesend, while they arranged his reception back in London. Eleanor, impatient to see him, headed down to Gravesend as well. The Company decided to bear the charge of ‘his Ladies and such as came to meete him’. They also arranged for the Roes to stay at the house of Alderman Sir William Halliday, a leading member of the Company, who was married to Roe’s cousin, Susanna.8

On 16 September, around ten o’clock in the morning, over fifteen of the most prominent Company men gathered at Gravesend to escort the Roes back to London. Two barges brought them to Tower Wharf, where a dozen coaches waited to take them to Halliday’s London mansion. Later, in 1625, we know Halliday rented his house to the Persian ambassador, who went for walks in the adjoining gardens of the Merchant Taylors’ Hall.9 If the Roes stayed at the same house, they were conveniently close to the East India Company’s headquarters, just five minutes away on Philpot Lane.



Much had changed in England in Roe’s absence. In the fast-moving world of courtly politics, those dramatic developments that Carew had carefully collected and discreetly hinted at in his letters for him were mostly stale news by now, from the shocking fall of Robert Carr and Frances Howard, to the meteoric rise of Buckingham. A much more recent upheaval had been the execution of Roe’s old mentor, Sir Walter Raleigh. Many have argued, then and now, that James I had either contrived, or had been manipulated into contriving, a situation Raleigh simply could not have escaped. He had allowed Raleigh out of his long imprisonment in the Tower essentially for a fool’s errand in search of gold in Guiana, a coastline where an encounter with the Spanish was pretty much a certainty. And when that encounter had happened, one in which Raleigh’s son Wat had lost his life, Raleigh had returned limping home, too proud to seek shelter elsewhere. As erstwhile friends and followers deserted him like rats jumping from a sinking ship, he had been arrested and put on trial.

Despite widespread sympathy for him, on 29 October 1618 Raleigh was sentenced to a very public execution. The news would not have been entirely a surprise to Roe. Maurice Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury, had written to him about it in February 1619. Perhaps knowing Roe’s connections to Raleigh, he had cited a story that had first reached him through Roe himself, of an Indian nobleman who had considered himself invincible until a hair plucked from his chest brought about his death through a raging infection. Raleigh’s downfall, too, Abbot had claimed, was divine punishment for pride, brought on by his questioning of ‘Gods being and omnipotency, w[hi]ch that just judge made good upon him’.10 Roe would not have had to look very far if he had wanted another narrative. There was Carew, who had been friends with Raleigh for almost thirty years. He had received one of Raleigh’s final letters explaining and defending his actions, and counted among the two people whom Raleigh had exonerated by name in his speech from the scaffold.

Even if Roe did not care to make Carew revisit those painful months, the gossip on the streets would be unavoidable. At the Mughal court, unaware of the intricacies of the legal system and alarmed by what he saw as the concentration of power in the hands of the emperor, Roe had insisted that there was no law in India aside from the whims of the powerful. In England, the remarkable Declaration of the demeanor and cariage of Sir Walter Raleigh, published weeks after Raleigh’s private hearing and execution, saw the Crown tying itself into legal knots to justify James I’s action. Kings were not ‘bound to give Account of their Actions to any but God alone’, it declared, expending page after page to assert that Raleigh’s punishment had been necessary and legal.11 Yet the manuscript accounts of Raleigh’s death and ballads that began to circulate had shown loud and clear that the presence of written law offered little comfort to many who considered Raleigh’s execution to be nothing but a mockery of justice.

Even that turmoil, however, had largely passed by the time Roe returned. One after another, newsworthy crises had kept coming, both big and small. The unrest in Europe and the outbreak of war was one. Then there was the fire at Whitehall at the start of the year. The momentary carelessness of workmen clearing up after the Christmas celebrations had burnt down the Banqueting House, site of many festivities of Roe’s past courtly life. Then there was more death. Queen Anna, who had pleaded for her husband’s mercy for Raleigh and had been ignored along with others, had been unwell for some time. She died of dropsy on 2 March 1619. The lying-in-state of her severely swollen body had continued for a ridiculously long time, while people whispered that it was not so much for the king’s grief, as it was for his want of funds. John Chamberlain told Dudley Carleton that ‘they are driven to shifts for monie, and talke of melting the Quenes golden plate and putting it into coine: besides that the commissioners for her jewells and other moveables make offer to sell or pawne divers of them to good value’.12 When the funeral took place on 13 May, James had been supposedly too unwell and grief-stricken to attend it. By June he had recovered enough to greet visitors dressed ‘more like a wooer than a mourner’ in silver lace and light blue satin, Chamberlain had observed. He wondered ‘what decorum it will be when ambassadors come to condole’.13

Some whispered that it was all to be expected. At the formal reading of Raleigh’s sentence, Attorney-General Sir Henry Yelverton had said that Raleigh had been like ‘a star at which the world hath gazed; but stars may fall’.14 From mid-November, actual falling stars, or rather comets, had blazed in the sky. The largest of them, which people had started calling the ‘Angry Star’, lingered for weeks, its long reddish tail visible even in daylight. In continental Europe it had sparked off scientific theorisations by Galileo and Kepler that would shape the advancement of science for years to come. In England, the poet John Milton had been just a boy of around ten, precocious and observant. Years later, when he was already blind, he may have drawn on childhood memories of that portentous sky to describe an angry Satan in his Paradise Lost:


Incensed with indignation Satan stood

Unterrified, and like a Comet burned,

That fires the length of Ophiuchus huge

In the Arctic Sky, and from his horrid hair

Shakes pestilence and war.15



James had dismissed those popular superstitions that associated comets with terrible upheavals and disasters, brusquely swearing that it was just ‘Venus with a firebrand in her arse’.16 ‘Yee men of Brittayne wherefore gaze yee so, / Upon an angry starre?’ he wrote in a poem. It ridiculed the ‘rash imaginations’ of his subjects, their dreams of ‘famine, plague, and warre’ and fear that ‘the match with Spayne hadth rays’de this starre’.17 Yet for all his dispersing of fear with ridicule, there is an undercurrent of worry running throughout its lines. For each person who dreamt up a foolish interpretation, there were others ‘that would believe all he dares feare’. The purported hand of divine intervention, James knew, could as easily be co-opted against monarchs as it could be used by them.



