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Traffic Jam In The
Mughal Empire
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Food had to move, and the Banjaras knew how, their importance was so great that rulers had powerful
incentives to maintain relationships with caravan leaders
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The Baker

Who
to Be

Pretended
Heartless

For 44 years, his father had been secretly
giving away bread. He knew the children.
He knew their families. He knew which
mothers struggled to afford food

very morning, the
children of the
neighborhood gath-
ered outside the lit-
tle bakery. They
were often hungry.
Some came in worn-
out clothes, others with empty
hands and hopeful eyes. But
whenever they stood near the
bakery door, the owner, Mr.
Stansvoiff, would come rush-
ing outside.

"Get out!" he would shout.
"Nothing is free here!"

The children would scat-
ter down the street, frightened
by the old baker's harsh voice.

For years, everyone
believed that Mr. Stansvoiff
was simply a mean, heartless
man.

He was 67 and had run the
bakery for decades. People
knew him as a quiet, serious
man who rarely smiled. No
one suspected that behind his
cold behaviour, he was hiding
something entirely different.

Then, in 2024, Mr.
Stansvoiff died.

His son took over the bak-
ery and began going through
the old business records. One
evening, he noticed some-
thing strange.

According to the books,
the bakery had lost exactly
one loaf of bread every night.

Not once.

Not occasionally.

Every single night.

He checked the records
again and again. The pattern
stretched back 44 years.

His father had apparently
been taking one loaf from the
bakery every night.

Confused, the son went
next door and spoke to an eld-
erly neighbour who had
known his father for many
years. When he mentioned the
missing bread, the woman
suddenly burst into tears.

Then, she told him some-
thing he had never heard
before. "My father used to
come home at one in the

morning," she said. "And
every night, there was a fresh
loaf of bread waiting by our
stairs."

"There was never a note.
We never knew who left it."

The baker's son stood
silently.

Then, the pieces began to
fit together.

For 44 years, his father
had been secretly giving away
bread.

He knew the children who
came to the bakery. He knew
their families. He knew which
mothers struggled to afford
food.

But he didn't want those
children to be given charity in
front of everyone.

So, every morning, he
would shout at them.

"Get out! Nothing is free
here!"

The children thought that
he was cruel.

But after the bakery
closed, when the streets were
quiet and nobody was watch-
ing, Mr. Stansvoiff would take
a fresh loaf and leave it some-
where a hungry family could
find it.

One loaf.

Every night.

For 44 years.

He never asked for thanks.

He never told anyone.

And he never allowed the
children to see the kindness
behind his angry words.

Perhaps, that was why he
seemed so heartless.

Because sometimes, the
kindest people are not the
ones who make the biggest
promises.

Sometimes, they are the
ones who quietly help others
when nobody is looking.

And when the truth finally
came out, the old baker was
no longer remembered simply
as the man who shouted at
hungry children. He was
remembered as the man who
secretly made sure that they
never went to bed hungry.

' Anjali Sharma
Senior Journalist &
L2 Wildlife Enthusiast

oday, a traffic jam
means cars, horns and
impatient drivers. But
in Mughal India, a traf-
fic jam could mean
something entirely dif-
ferent. It could mean
thousands of oxen
standing nose-to-nose
on a narrow road,
unable to move, while rival cara-
vans waited for one another to give
way.

The Mughal economy depended
heavily on an extraordinary net-
work of long-distance transporters.
Among the most important were
the Banjaras, nomadic trading com-
munities who moved enormous
quantities of grain, salt and other
goods across the subcontinent.

Their caravans could be
immense.

The French traveller Jean-
Baptiste Tavernier, who travelled
through India in the seventeenth
century, described caravans con-
taining 10,000 or even 12,000 oxen,
carrying rice, grain and salt from
regions where they were abundant
to places where they were needed.
He remarked that when such cara-
vans encountered one another on
narrow roads, travelers could be
forced to wait for days until the ani-
mals had passed.

