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AFRO-INDIANSFROM SLAVERY TO STATESMANSHIP

Dr. Shamshad Ali, Associate Professor, DepartmEHRisiory, Eritrea (North-East Africa)

The paper will elucidate the role of the Africarssmaerchants, soldiers, statesmen, eunuchs andslave
who rose to prominence as well as they have enjayditinguished presence in different parts of
India between the 2 and 28' centuries who are better known as Habshis andisSiiihe presence

of Africans in India is unique, for nowhere in twverld a handful of Africans ruled over non-African
population for so long as well as they played gnificant role as the builders and keepers of
traditional Indian civilization. Africans were begjrsold as slave-soldiers for India's princely stated
they were chosen as slave soldiers in part beaHube belief that they were loyal, great fightarsl
most importantly, despised by the local populatibime rationale held that they could hold a position
of power, without being able to mountcaup d'etatas he would have no support from the general
population. Although they came at first as slatlesy were as successful as fighters that theyretsti
usurped power from the rulers they were supposée serving that was a process which began in the
12" century or before, and lasted until the lat& 2éntury.

Historically documented diffusion of Africans inethndian sub-Continent was largely the product of
migration$ beginning in the first century and continuing thgh the 28 and such movement of
Africans to the Indian sub-Continent was fuelledtbg slave trade which was lubricated by socio-
religious factors. Evidence demonstrates that Afr&c were living in India, as slaves and free
individuals, as early as the thirteenth century Abgst of those who make up the Afro-Indian
population came in the past five hundred yearstutally, the Afro-Indians have been accepted into
the vast spectrum that is India as have many imaniggroups of the Jews and the Zoroastrians. Like
these groups, the Afro-Indians have full claim &nly Indian, even if they maintain some of their
ancestral traditions. Their history speaks of tliBgcAn ability to integrate into a land other thizuat
from where they originated and regardless of thpg and downs in Indian history, they have chosen
to stay there. Africans in India worked as soldiealors, traders, bureaucrats, clerics, bodyguard
and concubines. Almost all of these Africans wenar$ Muslims, and many were slaves conscripted
into the slave armies of Indian Muslim rulers aed/fHindus and Christians are found in Karnataka
and Goa respectively.. It can be argued that geeaf Islam in India had an unprecedented effect on
the ability of Africans to rise to power, given thightly more egalitarian attitudes of Muslimsréze
when compared to Hinduism.

Slavery was, however, an integral part of the palitsystem of medieval age. As practiced in easter
Muslim polities of this period, the institution efavery provided a nucleus of well-trained and loya

military followers (themamluls)® for important political figures; indeed, one oéthrincipal objects

of this form of slavery was to train specialistsnarfare and government, usually Turks, whose first
loyalty would be to their masters. Slave status w@s. Shamshad Ali, Associate Professor,

Department of History, Adikeih College of Arts é&uatial Sciences, Eritrea

honourable and was a principal avenue to wealthhagld position for talented individuals whose
origins were outside the ruling group. It has bebserved that a slave was a better investmentahan
son, whose claim was not based upon proved effigieYiet, slaves with high qualifications could get
out of control, and often slaves or former slavestimlled their masters as much as they were
controlled by them. The beneficial results for twdtanate of this type of political interaction wer
that some men of talent had room to rise withingygtem and thus were less tempted to tear it down
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and that the responsibilities of government teridest in the hands of capable men, whether or not
they were the actual rulets.

Africans slaves appear to have been found their imtty India from the establishment of Delhi
Sultanate in the beginning of the thirteenth cgnfuD® Jalal ud Din Yakut, an Abyssinians being a
skilled soldier and horseman became a royal caurtithe Sultanate of Delhi. He was a politicayall
as well as a close advisor of the then reigningsgign Raziyah Sultana (1236-1240), the first femal
monarch of the Delhi Sultanate. Yaqut's power arflliénce grew through his close relationship with
Raziyah Sultana, who appointed him to the imponpasition of Superintendent of the Royal Stables.
Achievement of such an important post to a Habasigians challenging the power of the Muslim
nobles and orthodox leadérhich led towards hostility with rival Turkish Mdnke members of the
ruling family of the Sultanate of Delhi. On the etthand his growing intimacy towards Queen is
speculated to have been her lover in the courtedisas amongst the nobles. Contemporary historians
were also conflicted in their assessment — maniudticg Ibn Batuta record that their relationship
was too intimate in public, but others assert tfiatjut was just a close advisor and friénd\
particular incident that provoked the rumours wédmm Yaqut was observed sliding his arms under
the Queen's armpits to hoist her onto a horse,hwiigs seen as a flagrant act of intim&@jready
resented for being a woman ruler by the Muslim esland clerics, Raziyah's proximity to a Habashi
slave (considered racially inferior to the Turkistbles who ruled the Sultanate) alienated the itpbil
and clerics and soon provoked open rebellion andmicacy and Malik Yaqut was eventually killed
by those jealous rivals. Thus evidence of an Abjes slave evidently from the Ethiopian coast-
land-coming to India and acquiring a position oportance among the ruling class and who became
a royal courtier of the newly-established Delhit&nte. This was the first incident in which a skave
adventurer of Habashi or Ethiopian origin had ta&gyart in the history Medieval India.