The comets had been visible in India too, Edward Terry would later remember. ‘In the year 1618, when we lived at that Court, there appeared at once in the month of November in their Hemisphear two great Blazing-stars, the one of them North, the other South, which unusual sight appeared there for the space of one month. One of those strange Comets in the North, appeared like a long blazing-torch, or Launce fired at the upper end; the other in the South, was round like a pot boiling out fire.’18

Jahangir wrote about them in his memoirs as well, describing with characteristic accuracy their exact astronomical location and shape (one ‘like a spear, thin on both ends and thick in the middle’, another with ‘a bright head and a tail two or three ells long’).19 His response was of intellectual curiosity: ‘whatever influences or effects it may have will also be written about’, he noted, reserving his judgement in favour of actual observation. Terry thought otherwise. If those at home were troubled by James’s apparent lack of regard for apocalyptic signs, to Terry, Jahangir’s response looked exactly like the kind of fatal Eastern pride that invited the wrath of God. It was a moral he would drive home for his English readers by repeating that now-familiar tale of the proud Mughal lord felled by the plucking of a hair.20

While Terry spun morals around comets, Roe had spent his last few months in Surat dealing with various Company affairs. There was a rumour in England at one point that he had gone to Persia ‘to settle the trade in silks’, but it did not actually happen.21 Instead, he had dealt with the mundane, everyday annoyances of troublesome runaways and the loading of ships. He had drafted polite letters to rulers elsewhere – like the Governor of Mocha – to request trading permissions for the English. He had tried to keep channels of communication open with the Dutch even as tensions mounted. As Pieter Gillis van Ravesteyn reported back to his superiors in Amsterdam, ‘The gentleman ambassador, who is strongly inclined to peace, and who admires our nation and is familiar with The Netherlands, now departs to England and promises to present all possibilities that could lead to agreement and from there out begins to extinguish the fire in order to gradually come to more unity.’22

The factors were a different matter altogether. Even without an ominous comet looming on the horizon, they could be forgiven for holding an increasingly gloomy view of their future. Without the advantage of hindsight, surrounded by competitors and intractable local officials, with war at home and abroad slowly hemming them in, it is understandable why many of them thought that their days in India were numbered. And with Roe’s impending departure, they had little reason to hold back on their views about his interventions. In letter after letter, they took out their frustration on Roe, who had been sent with such high recommendations, and seemed to have done so little to improve the situation. Old resentments about his authority continued. Roe would not stop giving them advice about appropriate merchandise, and they could not resist questioning it. His knowledge, after all, was based on hearsay, they pointed out to the Company; theirs, on experience.23 There were other grievances, both voiced and unvoiced. They thought Roe’s decision to forbid them from attacking and holding Mughal ships was misguided. ‘[I]f His Lordship had pleased’, they told the Company, the situation ‘might long ere this have bine remedied by stopping their laste yeares junck at barr for a gennerall reformacion of all our greevances […] in fifteen or twenty days at moste’.24 As it was, Roe’s promises of getting a trade agreement and permission to settle in Surat ‘proving only wordes, we cannot expecte any thinge of that kind, and therefore must alter oppinion’, they informed the Company, and the ‘privelidges he sought weare ever denied’.25

More seriously, they raised doubts about Roe’s fiercely defended sense of honour. Roe was no better than any of them at looking after his own interests, many of their accusations suggested. Given their own continuing worries about housing, they were particularly irritated that Roe had made sure that the farmān he had finally acquired from Shah Jahan stipulated that he would be received with ‘honor and curtesie’ and ‘well housed during his stay in Surat’.26 The Mughal governor had kept his word, and set Roe up in a ‘garden house’, as Terry described it, surrounded by fruit trees and ornamental ponds and lakes.27 The Surat factors had not been amused. ‘And now agayne we may begin our last yeares lamentation for our dwellinge house,’ they confided in private to their colleagues in Ahmedabad. ‘Our landlord will not his [sic] nor the chiefs permitte us any of strength, either to defend ourselves or offend them.’ But Roe had ‘continewed there frindship to the Companies cost; presented the King, Prince and others heare, at his cominge downe, in sundrye toyes […] to no other pur[pose] than requite their curtesy for his garden house, and yett the rent is unpayed’.28 Similarly, Roe’s condemnation of private trade seemed hypocritical to them when the Endeavour, one of the ships in the new fleet, had arrived at Swally with two Portuguese ships it had captured on its voyage. The Surat factors told those in Ahmedabad that Roe had been among those who had appropriated the choicest items. ‘The prizes [were] by the Persian factors and the comander and many of the com[pany?] imbesseled [embezzled] and converted to particular uses. Only we were no sharers. His Lordshipp had a whole butt of China dishes, a gilded bedsteed and such like novilties, that stopt the examinacion of other more private passages.’29

Overall, their indictment of Roe in a letter they sent the Company after his departure was scathing. If by some miracle they maintained their trade in India, it was intended substantially to ensure that the Company would never consider sending an external person to wield authority over them again. The Company could judge how much favour the ambassador had earned at the Mughal court, they said with heavy irony, from the fact ‘that, after three yeares attendance, at his departure by earnest intercession could not procure the guifte of a house nor ground nor lycence to build us a habitation nor so much as continue us in this, from whence (our tyme neerely expired) we shortly expect to be remooved’.30 They had entrusted him grudgingly with all the accounts, letters and registers from Surat and Agra that they needed to submit to the Company, but their lack of trust in him oozes from every sentence. The papers were in a secure box that they had ‘sealed, maled and covered’, they wrote, ‘which we hope he will safely deliver in the same condition’ – in other words, without tampering. Other employees ‘distrusting that convayance, have delivered theirs to Captain Shilling, master of the shipp’.31



Roe must have heaved a sigh of relief when he had boarded his ship, the Anne Royal, on 17 February 1619. With him was his retinue, including Terry, although there were very few of the original party left, most of them being buried in graves now lost in Surat, Ajmer and Ahmedabad. There were a few new faces around him. One of them was Antonio de la Valla, a Spanish adventurer whom Roe had found living on the streets in Surat, destitute and emaciated like ‘a walking Skeliton’.32 Regretting a conversion to Islam that had not immediately brought him the riches he had expected, and desperate to return to Europe, de la Valla had agreed to serve as Terry’s servant during the voyage in exchange for passage. The Steeles, after their embarrassing exit from the lashkar, were also on the ship, all their projects having come to nothing, as were Mrs Hudson and Captain Towerson. Only Mariam Begum had finally asserted herself and refused to undertake yet another journey away from her family. She remained with her mother in Agra, and would continue to have to petition the Company for a rightful pension as a widow and wife of Company employees.33 She and her second husband would never meet again. In 1623, Towerson would be executed by the Dutch in what came to be known as the ‘Amboyna massacre’.

