
CritiCal Mass
A church built by an 18th-century warrior-queen draws  

thousands of pilgrims each November
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By naresh Fernandes 
photos By ishan tankha

Several of Begum Samru’s relatives, including 
her French husband, Le Vaisseau, are buried in 
the rather decrepit but serene Sardhana cemetery 
on the edge of town.
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it was around 11 a.m. when Masih joined the queue to offer a 
garland of marigolds at an altar in the church built in the 1820s by 
the flamboyant Begum Samru, whose life has inspired half-a-dozen 
books, at least two film scripts, and a play. named Farzana at birth in a 
town not far from Meerut, she spent her teenage years as a nautch girl 
before leading armies into battle, rescuing the Mughal emperor from a 
captor, converting to christianity, and ruling over india’s only roman 
catholic principality. 

though Masih, a clerk in a military school, didn’t know much more 
than the broad details of Samru’s life, he was very familiar with the 
routine at the shrine. after all, he’d been making the annual Sardhana 
pilgrimage since he was a teenager, travelling to the town each year on 
the second weekend of november, to commemorate the inauguration 
of an altar dedicated to Mary. as a consequence, 
he wasn’t especially impatient about stepping 
through the door of the church. 

there were about 400 people in the line ahead 
of him, and perhaps just as many more behind, 
all of them kept moving smoothly by young vol-
unteers in blue vests. By the end of the weekend, 
an estimated 2,50,000 pilgrims from across 
northern india would have travelled to Sardhana 
to worship at our lady of Graces and enjoyed 
the dusty fair spread through the town, filling its  
narrow lanes with tumbling wheels, samosa 
stands, and 3D pictures of a blue-eyed christ 
made in china. 

Many visitors believe that the shrine’s image 
of Mary holding baby Jesus in her arms has mi-
raculous powers so they brave long journeys to place their petitions 
at the altar and to show their gratitude for favours received. the dis-
proportionate number of infants in the churchyard that morning, for 
instance, seemed to suggest that their parents attributed the births to 
some sort of divine assistance. But Masih wasn’t hoping for anything 
quite so dramatic. he made the pilgrimage every year because the 
shrine gave him a sense of strength. “this church that Begum Samru 
has built fills my mind with peace,” he told me.

 it took Masih about 25 minutes to get to the entrance of the church, 
an improbable italianate building modelled on St peter’s in rome, set 
down amidst the sugarcane plantations and mango groves of western 
Uttar pradesh. Filing past the image of our lady of Graces, Masih 
performed a ritual followed by many others in the line: he bowed low, 

raised himself up and then, lifting his palms in front of his face, took a 
picture of the painting with his cellphone.

to the left of the altar towered an 18-foot monument containing the 
remains of the woman who had once ruled the 625 sq km principality 
of Sardhana. on top of the ornate pile of carrara marble, created by an 
italian sculptor named adamo tadolini, was a stern statue of Begum 
Samru looking more like Sharmila tagore than Kareena. Below the 
statue were friezes depicting highlights from the Begum’s 83 years on 
the planet: presenting a chalice to a bishop, presiding over a darbar, 
riding an elephant on the battlefield. 

the monument was surrounded by six marble figures, some sym-
bolic, such as one of a woman with a club in her hand to represent the 
Begum’s courage, others literal likenesses of her family and officials. 

to the Begum’s left, for instance, stood her mous-
tachioed chief administrator, Diwan rae Singh, 
whose great-great grandson would become a pow-
erful minister himself—Jawaharlal nehru.

But rehmat Masih of amritsar didn’t pay much 
attention to the statuary. now that he’d paid his 
respects to the Mother, he was on his way to help 
out at a langar set up in the churchyard to feed the 
thousands of pilgrims who were still pouring in. 
the weekend was still young.  