Following the decline of Delhi Sultanate the pendulof fortune favored four of the Tughlaq officers
who declared their independence and made theiirpnaV sultanates. One of them was Malik Sarwar
Khvaja Jahan (1394 — 1403), an Abyssinian eunuch seaving as minister established himself at
Jaunpur province under the title of Malik-us-Shéking of the east). Malik Sarw¥rand his five
successors namely Malik Mubarak Quranfal, Ibrahimal Mahmud Shah, Bhikhan Khan and lastly
Hussain Shah are called Shargi kings who ruleditngdom of Jaunpur for little less than a century.
This was the period of peace and prosperity in higory of Jaunpur witnessing remarkable
achievements in the fields of art, architecturejcadion, trade & commerce etc. For a dynasty whose
rule was so brief the Shargis have left very cedd@ memorials in their public buildings, and the
enlightenment which earned for Jaunpur, in Ibrahingign, the title of "the Shiraz of India" is
surprising in one of Habshi blood.

Bengal is one of the kingdoms in East India whiobklaved African soldiers to protect and expand its
territory. Ruknuddin Barbak of lllyas Shahi dynasigis the first king in India to have imported into
his court an army of 8000 Habshi guards and sadied to advance them in large numbers to high
rank and is said to have later on they became getlda the kingdor: Towards the close of Jalal ud
Din Fatah Shah’s reign the then ruler of Benga, Alfrican slaves became very powerful and played
vital role in the politics of Bengal. In 1487 onktbe Abyssinian eunuch started corrupting the othe
Habshi officers of the palace guards, eventualbassinated Barbak Shahzada and he took the throne
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under the name of Ghyath al-Din Barbak SHafThus the opening ruler, Barbak Shah as Abyssinian
sultan held power for a brief period which lastedyd3-6 months and upon his short rule, he was
assassinated by another Habashi, Malik Andil Khaita8, who was Jalal-ud-Din’s prime minister as
well as loyal to Sultan. However, Malik Andil Khaable to assassinate Barbak Shahzadea and
subsequently with the consent of nobles and régmily Malik Andil Khan Sultan ascended the
throne with the title of Saifuddin Abul MuzaffarrBiz Shah in 1487 and ruled from 1487 to 1490.
During his short reign of three years he healed diserders of the kingdom and restored the
discipline of the army. His reputation as a soldiad just ruler inspired respect and fear; and his
attachment and allegiance to the llyas Shahi hoeste the people forget his race. His kindness and
beneficence reminded warm praises from the histetfaFirsthand accounts by Arab historians
bestow the reputation upon Firuz Shah as the geafeall four Abyssinian sultans of Bengal. He
was a bold and charismatic leader, while showirmlse restraint and generosity towards Muslims
and non-Muslims alike. As a testament of his carsiblle patronage of the artistic and cultural
sectors, many mosques, towers, water tank andptisars survive today. The Firuz Minar is 84 feet
high; a victory tower which was constructed by Eir@hah located in Gaur endures as one most
revered monument in of all Bengal. It stands 26emsetall with a complex spiral staircase of 73 step
which is a lasting imprint of the short lived Afain presence in Bengal. Saif-ud-din Firoz Shah was
followed by Nasir-ud-din Mahmud Shah Il (1490). Titeal power, however, may have lay with the
Abyssinian called Habsh Khan, who was killed by thao Abyssinian called Sidi Badr Khan who
assassinated Nasir ud Din and seized the thronbirfaself and ruled for three years (1490-93) as
Shams-ud-din Abu Nasr Musaffar Shah.Five thousand of the 30,000 men in his army were
Abyssinians. He rebuilt the tomb of Nur Qutb Alarkiandua, and constructed a mosque at Maulana
Ata’s dargah in Amapura. During the last few montfiiis reign the anti-Abyssinian sentiment of
the upper caste Hindus and the Ashrafs was reaehatighax. Finally, the last Abyssinian Sultan was
killed by his minister Sayyid Hussain Shah, witte tassistance of the Hindu military guards.
However, Abyssinians in Bengal, especially thoskigh command, were expelled, as they were then
seen as posing a threat to indigenous Indian rthetds why Hussain Shah subsequently cleansed the
administration of the Abyssinian nobles, expellihgm from Bengal, there was some reasons to fear
that Abyssinian might become a ruling caste. Thiée® in vain sought an asylum in Delhi and
Jaunpur, where they were too well known to welcamé most them ultimately drifted to Deccan and
Guijarat, where men for their race had for many ydmen largely employéd.Thus many of these
Africans went to the above mentioned sultanatemaia where the local rulers employed them as
mercenaries and continuing the military contribugi@f Africans in India.

