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Map showing forts in India

treo'd uction

‘A cenuntry witlhieut a past

fias the emptiness ef a barren centinent,

and a city witfieut eld buildings is like a man witfieut a memory”

-- Graeme Shankland

umbai Metropolitan Region with its historical variety, comprising
Mof Asokan relics in Sopara to Colonial Architecture in the Fort, is
truly blessed with the amazing menagerie of monuments. In addition
to these, this region extending from Virar in the North to Alibag in the
South to Karjat at the east, also boasts of at least 25 forts, several of
which date to the 12" to 16™ century. Caught between a time warp of
functional redundancy and contemporary urban pressures of
development, several of these gradually face extinction. These vestiges
are a crucial section of Mumbai's history between an ancient historical
settlement and the relatively modern Colonial past. They serve as
testaments to the colonial zeal of the Portuguese or English and the
territorial forays of the Siddis and the Marathas.

Falling at a strategic location along the western sea front of India,
the area in and around Mumbai was always fiercely defended. The
numerous forts, crowding every important creek or mouth of rivers,
are evidence of the importance of the Mumbai harbour. In fact the
entire Konkan coastline was divided into zones and every zone manned

with a strong fort. The area extending from Surat to Bassein was
Mughal, Bassein and surrounding including Thana was under the
Portuguese dominion, Bombay island with the English, Khanderi with
Marathas and nearby Underi with Siddis. The coastline from Kulaba
up to Chaul was Maratha territory, Chaul and Revdanda was
Portuguese, Janjira with the Siddis, Janjira to Goa under the Maratha
occupation and Goa was under Portuguese dominion in the 17"
century.

These forts were flashpoints of several power struggles and doubled
to form trading ports. Such was the influence of the need for defence
that even houses and religious structures were provided with
defensive outworks and every promontory capped with a fortified
outpost. The impregnable western Sahyadri hill range also provided
an excellent look out point and was heavily fortified along important
trade routes. Hence a concentration of hill forts and coastal forts is
observed along the western region.
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Map of the Western regions showing forts
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Yn fact the western region and surroundings comprising
approximately of the Mumbai Metropolitan Region, records a
maximum concentration of forts in Maharashtra. Although, many of
these forts may not rate at par historically or strategically with
important forts such as Shivneri, Panhalagad or Daulatabad, they are
in their own right landmarks of the minor (or sometimes even major)

battles for supremacy within the many territorial rulers.
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A’?‘he study, which is Volume 1 of the entire project, is divided into 4
/ sections. The first section is a general historical background and
specifically the Fort Architecture of the Marathas, Portuguese and
Siddis.The second section titled“Geographical considerations” is basic
topographical information of the western region of Maharashtra and
classification of forts based on the same. The third section is an
inventory of all the forts included in the study and the fifth section a
more detailed study of Ghodbunder fort, to set a prototype for studying
the other forts in the next stage.
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ri‘he forts within the MMR broadly comprise of three historic
periods; Siddi, Portuguese and Maratha. As the forts under
study were only later occupied by the English and not actually
built by them, English Fort architecture is not studied as part
of this phase. A brief summary of fort construction is supplied
at the beginning, as these are the roots of Maratha fort
architecture.

Map of the Mumbai Metropolitan Region showing the classification
of forts based on historical periods
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Fort Architecture

The Mauryan invasion of Maharashtra took place between 321
and 181 B.C.In 315 B.C. the Mauryas entered Sopara via Gujarat. Later
on between 192 B.C. and 100 B.C. the northern parts of Konkan region
were under the descendents of Shatkarni-Satvahan. Maharashtra came
under the domination of series of conquerors, their rule spanning
nearly 1000 years. Among these dynasties were Shalivahanas,
Vakatakas - Some who ruled over Vasai are Chalukya - 300 - 500,
Rashtrakut- 767 - 950,970 - 1182 once again Chalukya. Between 1182 -
1294 north Konkan was under the royal family of Devgiri Yadavas. The
long and peaceful reign under the powerful Yadavas ended in 1294
A.D., and it was followed by a series of Muslim dynasties. In 1294
Aladdin Khilji defeated Ramdev Raja, a descendent of Devgiri Yadav
family. The Bahamanis ruled for two hundred years, when Persian
language influenced Marathi.

