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Travel, Travel Writing and the "Means to Victory" in Modern South Asia 

Abstract 

This dissertation is a history of the idea of travel in South Asia as it found expression in Urdu 

travel writing of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Though travel has always been integral to 

social life in South Asia, it was only during this period that it became an end in itself. The imagined 

virtues of travel hinged on two emergent beliefs: that travel was a requisite for inner growth, and that 

travel experience was transferable. Consequently, Urdu travel writers endorsed travel not to reach a 

particular destination but to engender personal development, social advancement and communal 

wellbeing. Authors conveyed the transformative power of travel to their readers through accounts that 

traced out their inner journeys through narratives of physical travel, an ideal echoed in an old proverb 

that re-emerged at this time: “travel is the means to victory.” 

This study, which draws on extensive archival research from four countries, represents the most 

comprehensive examination of travel writing in any South Asian language. Through a diachronic analysis 

of a wealth of new primary sources, it indexes shifting valuations of travel as they relate to 

conceptualizations of the self, the political and the social. It demonstrates that though the idea of 

beneficial travel found its first expression in accounts commissioned by a colonial government 

interested in inculcating modern cosmopolitan aesthetics, it quickly developed a life of its own in the 

public sphere of print. This dynamic literary space was forged by writers from across the social spectrum 

who produced a profusion of accounts that drew inspiration from Indic, Islamic and European traditions. 

In the twentieth century, too, travel writing continued to evolve and expand as it adapted to the shifting 

dimensions of local nationalisms and successive international conflicts. In independent India and 

Pakistan, it broke new ground both aesthetically and thematically as it came to terms with the post-
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colonial geography of South Asia. Yet, throughout this history,Urdu travel writing continued to cultivate 

the idea that the journey was valuable for its own sake.  
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Note on Transliteration 

 
The transliteration scheme used in this dissertation is based on that provided by the Annual of Urdu 
Studies, as indicated below. All quotations in original languages, as well as all book titles, are given in 
transliteration according to this scheme. In order to facilitate readability, proper nouns, including place 
names and personal names, are not given in transliteration in the body of the text. Citations found in the 
footnotes and the bibliography are given according to the title page of the work cited. 
 
Vowels: a, ā, e, i, ī, o, u, ū, ai, au 

Consonants: 

 g گ ṣ ص d د b ب

 l ل ẓ ض ḍ ڈ p پ

̲ z ذ t ت ̤ t ط  m م

̤ z ظ r ر ṭ ٹ ن/ں   n/ ṉ 

 v و ‘ ع ṛ ڑ ṡ ث

 h ہ g̲h̲ غ z ز j ج

 h ھ f ف ž ژ č چ

 y ی q ق s س ḥ ح

  k ک sh ش kh̲̲ خ
 
َ ‘ 



 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One 

 

Introduction 

 
 

Mujh ko kisī se kām kyā, merā kahīṉ qiyām nahīṉ 
Merā safar dar vata̤n, merā vata̤n hai dar safar 

 
I have no connection to anyone, I have no fixed abode 

My journey is through my homeland, and my homeland is my journey  
 

-Jigar Muradabadi (1890-1961) 
 

 
 

At the turn of the nineteenth century in South Asia, a major discursive shift began to take place 

the effects of which continue to be seen and felt today. Travel came to be understood as an end in itself, 

while the physical journey became overshadowed by a greater, inner journey. This inner journey 

increasingly came to be theorized as an integral component of one’s personal growth, subjectivity, and 

social advancement. This novel conception of travel was accompanied by the emergence of travel 

writing in a number of Indian languages. Its appearance in South Asia was largely new, for travel writing 

had been uncommon in the early modern period. It only existed as a minor tradition in Indo-Persian 

(Persian as it was used in India), and not at all in the other languages of the region.1 In the nineteenth 

                                                           

1
 “Outside the narrow Indo-Persian sphere … the South Asian subcontinent itself is rather dismaying in its lack of 

travel-accounts. The great classical and post-classical literatures in Sanskrit, Tamil, Pali and the Prakrits can 
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century, however, it rapidly proliferated in a variety of languages, most prominently in Urdu, Gujarati, 

Bengali, Marathi, English and Indo-Persian. The re-theorization of travel found its expression, and indeed 

its gradual elaboration, in this literature. Reading across the corpus of modern South Asian travel 

literature, then, reveals the discursive shifts that lead to the popularization of travel writing in the first 

place. This dissertation is a history of the idea of travel in nineteenth and twentieth century South Asia 

as it found expression in this literature. Focusing on travel writing in a single linguistic tradition, Urdu, it 

seeks to reveal the interplay between mobility, literature, agency and social change in modern South 

Asia.  

 

Travel was unquestionably a fact of life in early modern India. Kings visited their summer 

palaces, nobles and artists voyaged in search of employment and patronage, pilgrims journeyed to 

temples and shrines, and merchants regularly embarked on commercial journeys, venturing to the far 

reaches of the Indian Ocean and beyond.2 In contrast to the colonial myth that the Indian did not travel,3 

the everyday worlds of early modern South Asia were filled with movement. However, it does not 

appear that travel itself was widely considered valuable for its own sake. A survey of the literary record 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

between them hardly conjure up an example worthy the name … the South Asian vernacular langauges of the 
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are singularly poor in respect of travel accounts.” Muzaffar Alam 
and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, Indo-Persian Travels in the Age of Discoveries, 1400-1800 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 11. 