Africans have been part of the western state ofatijsince at least the first century; when thentow
of Barygasa (Baruch today) was considered an Heriofpwn, populated by merchants from East
Africa. There were many Abyssinians who played i§icgnt role in the medieval history of Gujarat.
History witnessed that many Africans were takerGstgarat in medieval and post-medieval periods
and few of them rose to positions of power andugrfice. During that period three Habshis bearing
the title of Ulugh Khan. One of them Muhammad Ulugiian son of Yaqut, known as Shams ud-
Dawlah Muhammad al-Habshi, who served as vizienisofather from 1543-4 to 1557-8 and also
called Khayrat Khan, who held the title of al-Msjl-Ashraf al-Ali, and is remembered as one ef th
patrons of the Gujarat historian Haji ad-Dabir. Moimad Ulugh Khan appointed as his vizier yet
another Habshi, Bilal Falah Khan. According to thaian historian M.S. Commissariat, "secured the
same devotion as his father had enjoyed from theasta troops in Gujarat and was thus able to take
an active part in the confused politics of the timeCommissariat further explained that the
prestigious title of Jhujhar Khan was successiwnelg, by "two Abyssinian commanders” of Gujarat.
The first was Bilal Habshi, who was appointed ir888®, and was governor of Burhanpur under
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Mubarak Shah of Khandesh (1537-1566). He was sulsdly killed in battle before the great
commercial town of Surat in 1558-9. The second Habsth the title of Jhujhar Khan was Bilal
Habshi's son Marjan Sultani Habshi, who held teésfof Bahmanul and Munda.

Other prominent Habshis of this time included Sa&dar Salami, who became governor of Surat, in
1537 with the title of Khudavand Khan. Bilal Faldhani Habshi, vizier to Muhammad Ulugh Khan,
who subsequently became an independent chieftaéintiaé title of Khayrat Khan and died in 1563-3;
and Fulad Khan Sandal, who ruled the town of Jamatil his death in 1569-70. Another important
Habshi of Gujarat was Shaik Said al-Habshi Sultarginally a slave of Rumi Khan, he later entered
the service of Sultan Mahmud IIl. On the latter=sith in 1554 he joined the great Habshi captain
Jhujhar Khan, and received valuable fiefdoms frbenlatter. Shaik Said managed his land efficiently,
and acquired great wealth and collected a finafiprand had over a hundred slaves mainly Habshis,
as well as numerous horses and camels. He die&76; land is perhaps best remembered as the
builder of a famous mosque, known by his name,dSBaid Mosque’ in Ahmadabad. Another
Habshi, Abdul Kerim Sayfud Muhammad Fulad Khan, $ba of the afore-mentioned Fulad Khan,
was the ruler of Songir under the kings of Khandatdr he became Haji ad-Dabir's second patron.

Following the disintegration of Delhi Sultanateaficer named Hassan assumed the title of Bahman
Shah also known as Alauddin | founded the BahmaitaBate in 1347 which was constructed and
maintained mainly by native armies of slaves andcewaries of Abyssinians. The vast Bahmani
Sultanate was split up into five Muslim States g&pur, Ahmadnagar, Golconda, Bidar and Berar in
between 1518 and 1526The Africans slaves were to be found all of thetages in the army as well
as in the civil services but in Ahmadnagar theyemeiore prominent. There were other prominent
Abyssinians who played leading role in the affaifghe Deccan States in the sixteenth-eighteenth
centuries. The Abyssinian mercenaries were alwhgsetin their thousands to take sides in any
political struggle.

