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Introduction

The city of Hyderabad is a tapestry woven from centuries of historical, cultural, and
political threads. Situated on the Deccan Plateau in South India, Hyderabad’s story is
as ancient as it is dynamic, beginning long before written records and continuing
vibrantly into the present day. Its landscapes have witnessed the rise and fall of
empires, the ebb and flow of trade, and the confluence of cultures that have left a
profound and lasting imprint on the city’s character.

Archaeological findings trace human presence in the region back to the Iron Age,
around 500 BCE, suggesting that the area’s fertile plains and strategic location have
long attracted settlers and rulers alike. Over the centuries, these lands fell under the
sway of some of India’s greatest dynasties, from the Mauryas and Satavahanas to the
Chalukyas and Kakatiyas, each contributing to the evolving identity of the region. The
legacy of these early powers is visible in the ruins, fortifications, and temples that dot
the landscape, serving as silent chronicles of a storied past.

The birth of Hyderabad as an urban center, however, came much later, at the close of
the sixteenth century when it was founded on the banks of the Musi River by
Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah of the Qutb Shahi dynasty. This bold urban experiment,
marked by the construction of the iconic Charminar, was more than just a relief from
water shortages at Golconda; it represented a synthesis of Persian, Turkish, and
indigenous Indian influences that would shape the city’s aesthetic and cultural ethos
for centuries to come.

Hyderabad’s later history is indelibly shaped by its encounters with the Mughal
Empire, the advent of the Asaf Jahi dynasty, and the long reign of the Nizams—a
period marked by immense wealth, cosmopolitanism, and political intrigue. Under the
Nizams, Hyderabad became a flourishing hub for trade, culture, and learning. It was
during this era that the city earned its reputation as both the “City of Pearls” and a
vital nexus of Indo-Islamic art, literature, and architecture.

With the dawn of the twentieth century and the tumultuous years of India’s
independence, Hyderabad once again stood at the crossroads of history. The Nizam’s
struggle to maintain sovereignty, the intervention by the Indian government, and the
eventual integration of Hyderabad into the Indian Union marked significant turning
points that would influence the social and political landscape of the region for decades
to come. The subsequent reorganization of states, the rise of regional movements,

and the ongoing quest for identity in the Telangana heartland have continued to shape
Hyderabad’s evolving narrative.
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Today, Hyderabad is a thriving metropolis known for its innovation in technology and
industry while still cherishing its rich cultural legacy. Its blend of old and new, tradition
and modernity, and its mosaic of communities give it a unique place in the story of
India. This book traces the remarkable journey of Hyderabad, exploring the resilient
spirit of its people, the grandeur of its monuments, and the ever-changing, fascinating
story that continues to unfold in the heart of the Deccan.
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CHAPTER ONE: Beginnings: Prehistoric Settlements
in the Deccan

Long before the grand mosques and imposing fortresses that define modern
Hyderabad came into being, the land upon which the city stands was already ancient,
shaped by geological forces over millions of years and inhabited by early humans
whose lives are now only hinted at through the silent language of archaeology. The
Deccan Plateau, this vast, elevated tableland that forms the heart of peninsular India,
has been a stage for human activity stretching back into the mists of prehistory. Its
rocky outcrops, fertile river valleys, and diverse ecosystems provided sustenance and
shelter for nomadic hunter-gatherers and later, for more settled communities.

The story of human presence in this region, encompassing what is now Telangana and
the area around modern Hyderabad, begins in the dim ages of the Lower Palaeolithic
period. While direct evidence within the immediate Hyderabad city limits from this
deepest past is scarce, findings across the broader Deccan Plateau, in river valleys like
the Godavari, Krishna, and their tributaries, indicate that early hominins roamed these
lands hundreds of thousands of years ago. They left behind stone tools, simple yet
effective handaxes and cleavers, testaments to their ingenuity in adapting to their
environment.

As millennia passed, the climate and landscape shifted, as did the tool technologies of
the inhabitants. The Middle Palaeolithic saw the emergence of flake tools, smaller and
more refined implements suited for a wider range of tasks. Sites in the nearby
Gundlakamma river valley, for instance, have yielded such tools in association with
ancient ash deposits. The Upper Palaeolithic period brought further advancements,
including the production of blades and burins, reflecting a growing complexity in their
hunting and processing strategies. Rock shelters, formed by the distinctive Deccan
geology, would have offered crucial temporary or seasonal campsites.

Moving into the Mesolithic period, roughly from 10,000 to 3,000 BCE, we see the
development of microliths - tiny, geometric stone tools often hafted onto bone or
wood to create composite tools like arrows and sickles. This suggests a continued
reliance on hunting and gathering, but perhaps with more efficient tools, allowing for a
broader exploitation of resources. Rock art sites found in Telangana, some potentially
dating to this era, offer fascinating glimpses into the symbolic lives of these early
people, depicting animals and human figures engaged in activities that were central to
their existence.

