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The harkaras, postal runners, were themselves noted for sometimes
turning to highway banditry as a supplementary income
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Paithani sarees were prized for their

painstakingly detailed weaving and
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Empires are built on battlefields
They are sustained on roads

The intelligence function of the system deserves particular emphasis. The akhbarat, the news reports compiled by the
wagai-nawis, imperial newswriters stationed at every significant administrative centre, were transmitted through the
same postal infrastructure that carried government orders. Provincial governors, military commanders, and court nobles
all had newswriters attached to their households whose reports flowed regularly to the imperial court.

Anjali Sharma

Senior Journalist &
Wildlife Enthusiast

he urban settlements
that grew up around
sarais, the qasbas that
dotted the road network
at every significant
junction, were them-
selves products of the
commercial concentra-
tion the sarais created.
The sarais were also
instruments of intelligence. The
state maintained networks of spies
and informers at the sarais, moni-
toring the movements of travelers,
recording conversations between
merchants and officials, and relay-
ing reports on local conditions back
to provincial headquarters and ulti-
mately to the emperor.
The sarai was simultaneously a
place of welcome and a node in the
empire's information network.

The Dak Chowki

If the road network was the
empire's skeletal system, the dak
chowki, the postal relay system,
was its nervous system: the mecha-
nism through which information,
instructions, and intelligence
moved between the imperial centre
and its far-flung provinces.

Babur had established postal
stations of six horses every 18 kos,
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roughly 58 kilometres, for relaying
government messages. Sher Shah
had significantly improved this by
placing sarais serving as postal sta-
tions every two kos, with two horses
always ready to relay urgent corre-
spondence. The Mughals inherited
and formalised this system into a
structured imperial institution.

Under Akbar, the postal admin-
istration was headed by an officer
with the title Darogha-i-Dak-i-Kul
Mumalik-i-Mahrousa,
Superintendent of the Posts of the
Entire Empire. Provincial equiva-
lents, the Darogha-i-Dak, managed
the postal system within each
subah. The position was linked to
that of the Sawanihnigar, the impe-
rial newswriter or intelligencer, a
connection that made explicit the
dual function of the postal system:
it moved government instructions
outward from the centre, and it
moved intelligence and news
reports inward towards the emper-
or.

The system used two types of
couriers. Mounted couriers,
sawars, carried imperial docu-
ments between major dak chowkis
on horseback, using the relay sys-
tem to cover large distances quickly
without exhausting individual
horses. Running couriers,
harkaras, operated over shorter dis-
tances between closer chowkis,
receiving a document at one post
and immediately running to the
next, handing it to the next harkara
who then continued the relay.

The system was fast enough to
deliver news from Bengal to Agra in

Grand Trunk Road, Ambala.

ten days. For a distance of approxi-
mately 1,500 kilometres, covering
terrain that included rivers, hills,
and monsoon-season flooding, this
was a logistical achievement that
impressed contemporary European
observers.

Francisco Pelsaert, a Dutch
merchant who spent years at the
Mughal court during Jahangir's
reign, described the postal organi-
sation as efficient and impressive.

The intelligence function of the
system deserves particular empha-
sis. The akhbarat, the news reports
compiled by the waqgai-nawis, impe-
rial newswriters stationed at every
significant administrative centre,
were transmitted through the same
postal infrastructure that carried
government orders. Provincial gov-
ernors, military commanders, and
court nobles all had newswriters
attached to their households whose
reports flowed regularly to the
imperial court.

The emperor received daily
intelligence briefings compiled
from these reports. This informa-
tion infrastructure was what made
it possible for a single emperor to
govern a subcontinent of over 100
million people without his adminis-

tration becoming effectively
autonomous.
During Jahangir's reign,

pigeon post was added to the com-
munications arsenal for certain
routes, particularly between
Bengal and Orissa, and between
Rajmahal and Murshidabad, where
speed was critical and the terrain
made horse relay difficult. This
was not a primitive backup system.
It was a targeted technological
solution to specific logistical bot-
tlenecks in the network.