2
 Diana Eck, India: A Sacred Geography (New York: Harmony Books, 2012); Simon Digby, “Some Asian Wanderers in 

Seventeenth Century India: An Examination of Sources in Persian,” Studies in History 9, no. 2 (August 1, 1993): 
247–64; M. N. Pearson, Pilgrimage to Mecca: The Indian Experience, 1600-1800 (Princeton, N.J.: Markus Wiener, 
1996); Sugata Bose, A Hundred Horizons: The Indian Ocean in the Age of Global Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2006); Claude Markovits, Jacques Pouchepadass, and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, Society and 
Circulation: Mobile People and Itinerant Cultures in South Asia, 1750-1950 (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2003); Ashin 
Das Gupta and M. N. Pearson, India and the Indian Ocean 1500-1800 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999). 

3
 Nitin Sinha, Communication and Colonialism in Eastern India: Bihar, 1760s-1880s (London: Anthem Press, 2012), 

xxiv. 
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from this period suggests that travel was a means to an end rather than an end in itself. In the first 

place, very few of those who traveled chose to write about their journeys. Between 1400 and 1800, only 

a limited number of accounts were written in Indo-Persian, the only language with a corpus of travel 

writing. Despite laudable efforts by a number of scholars to bring instances of this small body of 

literature to light and emphasize its contribution to the Persian-knowing world, it is nevertheless the 

case that travel writing was only rarely produced.  

This conceptual valuation of travel is likewise reflected in the way that travel was written about 

in early modern Indo-Persian. While travel authors of this period often provided a description of their 

destinations, they tended to elide an account of the journey entirely. This is true of well-known accounts 

like the Muraqqa’-i Dihlī, a lively description of Delhi by the eighteenth century Hyderabadi courtier 

Dargah Quli Khan.4 The same is also the case for two other influential travel narratives from this period, 

Fuyūẓ al-Ḥaramain, by Shah Waliullah, and the so-called Safarnāma of Jahaniyan Jahangasht.5 None of 

these accounts relate their journeys in any detail. Even as they record a description of their destinations 

and the spiritual effect of their stay, the act of travel does not play even an ancillary role. They are, 

rather, typically collections of wonders and miracles that they observed abroad. In early modern Indo-

Persian travel accounts, then, the focus was on the culmination or the findings of the journey, and only 

rarely the journey itself.  

When the act of travel itself was described in Indo-Persian, it was generally either recorded in 

sparse log-style entries, or else invoked as something to be endured, in keeping with the literary 

conventions of travel writing of the age. Rather than extolling its intellectual or spiritual salubriousness, 

                                                           

4
 Dargāh Qulī K̲h̲ān, Muraqqaʼ-i Dihlī (Dihlī: Shuʼba-yi Urdū-i Dihlī Yūnīvarsiṭī, 1982). 

5
 Valī Allāh al-Dihlavī, Mushāhidāt va maʻārif: tarjama-yi fuyūẓ al-ḥaramain (Lāhaur: Sindh Sāgar Akāḍamī, 1947); 

Sayyid Jalāl al-Dīn, Safarnāma-yi Mak̲h̲dūm Jahāniyān̲ Jahāngasht, ed. Muḥammad bin ‘Abbās G̲h̲ulām ‘Alī (Karāčī: 
Oksfarḍ Univarsiṭī Pres, 2011). 
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perhaps with reference to authoritative sources of religious tradition, Indo-Persian writers most 

frequently invoked a set of negative tropes. Even as Sufis exalted the metaphorical journey to the 

ultimate truth and storytellers enchanted listeners with the feats of roving heroes, mundane travelers 

lamented the fate that drove them from their homes. The typical travel writer of this period appears to 

be of a mind with Sheikh Muhammad Ali Hazin (1692-1766), who says he was “forced by necessity to 

travel … I had an aversion to the idea, and felt disgusted at the very thought of going to the town of 

Dehli.”6 In a similar vein, another eighteenth-century traveler, ‘Abd al-Rasul, bemoaned the fate that 

compelled him to take to the road: “it was the will of the eternal and the intention of the divine that [I] 

should abandon my beloved homeland and be torn from my dearest friends.”7 These words are 

indicative of the conventional literary approach to travel found in the extant corpus of early modern 

travel writing in South Asia. In this literature, travelers did not typically argue that travel was necessary 

to the acquisition of status, and nor did they suggest that travel was a major component of one’s 

intellectual growth. Unlike what would soon become the case in the nineteenth century, we do not 

encounter travers journeying abroad for its own sake. This position is echoed even in the broader space 

of early-modern Persian literature. In the Anvār-i Suhailī, a popular Persian-language recension of the 

Panchatantra tales, for instance, we read the following lament: 

You have not borne the toils of travel, nor seen the struggle of being far from home (g̲h̲urbat), 
nor has your soul yet heard the phrase “being far from home is anguish” (al- g̲h̲urba kurba). The 
harsh wind of “separation is burning” (al-furqa ḥarqa) has not blown on the garden of your 
heart. Travel is a tree that gives no fruit except that of separation, and being away from home is 
a cloud which gives naught but the rain of abjection.8 

                                                           

6
 Mohammed Ali Hazin, The Life of Sheikh Mohammed Ali Hazin (London: Printed for the Oriental Translation Fund, 

1830), 262–263. 

7
 ‘Abd al-Rasūl, Nairang-i zamāna (Lāhaur: Punjābī Adabī Akaiḍamī, 1960), 2. 

8
 Ḥusain Vā’iz ̤Kāshifī, Anvār-i Suhailī, ed. J. W. J Ouseley (Hertford: S. Austin, 1851), 36. 
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Similar sentiments may be found in other literary and intellectual traditions in South Asia. A 

contemporaneous saying in Telugu, for instance, held that “traveling to Kasi [Banaras] is equal to 

reaching the graveyard.”9 This saying suggests that for those who chose to travel, the odds were not 

that they would return better people, but that they would never return at all. 

