The Anchor of Ever-Evolving
Lucknow

My taxi stops in front of a massive palace located in the middle
of Lucknow. A wizened kurta clad guard asks me if I want to
meet Sarkar. I nodded my agreement and he gently ushers me
in. Soon I find myself in a drawing room filled with hundreds
of books and pictures that probably carry as much history as

Mahmudabad Palace.
iewee is Ali Khan Mahmudabad, who is a

My interv
Party, a professor of History and

member of Samajwadi
Political Science at Ashoka University; 2 columnist, a poet and
also the Prince of Mahmudabad. He grew up in the region
of Awadh till the age of eleven before moving to England.
After spending several years in different parts of the world,

d America, he currently resides in Lucknow
ad shuttling berween his homes in Delhi,

b oy ciiosty a4 person whe
- fsettling down — was whether moving
95
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ut always returning to Lucknoy, .
o his life- He generously broke i iélde
zm ‘Reeshe dar Khakam’ written by Ferey d:t
s once asked why doesn’t he Jegy, L

.on and move to Seattle, USA, p re:;;

to different places. b
Lucknow a constant !

an lranian n i

Moshiri. Moshiri wa
after the 1979 revolut

he wrote a poem.

» bhaakam

Man eenjabh reesheh da
khaak agar aloodah ya paakapy,

Man eenjah aashiq-e een
Man eenjiah ta nafas baageest memoonan
Man az eenjah che meekhaham nemidoonam.

[ am a root intertwined with the soil

I love this earth whether I am pure or impure.

I shall remain here until my last breath

And what I want from it in return? I do not know.

“What I me:jm to say is,” Ali tells me, “is that we live ina
g(llifrlll(ycil;bahzed world now. So it’s natural that travel is easier
The tree g::v‘:; S[I: . Pll]aces Or' countries. But my roots are here
feels that Lucknoral?c es which grow in every direction.” H¢
Of all thin Wt}is an anchor in his life.
language is nglzt hat llllelp him make sense of the world,
indeed to ““dcrsmg ;’“F‘CS of the ever-changing world an
Fora e ﬂ-cl,’ences in communities and peop
‘*ﬂgd_home after several years, whet
about the change in the €%
place has undergon¢ sever®
ople used Urdu prover®
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PEOPLE CALLED LUCKNOW

and poetry as part of everyday conversation. While Urdu is
till spoken today in some parts of the city, there is now an
ilusion of Urdu having remained, By language too must
change with context.’

He sometimes wonders what it would have been like to

grow up in a time when the language of this place wasn't held
hostage by politics. There are very few Lucknow wallahs in
the city. Only a very small population of the city belongs to
Lucknow, because almost everyone else has migrated to the
city and the city has altered with the influx of new people.
Languages do not belong to communities, religions or
countries but in India the politics of language has taken a toll

on the Urdu spoken locally.

Ali believes that the rich complexity and nuance of the past
is disappearing because only the superficial aspect of the past

being kept alive. When questions to do with the past came
up, I had to ask him the earliest memories associated with
Lucknow. He took some time to respond. He was unable to
narrow it down to one particular memory, but shared the
general sense of what it felt like then.

When he finally remembers, he breaks into a smile. He
didnt go out much out of his home and this palace was a
 universe of its own. He was blissfully unaware of what was
going on outside. He remembers Lucknow as being quiet,
'- “Something that I don’t believe it is today, and also laid back,
~ which I think still exists in this city.” He also remembers that a
| ‘ le used to come to meet his father, Raja

{:‘k: LEOR 5

i age and indeed the culture
. Changing times have
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brought their own challenges, bu'r it l< interesting thag despiy,
. LA“ is doing his best to mamr.am and adapr the past ¢,
suit the present. In fact the entire ll-bral.y at :,]e Palace 1.3 Noy,
being digitized. Rekhta is an orgamzat.lon that 1s' Worl.ﬂng ko
digitise Urdu Books. The rare manuscripts arfe l?elng digitis q
wilh the help of the British Library. Change is inevitap|e and
not something that we can control, but our res[?(?nse o it i
something that we can control to make the transition easier.
At this point, I asked what he would define home 55 We
have all grown up with the concept of home as being foy,
walls filled with people we know or a city or where oy parents
are. [ felt curious to ask someone who has been constanly
travelling away from this definition of home as to what home
means for him. For him home is very much in Mahmudabag
and Lucknow. They are his anchors, However he also sid
that he felt at home at different places like Cambridge and
Damascus because of the metaphysical connection thag he had
with these places. But at the end of
of Awadh that he would ca]] his ho

illusive concept. He adds,

the day, it is this region
me. Home is, however, 2
“It is not a statjc thing. Home is
lace, but it s 4 confluence of a lot
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[ we are away trom it. Like ideas shouldnt be fixed
e Int be fixed, on
J not remain too static, because we tend to devel ;
P . velop such
. strong Sense of nostalgia that we get the urge to re . h
» ~ | Cr
t Heuses Portuguese word called S i
o e S audade, which means
_ profound longing for something that is absent
If we dont travel, we will fail to understand the changes

\\’he
ShOlll

i the world and how we too must adapt. Infact we might

want to recreate the past and that is dangerous. “The danger

in beco
by the noO

ming too a{u:hored to one place is that it is constrained
stalgia for that which you perceive has been lost.
And then there comes a desire to reconstruct blindly” says Ali.
Selectively using 2 few aspects of the past to rebuild it can be
gerous because no matter what the context of the past has
.mentally changed and so things become anachronistic.
evel he believes that Lucknow has become a caricature
people try to make fit into their preconceived

dan
fund
Arone
of itself as many
notions of what it was.

He adds that this is not on
her people but also to the future of this beautiful city. [ do find
myself agreeing with him that there is a lot more to Lucknow
than just its culture and that by reducing it to 2 singular
identity we create 2 unidimensional picture, utterly lacking

in depth and completely uninspiring. Lucknow is not just its

glorious past or its famous cuisine or its laidback lifestyle or
instead a kaleidoscope

even its much talked about tehzeeb. 1U1s
4 their lives which are €vet changing so

ible to try © define it.

beapy at Lucknow is currently
. Hill Museum and
cve the historical

ly an injustice to Lucknow and
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documents present at this library. For his part, Alj

i
to merge the old world beauty of this litt]e comesrtrfymg
his childhood with the brash, fast paced world of todarom

Y as

seamlessly as possible without losing its essence.
As he says about Mahmudabad on their In

. Stagram :
Born in the 16th century, adapting to the 21st¢! o
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