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1. Introduction and Geostrategic Significance

Rohtas Fort (known natively as *Qila Rohtas*) stands as an exceptionally imposing example of
early Muslim military architecture in South Asia. Situated near the city of Jhelum in the Punjab
province of Pakistan, this colossal garrison fortress was constructed under the direct command
of the Afghan ruler Sher Shah Suri between 1541 and 1548. Unlike many contemporary forts
designed to serve as royal residences, Rohtas was engineered strictly as an unassailable
defensive complex, sprawling across an elevated ridge within the salt-crusted rugged folds of the
Tilla Jogian mountain range.

The strategic positioning of Rohtas Fort was calculated with absolute precision. It overlooked the
historic Grand Trunk Road (then called the *Shahrah-e-Azam®), controlling the narrow gorge
through which invaders from Central Asia naturally advanced toward the rich plains of Delhi.
Built adjacent to the seasonal Kahan River, the fort acted as a massive physical block, controlling
the local trade routes and asserting absolute military dominance over the region.
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2. Historical Imperatives and Construction

The creation of Rohtas Fort was deeply intertwined with the geopolitical instability of 16th-
century India. In 1540, Sher Shah Suri defeated the second Mughal Emperor, Humayun, forcing
him into exile in Persia. Recognizing that Humayun would inevitably attempt a military return
via the northern frontier, Sher Shah ordered the immediate erection of an impregnable
stronghold to secure the newly established Sur Dynasty.

Crucially, the fort was also built to suppress the fiercely independent local Gakhar tribes. The
Gakhars were staunch allies of the displaced Mughals and refused to acknowledge Suri
sovereignty, launching frequent guerrilla raids against the state. The construction of the fort
proved exceptionally difficult; the Gakhars aggressively boycotted the project, forcing Sher
Shah’s chief administrator, Raja Todar Mal, to drastically escalate the wages of laborers to
unprecedented heights to ensure the fort's completion. Ultimately, the fort achieved its strategic
objective, completely isolating the Gakhar resistance and delaying the Mughal resurgence.
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The Royal Declaration of Cost

"When Todar Mal reported the massive financial expenditures required due to the Gakhar
boycott, Sher Shah famously replied that a mountain of gold was a small price to pay for a
fortress of stone that secured the safety of the empire.”

3. Defensive Design and Massive Fortifications

The perimeter of Rohtas Fort extends across 4 kilometres of undulating terrain, seamlessly
following the natural ridges of the hills. The plan is irregular, adapting directly to the contours of
the landscape, and is divided internally into two primary sectors by a massive transverse wall:
the inner citadel and the larger administrative garrison area.

I The Defensive Curtain Walls

The stone masonry walls of Rohtas are of unparalleled scale, varying between 10 and 13 metres
in height and reaching a monumental thickness of up to 12.5 metres. Built using coursed
sandstone rubble bound with exceptionally durable lime mortar, the walls feature a double-
layered structure. The outer layer contains defensive battlements, loopholes, and parapets, while
the inner layer features a vaulted gallery that allowed armed troops to move rapidly and
securely between sectors under heavy siege.

I The Bastions

To prevent frontal scaling and maximize defensive firing arcs, the curtain wall is reinforced with
68 massive semi-circular stone bastions. These bastions were engineered to support heavy
artillery and archers, providing devastating crossfire across all approaches. The fort also
contains sophisticated multi-tiered machicolations through which molten liquids or projectiles
could be rained down upon attackers attempting to breach the lower foundations.