**********

as i was setting out for Sardhana, i received an 
email from Martin Bradatsch, expressing his in-
ability to grant me an interview. however, i could, 

if i wished, meet with his family’s lawyer in Wiesbaden, Germany. i’d 
found Bradatsch’s address on a website studded with an impressive 
crest bearing an elephant and castle and an even more impressive 
range of syntactical errors. “Since several generations, the descend-
ants of the english-indian prince Sumru, born as "Johann Walter" 
reinhard, tried to get payed off their rightfull inheritance of his estate 
administered by the english government,” it said. “there were always 
excuses by the english competend authority [to] not comply this ob-
ligation.” 

Bradatsch is the head of the neue reinhard erbengemeinschaft—
the new reinhard community of heirs, who claim to be the rightful 
descendants of Begum Samru’s German-born master. two centuries 
later, they believe they have a right to Sardhana’s fortunes (even if they 

To Bollywood director Tigmanshu Dhulia, she looked like either 
Kareena Kapoor or Rani Mukherjee, for those are the two ac-
tresses he’s reportedly approached to play her in his forthcom-

ing film. To her enemies in the 18th century, she was a witch with the 
power to destroy rival armies simply by spreading out her tunic. But 
to 30-year-old Rehmat Masih, Begum Samru was a benevolent queen 
whose saintliness is so enduring, he and 150 members of his clan had 
piled into two Taurus trucks and rumbled down the road from Amrit-
sar all night until they reached Sardhana, 22 km from Meerut, right in 
time for the festival at the church of Our Lady of Graces. 

This monument over the tomb of Begum 
Samru is the work of Italian sculptor Adamo 
Tadolini. It was completed in 1842 at the cost 

of  `2.5 lakh. The courtier visible on her left 
was an ancestor of Jawaharlal Nehru.

Viewed from the 
back of the room, it 

was impossible to 
tell whether the 

female worship-
pers were Veiled 

catholic nuns, 
punjabis who had 

wrapped their 
dupattas around 

their heads or  
muslims in burkhas
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aren’t exactly sure where the treasures lie). “We have been trying for 20 
years to receive our heritage from the British crown,” Bradatsch said in 
his email message. 

Walter reinhardt, their putative ancestor, is thought to have come 
to india in 1754 as a soldier in the army of the French east india com-
pany. like many european military men in india at that time, he soon 
became a mercenary. reinhardt raised a force staffed by indian sol-
diers but headed by european officers. he had a fearsome record. he’d 
shot to notoriety after being hired by Mir Kasim, the nawab of Bengal, 
to teach his troops european methods of warfare. in 1763, when the 
nawab’s troops took on the forces of the British east india company, 
reinhardt was blamed for massacring 148 British residents captured 
in patna. By then, he had already acquired the nickname Sombre, ei-
ther for his brooding disposition or because he’d picked up a tan from 
spending a lot of time on sun-soaked indian battlefields. Whatever its 
origins, his indian troops had a problem getting their tongue around 
the word, so they simply called him Samru sahib.

Samru was granted a jagir (feudal land) in Sardhana in 1773 after 
he helped the Mughal emperor Shah alam subdue a rebellion. Far-
zana had entered his household eight years earlier, perhaps as a slave. 
though reinhardt already had a wife, the beautiful teenaged dancer 
soon became the dominant force in his life. When the mercenary died 
in 1778, she came into her own as Begum Samru and went on to rule 
over Sardhana for six decades. 

in an attempt to understand the source of her mystique, i wrote to 
Michael Fisher, a professor of history at oberlin college in ohio and 
author of a gripping book about the Begum’s adopted son. Begum 
Samru, he explained, was among the diverse range of figures who rose 
to prominence as a result of the power vacuum created by the fragmen-

tation of the Mughal empire in the 18th century. “For anyone thought-
ful about indian history, Begum Samru has to stand out as a fascinat-
ing figure,” he said.

to begin with, at a time when women of her station rarely left the ze-
nana, the Begum was famed for her physical courage. For instance, in 
1787, when the Mughal emperor was held in captivity by a satrap, she 
rode to Delhi to rescue him. the grateful Shah alam bestowed on her 
a special jagir near Delhi and the titles Farzand-i aziza, Zeb al-nissa 
Begum, Umdat al arakin—Beloved child, ornament of her Sex, Sup-
port among the pillars of State. She was also a wily strategist, perform-
ing a careful balancing act to satisfy the demands of both the declining 
Mughals and the advancing British. 

