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Humayun and the Suri Interlude (1530-1556)

The period following Babur's death in 1530 and leading up to the rise of Akbar in 1556 was
marked by significant turbulence and the brief but impactful rule of the Suri dynasty under Sher
Shah Suri. This phase, often referred to as the Suri Interlude, was characterized by Humayun’s
struggles to consolidate his rule and the administrative innovations introduced by Sher Shah Suri.
Here is a detailed examination of Humayun’s reign, his exile, the rise of the Suri dynasty, and the
eventual restoration of the Mughal Empire.

1. Humayun’s Early Reign
1.1. Ascension to the Throne

e Background: Nasir-ud-din Muhammad Humayun, Babur’s eldest son, ascended the
Mughal throne in December 1530 at the age of 22.

o Challenges: Humayun inherited a relatively unstable empire, with tenuous control over
recently conquered territories and powerful regional adversaries.

1.2. Initial Consolidation

o Strategic Alliances: Humayun attempted to consolidate his rule by forging alliances with
key regional chieftains and maintaining the support of his brothers and nobles.

o Military Campaigns: Early campaigns included efforts to subdue rivals in Gujarat,
Malwa, and Bengal, but his inability to decisively defeat opponents weakened his
position.

2. Confrontation with Sher Shah Suri
2.1. Rise of Sher Shah Suri

e Background: Sher Shah Suri (Farid Khan), originally a jagirdar (landholder) in Bihar,
rose to prominence due to his administrative skills and military prowess.

e Conquest of Bihar and Bengal: By 1537, Sher Shah had consolidated power in Bihar
and Bengal, positioning himself as a significant threat to Humayun.

2.2. Battle of Chausa (1539)
e Humayun’s Campaign: Humayun launched a campaign against Sher Shah, leading to
the Battle of Chausa in June 1539.
o Defeat: Sher Shah’s superior tactics resulted in a decisive victory over Humayun, who

narrowly escaped with his life by swimming across the Ganges River.

2.3. Battle of Kannauj (1540)
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e Renewed Conflict: In 1540, Humayun attempted to regroup and confront Sher Shah
again, leading to the Battle of Kannauj (also known as the Battle of Bilgram).

o Decisive Defeat: Sher Shah’s forces decisively defeated Humayun, compelling him to
flee India. Sher Shah captured Delhi and Agra, establishing the Suri dynasty.

3. The Suri Dynasty and Sher Shah’s Administration
3.1. Establishment of the Suri Dynasty

e Proclamation: After his victories, Sher Shah Suri declared himself the ruler of Northern
India, marking the beginning of the Suri dynasty.

o Consolidation: Sher Shah focused on consolidating his rule by securing strategic
fortresses and subduing remaining opposition.

3.2. Administrative Innovations

o Land Revenue System: Sher Shah introduced a standardized revenue assessment system
known as the Raiyatwari system, which classified land based on fertility and fixed
revenue accordingly.

e Currency Reforms: He reformed the currency system by introducing the Rupiya, a
standardized silver coin that became a benchmark for future Indian currencies.

e Roads and Infrastructure: Sher Shah built extensive road networks, including the
Grand Trunk Roead, enhancing trade, communication, and military logistics across the
empire.

o Postal System: He established an efficient postal system with relay stations for faster
communication throughout the empire.

3.3. Military Reforms
e Recruitment: Sher Shah reformed the military recruitment process, emphasizing merit-
based appointments and regular payment of soldiers.
o Fortifications: He constructed numerous forts and strategically positioned garrisons to
defend against potential invasions and maintain internal security.
3.4. Legal and Administrative Policies
e Justice System: Sher Shah emphasized a fair and just legal system, appointing qadis
(judges) to oversee legal matters and ensure justice for all subjects.

e Provincial Governance: He divided his empire into administrative units (sarkars) for
more efficient governance, with each unit managed by a designated officer.

4. Humayun’s Exile and Return

4.1. Exile and Refuge
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o Flight to Persia: Following his defeat, Humayun sought refuge in Persia, where he was
received by the Safavid ruler Shah Tahmasp 1.

e Support from Persia: Humayun secured military and financial support from Shah
Tahmasp, including a contingent of Persian troops to assist in his efforts to reclaim his
empire.

4.2. Reclamation of the Throne

e Return to India: In 1555, with Persian support and a loyal faction of Mughal nobles,
Humayun launched an invasion to reclaim his territories from the weakened Suri dynasty.

e Victories: Humayun's forces captured key cities including Lahore, Delhi, and Agra,
restoring Mughal authority in Northern India.