In 1614, Thomas Roe, ambassa-
dor of King James I of England to
the Mughal court, travelled the road
between Agra and Lahore and
described it as one of the great
works and wonders of the world.
Roe was not a man given to easy
admiration of things he encoun-
tered in Asia. He was a representa-
tive of a rising imperial power,

he French traveller Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, who travelled through

India in the seventeenth century, described caravans containing 10,000
or even 12,000 oxen, carrying rice, grain and salt from regions where they
were abundant to places where they were needed. He remarked that
when such caravans encountered one another on narrow roads, travelers
could be forced to wait for days until the animals had passed.

accustomed to dismissing what he
saw around him. His description of
the Mughal highway was neither
diplomatic flattery nor orientalist
fantasy. It was an assessment.

The road he travelled was
paved, tree-lined, furnished with
wayside inns at regular intervals,
marked with distance pillars at
every two kilometres, and main-
tained by a state apparatus that
employed hundreds of thousands of
people across its operation. It con-
nected Kabul in the northwest to
the port of Sonargaon in Bengal, a
continuous route of over 2,600 kilo-
metres through the heart of one of
the largest empires on earth.

That road, and the communica-
tion network built around it, was
not incidental to Mughal power. It
was the physical backbone of every-
thing the empire did: governing

provinces, moving armies, collect-
ing taxes, transmitting intelligence,
facilitating trade, and projecting
imperial authority to every corner
of a subcontinent of over 100 mil-
lion people. Without it, the adminis-
trative sophistication that Akbar
built, the economic productivity
that made Mughal India a quarter
of the world's GDP, and the military
reach that stretched from Kabul to
the Deccan would not have been
possible. This is the story of how
the Mughals built that infrastruc-
ture, what it consisted of, how it
was managed, and why it mattered.

The route that became the
Grand Trunk Road under British
administration was not invented by
the Mughals, or even by Sher Shah
Suri, the Afghan ruler whose road-
building programme is most often
credited with its creation. The
route itself had existed for millen-
nia.

The first written reference to it
appears in Panini's Ashtadhyayi,
composed around 500 BCE, where it
is called the Uttarapatha, the
Northern Road. The seventh
Ashokan pillar, from the third cen-
tury BCE, describes a royal road
furnished with rest houses and
wells connecting the Mauryan capi-
tal Patliputra (modern Patna) to
Taxila in the northwest.

What Sher Shah Suri did
between 1540 and 1545, during his
brief but extraordinarily produc-
tive reign as the Afghan ruler who
temporarily displaced the Mughals,
was not to build a road from noth-
ing. He unified, systematised, and
extended the existing route into a
continuous, standardised, adminis-
tered highway stretching from
Sonargaon in Bengal to Kabul in
Afghanistan.

He gave it consistent road sur-
face and width, planted shade trees
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_ Traffic Jam In The
Mughal Empire

The roads themselves could be remarkably inconvenient. Much of the countryside was
intensely cultivated, with fields bordered by ditches and irrigation tanks. A huge caravan could
not simply pull over onto the side of the road. When two enormous streams of animals met,
neither could easily turn around. The result was an early form of gridlock. Except this, gridlock
involved thousands of animals carrying the food on which entire regions depended.

#TRAFFIC JAMS

along both sides of the entire
length, and, most consequentially,
built sarais, caravanserais, at regu-
lar intervals of approximately two
kos (roughly four kilometres) along
its entire length. Contemporary
accounts credit him with construct-
ing around 1,700 sarais on major
routes across his empire.

He also reformed the postal sys-
tem. Two horses were kept ready at
each sarai specifically to relay
urgent government messages, cre-
ating a continuous chain of relay
stations across the entire road net-
work. A letter from Bengal could
reach Agra within ten days using
this system.

Sher Shah died in 1545 while
besieging Kalinjar fort. Humayun
recovered the Mughal throne in
1555 and died the following year.
Akbar inherited the infrastructure
Sher Shah had built, and then sub-
stantially expanded it.

Under Mughal rule, the great
road was renamed the Badshahi
Sadak, the King's Road. Its manage-
ment became an explicit instru-
ment of imperial governance, and
the Mughals approached it with the
same systematic thinking they
applied to revenue extraction and
military organisation.