her personal life was as colourful as her public exploits. “as an un-
married princess, she was subject to extensive gossip about her rela-
tionships with various of her courtiers,” Fisher said. after reinhardt’s 
death, “she married one of them, a French mercenary officer, which led 
to the mutiny of her army and her new husband’s suicide”.

then, there was the baffling matter of her conversion to catholicism. 
i buttonholed the Bishop emeritus of Meerut, reverend patrick nair, 
to share his thoughts about the Begum’s religious life. as a young man, 
reverend nair spent 13 years as a priest in the town and in 1963 wrote 
a pamphlet titled “Sardhana: its Begum, its Shrine, its Basilica”. he 
has since updated it four times, most recently in 2009, adding new bits 
of information each time. Begum Samru, he said, was received into the 
catholic church in 1781, three years after the death of her husband. 
the move did nothing to advance her interests with either the Muslim 
Mughals or the protestant British, proof, said reverend nair, that she 
had become a catholic out of deep personal conviction. at her bap-
tism, she took the name Joanna as a tribute to another famous woman-

warrior, Joan of arc. 
the Sardhana church, on which the Begum spent ̀ 4 lakh, is a reflec-

tion in stone of her wonderfully hybrid lifestyle. the shrine deploys 
both european and Mughal motifs, mirroring the Begum’s insistence 
on observing many Muslim customs even after her baptism, and the 
procedures of her court, which followed conventions drawn from two 
continents. Despite her extravagant displays of devotion to rome, 
which included sending pope Gregory Xvi a donation of `2,50,000, 
the Begum confounded her catholic advisors by refusing to halt her 
patronage to institutions run by people of other faiths: she made do-
nations to temples and mosques in Sardhana and reconstructed the 
anglican church in Meerut. She also made grants to secular causes. 
“her memory still lives in the names of many places in Meerut”, such 
as the Begumpul bridge that she built, and the Begambagh area, which 
has come up over her former garden, said reverend nair.

in addition, the Begum had prime properties in Delhi. one of her 
palaces stands right on chandni chowk, its proximity to the red Fort 
an indication of the keen regard in which she was held by the Mughal 
court. today, the Bhagirath palace houses a branch of the State Bank of 
india. When i poked my head in one recent morning to inquire about 
Begum Samru, a helpful guard directed me to an employee on an up-
per floor, who, he assured me, would have all the information i needed. 
She turned out to be a Mrs. Sapru. the office was stuffed with Formai-
ca-topped desks, and there was little to suggest its former splendour. 
the lane next to the palace contains north india’s largest market for 
electrical fittings. i was dazzled by the variety of light bulbs on display: 
from yellow strawberries and purple fish, to clusters of orange grapes 
and red lotuses. 

the prosperity Begum Samru ensured for her family didn’t last long 

after her death in 1836. Michael Fisher said that the childless Begum 
spent the last 30 years of her reign trying to find a suitable heir. She 
eventually settled on David o. Dyce Sombre, the great-grandson of 
her master, reinhardt Sombre. “Just before her death she transferred 
to him her vast wealth (various valuable landholdings plus `50 lakh 
in cash, today worth many times that amount),” Fisher said.  “at her 
death, the British took over Sardhana, disbanded its army, and effec-
tively exiled her last chosen heir.”  in 1841, Dyce Sombre went on to 
become the first indian to be elected to the British parliament, but 
was soon declared a lunatic and denied control over most of his assets.

those holdings are what Martin Bradatsch and his 105 of his kins-
folk are striving to gain. they estimate that the Sardhana estate was 
worth 19 billion Deutschmarks in the 1950s and haven’t valued it 
afresh. the neue reinhard erbengemeinschaft are trying to gather 
credible documents to prove their descent from reinhardt Sombre 
and using the internet to find new evidence to bolster their demands. 
though they’ve been at it since 1992, they haven’t made much head-
way. Said Bradatsch, “as you can see, it is not that easy.”