4.3. Humayun’s Death

o Restoration and Tragedy: Shortly after his restoration, Humayun tragically died in
January 1556 from a fall down the stairs of his library in Delhi. His untimely death left
his young son, Akbar, as the heir to the throne.

5. Akbar’s Succession and Consolidation
5.1. Early Succession

e Regency of Bairam Khan: Akbar, only 13 at the time of his father’s death, ascended the
throne with Bairam Khan acting as regent, guiding the young emperor through the early
challenges of his reign.

o Battle of Panipat (1556): Akbar's forces, under Bairam Khan’s leadership, defeated the
Afghan chieftain Hemu at the Second Battle of Panipat, ensuring the survival and
continuity of the Mughal Empire.

5.2. Re-establishment of Mughal Authority
e Military Campaigns: Akbar embarked on campaigns to subdue regional rulers and
expand Mughal control, setting the stage for his comprehensive administrative and
cultural reforms.
o Centralization of Power: Under Akbar, the Mughal Empire transitioned into a powerful

centralized state, building upon the foundations laid by his grandfather Babur and his
father Humayun.

6. Historical Significance of the Suri Interlude

6.1. Short but Impactful
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e Administrative Legacy: Despite its brief duration, the Suri dynasty, particularly under
Sher Shah, introduced significant administrative and military reforms that influenced
Mughal governance and Indian administration for centuries.

e Roads and Infrastructure: The infrastructure projects initiated by Sher Shah, especially
the Grand Trunk Road, had lasting economic and strategic benefits.

6.2. Influence on Mughal Administration

e Continuity: Many of Sher Shah’s administrative innovations, including revenue systems
and infrastructure improvements, were adopted and refined by the subsequent Mughal
rulers, particularly Akbar.

Humayun’s Struggles and Exile (1530-1555)

The reign of Humayun, the second Mughal emperor, was marked by significant challenges and
tumultuous events, including political instability, military defeats, and eventual exile. His
struggles to maintain control over the Mughal territories and his subsequent exile played a
pivotal role in shaping the course of Mughal history. This detailed account explores Humayun’s
difficulties in consolidating power, his conflicts with Sher Shah Suri, and the circumstances of
his exile and eventual return.

1. Early Challenges of Humayun’s Reign
1.1. Ascension to the Throne

e Transition of Power: Humayun ascended the throne in December 1530 after the death of
his father, Babur. His succession was not without challenges, as he faced opposition from
both within his family and from regional rivals.

o Imperial Challenges: The Mughal Empire at the time was a loosely held collection of
territories with significant threats from Afghan chieftains, Rajput rulers, and internal
dissensions.

1.2. Initial Struggles
e Sibling Rivalries: Humayun's younger brothers, particularly Kamran Mirza, posed a
challenge to his authority by seeking independent control over parts of the empire.
e Military Campaigns: Early in his reign, Humayun launched campaigns to solidify

Mughal control over regions such as Gujarat and Malwa, but his efforts were only
partially successful.

2. Conflicts with Sher Shah Suri

2.1. Rise of Sher Shah Suri
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Emergence of Sher Shah: Sher Shah Suri, originally named Farid Khan, was a
formidable military leader and administrator. By the mid-1530s, he had established
control over Bihar and Bengal.

Strategic Threat: Sher Shah’s growing power posed a significant threat to Humayun’s
authority, prompting a series of confrontations between the two.

2.2. Battle of Chausa (1539)

Campaign Against Sher Shah: In 1539, Humayun decided to confront Sher Shah to
curb his influence. The two forces met near Chausa, in present-day Bihar.

Defeat and Flight: Sher Shah's superior strategy led to a disastrous defeat for Humayun.
The Mughal forces were routed, and Humayun narrowly escaped death by crossing the
Ganges River on an improvised raft.

2.3. Battle of Kannauj (1540)

Renewed Conflict: Determined to reclaim his lost ground, Humayun regrouped his
forces and launched another campaign against Sher Shah, culminating in the Battle of
Kannauj (also known as the Battle of Bilgram) in May 1540.

Decisive Defeat: Sher Shah decisively defeated Humayun’s forces, compelling him to
flee. This loss marked the end of Mughal rule in Northern India for the time being, and
Sher Shah established the Suri dynasty.

3. Exile and Wanderings (1540-1555)

3.1. Escape and Search for Allies

Flight from India: Following his defeat at Kannauj, Humayun fled westward with a
small retinue, seeking refuge and allies to support his cause.