The road network expanded sig-
nificantly beyond the central trunk
route. Under Akbar, secondary
highways connected the major
provincial capitals to each other
and to the trunk road: routes link-
ing Agra to Surat in the southwest,
Agra to Patna and Dhaka in the
east, Agra to Kabul in the north-
west. The empire's road system was
not a single artery but a branching
network, with the Badshahi Sadak
as its spine and secondary roads
connecting the empire's key admin-
istrative and commercial nodes.

Physical improvements were

substantial. Under Jahangir, a
decree required that all sarais be
built of burnt brick and stone,
replacing earlier earthen and tim-
ber construction, and broad-leaved
trees were planted between Lahore
and Agra, with bridges constructed
over all water bodies along the high-
ways. The kos minars, stone dis-
tance markers placed at regular kos
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intervals along the road, were con-
structed systematically along the
entire route during the Mughal
period.

These conical, octagonally
based markers guided travelers
through the entire stretch of the
empire's road system. They also
served administrative purposes:
they established standardised

measurements for the calculation of
distances in tax assessments, mili-
tary logistics planning, and postal
timing estimates.

The road was not merely a sur-
face to travel on. It was a managed
corridor. State officials were
responsible for its maintenance
within their jurisdictions. Nobles
and mansabdars were sometimes
directed to fund sarai construction
along their assigned territories as a
form of public service obligation,
an extension of the same logic that
tied military service and adminis-
trative function to imperial rank.

The sarai, the roadside cara-
vanserai, deserves detailed exami-
nation because it was far more than
a simple rest stop. It was a multi-
purpose institution that combined
hospitality, commerce, postal func-
tion, intelligence gathering, and
architectural statement within a
single complex.

A standard Mughal sarai was an
enclosed courtyard structure with
rooms for travelers arranged along
the interior walls. The Akbari Sarai
in Lahore, built in 1637 under Shah
Jahan, measured approximately 243
by 186 metres, an area of over 12
acres, with 180 individual cells
arranged around a central court-
yard, each furnished with a veran-
da and a common passage.

The complex included a bazaar,
a resident physician, a bakery pro-
viding bread to those who could not
afford to pay, and a well. It also
served as a dak chowki, a postal
relay station, where government
correspondence was processed and
forwarded.

This combination of functions
was deliberate. The sarais were not
private commercial enterprises.
They were state infrastructure
serving multiple administrative
purposes simultaneously. Akbar

he commercial life of the sarais was dense. Contemporary

European accounts describe sarais as medieval melting-pots, serv-
ing as meeting points for traders, craftsmen, adventurers, barbers,
washermen, tailors, musicians, astrologers, and many others, brimming
with business from merchants, pilgrims, and state officials as the
money economy expanded in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

reportedly ordered that sarais on
major highways provide free food
and lodging to travelers who could
not pay, a policy of public welfare
embedded within the infrastruc-
ture that also reinforced the emper-
or's image as a just and magnani-
mous ruler.

The commercial life of the
sarais was dense. Contemporary
European accounts describe sarais
as medieval melting-pots, serving
as meeting points for traders,
craftsmen, adventurers, barbers,
washermen, tailors, musicians,
astrologers, and many others, brim-
ming with business from mer-
chants, pilgrims, and state officials
as the money economy expanded in
the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies.

This commercial density was
not incidental. By concentrating
traders, merchants, and travelers at
regular intervals along the main
routes, the sarai system accelerated
the velocity of commercial
exchange across the empire. Goods,
prices, and market information
moved through sarai networks with
a speed and regularity that would
not have been possible without the
infrastructure that supported them.
There were oxen, men and miles of
road. The roads themselves could
be remarkably inconvenient. Much
of the countryside was intensely
cultivated, with fields bordered by
ditches and irrigation tanks. A
huge caravan could not simply pull
over onto the side of the road. When
two enormous streams of animals
met, neither could easily turn
around.

