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Introduction 
 
This is a series of selected diary entries written by Koka Kumari Sahiba, who was the 22nd wife 

of Mughal Emperor Jahangir. She was the daughter of Jagat Singh, Yuvraj of Amber, and 

granddaughter of Raja Man Singh, one of Emperor Akbar’s greatest allies and advisors. The first 

journal entry is from 1608, written the day after she married the emperor. The entries are 

scattered throughout the years 1017-1029 which is the equivalent of our modern day 1608-1620, 

the year in which Nur Jahan rises to power. It is safe to assume that once she gained the title of 

Padshah Mahal, Nur Jahan took precautions with all the other wives and Koka stopped writing 

for fear of her diary being confiscated – although not common for another wife to enter another’s 

quarters, Nur Jahan was intimidating and influential in her own right. The entries talk about 

Koka Kumari Sahiba’s life as a wife of Emperor Jahangir: from the customs of daily life and her 

own struggles to the animosity amongst all the other wives.  



Fifth of Rabi Al-Awwal 10171 
 
 As the sun begins to creep into brightness, I wake to a new day, 
currently writing from my new home –Jahangir ’s palace. Most of the other 
women in the zenana are not awake yet but I did not want anyone to spy me 
with my journal. I have heard of the jealousies among the women here and 
need to see who will be a friend or an enemy. Fortunately, I know at least my 
servant girls since they are a princely gift from my new husband and would be 
dead if I spoke out against them. I can feel this new power coursing through 
my veins –  maybe I am being a bit optimistic as to what my purpose will be in 
the palace but truthfully, anything is better than the life I left back home in 
Amber. Besides, can you believe it? I am a married woman now- and not the 
wife of just any man but of the most grandiose, splendid, and generous king.  
  
I remember the day clearly; it was the sixteenth of Safar2 when the emperor 
proposed marriage to me. It felt great to be noticed by Jahangir–  particularly 
because I knew he admired my beauty. My father was overjoyed of course as he 
knew it would raise my position immensely. And I am sure the 80 000 rupees 
he received for this arrangement did not bother him in the least. As the big 
day was approaching, I felt a growing ball of anxiousness in the pit of my 
stomach. A whole new world filled with more sparkling jewels than I could 
imagine, long leisurely baths, and the freedom that would come in living in a 
place where only women were allowed –  a place where I would not have to keep 
my face hidden all the time.3 I knew, however, that not everything was going to 
be paradise; I would be a wife to the emperor, one of many wives, and thus 
could not expect to hold his attention for long periods of time. Not only that, 
but there would be a someone constantly watching my every move which simply 
makes me paranoid. I do not want the fear of someone reporting my every 
breath, my every step to the emperor or any of his most trusted advisors. My 



mind got lost as I weighed the benefits and the troubles,  wondering what my 
life would be like. The next thing I knew, I was being dressed for my wedding. 
Oh what I sight I was!  
 
It was only yesterday but it still feels surreal. I swear I saw my husband 
literally catch his breath as he saw me…breathtaking… that was the word. The 
actual ceremony took place in his mother Maryamuzzamani ’s quarters. My 
grandfather, the late Emperor Akbar ’s trusted advisor Raja Man Singh, gifted 
sixty elephants to the emperor for our marriage.4 I am grateful for him as my 
father never really amounted to much. And the emperor certainly seemed 
pleased when we shared a bed that evening. As he came into my chambers, my 
servants undressed him and rubbed his body with oil as I watched.5 Then it 
was my turn to undress, and although my servants usually do it ,  he asked me 
to do it myself .  How exhilarating. I can still feel the burn of his touch on my 
skin in all the places he touched me. 
 
Ah, alas, other people are awaking now and I must rise and call my servants, 
ready for my first official day as a wife of an emperor.  
 