River Crossings

The Indian subcontinent is crossed
by major river systems that pre-
sented the most serious physical
challenge to road-based communi-
cation and movement. The Indus,
Ganges, Yamuna, Brahmaputra,
and dozens of their tributaries
could not be bridged with the tech-
nology available in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, at least
not reliably, at the scale required,
for the largest rivers.

The Mughals addressed this
through a combination of perma-
nent bridge construction on smaller

Mughal era Kos Minar in the Delhi
National Zoo.
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watercourses and systematic boat-
bridge and ferry infrastructure on
the major rivers. Jahangir's high-
way improvement programme
specifically included bridge con-
struction over water bodies along
the main road corridors. Where
bridges were not feasible, the
empire maintained fleets of boats at
major river crossing points,
manned by state-employed boatmen
and managed as part of the imperi-
al road infrastructure.

The logistics of getting the
emperor himself across major
rivers, along with his retinue of
thousands of people, hundreds of
elephants, artillery pieces, and
camp followers, required weeks of
preparation at major crossing
points. Temporary boat-bridges,
some stretching hundreds of
metres, were assembled from fleets
of flat-bottomed river craft lashed
together and ©planked over.
Contemporary accounts of imperi-
al crossings of the Indus describe
structures substantial enough to
carry laden elephants.

The river crossing infrastruc-
ture was also economically critical.
The Mughals taxed river traffic and
maintained control over crossing
points as revenue sources. The
same boat infrastructure that
moved armies could, in peacetime,
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P rofessional long-distance trad-
ing communities operated in
close symbiosis with the Mughal
road network. Banjaras moved
grain, salt, cloth, and other com-
modities in enormous caravan
columns, sometimes numbering
thousands of pack animals, along
the imperial highways. Their
routes followed the road network;
their stops were the sarais; their
commercial activities were one of
the mechanisms through which
the monetised agricultural surplus
generated by Akbar's dahsala sys-
tem was converted into goods
and distributed across the empire.

move commercial cargoes. The
management of crossing points was
tied to the broader fiscal adminis-
tration of the regions they served.

The Commercial
Dimension

The road and postal network was
not conceived primarily as a com-
mercial infrastructure. Its primary
functions were military and admin-
istrative: moving armies, transmit-
ting government orders, relaying
intelligence. But its commercial
consequences were profound and,
over time, became a major inde-
pendent justification for its mainte-
nance.

The standardised, maintained
road network dramatically reduced
the cost and risk of long-distance
overland trade. Merchants who
might previously have needed to
negotiate dozens of different local
authorities, pay multiple local tolls,
and navigate unmaintained routes
could now travel the Badshahi
Sadak with a degree of security and
predictability that had not existed
before. The sarais provided reliable
stops, the kos minars gave dis-
tances, and the presence of state
authority along the road reduced,
though never eliminated, the threat
of banditry.

GT Road Howrah

The Mughals collected rahdari,
road transit tolls, at checkpoints
along major routes, creating a stan-
dardised national tariff system that
replaced the fragmented local toll
structures of pre-Mughal gover-
nance.

This standardisation, like the
standardised silver rupee, reduced
transaction costs for merchants
operating across long distances and
made the Mughal economic space
more commercially coherent than
the patchwork of smaller polities it
had replaced.

The Banjara

Professional long-distance trading
communities, that moved bulk
goods across the subcontinent,
operated in close symbiosis with
the Mughal road network. Banjaras
moved grain, salt, cloth, and other
commodities in enormous caravan
columns, sometimes numbering
thousands of pack animals, along
the imperial highways. Their
routes followed the road network;
their stops were the sarais; their
commercial activities were one of
the mechanisms through which the
monetised agricultural surplus
generated by Akbar's dahsala sys-
tem was converted into goods and
distributed across the empire.