It is crucial to identify key aspects of fort architecture derived from
the styles of the Devgiri Yadavas, Kakatiyas and Shilaharas as these
characteristics were adopted by the Marathas. Of the forts under study,
Malang Gad, Karnala and Ghodbunder belong to this period. Some key
features of the fort architecture of this period are described below.

The gates of the forts, palaces and towns had some unigue
characteristics. The principal portal was framed by a rectangular stone
band slightly projecting the surface of the stone masonry. Just above
the portal and below the stone band are carved two lotus flowers at
the two corners.The lotus flower was sometimes substituted by a shakzi
chakra. The principal portal was embellished with garland like
ornamentation. It is observed that most forts had a niche in the
gateway for the protective deity Ganeshia and a rectangular window
like opening above the portal of the main gate known as gavaksha.
Essentially this opening was used for sprinkling rose water, holy rice
or akshata, vermillon, and flowers on warriors when they were
returning or going for battle. The main gateway was usually a teak
wood door with iron spikes arranged in horizontal tiers. The gateway
had a parapet above, this supported two chattris at either ends. The
entrance gate had two lofty bastions on either side, reinforced by
merlons and embrasures. The forts built during the ancient period,
belonging to the dynasties of the Rashtrakutas, Shilaharas, Chola and
Chauhans displayed the use of the pointed arch, surprisingly even
before it was introduced in the western world.
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- Fort Architecture

aratha history is synonymous with Shivaji. Although Fort

Architecture was undertaken before and treatises on fort
planning such as the Arthashastra or references to forts in Vedic
literature existed, the birth of Maratha power is related to Shivaji's
territorial forays. Known for his immense foresight, Shivaji was amongst
the few Indian rulers to realise the importance of sea power and hence
established several coastal strongholds. The dictum followed by
Shivaji was

“Farts are the very seul of the kingdem”.

The history of Marathas can be divided
into two distinct phases, early and late, first
the reign of Shivaji, Sambhaji, Rajaram and
the first decade of Shahu's rule and second
the Peshwa period. Forts were a key factor in
the foundation, expansion and preservation
of the Maratha Empire. Territorial ambition
of the Marathas to gain regional superiority
was aided by the geographical diversity of
Maharashtra, which had a long coastline, an
equally long and daunting western hill range
and the flat Deccan plateau.

So feared was the Maratha domination of Konkan that post-
occupation the British destroyed and dismantled all the forts, to ensure
that the Marathas could not use these strongholds again to gain
superiority. In most cases a few disjointed ramparts, water tanks and
plinths of structures are the only records of the might of these hill forts.
Fortunately, detailed description of these forts was recorded in the
Bombay Gazetteers. The treatise by Ramchandra Amatya, Chhatrapati
Shivaji’s trusted lieutenant, 4jnyapatre, consisting of a separate chapter
on the impartance and maintenance of forts, is also useful in
generating some insight into Maratha Fort Architecture.

Some key aspects of fort construction were the location, access and
presence of a water source. In fact, only a few forts were situated so
that they could afford direct protection to a town, as most were located
such that they were effective in stopping the siege much before
reaching the town. Capitals of Maratha territories were often located
in forts instead of cities and even in their conquests the Marathas took
the land first, the forts next and left the cities for the last.

REEsto'ri c a |

background

Archival map showing forts along the Bombay harbour ( Source: Shivaji And Facets Of Maratha Culture, Marg Publications)

As part of this study two types of Maratha forts are studied based on
their topographical features: hill forts and island forts. Forts built or
strengthened by Marathas, which are included in this study are:

. Chendani
. Peb / Vikatgad
. Prabal - Moranjan

. Kulaba
. Khanderi

Of these, Chendani, Peb and Prabal are hill forts, whereas Kulaba and

Khanderi are island forts.

s t udy

o

f

AT R

8



Maratha

Hill Forts

Te location of a hill fort was chosen so that it suited a distinct
strategic purpose such as to command a trade route, a town or a
vast plain. Hence it is interesting to note that these forts were located
along the Bor Ghat, the Nana pass, the Thal pass etc. Thus the numerous
forts dotting the Sahyadri peaks ensured that almost nobody could
cross the Western Ghats without being noticed first. The proximity and
number of these forts also indicates that perhaps communication was
established by means of fire signals.