 
 
 
  



Twentieth of Sha`ban 10186 
 
 Can you imagine what it feels like to be constantly ignored by your own 
husband? To have him choose time and time again, one of his younger wives, or 
even one of your servants. And all I can do is keep my mouth shut. Not that 
I ’m alone in this, I know that all his other wives suffer as I do. It just hurts 
more because I am one of the newer wives and yet I am overlooked. I did not 
think it would pain my heart this much to see him take one of my servants to 
bed with him. It fil led my heart with such rage that I beat the young girl the 
next day till she had sizeable welts on her back.7 Her cries of “Stop, please 
stop!”  only mixed with my deranged yelling as I continuously whipped her. Yet 
there was no one to come to her rescue. I was a noble, a high-born woman, and 
no one could stop my actions. Honestly, I do not think the other servants 
would have dared, and well the other wives and noblewomen at least pretended 
to not have heard the screams from my quarters. 
 
“It was the first time”   
“She ’ l l  get used to it later”  
“Don ’t act like we never did that”  
 
I heard people whisper as I walked through the main rooms in the zenana but 
I held my head up as I joined a group to play some Ganjifa.8 The card game 
was a welcome distraction but as in life ,  my luck was not so great. I lost some 
money –  but an inconsequential amount –  since I was due to receive my 
monthly allowance from the emperor soon.  
 
What I was hoping is that word of my actions would not make it to the 
emperor –  the mahaldar9 knew her place I hoped. I was reassured when the 
ladies I was playing with told me that she does not report these types of 



arguments to the emperor as it would only be as pesky as a fly that will not 
leave you alone.     
 
I knew I would get accustomed to it ,  just like the whispers of the other women 
said. But never had he been so blatantly obvious and obnoxious about it .  
Unfortunately, I am a woman and do not really have a say in these matters. 
Can you imagine not having a voice in your own marital life? 
 
  



Tenth of Muharram 101910 
 
 I have not written in here in a while and felt I needed to take more time 
to fill these blank pages with my thoughts and observations. Life in the palace 
is a dream, really, I cannot complain. It is fil led with constant entertainment, 
fireworks (oh, how much I love to see the fire just spark and light up the night 
in front of me) ,  fine food, shopping. Let ’s just say it is not the most 
comfortable whenever we are traveling to another city but life in Agra –  life in 
Agra is peaceful. And of all the cities we have visited, there is none more 
renowned, more stunning, more bountiful,  more captivating than Agra. The 
city is surrounded by beautiful flower and vegetable gardens, with clear, 
streaming rivers and you can see the nearby large mountains from the red 
stone palace as well . 11 Whenever I want to go into the city, I of course cannot 
travel alone, but feel as though I have an entire army behind me, ready to 
attack should anything happen. Hundreds of elephants, camels, horses ride in 
the city - the sounds of the elephant ’s trumpet as if announcing my arrival, 
the disgruntled grunt of the camels as if the last place they wanted to be was a 
crowded city, and the laughing neigh of the horse as if there was something 
funny about the way we had to cover our faces. Sometimes, a few of us wives 
will go together to do some shopping. What new silk or handcrafted pendant is 
in the market today? I know my husband is not the biggest fan of these outings 
as he prefers that we send our eunuchs to do our bidding but I just need to get 
out of those four walls every once in a while. I am like a bird trapped in a 
cage, fluttering to get out. Like I said before, life in the palace is a dream –  
it ’s just a very repetitive dream.  
 
When the women awake, we spend time in the morning getting dressed –  I have 
my own separate apartments here, and about one hundred servants just for me 
so it is easy to get things done for me. I will occasionally choose to take a bath. 



Though, if we do end up taking a bath, then that usually takes up the whole 
day and we don ’t see the king until night. Oh, let me tell you about the baths –  
I have a full body cleanse, as my servants scrub and exfoliate my skin. Then 
relaxing in a steaming warm bath –  although I am not always alone I must 
admit. And then, masseuses spend hours massaging my aching body, helping 
me forget the time passing by. Ah, well where was I? Oh yes. 
  