It is in the Neolithic period, beginning around the 3rd millennium BCE in the Deccan,
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that we start to see more concrete evidence of settled life and early agriculture in the
region. The discovery of Neolithic tools, specifically polished stone axes or celts, in
areas that are now part of Hyderabad, such as Raidurg and Jubilee Hills, pushes the
known antiquity of human settlement within the city's environs back significantly,
possibly as far as 6,000 years ago. These findings suggest that groups transitioned
from a purely nomadic existence to one that included farming and animal
domestication.

Archaeological surveys across Telangana have identified Neolithic sites, some
characterized by the presence of ash mounds, which are believed to be accumulated
and burnt cattle dung, possibly related to pastoral practices and rituals. While the
immediate Hyderabad area hasn't yielded significant ash mounds, the presence of
Neolithic tools indicates that the shift towards a more settled, agro-pastoral lifestyle
was occurring here too. The suitability of the land, with its proximity to water sources
like the ancient precursors of lakes such as Durgam Cheruvu and Malkam Cheruvu,
would have been crucial for these early farming communities.

The discovery of stone axes at sites like BNR Hills near Raidurg suggests that tool
sharpening and possibly manufacturing were taking place in these locations. Grooves
found in rocks, believed to be from the process of grinding and polishing stone tools,
further support this idea. These were not just transient campsites but places where
people engaged in the activities necessary for their changing way of life, processing
materials and maintaining their essential implements.

The Neolithic period laid the groundwork for subsequent developments, witnessing the
domestication of animals, the cultivation of crops like horsegram and ragi, and the
beginnings of pottery making. The material culture of these communities, though
simple by later standards, represents a significant step in human development - a
move towards greater control over their environment and a more stable food supply.
This stability, in turn, allowed for the potential emergence of larger or more
permanent settlements.

The transition from the Neolithic to the subsequent periods is often marked by the
advent of metal use. While copper and bronze appear in other parts of India earlier,
the Deccan, particularly the region that includes modern Telangana, seems to have
moved directly into the Iron Age. This era, often associated with the Megalithic culture,
began in South India around 1000 BCE, though some evidence suggests it might have
started earlier in Telangana.

The Iron Age in the Deccan is most strikingly characterized by megalithic burials -
large stone structures erected to mark graves. These impressive monuments, found
scattered across the landscape, speak volumes about the beliefs and social
organization of these communities. Types of megaliths found in the Deccan include
chamber tombs (cists and dolmens), unchambered pit or urn burials often marked by
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stone circles, cairns, or standing stones (menhirs), and even rock-cut chambers.

Within the vicinity of modern Hyderabad, archaeological sites containing megalithic
burials have been discovered in areas like Moula Ali, Hasmathpet, Lingampalli
(University of Hyderabad campus), and near Ramoji Film City. These sites, dating back
to around 500 BCE or even earlier, provide direct evidence of the Iron Age inhabitants
in the immediate Hyderabad area, confirming the long history of settlement that
predates the city's founding.

The grave goods found within these megalithic burials offer clues about the material
culture and practices of the Iron Age people. Pottery, particularly Black-and-Red Ware,
is a common find, alongside iron implements like arrowheads, axes, knives, and
sickles. The presence of iron tools indicates a mastery of metallurgy and its application
in agriculture, warfare, and daily life, marking a significant technological leap from the
Stone Age.

These burial practices were not merely functional but deeply symbolic, reflecting
complex beliefs about the afterlife and potentially indicating social stratification within
the communities. The sheer effort required to transport and erect the massive stones
used in megaliths suggests a degree of communal organization and shared purpose.
While the exact social structures remain open to interpretation, the presence of
different burial types might hint at variations in status or lineage.

Beyond burials, evidence of Iron Age habitation sites in the region is also being
uncovered. These settlements, often located near fertile lands and water sources,
would have supported communities engaged in agriculture and animal husbandry,
utilizing their new iron tools to improve farming techniques. The discovery of a
3,000-year-old circular geoglyph near Mudichu Thalapalli, potentially related to the
planning of circular burial sites, highlights the sophisticated spatial and symbolic
practices of these Iron Age communities.

The period leading up to the 3rd century BCE, when the Mauryan Empire began to
exert its influence, saw the continued development of these Iron Age cultures in the
Deccan. Settlements were growing, agricultural practices were becoming more
established, and the use of iron was transforming daily life. While we lack detailed
historical narratives from this distant past, the archaeological record provides tangible
links to the people who first recognized the potential of this land, laying the foundation
for the future urban centers that would one day rise here.

These early inhabitants, from the makers of crude stone tools to the builders of
impressive megaliths, were the true pioneers of the Hyderabad region. Their lives,
though largely silent in the written historical record, are etched into the landscape
through the artifacts and monuments they left behind. They navigated the challenges
and opportunities of the Deccan environment, developed new technologies, and
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established the earliest forms of settled communities, setting the stage for the
complex history that was yet to unfold. Their legacy is a reminder that the story of
Hyderabad stretches back not just centuries, but millennia, rooted in the deep
prehistory of the Indian subcontinent.
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