Roe’s six-month voyage itself was largely uneventful. Sir Thomas Smythe had remembered Roe’s request that he should be allowed to command his own ship, so he was in charge of the 900-ton Anne, with its previous captain, Andrew Shilling, acting as the ship’s master. At the Cape of Good Hope, the Anne had met two other English ships, the Bear and the Star, which were heading for Bantam, as well as two Dutch ships under the command of Frederick Hoftman, waiting for the rest of his fleet of eleven Dutch East India Company ships to catch up before he, too, headed the same way. Roe and Hoftman had written a letter each, urging their own Company factors to stop hostile encounters that might damage the ongoing negotiations in London between the two countries. From the Cape they had sailed to St Helena, where they stayed for about a week before setting sail again for England. There had been enough time to confer with William Baffin, master’s mate on the Anne, to share with him Roe’s own painstakingly gathered information, and to begin to map out the contours of the land that he had left behind. ‘Sir Thomas Roe’s map’, which would provide the definitive English view of India for a century to come, took shape in between the usual challenges of early seventeenth-century seafaring, from contrary winds to ship’s biscuits that were ‘badd, dirt[y], and rotten’.34 There was also an attempted mutiny on board led by the ship’s carpenter, John Browne. It was obviously contained, because soon the Company in London would discuss punishment for him, ‘a very mutinous person, proud, and a ringleader’.35



The news of Roe’s return had spread fast. On 11 September 1619, even before he had set foot in London, John Chamberlain was busily writing to Dudley Carleton with the latest piece of hot gossip from the city. ‘Sir Thomas Roe is come home rich, they say, from the East Indies,’ he had announced.36 Within ten days, his arrival was the main news in the letter that Thomas Howard excitedly wrote to his wife. Thomas and Alethea, the Earl and Countess of Arundel, were the keenest collectors of their times. They knew Roe from the time when they had all accompanied Princess Elizabeth to Heidelberg for her marriage celebrations, and Arundel was not averse to exploiting all common connections to make sure that he got the pick of the curiosities that Roe might have brought. ‘My Deerest Harte’, he wrote to his wife on 20 September, ‘I desire yoou woulde presently, by some meanes know what Sir Tho. Roe hath brought, of Antiquities, Gods, vases, inscriptions, Medalles, or such like. I thinke Sir Robert Cotton, or Mr Dikes, were fitte to gette them. I wish it were done before Friday, for I feare my lord Chamberlayne, and nowe I thinke they might easily be had.’37

By 24 September, Roe had been received by James I. John Chamberlain, well informed as ever, reported that Roe had ‘presented him with two antilopes, a strange and beautiful kind of red deer; a rich tent, rare carpets, certain umbrellas and such like trinkets, from the Great Mogul’.38 James was keen on exotic animals. The gifts, particularly the antelopes and deer, would have been welcome additions to his collection at St James’s Park. He would have appreciated the letter from Jahangir too, elaborately enclosed in a purse of gold cloth and bearing the signs of the Mughal emperor’s delicate sense of diplomatic protocol. As Purchas would note later, he had heard that the emperor had been ‘very scrupulous where to set his seale; lest, if under, he should disparage himselfe, if over, it might cause distast to the king. His resolution and prevention therefore was this: to send the letter unsealed, and the great seale itselfe, that so His Majestie might according to his own pleasure affixe it.’39 At least on the surface, the contents of the letter promised what Roe had set out to achieve – the emperor’s command that ‘all the English marchants in all my dominions there be given freedome and residence’, and that they had his ‘woord that no subject of my kyngdomes shall be so bould to do any injurie or molestation to the sayd English’ – although Roe knew, as had the factors in India, that it counted for little without actual farmāns to execute it on the ground.40

Roe was keenly aware that his standing with James had always been insecure. In his long letter to the Company from Ahmedabad, he had acknowledged that whatever recognition he had received from the king had been through the Company’s influence, and through Sir Thomas Smythe’s willingness to exercise his own considerable influence to get the king to write to him in India during his embassy. ‘I doubt not His Majesties lettre to me was procured by you, wherin I find his gratious acceptation above my merit’, he had written back to them gratefully, ‘which bindeth me to endeavour above my abilitie. I must acknowledge the favour you did me in relations to His Majestie. That is the reward I labor for and expect; and you shall finde I will not fayle you in my uttmost endeavours.’41 Now his return had brought him to the king’s attention once again, with whatever advancement might come of it. As far as the much dreamt-of gold and fortunes of India was concerned, ‘[f]or aught I hear’, Chamberlain gossiped, Roe ‘hath not provided so well for himself as was thought at first, but must rely upon the Company’s liberality’.42



The directors of the Company were having almost daily meetings to take stock of their investment in the embassy, although ‘liberality’ was not the principal item on their agenda. Philpot Lane, where they met at Sir Thomas Smythe’s house, is a narrow street that joins Eastcheap and Fenchurch Street, right in the financial heart of the City of London. Today it is a canyon of steel and glass. Number 20 Fenchurch Street, popularly dubbed the ‘Walkie Talkie’, looms over it on one side. The barley-twist columns of a nineteenth-century spice merchants’ offices mark the entrance to it on the other, Eastcheap side, a stopping point for visitors pointing up at its tiny, whimsical carving of two mice fighting over a piece of cheese. The sharp, asymmetrical silhouette of the glass-fronted Shard is an insistent presence on the skyline beyond it. In 1619, walking into that street was to be reminded of the global entanglements of English trade. Smythe’s involvement in the Virginia Company and the East India Company, as well as his far-flung connections with Russia and the Levant, attracted a startling range of people to his house. On any given day, the house on Philpot Lane might host anyone from Corey the Indian, captured by Towerson from Table Bay, to Native Americans brought over from Virginia; from poor sailors submitting petitions and pleas for help, to the richest tycoons of London, gathering to assess their profits from the latest voyage.

The most urgent order of the day for them was addressing the factionalism and tension among its employees that Roe’s presence in India had exposed. Roe had been sparing in detailing the ‘bad and yll qualities’ of the factors in India, the minutes note, and graciously ‘remytted many wrongs comitted by them against him there’. ‘It was found notwithstanding that some of them have most baseley and injuriouslye requited him by traducing him in their lettres and wrighting most bitterly and most inuectiuely against him; amongst which John Browne and William Biddulph are noted to excede in the highest measure, putting upon him as much as malice can possibly invent, with all the spitefull disgrace that may be.’43 For the Company, the reason for this antipathy to Roe was clear: ‘most of the factors there being joyned in a confederacy amongst themselves, being jealous that any strange eye should observe or looke into their accounts, being growne to great matters in estate, many of them being worth a thowsand pounds apeece (as is said), gayned by lending and exchanging the Companies monyes and by such other courses as they do practise’.44 The directors had already read and dismissed the letter from John Browne, one of the Ahmedabad factors, as a ‘most indiscreet, scandalous invective’ and ‘little better than a libel, for which it is intended to send for him home and call him to account, holding him worthy of punishment’.45

Roe had been generous in his response. He defended himself, but also insisted that Browne was otherwise an honest and just employee, ‘and one that will not deceive them’. Biddulph, left to represent the English at the court and sort out their never-ending struggles with housing and debtors, was not so easily mollified. His Christmas Day letter from the lashkar to the Company would be a gloomy report on the insecure position of the factors. Roe had ‘sought with all fair meanes to get himselfe cleare of this country’, he grumbled, ‘and lefte all the merchants in the country in the bryers to shifte as they might’.46