While we dress, the emperor arises and is ready for his first appearance. It 
happens in the morning, just after the sun has risen. There is a set of windows, 
beautifully adorned with gold, opening up to a stunning courtyard that 
overlooks a river. He comes spend some time with us in the zenana afterwards, 
although not for a long enough time and then leaves to dine and sleep. We take 
our midday meal usually alone in our own quarters, or at least I do, for I can 
hardly stand some of the other wives.12 At least the food is remarkable.  
  
The king ’s life is also very routine –  he goes out again at midday for a longer 
appearance, much in the same manner as well ,  with a bit more entertainment 
this time –  elephants jousting and men fighting against lions. And then he ’s 
back in the zenana to spend more time with us. I guess the good thing is that 
even though we do not have the privilege of accompanying the emperor to these 
festivities –  for we are women and women cannot cannot be seen by the male 
eye –  we do have our own entertainment. The last appearance of the emperor to 
his subjects is probably the most substantial and beneficial as it is the time 
when he hears petitions and other requests, rewards those in his service, and 
receives many bountiful gifts .13 At sunset, he goes off to a small courtyard to 
spend time with his closest subjects, and then back to his wives.  
 
I feel as though we serve to give him a respite from all of his arduous work as 
emperor. It must be exhausting to listen and talk to people and watch animals 



and jugglers as entertainment. The time I think he does the most work is after 
he leaves us as night is settling in, speaking with his council on affairs of his 
kingdom14, yet somehow he also manages to make that an enjoyable past time, 
as I can smell his breath reeking of wine when he visits us as night again. 
During that time is the time we also work the hardest –  putting on our finest 
perfumes and most lavish jewels –  in the hope that the king will bed us. We 
sometimes play games and drink with him, and it is the only time it does not 
seem like the wives are at each other ’s throat. I at least want to maintain my 
good appearance in front of the king, and so I do not show my distaste of the 
other women while he is around. I ’m assuming most other wives do the same.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Thirteenth of Jumada Al-Thani 102115 
 
 I am feeling the loss of his touch again. It hurts my very soul and my 
body aches for the physical touch of a man. But that is all .  I do not miss the 
man. He is not a faithful Muslim, nor Gentile, nor does he pray to my gods –  
he does not follow any one religion. He only lives to satisfy his voracious 
appetite for life ’s pleasures –  alcohol, riches, and sex. So why should I not 
follow in the steps of our great ruler? I had also briefly succumbed to the 
intoxicating feeling of divulging in alcohol, I had more than enough fine 
clothing and twinkling jewelry to feel beautiful, so what I was missing was 
that physical touch.  
  
Some of the other women in the zenana I know have engaged with the eunuchs 
to satisfy themselves16 but the risk is not worth it for me. As a wife of the 
emperor, I could lose my head. So I guess another woman would have to do for 
now.17 I was not alone in my sexual frustration, and last night, when me and 
some of the other ladies had had a bit too much to drink, she happened. She 
was the most exquisite thing –  petite, with a small waist and a big chest. To 
my dismay, I don ’t remember much about that night. I only remember her 
coming towards me and planting just one kiss on my lips. As she ran her 
fingers through my hair, I was in bliss .   
 
The next thing I knew I had woken up to today and the young girl was 
nowhere to be found. I know I know her from somewhere –  I think she might be 
one of Jahangir ’s distant cousins clearly bored with her life in the zenana. I 
feel it would not be too much of a danger to continue this affair as long as we 
were careful and it would provide me with a much needed outlet. I was tired of 
using my fingers and finding other objects was proving to be more and more 



difficult every day, as they had banned many vegetables already that could be 
used for our personal means so a woman seemed to be the next big thing.  
 
My head aches. I do not remember what I drank or inhaled but it must have 
been stronger than what I am used to. After last night, I think I need to spend 
the day in the bath. 
 