 This set of tropes and themes, however, began to disappear around the turn of the nineteenth 

century. At this time, new attitudes and literary imagery began to appear in travel writing, which was 

itself beginning to grow in popularity. The earliest indications of this shift are found in a collection of 

early colonial-era travel accounts of England written in Persian and English.10 The authors of these works 

do not evoke negative travel imagery, but instead celebrate their own journeys. They are thus a 

harbinger of the great changes that were soon to become apparent in a wide range of Indian languages. 

Travel texts in these languages began to appear in the third decade of the nineteenth century, marking 

the contemporaneous rise of vernacular travel writing with the emergence of a popular print culture.11 

In fact, my research indicates that Indians began producing their own accounts almost from the first 

moment that printing technologies became commercially available to them. This early growth was 

gradual and also frequently underwritten by colonial authorities, who were actively encouraging travel 

                                                           

9
 K. Suneetha Rani, “Kasiyatra Charitra: The ‘First’ Travelogue in Telugu,” in Indian Travel Narratives, ed. Somdatta 

Mandal (Jaipur: Rawat Publications, 2010). 

10
 Abu Taleb Khan, Charles Stewart, and Mushirul Hasan, Westward Bound: Travels of Mirza Abu Taleb (Delhi: 

Oxford University Press, 2005); Mirza Itesa Modeen, Shigurf namah i Velaët or Excellent Intelligence Concerning 
Europe, Being the Travels of Mirza Itesa Modeen in Great Britain and France. Translated from the Original Persian 
Manuscript into Hindoostanee with an English Version and Notes by James Edward Alexander, trans. James Edward 
Alexander (London: Parbury, Allen, and Co., 1827); Michael Herbert Fisher, The First Indian Author in English: Dean 
Mahomed (1759-1851) in India, Ireland, and England (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1996); Mohamad Tavakoli-
Targhi, Refashioning Iran: Orientalism, Occidentalism, and Historiography (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001); Michael H. 
Fisher, “From India to England and Back: Early Indian Travel Narratives for Indian Readers,” Huntington Library 
Quarterly 70 (2007): 153–72. 

11
 Ulrike Stark, An Empire of Books: The Naval Kishore Press and the Diffusion of the Printed Word in Colonial India 

(Ranikhet: Permanent Black, 2007). 
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among Indians. For these adminsitrators, travel was a laudable pursuit that would enlighten Indians, 

remove their superstitions and ultimately contribute to the economic well-being of the colony. The 

administration’s educational goals included the promotion of travel writing in the hope that this would 

encourage Indians to travel themselves. In addition to sponsoring texts for publication, the government 

also introduced the mandatory study of travel writing into schools. This meant commissioning academic 

texts that praised effusively the practice of travel for pleasure and enlightenment. In this way, children 

of the 1840s and 1850s from Delhi to Dhaka learned in school that “the benefits of travel are without 

limit. From it, man’s understanding and comprehension are enriched, while his prejudice (ta’ṣub) and 

ignorance (jahl)… are repulsed.”12 But it was not only the colonial presses that put out travel material. 

The growth of an independent industry of travel writing in a variety of languages across South Asia 

indicates that by the second half of the nineteenth century, official funding was no longer needed to 

prop up a vernacular travel writing industry. While some early Indian travel writing was supported by 

government sponsorship, the genre rapidly became self-sufficient on the open market. 

 Freed from the impositions of their colonial underwriters (who supplied either English texts in 

translation, or else works whose aesthetic was derived from the English style), a new generation of Urdu 

travel writers developed their craft in a range of popular literary forms. One of the most important 

changes of this period is the contraction of the distance between travel and travel writing. One 

prominent strand of thought held that it was possible to travel through the text. For these authors, the 

travel account made it possible to do away with the physical journey entirely without serious loss to the 

benefits that came from travel: “[by reading,] one may perform this journey all while sitting at home.”13 

                                                           

12
 Pārk Mungo, Safarnāma Mungo Pārk Ṣāhib kā bayān men̲ mulk Ḥabsh ke (Agra: Agra School Book Society, 1842), 

1. 

13
 Karasanadās Muljī, Sairastān-i Inglainḍ: mulaqqab  bi ak̲h̲tar-i buland (Dihlī: Matb̤a’-i Ḥasanī, 1870), 1.  
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Travel writing, then, was theorized as an equivalent to travel, much in the same way that a trip to 

certain Sufi shrines was often deemed a legitimate replacement for the costly and dangerous pilgrimage 

to Mecca. The possibility of travel through the text is in in keeping with an unattributed nineteenth 

century verse on the power of text to effect global travel: 

Baiṭh kar sair mulk kī karnī 
Yeh tamāshā kitāb meṉ dekhā 
 

To sit down and tour the country? 
I have seen this wonder in a book!14 

 
 By the end of the nineteenth century, travel accounts had become common fare. They were 

readily available in book form, as well as in journals and newspaper columns, and were even read at 

poetry gatherings. This growth only increased in the twentieth century as more authors turned to the 

travel account to record their travel experiences for the reading public. A further boost to travel writing 

came from lowered barriers to movement brought about through new transportation technologies 

within India and to the world abroad. Accounts proliferated from the pens of the famous, the royal, and 

the common alike. Travel writing continued to grow in the years after independence, even as the 

dominant modes of its production were again beginning to shift. The 1970s and 80s witnessed a new 

flowering of the genre in Urdu. Though the literary world took up travel writing as a powerful means of 

literary and aesthetic expression, they maintained its link to the idea that travel in itself was a beneficial 

activity. Even today, despite competition from ever-multiplying sources for entertainment and 

information, the genre continues to grow apace. In contemporary Pakistan, travel writing is among the 

best-selling genres of Urdu literature. New travel accounts appear on the shelves every week, and the 

newspapers regularly feature serialized travels in their columns.  