Journey to Persia: After wandering through Sindh and enduring several hardships,
Humayun sought asylum at the court of the Safavid ruler, Shah Tahmasp I, in Persia.

3.2. Refuge in Persia

Reception at the Safavid Court: Shah Tahmasp welcomed Humayun and provided him
with military and financial support. The Persian influence played a crucial role in shaping
Humayun’s strategies for reclaiming his empire.

Military Support: Humayun was granted a contingent of Persian troops and resources,
strengthening his position to launch a campaign to retake his lost territories.

3.3. Marriage Alliances

Alliance with Hamida Banu Begum: During his exile, Humayun married Hamida Banu
Begum, a union that later produced Akbar, who would become one of the greatest
Mughal emperors.
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o Political Significance: These alliances bolstered Humayun’s legitimacy and provided
him with valuable support during his time of need.

3.4. Return to India

e Opportune Moment: The death of Sher Shah in 1545 and the subsequent decline of the
Suri dynasty provided Humayun with an opportunity to reclaim his throne.

e Invasion of Kabul: In 1545, Humayun successfully captured Kabul, using it as a base to
plan his return to India.

4. Reclamation of the Throne
4.1. Campaign in India

o Military Preparations: Humayun, with the backing of Persian troops and his loyal
supporters, launched an invasion into India in 1554.

e Victories in the North: By 1555, Humayun’s forces had recaptured Lahore, and
subsequent victories over the remnants of the Suri dynasty enabled him to re-establish
control over Delhi and Agra.

4.2. Restoration of Mughal Rule

e Return to Power: Humayun triumphantly entered Delhi in July 1555, restoring Mughal
rule after 15 years of exile.

e Short-lived Reign: Humayun’s restored rule was brief, as he tragically died in January
1556 after a fall from the stairs of his library. His death paved the way for his young son,
Akbar, to ascend the throne.

5. Humayun’s Legacy
5.1. Influence on Akbar

e Lessons Learned: Humayun’s experiences in exile and his exposure to Persian culture
influenced his approach to governance and military strategy, elements that would later be
refined by Akbar.

o Restoration and Reforms: Though his reign was marked by instability, Humayun’s
efforts to reclaim and restore the Mughal Empire laid the foundation for the subsequent
consolidation and expansion under Akbar.

5.2. Cultural and Architectural Contributions
e Cultural Exchange: During his exile, Humayun’s interactions with Persian culture

enriched Mughal architecture and art, evident in the Persian influences seen in later
Mughal structures.
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e Humayun’s Tomb: Commissioned by his widow Hamida Banu Begum, Humayun’s
Tomb in Delhi stands as a significant architectural achievement and precursor to the Taj
Mabhal.

Sher Shah Suri’s Reforms and Legacy

Sher Shah Suri, who ruled from 1540 to 1545, left an indelible mark on Indian history through
his comprehensive reforms and efficient governance. Although his reign was relatively short, his
administrative, military, and economic innovations laid foundational principles that influenced
subsequent Mughal rulers. This detailed account examines Sher Shah’s reforms and legacy in the
context of his contributions to the Indian subcontinent.

1. Administrative Reforms
1.1. Centralized Governance

o Efficient Administration: Sher Shah Suri implemented a centralized administrative
structure, creating a more cohesive and well-governed state compared to the fragmented
rule of his predecessors.

o Sarkars and Parganas: He divided his empire into administrative units called Sarkars,
further subdivided into Parganas, each overseen by officials responsible for revenue
collection, law and order, and judicial functions.

1.2. Land Revenue System

o Raiyatwari System: Sher Shah introduced the Raiyatwari system, which involved a
detailed survey and classification of agricultural land based on fertility and productivity.

o Fair Assessment: Revenue was assessed directly with the cultivators, ensuring a more
equitable and efficient collection system. This method minimized exploitation by
middlemen and provided a stable source of income for the state.

o Standardization: He standardized weights and measures, reducing fraud and ensuring
uniformity in trade and taxation.

1.3. Judicial Reforms

o Justice for All: Sher Shah emphasized the rule of law, establishing a system of justice
that was accessible to all, including the poor and marginalized.

e Appointment of Qadis: He appointed qadis (judges) to preside over legal matters in
each administrative unit, ensuring impartial and prompt justice.

o Punishments: He introduced strict penalties for corruption and malfeasance among
officials, which deterred misuse of power and promoted fairness.

1.4. Efficient Bureaucracy
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e Merit-Based Appointments: Sher Shah favored meritocracy in his administration,
appointing capable and loyal officials regardless of their background.

e Regular Audits: He instituted regular audits of officials’ performance and finances,
preventing the accumulation of wealth through corrupt practices.