  



Thirty-first of Shawwal 102218 
 
 I discovered the magic of perfume making today. I had never really 
enjoyed it until Nur Jahan outshone all of the other women with her rose 
scented perfume. By happy accident, she discovered that roses have the sweetest 
smelling oil19 and of course the emperor went crazy over it .  I guess you could 
say I wanted to try something out that would have others feel as if they were 
being pulled towards me –  it felt like perfumes were synonymous with love 
charms. They were a part of the sensual pleasures of life and since I seemed to 
be a part of that life more and more each day, I might as well try this out as 
well .  Fortunately, the imperial kitchen had the tools I needed from drying the 
leaves and seeds to distilling the oils –  I would be lost had none of the other 
women offered to help me. But there were enough enthusiastic perfume 
experimenters to assist me in my first try. There was a list of perfumes, 
including my personal favorite made from chuwa and ambar, but there were so 
many other scents as well –  ambergris, camphor, zabad.20   
 
I had always been one to enjoy perfume but never to concoct it myself ,  and I 
wanted to see if I could make something that intermingled with my sweet 
bodily odor. Obviously, after my first try, I did not come even close. The 
pungent sweetness of my oils was too much to bear. I will not lose hope though 
- I do want to keep on trying to see how far I can go.  
 
Oh, before I forget something else that helped show me how far I can go haha. I 
meant to write then but I guess I ’ l l  just put my experience here. Last week I 
tried this new preserve, made with opium and gold,21 and my oh my was that 
not just the most sensual I have ever felt .  I felt so free, as if my spirit was 
floating freely throughout the castle while my body lay stagnant on my bed. I 
know I have to be careful since the emperor ’s first wife overdosed on opium and 



killed herself but so far I have not even come close to consuming that much. I 
take just enough that makes me feel like a flower petal drifting in the wind. It 
was simply euphoric. I want to try the other mixtures they are coming up with 
now but I think I should wait a few months. I may not love my life but that 
certainly does not mean I want to end it .  
 
I wonder what other of life ’s pleasures I will be able to partake in.  
  



Seventeenth of Jumada Al-Thani 102322 
 

My grandfather has died.23  
 
I know it should not affect me as much as it does, especially since I have not 
seen him in years. But it ’s still one less family member who actually cared. My 
father is a drunkard24 who is not amounting to anything and so of course, the 
emperor did not choose him as the successor. Jahangir came to me that day and 
let me know that he gave Bhao Singh the title of Mirza Raja and gifted him 
my homeland, Amber25. 
 
I was fine with this. I also did not think the emperor actually cared to inform 
me of his diplomatic decisions. But nevertheless, the event did bring one good 
thing –  it reminded him of my presence in his palace. That night, after the 
usual entertainment in the zenana, he came to my quarters and we slept 
together. The look he gave me as our servants stripped our clothing off 
inflamed a fire inside of me I thought had fallen asleep. Our encounter did not 
last long in the moment but I feel it will hold a long lasting effect on me. 
 
I have realized why the emperor drinks so much as I know drink in those 
copious amounts as well .  It is simply relaxing to take stimulates throughout 
the day as it truly enhanced life ’s experiences26. And it was after all ,  a popular 
habit of the day –  even if some tried to dissuade the women from doing it . 
  



Twenty-fourth of Rabi Al-Thani 102627 
 
It happened again.  
 
Two of the wives fighting for the emperor ’s attention. This time, it was Nur 
Jahan and Jagat Gosain vying for it .  There was a hunting trip where Nur 
Jahan killed four tigers with only six shots!28 What skill !  What aim! 
Unfortunately, I myself did not attend this trip as I was not feeling well but 
no one would stop talking about it upon their return. It was said the emperor 
gifted her 100 000 rupees and showered her with 1 ooo ashrafis . Her skill had 
greatly improved since she had first wed Jahangir. As is typical for women to 
gossip, I listened in and heard that the reason she had improved so greatly in 
such a short amount of time was because she was indeed trying to outshine 
Jagat. According to the rumors, one time Jagat swiftly killed a lion when it 
came upon the emperor, Nur Jahan, and herself on a hunting trip; Nur Jahan 
stood there dumbfounded and she was shamed by her husband. So, I guess this 
is sweet revenge for her. It ’s incredible what women will do to to gain the 
emperor ’s favor –  then again, I cannot say I have not tried to do similar 
things.  
 