                                                           

14
 Rājā Shiv Prasād, Bhūgola hastāmalaka (Lakhna’ū: Naval Kishor, 1897). 



 

8 

 

Reading across this archive, I argue that travel writers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

in fact cultivated a radically new discourse around travel that found its most developed expression in 

travel literature. Turning away from the stylized deprecation of travel as an onerous burden and a 

distraction from intellectual maturity that typified early modern Indo-Persian accounts, Urdu authors 

instead began to celebrate travel as unavoidable for both individual and collective regeneration. Travel 

was explicitly linked with betterment and advancement, a position for which authors now found ample 

justification in the Qur’an, Hadith and Persian moral literature (sidestepping places where those same 

sources spoke of travel as a scourge). Though these authorities were only rarely cited in earlier Persian 

sources, they now became a regular feature in Urdu travel writing. Where only a century before, ‘Abd al-

Rasul had cursed the wretched fate that tore him from his friends, the nineteenth century traveler now 

eagerly pointed out that god called his followers to “travel the world.”15 There is near-unanimity in Urdu 

travel writing that travel offered unique opportunities to effect change and foster intellectual growth.  

The conceptual shift that lies at the heart of this dissertation is clearly seen in the 

reconfiguration of the dominant tropes of travel in this literature. Where travel had once been declared 

the epitome of hell itself (safar ṣūrat-i saqar),16 it was re-conceptualized as “the means to victory” (safar 

vasīla-yi z̤afar.) This is seen in the words of one nineteenth century writer who sternly upbraids those 

who might be sympathetic to the classical position on travel:  

Those people who consider travel to be the very image of hell … are incorrect (g̲h̲alat)̤. The wise 
traveler and the discerning voyager gain experience from their travels and become clever and 

                                                           

15
 “Sairū fī ‘l-arẓi.” Qur’an 6:11. 

16
 This Persian phrase is similar to, and perhaps related to, a well-attested hadith (statement) by the prophet: “Al-

safaru qit ̤’atu min al-‘az̲āb.” Ṣaḥīḥ al-Buk̲h̲ārī, 3001 and Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim 1927. Muḥammad ibn Ismāʻīl Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ 
Buḵẖārī (Bhera Sharīf: Idāra-yi Ẓiyāʼ al-Muṣannifīn, 2010); Muslim ibn al-Ḥajjāj al-Qushairī, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim sharīf 
(Lāhaur: Idāra-yi Islāmiyāt, 2007). 
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intelligent. The wise men of the age then count these men among the possessors of experience 
and value their words.17 

Another zealous traveler began his own account by composing an Arabic prayer to thank god for having 

made travel a means to success. The poem was followed by a treatise on the benefits of a voyage 

(favā’id-i safar).18 Meanwhile, in the place of poetry that celebrated seclusion and immobility, the most 

popular lines cited in Urdu travel writing now referenced the importance of leaving home to acquire 

respect and success. “If every person could so easily become respected at home / Why would Joseph 

have traded his father’s embrace for the prison? ‘Take heed, all you who see!’ How may anyone know 

the true value of the pearl, so long as it remains in its shell?”19 Travel’s stature was now so elevated 

among the proponents of travel that it was said that one could not hope to achieve any status without 

it: “Jab safar na ho na mile jāh o martaba / Without travel, one has neither respect nor status.”20 This 

sentiment was echoed again the twentieth century by the widely respected scholar and anti-colonial 

politician Abul Kalam Azad (1888 – 1958), who wrote that “I have gained half of what I know through 

travel.”21 Meanwhile, the Navab of Basoda, Muhammad ‘Umar ‘Ali Khan, spoke even more exuberantly: 

I traveled in keeping with the [Qur’anic] command to “travel in the world” … from [travel] man 
gains a thousand benefits, acquires many different types of experience, many classes of 
understanding, and observes the many great creations of god.22  

                                                           

17
 Raẓā bin Dildār Ḥusain K̲h̲ān, Dalā’il al-z̤afar fī taz̲kirat al-safar (Lakhna’ū, 1893), 3. 

18
 “Al-ḥamdu lil-lāh illaz̲ī ja’la al-safar vasīla lil-z̤afar.” Muḥammad Muḥī al-Dīn Ḥusain, Safarnāma-yi Ḥaramain 

Sharīfain (Madrās: Matb̤a’-i Hidāyat, 1906), 2. 

19
 Dar vata̤n gar mī shudī har kas ba-āsānī ‘azīz /Kai zi āg̲h̲ūsh-i pidar Yūsuf ba-zindān āmadī. G̲h̲auṡ Muḥammad 

K̲h̲ān, Sair al-Muḥtasham (Jā’ora: Matb̤a’-i Sarkār-i Gulshan, 1852), taqrīz,̤ 4. The verse is taken from the dīvān of 
Sa’ib Tabrizi. The Qur’anic verse (“Take heed, all you who see!”) is 59:2.  

20
 Manzṳ̄r ’Alī, Safarnāma-yi Manz̤ūr ’Alī (Kānpūr: Matb̤a’-i Aḥmadī, 1894). 

21
 Sa’īd Aḥmad, Āzādī ke ba’d Urdū safarnāma (Dihlī:  ’Arshiyya Publikeshanz, 2012), fourth cover. 
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 Muḥammad ‘Umar ‘Alī K̲h̲ān, Zād-i safar o vasīlat al-z̤afar (Dihlī: Nuṣrat al-Matā̤bi’, 1876), 1. 
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For the Navab of Basoda, as for so many others, travel was indispensable to a full education and to 

becoming world-wise. This was not a position that had been typically endored by central Indian rulers of 

the eighteenth century. 