The road network also facilitat-

Optimism is Powerful

ositive Thinking Day, observed on September 13 each year, is dedicated to embracing the power of optimism and cultivating a positive
outlook on life. It encourages people to focus on the brighter side of situations, replace negative thoughts with constructive ones, and
spread encouragement to others. Positive thinking has been linked to improved mental health, stronger relationships, and even better
physical well-being. On this day, individuals are inspired to practice gratitude, share kindness, and foster resilience in the face of
challenges. Positive Thinking Day is a reminder that a hopeful mindset can transform both personal growth and collective harmony.
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ed the integration of distant provin-
cial economies into the imperial
commercial system. Bengal's
extraordinary textile production,
the muslin, silk, and cotton cloth
that clothed much of the world in
the seventeenth century, moved
overland through a commercial net-
work anchored on the road infra-
structure before it reached the
ports of Surat or Bengal for export.
The road was not just a communi-
cations channel. It was a commer-
cial artery through which the
empire's most productive regions
connected to each other and to glob-
al markets.

The Road as Instrument
of Imperial Authority

Thomas Roe's description of the
Agra-Lahore highway as a wonder
of the world was not simply aes-
thetic appreciation. It was an
acknowledgment of what the road
communicated about the power of
the empire that built it.

The Mughals understood infra-
structure as political statement.
The placement of imperial monu-
ments, tombs, mosques, garden
complexes, at key points along the
highway was not coincidental. The
Taj Mahal at Agra, the Red Fort at
Delhi, the Badshahi Mosque at
Lahore: these were not merely
buildings. They were markers of
imperial presence along the
empire's central artery, visible
demonstrations of Mughal power
and aesthetic ambition to every
traveller, trader, soldier, and official
who used the road.

The kos minars themselves car-
ried this political meaning. They
bore imperial inscriptions. They
standardised space in Mughal
terms. They told every traveler in
the empire that they were moving
through territory that the emperor
had measured, named, and claimed.
Distance, in the Mughal empire,
was not simply a geographical fact.
It was an imperial claim.

The Mughals built upon what
Sher Shah had introduced and
refined the road's use as an instru-
ment of government. The physical
characteristics of the road and its
surroundings attest to the con-
scious and ambitious road policy of
the Mughals, most notably during
the reigns of Akbar and Jahangir.
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The emperor travelled with
hundreds of elephants, camels,
carts, carpet layers, water carriers,
carpenters, tent makers, and sweep-
ers, in a retinue that stretched over
more than two Kkilometres on the
move. This was not logistical
excess. It was deliberate spectacle, a
mobile court that brought the phys-
ical reality of imperial power to
every town and village along its
route.

Maintaining the System

The Mughal road and communica-
tion system was impressive, but it
operated within real limitations
that the historical record makes
clear.

The first was maintenance. The
road was not paved in the modern
sense, it was a compacted earth sur-
face, maintained by regular labour,
prone to deterioration in the mon-
soon season, and dependent on con-
stant human investment to remain
usable. Stretches between major
cities were better maintained than
routes into more remote provinces.
The quality of the infrastructure
declined with distance from the
imperial core.

The second was security. The
sarais and road network reduced
banditry but did not eliminate it.
European travelers routinely noted
that certain routes required armed
escorts, merchants travelled in
large groups for mutual protection,
and that despite the state's presence
along major routes, violence
against travelers was a persistent
risk. The harkaras, postal runners,
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were themselves noted for some-
times turning to highway banditry
as a supplementary income.

The third was the dependency of
the system on the fiscal and admin-
istrative health of the empire. The
sarais required continuous state

investment in staffing, mainte-
nance, and supplies. The dak chow-
ki required a constant supply of
horses, fodder, and trained person-
nel. The intelligence system
required networks of waqai-nawis
and their salaries. All of this
depended on the same revenue sys-
tem that funded the military and
the administration. When the
Jagirdari Crisis of the late seven-
teenth century eroded the fiscal
base, the maintenance of infra-
structure suffered proportionally.
The British, when they eventu-
ally took administrative control of
northern India in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, encountered the remnants of
a system that had been allowed to
deteriorate. Their reconstruction of
the Grand Trunk Road, the name
they gave it, which has stuck, was
not an act of creation from nothing.
It was the rehabilitation of an
existing imperial infrastructure
that had been built, at its core, by
Sher Shah Suri and elaborated by
the Mughals into one of the most
sophisticated road systems in the
pre-industrial world.
Empires are built on battle-
fields. They are sustained on roads.
Concluded.
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Yeola Paithani vs
South Paithan