**********

on the first evening of the pilgrimage, all of Sardhana seemed to 
have turned into a dharamshala. almost every square foot in every an-
cient structure had been colonised by blankets and sprawling bodies. 
thousands of visitors had found shelter in the enormous shamianas 
that had been erected on the church grounds. others prepared to bed 
down in the corridors and classrooms of St charles’ inter college, a 
colonnaded building completed in 1835 that had briefly been the Be-
gum’s palace. She’d lived in it for only a year before she died. it has a 

Begum Samru lived in this palace, completed in 1835, for only a year before she died. It is now the St Charles’ Inter College. The annual pilgrimage to the Basilica of Our Lady of Graces draws over 2,50,000 pilgrims from across north India.
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sweeping, broad staircase and opulent bathrooms, inlaid with polished 
stones using the pietradura technique. local tradition maintains that 
people suffering from goitre can be cured if they look at themselves in 
its cracked mirrors. 

other destinations on the visitors’ itineraries included St John’s 
Seminary next door, which occupied the palace in which the Be-
gum had lived for much of her life in Sardhana, and lady Forester’s 
hospital, built with money that the Begum had left in her will and 
named after Dyce Sombre’s wife. once they’d secured a place to sleep, 
the visitors swarmed through the fair that occupied the town’s single 
street, treating themselves to channa bhatura and ice cream and hag-
gling with vendors of plastic toys and kitchen implements. the men-
tion of the Begum’s name was greeted with bafflement on the faces 
of most pilgrims. Few seemed to know that she had built the church 
they’d journeyed such distances to visit, nor did they seem interested 
in learning much more about her. as twilight fell, psychedelic light 
panels atop the church burst into life, spinning in eternal spirals of 
blue, white and red. a priest led the congregation in prayer and song 
late into the night. if you didn’t know you were in church, you’d have 
thought you were at a temple jagran.

the next morning, even more pilgrims flooded in to attend the 10 
a.m. mass, which was presided over by the pro-nuncio—the pope’s 
ambassador to new Delhi. thousands of heads bowed in prayer. 
viewed from the back of the room, it was impossible to tell whether 
the female worshippers were veiled catholic nuns, punjabis who had 
wrapped their dupattas around their heads, or Muslims in burkhas.

it wasn’t surprising. Sardhana has a long history of blurring iden-
tities. that was clear when i wandered around the dishevelled 
cemetery at the edge of town. it contained the remains of Begum 
Samru’s relatives and closest associates—Frenchmen, italians, eng-
lishmen, indian catholics, and even a pole, buried in Muslim-style 
graves and mausoleums with islamic domes crowned by christian 

crosses. the masonry of many tombs had flecked away and sev-
eral marble plaques had been stolen. But almost two centuries af-
ter Begum Samru’s death, her spirit still hovered over the town. n 

Naresh Fernandes is a journalist who lives in Bombay. He is a con-
sulting editor at national Geographic traveller india, and author of 
taj Mahal Foxtrot: the Story of Bombay's Jazz age (Roli Books, 2011).

In the churchyard are statues of the Stations of the Cross, which depicts Christ’s journey to Calvary to be crucified.

The viTals

OrienTaTiOn
sardhana is 22 km from 
meerut and 15 km from the 
nearest railway station at 
darula. meerut is about 88 km 
northeast of delhi. 

GeTTinG There
Buses ply between meerut and 
sardhana every 30 minutes. 
there is also a bus from darula 
station every hour. Buses 
between delhi’s inter state Bus 
terminus and meerut, 88 km 
away, are also very frequent.  

seasOns
the period between July and 
march is pleasant. it gets very 
hot after that. 

sardhana fesTival
the sardhana pilgrimage is 
held in the second weekend of 
november every year. see sard-
hanachurch.org for details.

When The fesTival  
is nOT On 
there’s still plenty to see: the 
church, the Begum’s former 
palaces, and the cemetery. 

sTay
sardhana has no decent hotel, 
though the church does have 
a rudimentary resthouse for 
pilgrims. in fact, even accom-
modation in meerut can be 
quite basic, so it may be best to 
do this as a day trip from delhi. 