According to this emergent discourse, travel and travel writing were the source of “countless 

blessings.”23 However, these values were not universally accepted, and neither were they ready-made 

for the colonial era. For many, travel continued to be not only dangerous and vexatious, but in fact also 

prohibited by social norms and religious strictures. “Throughout the nineteenth century, among many 

Hindu elites, a dispute raged on the morality of voyaging overseas.”24 Particularly amongst the upper 

classes, an aversion to international travel remained deep-seated. Early nineteenth century travelers like 

Dwarkanath Tagore were threatened with excommunication for crossing out of India.25 A few decades 

later, the elite Muslim reformer Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan set off a firestorm of protest in Aligarh for his 

decision to travel to England, which other members of his elite social class considered to be an impure 

act.26 This journey triggered such a backlash that several indian ulema issued fatwas declaring him a 

kafir!27 Even where excommunication was not a concern, for many Muslims the uncertain availability 

halal food abroad or on British ships was itself a sufficient deterrent.28 Even into the twentieth century, 
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allegiance to a more accommodating school of religious law. The scholar Shibli Nu’mani (1857 – 1914), for 
instance, temporarly left the Hanafi school to became a follower of Imam Shafi’i in order to render his meals 
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there remained a social opprobrium against travel, especially in certain conservative, elite or high-caste 

quarters. The Maharaja of Jaipur only dodged sharp censure for his own journey to Europe by 

undergoing a rigorous purification ceremony and by taking all of his drinking water with him.29 As 

though to provide proof of his purity, photos of these ceremonies were included in his account. Finally, 

barrister-turned-nationalist leader Mohandas Gandhi too faced serious criticism for his journeys to 

England and South Africa.30 Moreover, access to the discourse of the benefits of travel was not 

homogenous; women in particular were less likely to find that these encomiums and exhortations to 

travel applied to them. This changed gradually, if unevenly, over time, as a number of social reformers 

sought to bring educational opportunities even to women who lived in purdah or whose mobility was 

restricted by the creation of travel writing series intended explicitly for them.31  

Social resistence to widening access to travel stands as a reminder that the idea that travel was 

a worthy end in itself did not simply appear with the arrival of print culture or colonialism. Rather, it was 

gradually cultivated by generations of travelers and intellectuals who conceptualized and advocated the 

benefits of travel in their writing. In addition to providing an argument for its inherent value, they 

simultaneously placed these benefits before the reader through their narrative accounts, with the result 

that readers were no longer required to travel themselves. Travel itself became dislocated from the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

legally permissible: “Although according to the Hanafi school this form of butchering is not halal, as regards this 
matter, for some days I became a Shafi’i.” Understandably, not all would-be travelers would be comfortable 
altering their practices in this way. Shiblī Nuʻmānī, Safarnāma-yi Rūm va Miṣr va Shām (Dihlī: Qaumī Pres, 1901), 
16. 

29
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30
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31
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152. 
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physical act, even as it retained its edifying value.32 This dissertation shows, then, how the 

reconceptualization of travel was not only formulated through the tradition of travel writing, but it 

became manifest in it as well. In the following chapters, I stress that at no point was this discourse 

derivative or reducible to a single motive or influence. The social value of travel, as formulated in South 

Asian travel texts, continued to shift over time and space. The chapters in this dissertation seek to trace 

out this long journey in all of its detail.  

 

Approaching Travel Writing 

Over the last thirty years, travel writing has come to attract significant attention from scholars in 

the field of South Asian studies, reflecting a turn to travel in academia more broadly. Their works, which 

have tended to focus in detail on individual travel accounts, have laid the foundation for a broader study 

of discursive shifts in Indian travel writing over time. This scholarship, grounded in a number of 

disciplines, collectively underlined the role of the travel account in the elaboration of a variety of 

ideologies and movements for social reform. The most prominent themes in English-language studies 

include encounter with the West,33 nationalism and the colonial experience,34 pan-Islamism,35 Pan-
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Asianism,36 and the nature of religious experience.37 Alongside these studies on travel writing in modern 

South Asia, another powerful body of scholarship has begun the process of examining pre-colonial travel 

writing.38 These studies have drawn attention to the prevalence of travel writing in South Asia and 

shown the myriad ways in which texts engaged with the dominant ideologies and discourses of their 

times. Travel writing between India and England, in particular, has been closely examined and has 

inflected our understanding of how colonial subjects represented the metropole and fashioned their 

own relationship to it. The present study seeks to build on this earlier body of work by drawing out the 

discursive continuities between texts and across their political projects. I contend that an understanding 
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of the structural shifts that encouraged the production of travel writing will enrich our knowledge of the 

ways that travel texts inflected the historical discourses with which they engaged.  

At the same time, I argue that the study of South Asian travel writing, whether from an historical 

or a literary perspective, will also benefit from a closer examination of what we refer to when we speak 

of it. At present, literary and historical studies have centered on accounts that conform to a very narrow 

definition of travel writing closely affiliated with a normative colonial ideal. That is, a descriptive account 

written in the first person, and always in prose. This form of travel account might be called realist. By 

limiting the study of travel literature to realist accounts that adhere broadly to a colonial style, our 

studies, in a certain sense, reproduce “the monopoly on knowledge and interpretation that the imperial 

enterprise sought.”39 At the same time, these limitations tend to deny the possibility for alternative 

modes of expression, silencing those travel writers who saw the world and their futures in it in terms 

that are not reducible to a single experience or category of knowledge. The full impact of travel writing 

on South Asian literature and society can only begin to be examined once we integrate accounts that 

speak to these alternative aesthetics of knowledge and expression.  