Historically associated with royalty, Paithani
sarees were prized for their painstakingly
detailed weaving and artistic excellence

aithani
among India's most
exquisite handloom
traditions, celebrated
for their luxurious

sarees are

silk, intricate =zari

work, and vibrant
motifs. Originating in Paithan,
this centuries-old craft has
evolved over time while retain-
ing its deep cultural essence.
Today, the tradition is most
faithfully preserved in Yeola,
which has become the primary
center for authentic Paithani
weaving. Alongside  this,
Paithani-inspired sarees, com-
monly referred to as South
Paithani, are produced in weav-
ing clusters across Karnataka
and Tamil Nadu. Although both
forms share a similar visual
appeal, they differ significantly
in technique, loom technology,
and craftsmanship.

Historically associated with
royalty, Paithani sarees were
prized for their painstakingly
detailed weaving and artistic
excellence. Yeola has carried
forward this legacy by preserv-
ing the traditional methods that
define the authenticity of
Paithani. At the heart of a true
Yeola Paithani lies the tapestry
weaving technique, in which
each motif is created by hand
through the interlocking of
coloured threads. This method
is most prominently visible in
the palla, or pallu, which serves
as the artistic focal point of the
saree. The palla in a Yeola
Paithani is entirely handwoven,
making it labour-intensive and
time-consuming, often requir-
ing weeks or even months to
complete. One of its most dis-
tinctive features is that the
design appears identical on

both sides, a clear indicator of
true tapestry weaving.

While the palla is crafted
using this intricate technique,
certain elements such as the
Narali (coconut-shaped) border
are often woven using a dobby
setup. The dobby loom allows
for repetitive patterns and
enables faster weaving com-
pared to tapestry, making it
suitable for structured designs
that do not require individual
hand interlocking. However, in
more elaborate and high-value
sarees, tapestry weaving may
extend beyond the palla to the
borders and even across the
entire body of the saree. Such
pieces demand immense skill
and time, significantly increas-
ing their value and making
them some of the most prized
examples of the craft.

In contrast, South Paithani
sarees represent an adaptation
of this traditional aesthetic,
produced primarily in regions
of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.
These sarees borrow the visual
language of Paithani, incorpo-
rating familiar motifs such as
peacocks, lotuses, and parrots.
However, the method of execu-
tion differs considerably. South
Paithanis are typically woven
using jacquard looms, which
operate through pre-designed
punched cards that automate
the weaving of patterns. This
allows for the creation of intri-
cate-looking designs in a much
shorter time frame. The bor-
ders, buttas (small motifs), and
even the palla are generally pro-
duced using jacquard tech-
niques, resulting in uniformity
and efficiency.

Despite their visual similar-
ity, the difference becomes evi-

dent upon closer inspection.
Unlike tapestry  weaving,
jacquard-woven designs do not
produce identical patterns on
both sides of the fabric. The
reverse side often reveals the
mechanical nature of the weav-
ing process. While this method
makes South Paithani sarees
more affordable and widely
accessible, it does not replicate
the depth of craftsmanship
found in traditional Yeola
Paithani.

In terms of pricing, there
can be some overlap at the basic
level. A simple Yeola Paithani
featuring a dobby-woven Narali
border may be comparable in
cost to an entry-level South
Paithani. However, as the com-
plexity of design increases, the
distinction becomes more pro-
nounced. Yeola Paithanis that
feature extensively handwoven
tapestry work, particularly in
the palla and across the saree,
command significantly higher
prices due to the labour, time,
and expertise involved.

Ultimately, the difference
between Yeola Paithani and
South Paithani lies not just in
appearance, but in the philoso-
phy of their creation. Yeola
Paithani remains a true custodi-
an of tradition, preserving a
labour-intensive art form that
emphasizes individuality and
craftsmanship. South Paithani,
while inspired by the same her-
itage, offers a more practical and
affordable alternative through
modern weaving technologies.
The choice between the two
depends on whether one values
the authenticity and depth of
traditional artistry or prefers a
more accessible interpretation
of a timeless design.
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