Ahang (or Nehang) Khan was the Abyssinian chied gafnall State feudatory to Ahmadnagar. When
Mughal Emperor Akbar was seeking to conquer Ahmgdnan 1586 Ahang Khan joined the heroic
Amazonian warrior queen of Ahmadnagar, Chand Bibit later on he went against the Queen,
besieged and defeated her. However, Ahang Kharmnemt to be an important figure in the State but
retired into obscurity after the State was anndgetie Mughal Empire in 1637. Contemporary with
Ahang Khan and Malik "Ambar in Ahmadnagar and Bijapvere a number of prominent Abyssinian
notabilities and military leaders, like Yakut Khweend Khan and his sons, Shahzadah Khan and
Ghalib Khan, who made themselves men of authdrityhe State of Bidar during the first quarter of
the sixteenth century; Malik Yakut Sultana, a leadethe Abyssinians, in the State of Khandesh
under the Farrukhi Kings; lkhlas Khan, Hamid Khand aDilawar Khan, Abyssinians nobles,
contemporaries of Chand Sultana in Ahmadnagaraamagmber of other Abyssinian chiefs with their
men in Bijapur State, besides others elsewhere.

The more northerly Kingdom of Ahmadnagar, takingaadage of these serious dissensions, attacked
Bijapur in 1567. The Habshis, realizing that theyld not defend their city alone, thereupon tended
their resignation to Chand Bibi. This, in the viefithe British historian Wolseley Haig, providedhét
only example of self-denying patriotism to be foundhis strife of factions". The Shiah foreigners
then rallied to the defence of the city, and thenaddnagar army was forced to withdraw, whereupon
the struggle at Bijapur was, however, renewed.aklidhan attacked his fellow Habshi Dilavar Khan,
but was defeated by the latter, who became theemgruler from 1582 to 1591. In the latter year he
was defeated in a battle with the Ahmadnagar amsya result of which his power in Bijapur
collapsed. He thereupon fled to Ahmadnagar wherfeured service with Burhan Il, who had by then
seized control there. The ruler of Bijapur compdginat this employment of the former Habshi
dictator, but Burhan replied by declaring war. Haswhowever, unsuccessful, and was obliged to
make peace. The Deccanis then rebelled againstamchfound a ready leader in Dilavar's old rival
the Habshi Ikhlas Khan who failed, however, to aaptAhmadnagar.
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Indian Muslims in some cases intermarried with thanmd the real Abyssinians as a Semitic people,
in spite of their dark colour, could easily be nstgamong the Indians. The mother of the
Ahmadnagar Sultan, Ibrahim Nizam Shah (1595-1986% an Abyssinian lady, queen of his father,
Burhan Shah. His chief minister, a Deccani, alloviiddas Khan to return to Ahmadnagar. Ikhlas
then persuaded the king, against his minister’scagto declare war on Bijapur. Ibrahim was killed,
further struggle for succession ensued. Ikhlas Kbraposed the accession of one prince, while two
other Habshis, Ahang Khan and Habashi Khan, supp@mother. The above struggles, in which the
Habshis, as so often, thus played major role, iniately, preceded the conflict between Ahmadnager
and the Mughal Empire which led to the latter’sigige victory in 1597.

During the reign Ibrahim Adil Shah Il (1580-162@)Deccani noble seized the Queen Chand Bibi and
made himself master of the realm but soon threesgibjan nobles, lkhlas Khan, Hamid Khan and
Dilavar Khan drove him from the capital and Ikhke&hn became regent for short time, however,
shortly afterwards he was dismissed by Chand BiltiJater resumed his dictatorship which was soon
challenged by the other foreigners. Thus Africamsmerly enslaved—they were called the
“Abyssinian party”—took control in Bijapur and thrican regent Dilawar Khan exercised power
from 1580 and was succeeded by Ikhlas Khan. Thesgibian party dominated the Bijapur Sultanate
and conquered new territories until the Mughal giva in 16862