 For this reason, this dissertation does not speak of travelogues, but of travel writing. I do not 

suggest that these two phrases represent mutually distinct categories. Rather, I mean to emphasize that 

the word “travelogue” itself tends to carry connotations of certain forms of travel and narration that 

foreclose the possibility of other voices and narratives. That is, it carries a connotation of male, colonial, 

European travel. Through the travelogue, the typically male, European traveler seeks to expand the 

frontiers of knowledge, even as the (typically non-white) servants who accompanied him are never 

accorded the status of “traveler.” My avoidance of this term stems from the conviction that a global 
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study of travel and travel writing alike must be freed from “a history of European, literary, male, 

bourgeois, scientific, heroic, recreational meanings and practices.”40 The terminology of travel writing 

instead allows for more travel narratives to inhabit the space under consideration in this dissertation. 

Shifting our vocabulary from English to Urdu will also fail to sidestep these limitations. The Urdu 

term most commonly translated as travelogue, safarnāma, must also be critically examined for its 

historical affiliation with the ideology of colonialism. As will be seen in chapters two and three, the term 

safarnāma was only infrequently used in either Persian or Urdu before the 1830s. Its first invocations in 

Urdu appear in the context of colonial translation projects sponsored by government presses or official 

subsidies. By constrast, independently produced accounts not commissioned by the colonial 

government used a variety of other terms, including tārīk̲h̲, aḥvāl, and sair, (“history,” “conditions,” and 

“tour”), but never the term safarnāma.41  

 Over the course of the nineteenth century, “safarnāma” did come to be the dominant label 

used both to entitle individual works and to refer to travel writing as a coherent body of writing. 

Nevertheless, the term engendered an ambivalence and discomfort even amongst those who used it; 

authors displayed a consistent and remarkable desire to maintain a certain distance from it. This 

disquiet, I argue, derives from its affiliation with colonial knowledge formations. There is a contradiction, 

in Urdu texts, between what a safarnāma “ought” to be and its praxis. Even as authors increasingly used 

the term in the titles of their works, they also warned the reader that the work under consideration was 
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not, strictly speaking, a safarnāma at all. In one of the most renowned, some might say definitive, travel 

accounts of the nineteenth century, the scholar Shibli Nu’mani writes that: 

Composing an account of such a humble and typical journey and giving it the title of safarnāma 
or kitāb al-riḥlat (book of travels) would not be devoid of impropriety. The types of information 
that are required (lāzmī)and necessary (ẓarūrī) in a safarnāma – a synopsis of the state of the 
country, its manner of administration, the principles of its system of justice, the state of its 
commerce, maps and sketches of its buildings – not a single one of those things is to be found in 
this safarnāma.42 

The true safarnāma, it appears, was one which bore a particularly colonial relationship to the collation 

and systematic presentation of knowledge. More particularly, it called for precisely those kinds of 

knowledge that would be commonly found in adventurer texts affiliated with an expansive imperial 

gaze, perhaps along the same lines as the travel report to Bukhara of Muhammad Husain Azad that was 

secretly sponsored by a voracious imperial government then in the throes of the Great Game.43 In fact, 

although Shibli’s understanding of what a safarnāma “ought” to be was widely agreed upon, there were 

very few Urdu writers who aspired to collect these details or write on these topics. Only a miniscule 

percentage of works of travel ever produced in Urdu ever comes close to supplying that which was 

“necessary and required.” It is unsurprising that very few Urdu travel authors are ultimately engaged in 

this type of census-taking project, for the dominant ideology of Urdu travel writing was never defined by 

an urge to codify knowledge. This focus on colonial-style travel writing as the normative model for the 

safarnāma endures even today.44 For this reason, I argue that it is imperative that we do not allow our 
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analysis to be restricted either to those texts which are called safarnāma or to those which bear a visual, 

conceptual or ideological similarity to the colonial travelogue. Instead, we must read from the widest 

possible range of travel writing so as to allow into our literary and historical record people, projects, and 

perspectives that have tended to be excluded.  

 

Literary Form and Material Format in Travel Writing 

 Even as I seek to expand the body of literature that is invoked under the term “travel writing,” I 

also argue that it is crucial to remain attentive to the influence of limitations imposed on travel writing 

through the literary form of the text, as well as those of its physical production. The traveler may only 

construct and give meaning to the world using the materials at his or her disposal. Just as our experience 

of the world is always reflected through the prism of language, so too is the travel account ordered by 

the linguistic, literary and material means that allow it to come into existence. For this reason, a social or 

intellectual history of South Asia as read through travel writing must be attentive to the literary forms in 

which it is embedded.  

The material in this dissertation suggests that there is a close link between the purpose of the 

text and its literary form in Urdu travel writing. To the extent that it is possible to speak of travel writing 

as a genre, travel writing is distinct from most other genres of Urdu literature in that it has no prescribed 

form. The verse narrative, for example, is typically found in either the maṡnavī verse form, or else in a 

prosymetrum marked by internal rhyme. The marṡiya, a tragic account of the martyrdom of Husain and 

his family and companions, is most often written in the six-line musaddas form. The travel account, by 

contrast, cannot be readily affiliated with any literary form whatsoever. It exists in the maṡnavī, the 

musaddas, and a variety of other poetic forms, but also in prose as history (tārīk̲h̲), as taz̲kira, ethical 

literature, guide book, essay (inshā), and diary entries (roznāmča), amongst many others. A single travel 
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account may also shift between the various forms to re-orient the signification of the telling. For 

instance, an account marked by daily entries may move into an elegiac form in order to evoke a 

particular emotion. In this way, the author uses literary convention to guide the reader into certain 

modes of knowing and categories of understanding. As such, the meaning-creation of the text cannot 

ever be dislocated from the forms through which it is expressed.  