The result was an early form of
gridlock.

Except this, gridlock involved
thousands of animals carrying the
food on which entire regions
depended.

And sometimes, waiting was
not enough.

When competing groups refused
to yield, a dispute over the road
could become a physical confronta-
tion. A logistical problem could
turn into a violent clash between
caravan groups.

This tells us something impor-
tant about the Banjaras.

They were not merely wander-
ing traders passing through the
landscape.

They were part of the economic
infrastructure of the Mughal
Empire.

Their mobility connected agri-
cultural regions to towns, cities,
markets and armies. Grain had to
move from places where harvests
were plentiful to places where food
was scarce. Salt had to travel across
enormous distances. Armies and
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urban populations depended on
reliable supplies.

The empire could conquer terri-
tory, collect taxes and establish
cities, but all of that required some-
thing more basic: food had to move.

And the Banjaras knew how to
move it.

Their importance was so great
that rulers had powerful incentives
to maintain relationships with car-
avan leaders. The state could not
simply ignore these mobile trading
networks because disrupting them
could mean disrupting the flow of
essential commodities.

This is one reason the history of
the Banjaras challenges the image
of nomadic communities as people
existing outside organised
economies. They were not outside
the system. They were the system's
moving parts.

Their wealth came from mobili-
ty. Their knowledge came from
knowing routes, seasons, markets,
water sources and supply require-
ments. Their caravans represented
an enormous logistical capacity
long before the arrival of modern
transport.

When the British occupied the
region, communities like the
Banjara were labeled as criminals.
It was known that the British want-
ed to put tax on the manufacture
and transportation of salt. This
could have been one of the reasons
why the British decided to crimi-
nalise the Banjara, to intercept the
trade and make profit as usual.

The Banjaras moved in groups
with laden oxen, who were beast of
burden and an acquainted acclima-
tizer with minimum requirement of
water and fodder. The moving cara-
vans were called Tanda.
Interestingly, in the north India,
there is large number of villages
and few towns with name of Tanda;
and all these are located near some
river or a water source.

To be continued...
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JAIPUR: E-101, ROAD NO. 8, VKIA AREA, JAIPUR, PREM MOTORS: 8058791634, 8058794187, 8058794102, 8058794177 | CHITRAKOOT MARG, SATYA COLONY, TAGORE NAGAR, JAIPUR, AURIC MOTORS: 8690988784,8890988912, 8690988758 | E-197(A), RIICO INDUSTRIAL AREA,
MANSAROVAR, JAIPUR, KP AUTOMOTIVES: 9549651769,9116190346 | B 1 GOVIND MARG, RAJAPARK OPP. PINK SQUARE MALL, KP AUTOMOTIVE: 9549851770,9116190344 | A-209, RAJENDRA PRASAD NAGAR, 200FT BYPASS, AJMER ROAD, JAIPUR, SATNAM MOTOCORP:
7413900007, 7413900009, 7821823626, 8290654400, 7568249500, 9358868371 | 13 JHOTWARA INDUSTRIAL AREA, NEAR JHOTWARA POLICE STATION, JAIPUR, KTL: 7412068475, 7412077170 | SECTOR-35,PRATAP NAGER, TONK ROAD, JAIPUR, SANGA AUTONATION
PVT LTD.: 9057809180 | PADMAWATI COLONY- II, OPPOSITE METRO PILLAR NO 25, MANSAROVER METRO STATION JAIPUR, VIPUL MOTORS PVT. LTD.: 9829333522, 9829351470, 9079191348 | ALWAR: NEAR ALWAR PUBLIC SCHOOL, JAIPUR ROAD, ALWAR, MG MOTORS:
7240012934, 7728892248, 7073130666 | OPPOSITE MATILA POLICE STATION ALWAR BYPASS ROAD BHIWADI, FORTUNE CARS: 8875001550, 92714094335 | MANHAR VILLA, NEAR JAIL CIRCLE, VIJAY NAGAR ROAD, ALWAR, FORTUNE CARS: 7230029310, 7230029304.
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