The good thing is that for the most part, we do not all fight an awful lot 
because well half of us don ’t even understand each other. Hindu women, such 
as like me, are generally more peaceful. But the Muslims are a force to be 
reckoned with.29 
 
Ready for this unfair justice system? Four of his favorite wives were Sahib 
Jamal, Saliha Banu who was Padshah Banu Begam,30 Jagat Gosaini31,  and of 
course Nur Jahan.32 As the main wives, they had more power than the rest of 
us and sometime we were even under their command. It was frustrating and 



annoying to say the least –  considering I was a wife not only because of beauty 
but also because of my previous status. But alas, I was overlooked time and 
time again. I despised being treated as inferior, but I knew to hold my tongue 
for fear of retribution. Although most of the favorite of the favorites also knew 
not to show their animosity in front of the king, others were not so cunning 
and fought in quarrels . I recall a few months ago, two of the lesser wives got 
into a fight. They were imprisoned by female officials and whipped by other 
wives. I think one of them might actually still be in prison for starting the 
quarrel –  it was not her first offense either. I have overheard my husband 
telling others he must do it to keep us in check because if not, we might end up 
killing one another –  and truly, he is not wrong.  
 
I wish in a way we could go back to the days where the rivalries were not so 
strong and the wounds did not run so deep –  back to the days where we would 
play ankh-michauli33,  blindfolding someone, then running around and hiding, 
waiting anxiously for the nearing steps of your captor. Now my heart began to 
beat fast at the sound of cries of a quarrel instead of joyful laughs of a child ’s 
innocence.  
 
 
 
  



Fourth of Rajab 102934  
 
Padshah Mahal is nearing death.35  
 
Or at least it would be predicted she would die soon –  some astrologer warned 
the emperor that one of the ladies of the Mughal court would die. And my bet ’s 
on Saliha. Truthfully, I do not think the emperor cares all that much for her 
anyway and it just seems like it is her time to leave this world.  
 
I am sure Nur Jahan is going to be named Padshah Mahal now. It is the only 
thing that makes sense. She is the king ’s favorite wife and the most 
dominating, quick-witted, intelligent of all of us . Ever since Jagat died last 
year, there has been no doubt about who would succeed as the chief wife. I am 
sure that the only reason she was not named sooner was because it was not 
allowed to have more than one Padshah at the same time.  
 
I know that the era that will come with Nur Jahan will be a great one. 
Admittedly, she is quite intimidating but she will take control of a kingdom 
that might otherwise come to ruin with Jahangir ’s atrocious drinking habits.  
 
Oh, and guess what? I heard someone rang the golden chain –  or “chain of 
justice”36 as some call it –  today while the king was with us in the zenana. It 
always excites me knowing that anyone can request an audience with the 
emperor - I hope that that is something that continues in the rule as I am sure 
many things are about to change.  
 
  