The same is true of its material dimensions. The reading of any travel account must attend to its 

physical manifestation, as well as the nature of its circulation. Often, the format in which a travel 

account is preserved differs from that of its original circulation. Many travel poems likely circulated 

orally at poetry gatherings, in homes or at neighborhood events. From this, we may understand that the 

ideas and representations encoded in travel writing had a reach that went well beyond that of the 

literate and moneyed classes who could afford relatively expensive volumes to peruse at moments of 

leisure. Even prose forms, such as those written in the epic style, were amenable to oral performance 

and might be intended to be accessible to “the young, the old, the base and the noble.”45  

In its written aspect, Urdu travel writing appeared in a variety of formats but is mostly closely 

associated with newspapers and journals. Accounts were first broken into installments and then 

published serially, either daily or over a longer period. Often, these installments would be mailed from 

abroad, allowing the public to follow the journey even as it was still unfolding. This lent them a 

contemporaneousness with the major issues of their day. Travel accounts were published alongside 

news reports, creating an implicit connection between the two. An intertextuality was thus born 

through a shared material space. This mode of publication and circulation also allowed for other forms 

of dialog to emerge. Readers could, for instance, discuss the day’s travel account amongst each other in 
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person, or through letters to the editor. Yet it was also possible for an engagement to emerge between 

the readers and the authors themselves through correspondence. In these instances, the resulting 

account is produced through a dialogic encounter in such a way that the community becomes an 

unacknowledged contributor and travel companion. This most famously happened in the case of the 

great intellectual and reformer Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817 – 1898), who published an account of his 

travels to England in the newsletter of the Scientific Society at Aligarh. A hostile reception compelled his 

installments to become increasingly defensive to such an extent that he eventually left off writing 

entirely.46 Not all serialized accounts ended so abruptly, however. Others, particularly those that were 

well-received during their initial run in the newspaper, found new life when they were collected 

together and published as individual volumes.  

Material questions regarding the format of publication were not only a matter of convention, 

but were consciously tied to the avowedly public or communal nature of the travel account. This is 

acknowledged by one writer, Qazi Abdul Ghaffar, who sought to “serve his homeland” by re-publishing 

his travel account in a single edition that would have a broader impact: “whatever was printed in the 

newspaper in the morning became the raw material for perfumers and street vendors by evening.”47 For 

Ghaffar, the new format not only brought new possibilities of access, but also of a broader, more 

enduring significance. The most successful pilgrimage account ever written in Urdu, Safar-i Ḥijāz by Abd 

al-Majid Daryabadi, was originally published serially in a newspaper in Lucknow.48 These installments 

were republished in various newspapers across India and Pakistan for the next several decades, while 
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the entire account was also published as a book. It has since been repeatedly re-issued since its first 

publication in 1929, and even today it can easily be found at street-side bookstalls in India and Pakistan. 

Both formats allow for the text to be re-interpreted, such that Safar-i Ḥijāz has meant many things to 

many readers of the past eighty years. 

Contemporary travel writing maintains this close relationship with the media. It appears 

regularly in the columns of Urdu newspapers in India and Pakistan, Such as Siyāsat, Navā-e Vaqt and 

Jang. After being published in these arenas, the successful accounts are republished in book format. 

Over the last half-century, literary journals have also become a typical space for the publication of 

longer-form travel writing. Most such journals in Pakistan, including Aurāq and Adab-i latī̤f, feature 

travel writing prominently. Travel writing also continues to circulate orally, in poetry recitations or 

through recorded travel accounts like those of BBC journalist Raza Ali Abidi, which are now available in a 

variety of formats.49 In every case, format, as much as the form or the content of the travel account, has 

a unique effect on the reader.  

 

History, Literature and the Travels of Zarif 

The majority of travel writing in Urdu, then, falls into an area where it remains unexamined by 

scholarship on travel writing. A work typical of this lost opportunity is the travel account of the poet 

Zarif Lakhnavi, who traveled on pilgrimage to Karbala in 1907. Despite its high quality and singeing social 

commentary, Siyāḥat-i Z̤arīf has not been noted in any secondary source nor been included in any of the 
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large lists of travel accounts compiled by scholars of the genre in Urdu.50 The poem speaks equally to the 

social history of Northern India at the turn of the century, even as it reveals the ability of a socially-

engaged oral travel literature to convey a broad range of ideas and emotions to the listener. The 

following lines from his account vividly attest to this:  

Utare musāfir aur qarāntī̤ne meṉ čale 
Dikhlāyā ḍakṭar ko sabhoṉ ne khaṛe khaṛe 

Čhāpe ga’e dobāra musāfir jahāz ke 
Injan meṉ ba’ẓ logoṉ ke kapṛe di’e ga’e 

Al-qiṣṣa  dekh bhāl ke vāṉ se ravāṉ hu’e 
Phir ā ke sab jahāz pe yāṉ ek jā hu’e 

 
Thīṉ jin ke sāth ‘aurateṉ un kā na pūčho ḥāl 

Le jānā aur lānā thā ek jān kā vabāl 
Siṛhī se un ko le ke utarnā thā ik kamāl 

Be pardagī kā dhyān na parde kā thā k̲h̲ayāl  
Yeh parda-dārī jān ke ūpar ‘az̲āb thī 