What such exchanges reveal is the Company’s anxiety about their inability to control what was actually going on in India, despite the impression of control that the elaborate bureaucracy of their governance attempted to convey. It would continue to haunt Britain in years to come, although the days of the high-profile trials of the likes of Robert Clive or Warren Hastings were still over a century away. At this stage, the Company did what they did best, arranging the production of more records and testimonies, a bulwark of paperwork with which they hoped to stem the rising tide of infractions. The concern was not so much about the damage to Roe’s reputation as it was to their own, by the ‘base and disgracefull tearmes used by them of the Companie (as is enfourmed)’. The troublemakers had to be ‘punisht and some severe course put in execution against them without favour, to the example of others’. Statements needed to be taken ‘of as many as can be gotten’, they stipulated, and a Company employee would ‘drawe the heads of all those complaints into a booke that they may be the more readie to charge them with hereafter’. Meanwhile, they would discreetly weed out the ringleaders, and withhold their wages and investments until they could confirm ‘their honest gaining of them’.47

On 6 October, Roe presented his own report, emphasising ‘what a desperate case he found the factoryes at Surat, Amadauaz and elswher in the Mogores Countrye’.48 His assessment of his own achievements was significantly more generous than the factors admitted. He declared he had established a ‘faire and gentle’ understanding with the Mughals in the end, and had recovered almost all outstanding debts except one. More importantly, he continued to advocate his idea that the protection offered by English maritime strength in the Red Sea trade, which the Gujarati merchants had so embarrassingly refused, would prove invaluable. He was still convinced that Indian ships would be ‘glad of the companie of the English’ on their Red Sea voyages, and that their ships, of ‘very great valewe, having 1000 of their people in her, wilbe as a pawne and assurance for the good usage of our people at Surat’.49 In the version of the state of affairs that the Company received from him, it was the combined obstinacy of the Surat factors, who were ‘unwilling to have that trade prosper’, and Shah Jahan’s ‘wicked insubornation’, that went hand in hand to ensure the destruction of English trade.50

The Company may have sided quickly with Roe over the factors, but they were much slower when it came to settling his bills. For almost two months, they pored over the volume of paperwork that Roe and the Anne had brought back from India. Their assessment gives us an insight into their notoriously thorough record-keeping and monitoring processes, from the small profit that Chaplain Edward Terry hoped to make by importing a bundle of calico cloth to sell (which they allowed on Roe’s recommendation that he had led a ‘sober, honest and civill life’ in India), to Roe’s own, much more complex, accounts of expenditures.51 By 18 October, Roe had been in his borrowed accommodation for over a month, urging the directors ‘to have an end of matters by degrees betwixt the Company and him’.52 On 12 November, the verdict was in. After detailed scrutiny, the Company had come to the conclusion that Roe was indeed ‘a very worthie gentleman that hath husbanded things exceedinglye well and very moderate in his expenses’, spending only £250–60 per year, compared with ‘with other Embasssadors in other Countryes who have great allowances’.53

Roe, who had made a habit of storming out of waiting rooms in Mughal palaces, had no option but to wait outside the council chamber as they haggled over whether £1,000, £1,500 or £2,000 would be most appropriate payment for his troubles. Some were all for ‘putting [it] of tyll another tyme’ altogether, but thankfully that motion was ignored by others keen on settling the question without more delays. Finally, Roe was called in. The ‘Master Governor made knowne the Companies mynd who, acknowledging his honestie and frugalitye and comending his care, desired him to accept of the foresaid some of 1500 li., which they held too little, compared with his deserts, but their smale retournes pleaded partlye their excuse’.54

This was a blow. Roe had easily spent over half that amount in equipping himself and covering both the salaries of his retinue on the occasions when the Company’s money had not been available, and the inevitable other expenditures of travel. Eleanor and he were both still young, and any hopes of having a house and family of his own had depended on the returns he had hoped to have gained from the infinite riches of India. For the moment, he thanked them and proposed to ‘think thereof’ before the next meeting. In the days that followed, and in response to the detailed breakdown Roe promptly supplied, the Company would try to sweeten their offer.

They recognised his investment and his resistance of the temptation of private trade, his defence of the Company against competitors like Robert Rich. Perhaps they could invite him to join them at the table as a ‘committee’ or director, they discussed. In the end, that possibility would be dangled for a few years before it disappeared. Another half-hearted offer was made that Roe should head the Company’s activities in Bantam, which Roe understandably turned down, requesting some ‘breathing tyme’ before another long commission abroad.55 A modest additional annual retainer of £200 was offered and paid for a couple of years before it, too, was stopped. On 3 August 1621, Roe would write to them to remonstrate politely that ‘some of the gennerallitie had reported grutchingly of the 1500 poundes that was given him at his returne, which he presumed he had deserved, if in nothing eke, yet in the frugalitie of keeping their house; also there was given him (as he understood it) 200 poundes per annum, but it seemes the Companie ment it not so’.56

The ‘generallitie’ had also denied his request that the Company should buy back the shares he had been required to purchase in the old joint stock. Roe had by then acquired a new, prestigious commission to act as James I’s next ambassador to the Ottoman empire. In the absence of any other remuneration from the East India Company, he asked whether they could at least supply him with some velvet hangings and Persian carpets to furnish the ‘larger lodgings’ he had acquired in anticipation of ‘his intended imployment and the encrease of his familie’. This, the Company could do. They offered the furnishings as a gift, with the assurance that ‘the Companie was so unhappy as to loose the imployment of so well a deserving gentleman, yet their loves should follow him, and therefore desired the Continuaunce of his good affecion to the Company; which he freely promised and tooke verry thankefullie the Curtisie now donn him’.57 For all their assurances and commendations of Roe, it is telling that the Company would not invest in sending another English ambassador to the Mughal court again till 1699. This was not a wager that had yielded the hoped-for returns. Despite Roe’s best attempts, the merchants’ dreams of monopolising the treasures of the East had remained as elusive as ever.



For Roe, there was at least one success – the long-delayed reunion with Eleanor, now publicly acknowledged as Lady Roe. We do not know whether her family accepted him as warmly as Roe had hoped, but soon they would lease one of the smart new houses in up-and-coming St Martin’s Lane, just a short hop from Whitehall. The great Indian cabinet bought specially for her, and the green embroidered bed with two matching quilts that he had brought back on the ship from India, would have both found a home here, along with the ‘great carpet with my arms thereon, made in India’, which years later Roe would bequeath in his will to his cousin, Sir Henry Roe.58

Eleanor would be Roe’s constant companion on his various postings in Europe and beyond. His papers record her hardiness and courage on multiple occasions. Writing in 1622 from Istanbul, he would pass on her compliments to Carew and his wife. ‘My wife […] desires you should know that she was never yet sick, dismayed, nor afraid at sea’, he would add, with the comfortable familiarity of a long friendship.59 Returning from there in 1628, when their ship was caught in a naval encounter near Malta, he would describe how, with no ‘place of refuge’ available to her, Eleanor sat on the deck showing ‘no fear nor passion’ as cannon shots rained down around her.60 The two of them would rarely be separated again in their lifetime.