4. The Twelve Monumental Gates

Access to Rohtas Fort was strictly controlled via twelve magnificent stone gateways, each
exhibiting a masterly blending of utilitarian defensive design and artistic Central Asian
architecture. These gates were constructed out of polished ashlar sandstone blocks and designed
to withstand direct assault by war elephants.
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STRATEGIC FUNCTION ARCHITECTURAL HIGHLIGHTS

Sohail The ceremonial main entrance, Features exquisite double-storey archways,
ohai
Gat facing southwest toward the town of delicate balconies (jharokas), and central dome
ate
Sohawa. medallions.
Kabuli Faces northwest toward Kabul, acting Incorporates a unique double-gate configuration
abuli
- as the primary exit for military to trap invading forces within an inner kill-zone
ate
expeditions. courtyard.
. The heavily secured private entrance . . )
Shahi . . Flanked by massive bastions and adorned with
providing access directly to the Royal ) ] ) o
Gate ] complex plaster relief carvings and inscriptions.
Citadel.
Talaqi The northern gate, historically Constructed with defensive angles to neutralize
Gate associated with bad omens. direct battering rams.

5. Hydraulic Engineering and Royal Monuments

To ensure long-term survival during extended sieges, Rohtas Fort was equipped with state-of-the-
art water storage facilities, ensuring complete self-sufficiency from external natural water
sources.

I The Baolis (Stepped Wells)

The fort contains three massive stone-cut *Baolis* (stepped wells), designed to store immense
volumes of rainwater and tap into deep subterranean aquifers. The *Shahi Baoli* located near
the royal quarters, is the most spectacular, featuring over a hundred stone steps descending deep
into the earth. It included specialized subterranean chambers where soldiers and royal figures
could bathe in cool, insulated surroundings during the intense heat of the Punjabi summer.

I Internal Palatial Monuments

Though primarily a defensive garrison, subsequent rulers added elegant structural accents to the
interior. The most notable is the *Haveli Man Singh* built during the Mughal era by Emperor
Akbar's preeminent Rajput general, Raja Man Singh. The structure showcases a beautiful
synthesis of Hindu and Islamic design motifs, featuring distinct bracketed balconies and a central
dome that contrasts beautifully with the stark, austere military style of the surrounding Suri
fortifications. Furthermore, the elegant *Shahi Mosque*, built near the Kabuli Gate, stands as a
testament to the religious life of the resident garrison soldiers.
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6. Historical Evolution and UNESCO Heritage
Preservation

Ironically, despite its immense defensive capabilities, Rohtas Fort was never subjected to a major,
full-scale military siege. Following the sudden death of Sher Shah Suri in 1545, the Sur Dynasty
quickly fractured. When Emperor Humayun returned with an army in 1555 to reclaim his
throne, the local governor abandoned the fort without a fight, allowing the Mughals to occupy
the stronghold effortlessly.

I Later History and Abandonment

Under the Mughal Empire, the fort remained an important regional outpost, used frequently as a
royal staging camp during campaigns to Kabul and Kashmir. It later passed into the control of the
Durrani Empire in the 18th century, and was eventually utilized by the Sikh Empire under
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, who stationed a administrative garrison here. As geopolitical borders
shifted further north during the British Raj, the fort gradually lost its strategic military relevance
and was decommissioned.

I UNESCO World Heritage Designation

In 1997, Rohtas Fort was inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, recognized as an
exceptional, uncompromised monument of military architecture from the Islamic world.
Because it was never destroyed or extensively rebuilt, the fort presents an unaltered, authentic
look at 16th-century engineering. Today, the Government of Pakistan, alongside international
heritage organizations, maintains rigorous conservation efforts to combat natural erosion,
preserve the structural integrity of the collapsing curtain walls, and ensure that this monumental
stone sentinel remains intact for generations to come.

Rohtas Fort: A Military Monograph 5



	Rohtas Fort
	1. Introduction and Geostrategic Significance
	2. Historical Imperatives and Construction
	3. Defensive Design and Massive Fortifications
	The Defensive Curtain Walls
	The Bastions

	4. The Twelve Monumental Gates
	5. Hydraulic Engineering and Royal Monuments
	The Baolis (Stepped Wells)
	Internal Palatial Monuments

	6. Historical Evolution and UNESCO Heritage Preservation
	Later History and Abandonment
	UNESCO World Heritage Designation