The presence of Africans in powerful positionshia Deccan states are testified by historical record
of India, who played very significant role in shagithe history of Deccan. Malik Ambar, is the best
known of the Afro-Indians due in part to his imgort role in Ahmadnagar history and to standing
up to the Mughals. He was born in Harar, a provinicsouthern Ethiopia in the mid-16th centtity.
There is little information on Malik Ambar’'s lifeniEthiopia except his name at birth, which was
either Chapu or Shambu. From Harar, Malik Ambar wesved first to Yemen then to Baghdad
where he was enslaved to Kazi Hussein. In this Wwmpar was sold into slavery several times
around the Arab world in the Hejaz, Mocha and Baghahere his intelligence, administrative
potentiality and loyalty was observed and rewarde€dzi Hussein recognized Malik Ambar’'s
intelligence and educated him in finance and adstriaion. His last name ‘Ambar’ was given by
Kazi Hussein and upon Hussein’s death, Ambar wék teoa slave trader who took him to India
where in 1570/1575 Malik Ambar was sold to Cherigian, a noble who served as prime minister
to the king of AhmadnagaNizam mul-Mulk Ban?’ Chengiz Khan was himself of an African origin
and was one of the prominent Habshis in that arehd late 18 century. Due to his talents Ambar
was given a high position in military and admirasgitre affairs by Chengiz Khan in an attempt at
strengthening his control over the Habshi wherdehent the working of the government, military
and administrative affairs. Following the death Ghengiz Khan, Ambar was sold again to noble
family, the Shah of Golkonda and later to the kifidBijapur where his first name, or title, ‘Malik’
(Like a King) was given to Ambar because the kafgBijapur was so impressed by Ambar’s skill.
Under the King of Bijapur, Ambar was eventually gfivcommand of Arab and Habashi military
troops but ended up deserted with the troops uht'ecommand after the king refused to grant
additional funds for trainees. In 1590, howeverrétgelled and formed his own army, comprised of
1,500 men, whom he eventually grew to 10,000 cgvaird infantrymen, many of whom were
Africans?* With the passage of time Malik Ambar was able tolcban independent army of
mercenaries who provided services for various kingthe region and his mercenaries are said to
have been of various ethnicities, Arab, African &etcani. Over the next set of years he fought for
various rulers in the Deccan and fended off Mugtifarts to take control of the region. In 1595, the
king of Ahmadnagar organized an army of Habshitaedhen prime minister, Abhangar Khan hired
Malik Ambar's mercenaries to join the establishechya It was from here on that Malik Ambar
became a champion of the Deccans against the Mumgluasions. Under the minister of the king of
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Ahmadnagar, Ambar commanded both Indian and Habsldiers?? In 1602 Ambar decided to
seize the kingdom of Murtaza Il and made himselfgdte-Minister. His astute political
machinations, cunning diplomacy and cutthroat dlleertactics in warfare, allowed for the
inevitable; by 1602 he has seized full power in Aldimagar through his control of the military. The
Abyssinians in the State of Ahmadnagar joined twall Hindus in giving resistance to the North
Indian forces, Mughals and other Muslims and Rajpwhen Emperor Jahangir sought to conquer
Ahmadnagar.

Ambar's employment of guerrilla tactics prevents gemor Akbar and his successor Emperor
Jahangir from conquering the Deccan region. Howether Mughal Emperor Akbar was unable to
defeat Ambar in the Deccan, a task which was efhis successor, the Emperor Jahangir, who
continued to be repelled by Ambar's forces. AltHoughangir largely expressed disdain for the
Habashi, he was eventually forced to concede tiegtefeness of his opponent's military tactics. By
1616 Ambar was commanding a 60,000-strong cavahgef using British artillery. In protecting the
region from the conquering Mughals, Malik Ambarnfad many alliances using artillery obtained
from the Portuguese, British and Dutch, and woahdnfa naval alliance with Siddis on the fortified
island of Janjira to cut off Mughal supply lineshus, Malik Ambar’s continued resistance to the
invasion of the Mughals posed a big problem to Enmpdahangir's. As a regent, Malik Ambar
changed capitals, founded a new city, Khadki andab® well established in the region. He
launched several architectural projects includirsghisticated water supply system. Malik Ambar’s
reign as regent was not smooth he constantly fowithtrivals in order to strengthen his position.
He died in 1626, aged eighty years old after simfemany defeats from the Mughals though
defeated by the Mughals he was never cowed dowhdiy might. Malik Ambar’s son, Fatteh Khan
succeeded him as regent of Nizam Shah but onlg &bhrort while as he was imprisoned in 1629.