Following Roe’s trail offers a ringside view of early English presence in India, showing up its tentative, improvisatory nature. It reveals not just the high stakes, but also its insecurities, how much depended on chance, risk and uncertainties, and how much had been characterised by deep-rooted anxieties about ‘translation’ and assimilation. As far as the East India Company was concerned, the uncertainty that had always haunted their investment in Asian trade would show no signs of diminishing over the next forty years. The Anglo-Dutch ‘Accord’ of 1619 would prove to be a defining wedge driven between the interests of the Crown and the Company. James I had assured the merchants that it would stop the years of bitter competition and be effective for twenty years at least. Their concerns that it would put them at a significant disadvantage were waved aside with the assurance that ‘the King esteems the East India Company a great ornament and strength unto his kingdoms’. If the Dutch went against them, the quarrel ‘should be no longer the Company’s but of the state’.61 Yet when violence erupted in Amboyna in 1623, leading to the massacre in which Gabriel Towerson, among others, lost his life, the Crown’s lack of real response widened the rifts between the Company’s interests and those of the Crown even further. It threw glaring light on the ways in which the state’s involvement in global geopolitics, and the merchants’ investments in global trade, could be inherently at odds, something which Roe had learnt repeatedly through bitter experience.

In 1621, Thomas Mun (1571–1641) was still bullishly asserting the line of defence that the Company had promoted since the attack that had been launched on it in 1615 by Robert Kayll’s damning criticism in The Trades Increase. Mun’s Discourse of Trade from England unto the East-Indies defended the Company as a force for good, that helped to ‘purge’ the kingdom of its ‘desperate and unruly people, who being kept in awe by the good discipline at sea, do often change their former course of life’.62 English shipping provided jobs for large numbers of men both on land and sea, he argued, and its alleged draining of bullion from the state was a necessary investment that generated much more than its equivalent revenue in due course. Certainly, England could isolate itself from the rest of the world. It could even supply its internal demands ‘upon strickt tearmes of need’ if it chose. ‘But to live well, to flourish and grow rich, we must find meanes by Trade, to vent our superfluities; therewith to furnish and adorne us with the Treasure and those necessarie wares, which forreine Nations do afford: and here industry must begin to play his part, not onely to increase and guide the Trades abroad; but also to maintaine and multiply the Arts at home: for when either of these faile […] the Common-wealth doth abate and grows poore.’63 Despite such assurances, the economic recession that plagued England throughout the 1620s, coupled with the bitter and constant infighting within the Company, meant that for the best part of the early seventeenth century, a dark shadow hung over the fate of English activity in India and Asia in general. Some of it Roe could have predicted, if he had been so inclined. The fort that the Company established in Armagon near Nellore in 1626, in the middle of the conflicts that were rocking the authority of the Vijayanagara empire of the region, is the perfect example. Establishing permanent factories and investing in local conflicts would be expensive luxuries, Roe had warned on multiple occasions. By 1639, the costs of the Armagon fort’s upkeep were acknowledged to be unsustainable, and it had to be abandoned.64

India, too, had been beset by crisis and war. Jahangir’s health would begin to decline in 1621, when he fell seriously ill with a chest infection. By the time he recovered, the pieces on the chessboard had been rearranged. Already in April that year, Nur Jahan’s daughter Ladli Begum’s marriage to Jahangir’s youngest son, Shahryar Mirza, had been as good as an announcement that Nur Jahan was no longer seeking to ally herself with her ambitious, inscrutable stepson Shah Jahan. He, in his turn, had started mobilising his own allies, including Nur Jahan’s brother and his father-in-law, Asaf Khan. Two other contenders to the throne would soon be removed: Khusrau, allegedly killed by Shah Jahan in 1622, and Parvez, a victim of the alcoholism that had plagued his family, in 1626. By the end of October 1627, Jahangir too was dead. War broke out predictably between Shahryar and Shah Jahan, who had waged a rebellion against his father since 1622 and only recently been reconciled with him. Asaf Khan and Nur Jahan, brother and sister, found themselves on opposing sides, each fighting the cause of their respective son-in-law. In January 1628, Shah Jahan became the fifth Mughal emperor. On his orders, Shahryar and his supporters were put to death. Nur Jahan, with her widowed young daughter, retired from public life to her palace in Lahore. Wary of the power she might still be tempted to wield, the new emperor provided her with a generous annual pension of two lakh rupees, even as the historians of his reign began to rewrite her role in Mughal history as that of the stereotypical femme fatale.

Roe had found much to dislike during his embassy in India. Unsettled by Mughal disregard of the English that challenged both his own pride and his monarch’s vision of a newly unified Britain at the centre of global geopolitics, he had resorted repeatedly to blaming the Indians for the lack of English success in the country. ‘Pride, pleasure, and riches are their best description. Honesty and truth, discipline, civilitye, they have none, or very little,’ he had claimed in varying phrasing, with variable levels of bile, on multiple occasions, venting his frustration about the ‘pride and falsehood of these people, that attended only advantage and were governed by private interest and appetite’, even as he struggled with the ‘private interest and appetite’ of his countrymen.65 He had wielded his sense of ceremony and honour, his English clothes and his English tongue, his tenuously preserved assurance of religious and racial superiority, as impenetrable barriers. Only a few, like the emperor himself, had been able to penetrate its carapace. Yet that contact, despite Roe’s defiance, had shaped him too. Stretching across four continents and forty years, Roe’s subsequent parliamentary and diplomatic career was long by any standards. And repeatedly and insistently throughout those years in Constantinople, in Europe and in England, Roe’s views on two major issues, religion and the economy, were informed and shaped by his Mughal experience, from a near-obsessive pursuit of the religious unification of Protestant nations across Europe, to his advice about Britain’s trade policies and economic future.

In 1641, four years before his death, Roe delivered a speech at the very last Parliament that he would attend. It was ostensibly a speech about England’s decline in trade and resulting financial crisis, but for Roe, those questions were never far from others, about religion, and about the relationship between a sovereign and his people. Much of the present crisis that plagued Charles I’s England, he argued, ‘sprung from Pressures upon tender Consciences, in that many of our Clothiers, and others, have forsaken the Kingdom, and carried their Arts with them, to the unexpressible Detriment of the Commonwealth’. For Roe, the solution was clear: it lay in the country’s ability both to retain those native merchants and craftsmen, and to welcome the expertise of ‘strangers’ through ‘the settling of religion secure in England, the fear whereof made many weak Minds to waver, and abandon this Country, [which] is, and will be a great Means to resettle both the great and lesser Manufactures of Woollen Commodities’. The policy that Roe was advocating was more to do with ecumenism, a move towards unity among Christians, rather than a genuine pluralism which stands for a general tolerance of all religions. In Europe, it would be imposed to some extent only as late as in 1648, with the Treaty of Westphalia, when all rulers within the Catholic Holy Roman Empire finally gained the right to choose their own religious denomination. Even then, it was a long way from true freedom of faith, in as much as it was a right vested only in the state, rather than individual subjects. Roe established the grounds of his argument, however, by raising a familiar ghost. The remembered magnificence of Jahangir’s glittering court shimmers behind the vision he showed his king. The model whom he urged Charles I to emulate was the ‘Mogul’ whose pragmatic and economically lucrative tolerance of diversity had made him ‘the richest Prince in the world’.66 Like so many of Roe’s efforts, this too was destined to fail. His advice would be disregarded as England moved inexorably towards civil war and regicide.