A Fort was located on strategically important hill of considerable
height and not easily accessible. It was ensured that no other hill could
command it and if any such hill existed it was blown up or fortified,
thus giving rise to pairs of forts. Again the proximity was stressed such
that the hill forts were within viewing distance of each other. A hill
surrounded by a group of mounds usually preferred, providing a strong
protective curtain all around the main fort. Many minor forts were only
administrative centres. Of the Hill forts under study, all fall under the
category of being minor outposts and
were merely meant to be check posts
to keep a watch on the surrounding
territory. Although Karnala perhaps
was the only prominent fortin the 13*
century as it occupied a strategic
location due to command of the high
road between Bor pass and the Panvel
and Apta rivers.

Archival image of Maharashtrian
woman climbing hill fort of Karnala

Access

A particularly difficult approach was
chosen and made even more arduous
by introducing narrow passes, steep
winding paths and sometimes even
subterranean passages. A stiff climb,
particularly for accessing portions of
the upper fort in case of Prabal, is a
definite part of Maratha military
architecture.

pllis'torical

background

Scarp

Where not naturally scarped, the original profile of the hill was shaped
by hewing rock. A peculiar feature of the Western Ghats is that the
west side is extremely steep, whereas the east gradually slopes to the
base. The nature of the Deccan trap also creates an impression of steps
in the hill contours.

Elements

1) Metas: A place from where a watch could be kept on the
communications to the forts. A flat piece of land on the road leading
up to the fort, without fortifications often one or more.

2) Machi: A plain piece of land or plateau of considerable length or
breadth situated at a distance from the summit, with fortification, often
functioned as independent forts or outposts.

3) Fort walls: Provided along the summit, fort walls provided an
addition line of defence. In hill forts a peculiar feature known as
chilkhat meaning armour,indicating a closely set double line of curtain
walls was provided, with the second line higher than the first. Curtain
walls were of height generally 4.5 to 7.5 m and the average width at
base was about 3 m tapering to 1.5 m at the top. Wall walks were usually
provided with padkot - stone parapets or battlements, consisting of
ardhadal - merlons, falika- embrasures and jangya - loopholes.

4) Bastions: Built at certain look out points along the forts walls and
were occasionally independent towers also erected at strategic
location commanding ascent. Except at instances flanking gates,
bastions were usually semi-circular without lobes and often had small
guns or cannons mounted atop.

5) Ramparts: These were constructed of large blocks of stone fitted
with dry mortar and sometimes dressed. For important forts,
construction was undertaken using large blocks of stone fitted with
mortar and strengthened with iron clamps if necessary. These
unyielding bulwarks were vulnerable at gateways.

6) Gateways: Barbicans and right-angled or crooked gateways were
considered outmoded and a single entrance to a fort a drawback. The
practise of having a succession of gateways or double gateways was
common in medieval period. Being most vulnerable and usually the
point of conflict, the gates were constructed as strong if not stronger
than the ramparts. The gate generally consisted of pointed arches and

use of cusped arches was rare. Doors were thick and made of timber
fitted with long iron spikes and timber bar across. Stone cells or
guardrooms were placed on either side of the door in addition to
strong bastions. Above the gates and the towering bastions were
parapets with embrasures for gunnery. The height ranged from 2.5 m
to 7.5 m and occasionally approaches to the gate were cut through
rock. Sometimes doorways were erected at weak points along the
ascent. Common motifs for surface decoration were Gajashardula
depicting lion or tiger trampling on elephants and Gandabherunda
representing lion or tiger standing with small elephants under each
of its hind feet and a two-headed eagle under its front feet.

7) Storehouses: Rock-cut cells usually used for stores but during
Shivaji's times, built-up granaries were preferred. However,ammunition
of storage was done in rock-cut cells as a precaution against bombing.
The location of granaries was such that there would be no hazard due
to fire, rat or insect infestation and were generally paved.

8) Water source: This was the fundamental requirement of a fort, and
all medieval hill forts were provided with rock-cut cisterns, some of
which had their own springs and others supplied by rain water enough
to provide drinking water till the next monsoons.

9) Residential quarters: These were rarely found in the case of hill
forts and usually no permanent structure was provided for the officials
and garrison.

Sketch view showing the various elements of a hill fort
(Source: Maratha Architecture — 1650 A.D.to 1850 A.D., M. S. Mate)
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