He is credited with having carried out a systematieenue settlement of major portions of the
Deccan, which formed the basis for many subsegssitiements. He introduced into Ahmadnagar
the new revenue system of Todar Mall, the greaarie Minister of Emperor Akbar, and he also
founded the city of Aurangabad. Malik Ambar is sticbe the pioneer of guerrilla warfare in the
Deccan region. He trained the Marathas and tramsf them into excellent riders, warriors, and
masters of surprise attacks on the enemy. ThisHdifalik Ambar gain a reputation as one general
who had never lost a battle. Malik Ambar assistaadgMal Emperor Shah Jahan grapple power in
Delhi from his stepmother, Nur Jahan, who had aonistof bringing her son-in-law on the thrdfie.
Malik Amber is especially famous for the Neher @anthe water system, the rendering of which to
this day is a miracle. His plan for the Nehar wast iwith irony and ridicule. Vazir Mullah
Mohammad declared it as a outrageous imagine whathd require 'Um-Re-Noh' (Noh's life span),
'Sab-Re-Ayub' (Ayub’s patience), and 'Khazana-QafuQarun’s treasure). But Malik Ambar
completed the Neher within fifteen months, spendimgminal of sum of two and a half lakhs. This
city is situated on the banks of river Kham, a $rparennial stream which takes its rise in the
neighboring hilt* Malik Ambar cherished strong love and ability fnchitecture. Aurangabad was
Ambar's architectural achievement and creation.

One of the fist remarkable qualities of Ambar’gyreivas that he was able to seize power and amass
such popular support at all. His reign defied theught that slaves were safe holders of powereis th
alien status as well as their blackness would Hotvahem to attain popular support. Both Islamic
and Hindu societies were hostile to Africans, bl#iving a clear-cut preference for lighter shades.
The Mughal Emperor frequently referred to him dsattAmbar, the black fated one ( he was an
Abissinian™), "the black faced" and "Ambar of tharkl fate" Interesting to note is the fact that all
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public buildings erected during his reign and tmb at his death were built of black stone. This
seemed to be a deliberate action on his part andamesurmise from this that Ambar was indeed
aware of the colour prejudice that existed arouimd énd he used the black stone to reinforce the
dignity in his Africanness and his black skin. Whare examines the iniquity of the caste system in
traditional Hindu India, the severe colourism thzaisted in both Muslim and Christian areas and the
depressed state that many Africans in India suffereler these systems, Ambar's rule becomes even
more significant. In fact, it is certain that hidrisanness was what would have won him much
support from lower castes irrespective of theiigiehs.

Ambar was also credited with establishing an airalfgious tolerance in the Deccan. He built
Christian churches, patronized Hindu festivals atlll kept his Muslim faith. His egalitarian land
reform system also won him much support. Canalsirsigétion schemes were developed to improve
trade and agriculture and lower rates of taxati@emenapplied to the poorer areas. In the eyes of the
common people, he was elevated to hero statustitight significance in Malik Ambar's reign is the
fact that his 20-year stronghold on the Deccan ladbthe dreaded Munghal advance. His continued
resistance, the strength of his armies and dipliensétlls and shifting alliances allowed him to cke
both the Mungal advance southward as well as thegean advance westward checking the
ascendancy of the British Raj across the wholendial It was said that once Malik Ambar lived, the
Munghals could not conquer the Deccan His deaft626, however saw the collapse of this stability
and African power in the Deccan. The reign of Malikibar does indeed stand out as an excellent
example of the many different contributions of & descended peoples in the region- their large
numbers as well as the role they played in the &bion of Indian civilization.

Habshis, are a unique tribe that has African angesid lives mainly in three Indian states—Guijarat,
Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh. Historical recard&ate that this region was predominantly ruled
by the Portuguese during the™® 17" centuries and they brought some Africans to Irdislaves
and sold them to local Nawabs and Sultans, whostedeents, admixed with neighboring
populations, comprise the present-day Siddi pojmnatf India?®> According to the latest census, their
total population size is about 0.25 millih.The first documented record of Siddis in Indidegao
1100 AD, when the Siddis settled in Western Ifdidy the thirteenth century, substantial numbers
of Siddis were being imported by the Nawabs andSthiéans of India to serve as soldiers and slaves.
The major influx of Siddis occurred during thé"t19" centuries, when the Portuguese brought them
as slaves to Indi&.