In hindsight, and across the enormous expanse of the impact that English voyages and interventions had on much of the world, it is no wonder that Roe’s story sank into relative oblivion compared to the Atlantic exploits of his contemporaries, or the ‘Company Raj’ of his successors. Despite all his intolerance and injured pride, Roe’s insistence that peaceful trade rather than settlement should define English policy in India is one factor. For later periods fuelled by empire and Britain’s colonial domination of the subcontinent, its counter-intuitive evocation of the respective positions of the two countries was too radically different to make sense. The raking light that his embassy throws across internal rifts is another, exposing the greatest threat to English overseas activity in India in this period to be not so much the forces outside, but those within.

In the centuries that followed, the assumptions about India and the ‘Indian character’ that Roe had adopted and often helped to formulate settled in place as truisms through whose lens the history of India and its fate under British rule could be seen and interpreted. But the inconvenient, unpredictable dissonances in his experience that troubled and disconcerted Roe himself – his growing fascination with Jahangir, his slowly rationalised appreciation of Mughal pluralism, his deeply conflicted response to the problems that characterised the contemporary English Crown and state and skewed his perception of Mughal governance – found little room within that narrative. Overall, Roe’s embassy was liable to be seen as a false start, and false starts rarely make epic beginnings. For years after Roe and Jahangir, even as Shah Jahan’s rule was followed by that of his son Aurangzeb, the future of the English in India would continue to be uncertain. Roe’s successor Sir William Norris (c.1657–1702), who arrived in India in 1699 bearing William III’s offer of ‘Perpetuall Friendship’ for Aurangzeb, achieved little more than Roe had in his turn.67 It would not be until after Aurangzeb’s death that the East India Company began to take recognisable shape as a force in the subcontinent, intent on a seemingly unstoppable rise to power. The English, who had lived through a century of war and conflict tearing Europe and Britain apart, were well placed to identify the cracks in the edifice of the Mughal empire and widen them to their own advantage. A new chapter in England’s relationship with India would begin.




Epilogue

The map is a double-page spread. Three sections sprawl across it; the fold in the page splits the ‘Indian City’ right at its centre into two neat halves. You could walk up Lucknow Street, it seems, past the carpet weavers’ workshop and the mosque, past Lahore Square, and down past the shops on Delhi Street. You could stop for tea at the teashop in the ‘Chowk’, before more shopping in Hyderabad Bazaar, then make your way out through the gardens of the Imperial Court to the Empress Theatre for your evening’s entertainment.1

The ‘Empire of India’ exhibition in Earl’s Court was where everyone was going in 1895.2 The map was included in the catalogue that visitors bought, essential for navigating the huge twenty-four-acre site leased from the District Railway, which owned most of the land. The impresario Imre Kiralfy had thoroughly restructured and redesigned it the year before. Kiralfy did not stoop to selling shows. What he was offering the public of Victorian England was an experience. ‘I believed that the tie – both political and commercial – which links the two countries together would be strengthened by such an Exhibition,’ he had announced, ‘that the Englishmen would learn more about India, and that the various peoples of that country would appreciate the interest which was being taken in their native land.’3

Wandering through the exhibition, visitors saw British exports to India in the ‘Ducal Hall’, and enjoyed Indian paintings and artefacts loaned by real-life Indian princes in the Mughal-style ‘Queen’s Palace’. As evening fell, ‘Indian barges’ powered by electricity took them around the lake next to the palace. Its waters reflected the light of the fashionable new electric bulbs with which Kiralfy had illuminated his buildings, like a strange re-enactment of the lamplit extravagances that Nur Jahan had produced for Jahangir almost 300 years earlier. There were figures of Indians around the grounds, designed by John Tussaud, who had started to make a name for himself for his wax models, but they vied for attention with actual Indians whom Kiralfy had brought over to add an extra touch of authenticity. Eighty-five artisans and a hundred jugglers, snake-charmers and other entertainers were lodged within the exhibition area. Keepers of imported Indian elephants and camels were instructed to take their animals up and down the streets at regular intervals for that additional authentic flair. The male visitor was encouraged to ‘refresh his inner man with his favourite Eastern dishes, prepared by a staff of Indian cooks, and placed before him by native servants’, although other restaurants served more traditional British fare for the faint-hearted.4 If James I’s new subjects had offered him a welcoming tour of the world on his entry into London in 1604, this was a tour of India that any Victorian Londoner could enjoy in exchange for a modest fee.

When all that was said and done, the biggest entertainment was still to come. In the enormous, 6,000-seater Empress Theatre, a huge cast of almost a thousand actors performed Kiralfy’s speciality, a ‘historical spectacular play’. In nine scenes or set pieces, it covered 900 years of Indian history, till ‘[f]inally the English […] appeared upon the scene and delivered the people of India from the oppression of anarchy, and established the reign of order and law’.5 The fourth of these scenes was about Roe’s embassy. Over the entire run of the exhibition, at least one and a half million visitors saw the English arrive in India, welcomed personally by Emperor Akbar. They witnessed Jahangir, accompanied by Nur Jahan, appear on stage, rejoicing ‘in being able to see the representative of the King of whose land and people he had heard so much’. When Roe, with a flourish, displayed a piano as a gift among the many sent by his king, the emperor was shown listening to the English musician playing it ‘with surprise and delight’. Kiralfy’s admiring audience watched Roe refrain manfully when the emperor invited him to drink with him, and sympathised as he was ‘surprised and confused’ by Jahangir’s insistence on acquiring the portrait medallion of his dead beloved that he wore on his chest. They would applaud as Roe finally handed over the medallion ‘with a sad heart’: the ‘sacrifice is great to Roe, but he is resolved to do his duty towards his king and country’, the libretto explained. Reassured that Nur Jahan took ‘great interest’ in Roe and intended to return the medallion to him, the audience would see Roe retire from the stage, as the three Guiding Spirits of Britain’s Empire in India thanked him on behalf of the nation, ‘for by this noble action he has laid the foundation of future union between his own and this great people’.6

It is of course deeply ironic that Roe, who cringed at the thought of being coerced into the role of an unwilling actor, had become part of this theatrical entertainment for the masses. Yet it is equally undeniable that the recognisable fragments of his embassy used by Kiralfy, most likely derived from Samuel Purchas’s heavily edited version, emerge within a frame that Roe himself had helped to create. There is the enshrinement of his firmness and honour, as well as his emphasis on duty. The familiar thrum of Roe’s persistent insistence on the lack of civility in this ‘barbarous people’ lies behind the way in which his dramatic ‘sacrifice’ rewrites Jahangir’s actual courtesy. Behind it all loom the long-familiar assumptions about Asian greed and despotism, deployed to justify British colonial rule.