2. Economic Reforms
2.1. Currency and Fiscal Policies

e Introduction of the Rupiya: Sher Shah introduced a new currency called the Rupiya, a
silver coin that became the standard monetary unit and was later adopted by the Mughals
and British.

o Standardization of Currency: He standardized the currency system, introducing coins
of consistent weight and value, which facilitated trade and economic stability.

2.2. Taxation Reforms

e Uniform Taxation: Sher Shah’s land revenue system also incorporated uniform taxation
rates based on the quality of land, reducing regional disparities and fostering economic
integration.

o Transparent Collection: Revenue collection was transparent, and tax records were
meticulously maintained to prevent disputes and fraud.

2.3. Trade and Commerce

e Promotion of Trade: Sher Shah implemented policies to promote trade, including the
establishment of marketplaces and fair regulations.

o Tax Relief: He provided tax relief to traders and artisans to encourage economic
activities and boost commercial prosperity.

3. Military Reforms
3.1. Recruitment and Organization

o Efficient Recruitment: Sher Shah reformed military recruitment by instituting a regular
standing army, which was recruited based on merit and loyalty rather than lineage.

e Organized Structure: He organized his army into well-defined units, with a clear
hierarchy and chain of command, improving operational efficiency.

3.2. Payment and Logistics

o Regular Salaries: Soldiers were paid regular salaries in cash rather than land grants
(jagir), ensuring their loyalty and reducing dependence on feudal obligations.

o Logistical Support: Sher Shah enhanced logistical support by establishing supply depots
and ensuring the timely provision of food, weapons, and other necessities to his troops.
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3.3. Fortifications and Defense

o Strategic Forts: He constructed and strengthened forts at strategic locations, enhancing
the defense capabilities of his empire and providing secure bases for military operations.

e Garrisons: He placed garrisons in key fortresses, maintaining a constant military
presence to deter invasions and suppress local revolts.

4. Infrastructure Development
4.1. Roads and Highways

e Grand Trunk Road: Sher Shah Suri is renowned for constructing the Grand Trunk
Road, one of the longest and oldest major roads in Asia, stretching from Sonargaon (now
in Bangladesh) to Peshawar (now in Pakistan).

o Connectivity: This road facilitated trade, communication, and troop movements across
his empire, linking important cities and regions.

4.2. Sarais (Rest Houses)

e Travel Facilities: Along the Grand Trunk Road and other major routes, Sher Shah
established a network of Sarais (rest houses) at regular intervals, providing travelers with
lodging, food, and security.

e Economic Impact: These sarais supported traders and pilgrims, boosting commerce and
fostering economic interaction among different regions.

4.3. Postal System

o Efficient Communication: Sher Shah introduced a postal system with relay stations
along major routes, enabling swift communication across his empire.

o Administrative Efficiency: This system improved administrative coordination and
allowed for rapid dissemination of information.

5. Legacy and Impact
5.1. Influence on Mughal Administration
¢ Foundation for Akbar: Sher Shah’s reforms in administration, revenue, and
infrastructure provided a model that was later adopted and expanded by the Mughal
Emperor Akbar.
e Enduring Innovations: His innovations in currency, land revenue, and infrastructure had
a lasting impact on the Indian subcontinent and influenced subsequent governance

practices.

5.2. Historical Recognition
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e Administrative Genius: Historians recognize Sher Shah Suri as one of the most
effective administrators of medieval India, whose policies significantly improved the
governance and economic stability of his empire.

e Architect of Reforms: His reforms are often credited with setting high standards for
governance and administration, contributing to the longevity and success of later Mughal
rulers.

5.3. Cultural and Architectural Contributions

o Architectural Heritage: Sher Shah’s architectural contributions include the construction
of significant forts and the iconic Sher Shah Suri Masjid in Patna.

e Cultural Integration: His policies fostered cultural integration and interaction,
enhancing the cohesion and identity of his diverse empire.

5.4. Personal Attributes

e Visionary Leadership: Sher Shah’s visionary leadership, administrative acumen, and
commitment to justice and fairness earned him respect and admiration among his
contemporaries and future generations.

Sher Shah Suri’s reign, though brief, was marked by profound and far-reaching reforms that
transformed the governance, economy, and infrastructure of his empire. His legacy,
characterized by administrative efficiency, economic stability, and infrastructural development,
provided a blueprint for effective governance that influenced the Mughal Empire and subsequent
rulers in India. Sher Shah’s contributions remain a testament to his innovative spirit and enduring
impact on Indian history.
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