The Mughals drew upon the tradition and practicasang African soldiers and sailors for protection,
and Siddi captains were appointed admirals of tfle@t and received an annual salary of 300,000
rupees? The Siddis were employed largely as security fofoe Muslim fleets in the Indian Ocean, a
position they maintained for centurie$.According Ibn Battuta (1304-1377), who journeykrbtigh
Africa and Asia, the Siddis "are the guarantorsafety on the Indian Ocean; let there be but one of
them on a ship and it will be avoided by the Indmrates and idolater§™ Some Siddis of the sea
were their own masters, settling in the island édrdanjira and creating a string of fortificaticmeng

the coast. The island of Janjira was a formidabi&dss entirely surrounded by large walls with 22
rounded bastions. It was also known as Habsan (iainsha, Ethiopia). Siddis also settled in a
coastal village named Murud in the Raigad disticMaharashtr once the capital of the erstwhile
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state of Janjird on the western coast of Maharashtra. Siddi dometi an ongoing dynasty at Janjira
near Mumbai also known as Habshi dynd&tylhere are many canons rusting on the bastion#: We
conceived and well-defended the fort counted 57haeas, most were made in India and seven came
from various European countries. The palace ofNagab of Janjira at Murud is still in good
condition. The first African to be posted at Janjwas Sidi Ambar Sainak (“The Little,” to
distinguish him from Malik Ambar), appointed by MaAmbar in 1617. In 1621 he became the first
independent Nawab (Prince) of Janjira and reigmed lis death in 1642. From then onward Siddis
became independent, owing allegiance to Adil Shahthe Mughals as dictated by the times. The
rulers of Janjira, who formed their own royal ligearemained undefeated for almost 300 years.
Despite their repeated attempts, the PortugueseBthish and the Marathas failed to subdue the
power of the Siddi's, who allied themselves witle thiughal Empire. Not until 1870 were the
British—their Bombay garrison included more thard @fricans in 1760—able to finally defeat the
Siddis of Janjira. By that time, they had also eeantegrated with mainland Indian royalty. It was
inhabited until 1972. After leaving the island Jemjthe Nawabs settled in mainland.

The process of assimilation was interrupted wite #dvent of British rule in India in the 19th
century. The British segregated the Indo-Africarmrf the local population, thus impoverishing the
process of assimilation. Today, except for the R&idis and their descendants who are largely
integrated into the Muslim upper class, the Indoigsin population remains largely farmers or
unskilled workers, although some have also becomfegsionals such as doctors, lawyers, teachers
and businessmen. Under the extensive Indian affivenaction programs, most Indo-Africans are
classified as scheduled tribes, which entitle themreservations in university seats and other
government support. Many Habshi officers were prant in the Muslim courts of Daccan and the
Mogul empire in the 17th century. Today, the Habstinmunities have been diminished due to
widespread intermarriage with other Muslifislost Africans called Siddis live on the peripherst b
those in Saurashtra (Gujarat state) and Yellapwarrig&taka state) fall within the category of a
Scheduled Tribe. They benefit from the Indian gowsgnt’s affirmative action schemes available for
those recognized as socially and economically matigied®® Although these communities are the
result of a continuous centuries-old phenomenontloeyy are not widely known since their hidden
presence as forest-dwellers, villagers and peopléhe margins. Those who live in urban areas are
not easily identifiable either and are lost in tteersity of cosmopolitan citiés In Andhra Pradesh,
Siddis are associated with the disbanded Africaval®a Guard of the Nizam of Hyderabad. They are
nostalgic of their lost past; Indians looked uptiem when they accompanied the Nizam on his
parades. The story is similarly bleak in Uttar Rxsid where descendants of the Nawab of Oudh’s
African Bodyguard and Cavalry Guards live on thegsty line. During the Indian Mutiny in 1857,
the ancestors of these Siddis fought bravely agdllipfor the Nawali® The legends and historical
facts on African movement to India indicate that #imcestors of today’s African communities in
India were soldiers, traders or slaves. The curfaies of these communities are a result of diverse
histories and varied fortunes. These Afro-Indiares awvare of their African past and are hoping to
forge links with their ‘lost cousins’. Social moly, out-marriage and religious conversion wer®als
catalysts in the process of assimilation which mafilieans invisible in India.
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