In the 276 years between Roe’s return from India and Kiralfy’s Exhibition, the relationship between England and India had changed beyond recognition. Britain, whose kingdoms had been united finally in 1707 under James I’s last Stuart descendant, Queen Anne, had now already ruled the subcontinent for 138 years by this point, although its terms of engagement had evolved substantially. In 1857, the first Indian war of independence had begun with the mutiny of small groups of soldiers in suburban garrison towns in response to British religious intolerance, among other things. It had been a conflagration that had shaken both countries, and neither the Mughal dynasty nor the East India Company had survived its aftermath. The last Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, had been exiled to Rangoon, in British-controlled Burma. He would die, still in exile, in 1862.7 In India, control over governance was taken away from the East India Company with the establishment of British Crown rule the following year. Fifteen years later, the East India Company Stock Dividend Redemption Act of 1873 pulled the plug on the Company itself, ensuring its formal dissolution in 1874. Another three years later, Queen Victoria became the Empress of India.

Kiralfy’s programme for the Exhibition glowed with nationalistic fervour about India under Victoria’s rule. British India covered an area ‘thirteen times that of the British Isles’, it reminded its readers, ‘and is occupied by a population of some three hundred millions of people of widely differing races, speaking many languages, following various religions of the deepest antiquity, observing strange and diverse customs, and enjoying almost every varying state of civilization’. It was a variety under firm control. The ordinary English family out for a day’s entertainment at Earl’s Court in London was reassured that ‘although the people belong to such mixed races and creeds, they are all as one in devoted loyalty and gratitude to the Kaisar-i-Hind, Her Most Excellent Majesty the Queen of the United Kingdom and Empress of India, for the manifold and incalculable blessings her peaceful and beneficent government has conferred upon them.’8

But even as Kiralfy’s historical spectacular ended with a show-stopping ‘Grand Apotheosis’ of the ‘glorious empress’, there were more changes to come. Only ten years earlier, a new public platform called the Indian National Congress had been founded in India. As the Exhibition drew in the crowds in London, in another part of Britain’s empire in South Africa, a twenty-six-year-old Indian lawyer was publishing a series of pamphlets with titles like ‘The Indian Franchise’ which made an eloquent case for the betterment of the lives of South African Indians. He seemed to take Queen Victoria’s 1858 proclamation at its word when it promised her Indian subjects that they would ‘be freely and impartially admitted to offices in our service’.9 Local newspapers wrote satirical ballads about him, calling him ‘Goosie, goosie, Gandhi’.10 And in less than twenty years, England would be thrust into the biggest conflict in living memory, as the Great War broke out across Europe in 1914, claiming the lives of thousands of Britain’s Indian subjects as well as her boys from home.



At the end of the war, when it was decided that a commemoration of the momentous occasions in the ‘Building of Britain’ would be useful for national morale, Roe would get another of his moments of recognition. He had a more secure place in English history by this time, thanks in part to the efforts of Sir William Foster, whose two editions have been cited throughout this book as the most readily available versions of Roe’s journey today. Foster had published his first, two-volume edition of Roe’s journal in 1899, four years after Kiralfy’s production. The year before his single-volume revised second edition emerged in print, a commission masterminded by the poet and novelist Sir Henry John Newbolt in 1925 decided to put a series of murals in the Houses of Parliament. It is a project that emerged quite naturally out of the climate of the inter-war years in Britain, answering its need for assurances of the stability and permanence of the Empire. Today, as Members of Parliament rush along St Stephen’s Hall, a mural of Roe at Jahangir’s court therefore shares the space on its ninety-five-foot-long walls with King Alfred, King John signing the Magna Carta and Elizabeth I seeing off Sir Walter Raleigh. There is an explanatory legend under the image, composed by Newbolt himself. It explains that Roe was the ‘Envoy from King James the First of England to the Moghul Emperor’. He succeeded ‘by his courtesy and firmness at the Court of Ajmir in laying the foundation of British influence in India 1614’, it announces, the careful choice of words again celebrating Roe’s ‘courtesy and firmness’, the stain of colonial violence carefully hidden by benign ‘influence’.

Imre Kiralfy was a Hungarian émigré who had spun his three-dimensional, all-singing, all-dancing fantasies in Paris and New York before coming to England. Sir William Rothenstein, the artist behind the Westminster mural, was a second-generation immigrant German Jew, whose father had come to England – in a rather pleasing serendipitous connection to Roe’s story – to seek his fortune in the revitalisation of England’s wool trade. Kiralfy’s show was powered not only by the acknowledged labour of his largely Italian troupe of actors and musicians, but also by hundreds of Indian workers. Only a handful of them, like Abdul Rahim, the glass blower from Gujarat, and Girish Chander Roy, the sweet-maker from Calcutta, are acknowledged in the exhibition’s publications to lend them a bit of colour.11 Behind Rothenstein’s painting is the implicit influence of the artists of the Bengal Renaissance such as Nandalal Bose and Abanindranath Tagore, who had welcomed him into their fold during a life-changing trip to India in 1910, and from whom he had learnt to appreciate ancient and pre-modern Indian art. Nandalal had introduced him to the paintings of Ajanta and Ellora, Abanindranath to the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century work of Mughal artists, the now-familiar names of Bishandas, Bichitr and Abu’l-Hasan. Rothenstein, in return, had struck up an extraordinary lifelong friendship with Abanindranath’s uncle, the poet Rabindranath Tagore, whom he introduced to W. B. Yeats and Ezra Pound on his return.



It is apt that the invisible backdrops to those unquestioning imperial rewritings of Roe’s embassy turn out, like Roe’s own story, to be woven out of entanglements of cultures and lives spanning countries and continents, from eastern Europe to America, from England to India. It is appropriate also to end Roe’s story with a final turn towards them: not just Kiralfy and Rothenstein, but the countless other English and non-English figures, whose presence, whether voluntary or enforced, lingers just behind the surface of received history, pulling against the narrative unfurling in the foreground.

In spite of Kiralfy’s assertion and Newbolt’s explication, we know that nothing particularly significant emerged from Roe’s embassy. Yet if there is one thing that following Roe in India illuminates, it is the messiness of human experience and memory. It is a reminder of how contact and interchange between cultures can happen often almost despite itself. The boundaries between home and elsewhere can blend and take fresh forms when the people crossing those boundaries insist on carrying one to the other and back again. Moments of human connection and the fleeting evidence of tiny shifts in perception take place across months and years. They coexist within that landscape alongside the blunt impediments of barriers set up through prejudice, fear and mistrust, through assumptions of difference marked by race, language and class, and through the exercise of assumed entitlement and greed. Acknowledging one is not to deny the other. In the case of the first English embassy to India, we only have to listen to the murmur of their voices to begin that journey.