Endnotes 

1 The date according to the Gregorian calendar is June 8, 1608. I came to this conclusion 
according to a converter I found online (http://www.islamicity.org/hijri-gregorian-converter/#) 
and then by matching it with the translated account of The Jahangirnama I used. The converter 
has an error of 9 days when compared to the translated version of The Jahangirnama.  
2 The date is May 22, 1608.  
3 The zenana or harem was the household of all the women in the Mughal palace. Because only 
women were allowed inside, the women did not have to cover their face all the time 9which was 
the custom once they left the zenana. It was more than just a home as it had administrative 
functions and they were many levels of officers and positions within the household (Mukherjee, 
Royal Mughal Ladies, 36).  
4 Jahangir, The Jahangirnama, 95. 
5 Pelseart, Jahangir’s India, 65. 
6 The date is November 8, 1609. I attempted to sparse out the diary entries at least once a year to 
show her growing acceptance/disillusionment with palace life.  
7 Pelseart, Jahangir’s India, 65. 
8 Mukherjee, Royal Mughal Ladies, 95. 
9 Ibid., 37. The mahaldar was chosen among the daroghas and would act as a spy on behalf of 
the emperor. All of the matrons were well-educated, intelligent women.  
10 The date is March 25, 1610. 
11 Flores, The Mughal Padshah, 88. 
12 Pelseart in Findly, Nur Jahan, 94. 
13 Flores, The Mughal Padshah, 93. 
14 Ibid., The Mughal Padshah, 94. Most of this diary entry is based off of this page even if not 
directly cited.  
15 The date is August 10, 1612. 
16 “…for many, or perhaps most of them, so far forget themselves, that when their husband has 
gone away…they allow the eunuchs to enjoy them according to his ability, and thus gratify their 
burning passions” (Pelseart, Jahangir’s India, 65). Findly (Nur Jahan, 102) warns of the dangers 
of committing adultery or even the danger of unmarried women in court having sex with other 
men, whether they be visitors or eunuchs, and mentions two instances where it happened.  
17 Furthermore, although there is no explicit mention that Koka engaged in sexual encounters 
with other women, it is highly suggested that lesbian relationships were possible in the zenana as 
“physical affection and contact within genders has always been a part of both Hindu and Muslim 
India” (Findly, Nur Jahan, 102). Also, Murray, Women-Women Love.  
18 The date is December 4, 1613. 
19 Manucci’s account of the discovery of the rose oil (Findly’s Nur Jahan, 115) where there are 
two versions: one of Nur Jahan’s mother, Asmat Begam discovering the scent and being awarded 
a set of pearls; and a second one, that tells that after getting into an argument with her husband, 
Nur Jahan decided to throw a party to mend their relationship. When she was outside in the 
gardens, she fell asleep and when she awoke, she saw oil in the water tank where the roses were; 
upon testing the oil, she realized it had a sweet smell and went to surprise her husband. There is 
not an actual date associated with this event so I have taken the liberty to fictionalize the time it 
happened for the purposes of this project.  
20 Findly, Nur Jahan, 114. 

                                                



                                                                                                                                                       
21 Findly, Nur Jahan, 115.  
22 The date is July 15, 1614. 
23 Jahangir, The Jahangirnama, 160. 
24 Ibid., The Jahangirnama, 317. 
25 Ibid., The Jahangirnama, 160. 
26 Findly, Nur Jahan, 115. 
27 The date is April 21, 1617.  
28 Mukherjee, Royal Mughal Ladies, 99. 
29 This is speculation. It is a Hindu woman’s diary after all so she probably does not have the 
warmest affection for the Muslim wives. 
30 Saliha Banu was Padshah Banu Begam, also called Padshah Mahal, until her death in 1620 
when the title passed to Nur Jahan. This was the imperial title for the emperor’s chief 
consort/main wife.  
31 One of his early favorite wives was a Rajput Princess, Jagat Gosain Begum. She was the 
mother of Prince Khurram, the future Shah Jahan, Jahangir's successor to the throne. She was 
given the posthumous title of Bilqis Makani (“the Lady of Pure Abode"). 
32 Findly, Nur Jahan, 125. 
33 An Indianised version of hide and seek, very popular among the Mughal women. It had to be 
played indoors though because of the strict rules of the purdah (Mukherjee, Royal Mughal 
Ladies, 96). 
34 The date is May 23, 1620.  
35 Saliha Banu dies on June 1, 1620 (Jahangir, The Jahangirnama, 340). Her death had been 
predicted two months earlier by a famous astrologer Jotik Rai.  
36 The chain of justice was a set of sixty bells outside of the palace walls that had a long chain 
that anyone could pull to gain an audience with the king (Jahangir, The Jahangirnama, 5).  
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