[image: Image]
A Description of East India Conteyninge th’Empire of the Great Mogoll (London, 1619). Created by William Baffin using information from Roe during the voyage back to England, ‘Sir Thomas Roe’s map’ would leave its mark on a century of English maps of India.
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‘The Device called Nova Felix Arabia’ by William Kip in Stephen Harrison’s Arches of Triumph (London, 1613), sig. F2r. This is one of the series of highly decorated and painted arches that greeted James VI of Scotland on his entry into London as England’s newly crowned king in March 1604.
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Title-page, engraved by Jodocus Hondius, to John Speed’s The Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine (London, 1611). The impressive title-page to Speed’s book of maps uses the same form of the Roman triumphal arches that would have been familiar to James I from his entry into London.
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Sir Thomas Roe, after Michiel Jansz. van Miereveldt, based on a work from 1640.
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King James I of England, and VI of Scotland, attributed to John de Critz, c.1605.
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Coronation medal proclaiming James I as ‘Caesar Augustus of Britain, Caesar the heir of the Caesars’, 1603.
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Princess Elizabeth (Elizabeth of Bohemia, ‘The Winter Queen’) by Robert Peake, 1603.
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Henry Frederick (1594–1612), Prince of Wales, with Sir John Harington (1592–1614), in the Hunting Field by Robert Peake the Elder, 1603.
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Woman’s bodice, including a detail, thought to have belonged to Eleanor Cave, c. 1610.
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Frontispiece for Thomas Coriate Traveller for the English Wits (London, 1616). Coryate had declared, with his typical flamboyance, that one of his dearest wishes was to have his portrait painted astride an elephant in India.
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This portrait of Sir Robert Shirley (Sherley), c. 1609, with a cross at the top of his Persian turban, and the little inset image showing him kneeling reverently before the Pope, encapsulated everything that Roe would dislike about the man.
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A detail from Akbar’s Triumphal Entry into Surat (in the Akbarnama) by Farrukh Beg, 1590–95.
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Shah-Jahan Hunting Lions at Burhanpur (July 1630) by Abdul Hamid Lahori, 1630–1640.
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Emperor Jahangir Triumphing Over Poverty, attributed to Abu’l-Hasan, 1620. Jahangir shoots an arrow at the figure of poverty in the foreground; in the background, a European cherub leans out from the heavens to hold up the golden chain of justice, strung with bells.
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Emperor Jahangir at the Jharokha of the Agra Fort by Abu’l-Hasan, 1620.
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The Durbar of Jahangir by Manohar, 1624. The outer rail to the durbar is barely visible in the crowd, among whom is a light-skinned Jesuit priest, in his characteristic black habit and cap.
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Central image from Portrait of Prince Khurran, later Shahbuddin Mohammed Shah Jahan, Mughal Emperor of India, Holding a Turban Ornament or Jewel by Abu’l-Hasan, c. 1616.




[image: Image]
Birth of Jahangir, attributed to Bishndas, c.1615–20. The inner and outer worlds of the palace are clearly marked out in this depiction of Jahangir’s birth.
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Mourning at Court (folio from the Ayar-e-Danish) by La’l, 1596. A grieving monarch is both isolated and the centre of attention in this illustration from a Mughal manuscript translation of the fables of the Panchatantra, created in Akbar’s studios.
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Abu’l-Hasan, Infant Prince (Shah Shuja, b. 1616), 1618. Image held by American Council for Southern Asian Art (ACSAA) Collection (University of Michigan). A rare portrait of a child in Mughal art.
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Robert Hughes’s sketch in his ‘Dictionarie. Writtin in the English and Persian Languages […] Compiled and gathered (for me Robert Hughes English merchant) in the Kingdom of India and Cittie of Agemerin the yeare of our Lord God 1616’. Hughes is the merchant whom Roe introduced to Jahangir as the young man ‘that for his exercise did with a pen draw some figures, but very meanly, far from the Arte of painting.’




[image: Image]
A detail from Garden Gathering with a Prince (folio from the Minto Album Recto) by Bichitr, 1615.
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A rare Mughal portrait of James I, attributed Bichitr, c. 1615–18.
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Jahangir Receives Prince Khurramat Ajmer, April 1616 by Abid, 1635.
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Jahangir Preferring a Sufi Shaikh to Kings by Bichitr, 1615. The portrait of James I may have been copied from paintings presented to the emperor by the English. The turbaned figure next to him, holding a framed image, is likely to be a self-portrait of the artist himself.
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Album folio by Daulat, c. 1610. Daulat’s exquisite portraits show him with other court artists. Abu’l-Hasan is third from the top.
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The Lyte Jewel, a miniature by Nicholas Hilliard, 1610. Of the many pendant portraits presented by James VI and I on various occasions, this is the most sumptuous.
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Mughal symbolic depiction of Jahangir shooting the head of Malik Ambar, c. 1616.
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Jahangir Investing a Courtier with a Robe of Honour, artist unknown, 1616. The bareheaded European figure in a red doublet to the right is often taken to be the only Mughal representation of Thomas Roe.
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Pocahontas / Matoaka by Simon van de Passe, 1616. Pocahontas is shown in fashionable European clothes, while the framing inscription identifies her as the daughter of Powhatan, Emperor of Virginia.
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A frontispiece portrait of Edward Terry for A Voyage to East-India, London, 1655.
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Drunk European Seated on the Ground by Basawan, 1580.




[image: Image]
Portrait of Nur Jahan Holding a Musket by Abu’l-Hasan, seventeenth century.
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Anne of Denmark and a Groom by Paul van Somer, 1617. Anne is depicted in hunting costume.
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The Lal Dera, late seventeenth to early eighteenth century. This is part of the only surviving Mughal imperial tent structure in the world. Similar tents were used by Mughal emperors for accommodation and court audiences during royal progresses and military campaigns.
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Jahangir Visiting the Ascetic Jadrup by Govardhan, c. 1620.
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Illustration from the Maharamayana-yogavasistha of Rama meeting the ascetic Vasistha, anonymous Mughal painter, 1605.
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Jahangir Weighing Prince Khurram (Shah Jahan) Against Gold and Silver, an illustration from the Jahangirnama, c. 1615.
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Allegorical Representation of Emperor Jahangir and Shah ‘Abbas of Persia by Abu’lHasan and Muhammad Sadiq, 1618. Jahangir looms over his Persian counterpart in this image, his feet firmly planted over India on the globe.
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Jahangir and Prince Khurram Entertained by Nur Jahan, anonymous Mughal artist, mid-seventeenth century.
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Imre Kiralfy’s map of the Empire of India Exhibition, 1895.
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The Apotheosis of Victoria the Empress-Queen, artist’s impression of the entertainment devised by Imre Kiralfy for the Empire of India Exhibition 1895.
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Sir Thomas Roe at the Court of Ajmir, 1614 by William Rothenstein, 1925–7.
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