Un ‘auratoṉ se mardoṉ ki miṭṭī k̲h̲arāb thī 
 
Kahtī thī ko’ī lo merā burq’a aṭak gayā 

Hai hai! Nayā thā tīn jaghe se masak gayā 
Ṣāḥib sambhālo sar se dupaṭṭa khisak gayā 

Lo pa’inča ulaj gayā miqna’ sarak gayā 
Kyā gat banī hai sab kī nigoṛe jahāz par 

Phislan hai kis g̲h̲aẓab kī nigoṛe jahaz par51 
 
The passengers alighted and went to the quarantine 

Each of them were to be examined by the doctor 
The passengers of the ship were stamped once again 

While the clothes of a few were tossed into the engine 
In short, with much care we left from there  

And, coming back to the boat, we gathered together 
 
Those who had women with them – ask not of their state! 
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They had to take them and bring them – it was a curse on their life 
They had to be brought down the stairs just so  

There was no thought for the lack of purdah, or any attention to the veil  
This keeping of purdah became a torture for the men 

Because of those women, these men suffered immensely  
 
One said, Well there! my burqa’s gotten stuck! 

Oh, no! It was new, now its torn in three places  
Sir, help me, my scarf’s slid down 

Well then! My hem’s gotten tangled, my veil’s now slipped off 
What’s this calamity overcoming everyone on this ship! 
What a tremendous mistake it was, [coming on] this ship! 
 

 The poetic structure of these verses mark its affiliation with the marṡiya genre. In these lines, 

Zarif touches on various themes that correspond to elements typical of that genre, such as physical 

deprivation and the trials of difficult journey toward Karbala. The final stanza in the passage given above 

also features copious use so-called “women’s language,” a form of Urdu associated with women’s 

dialogue in north India.52 He details the struggles of these women to maintain their honor in the face of 

repeated trials, a theme which features prominently in the Urdu elegy. 

 In his poem, Zarif is undeniably successful in conveying an experience of a trip to Karbala. His 

description provides a chronological narrative detailing the steps that one must surmount to make that 

journey, but also the emotions and reactions that accompany them. In this selection he describes a legal 

requirement for the trip to Iraq, namely, the mandatory medical checkpoint that was the bane of every 

Indian pilgrim to the Middle East. In the concluding two stanzas of this selection, Zarif conveys the 

chaotic atmosphere that reigned during these trials. Hearing the poem recited, it is easy to imagine the 

panic onboard as so many people, likely first time sea-travelers, attempted to navigate the vessel as 

they maneuvered through these governmental controls. The women’s language, typically associated 
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with the home, is juxtaposed with the ship’s technology and the state’s control over their movement. As 

they navigate this gauntlet, their maḥram, or male guardian, seeks to protect their honor, which is being 

endangered by this forced inspection by the doctor. In the chaos, there is no attention to the 

requirements of purdah, even as the very garments that symbolize it are torn to bits by the ship itself. 

These episodes point to a very real critique of state technologies of control. Zarif is here tapping into an 

on-going debate about how best to integrate women within modern transport. For the preceding 

several decades, elites from both Hindu and Muslim families had been petitioning for appropriate 

facilities for families and female travelers.53 Critiques of quarantine likewise addressed the struggle 

faced by women in the face of rough facilities and a mandatory inspection by a typically male doctor.54 

The social history of this form of writing, then, is crucial to understanding Ṣiyāḥat-i Z̤arīf’s 

emotive potential and the nature of its circulation. But it is also key to understanding how 

representations of the experience of travel and of the larger world circulated in north India in the early 

twentieth century. Ṣiyāḥat-i Z̤arīf was likely intended for public recitation. The meter pushes the 

narrative forward, proceeding quickly from one line to the next, while the verses themselves are in a 

language easily understood by all. The choice to base his account on the marṡiya genre was laden with 

significance for an account of a journey to Karbala itself. This affiliation would have been immediately 

obvious to all the assembled listeners. Even today, large groups gather to listen to recitation of the 

marṡiya.55 These gatherings (majālis) are spaces of shared emotion with a high level of group 
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participation. The reciter seeks to convey the pathos of the poem, while listeners respond with their 

own emotion, often through tears, sobs and exclamations. Participations in majālis such as these was 

shared by men, women and children, including non-Shi’a Muslims and Hindus. Though this particular 

account is light-hearted, it would have a broad interest for its treatment of an eyewitness account of the 

long and difficult journey to one of the most sacred places of Islam. It is probable, then, that recitations 

of Zarif’s musaddas would also have been marked by public participation, though perhaps here with 

tears of laughter instead of sorrow. 

When we read Zarif’s travel account within both its social and literary context, we gain a 

fascinating picture into the way that representations of the world were able to circulate through the 

everyday spaces of North India. His account shows that travel writing in Urdu cannot be reduced to a 

single form of writing or one type of discursive formation. To deny a poem like Zarif’s a place in our 

analysis of travel literature is to restrict our understanding of the extent to which this material was able 

to reach across all sorts of social boundaries. Zarif’s poem vividly recreates the experience of the 

pilgrimage to Iraq for those who could not read or who did not have access to printed materials, 

simultaneously making the claim that the account of the journey itself was worth telling and hearing. 

While the most commonly studied travel accounts would have reached hundreds of educated readers, 

how many more were able to relate to and learn from travel through poetic genres like this musaddas?  

Until now, English-language scholarhip’s discussion of Urdu travel writing on the Middle East has 

focused on the work of highly-educated men often writing in an academic context. Accounts like those 

of Shibli Nu’mani, Muhammad Husain Azad or Abd al-Majid Daryabdi (all scholars of a high order) have 

much to tell us about the value and meaning of these regions in India, but they represent only one 

aspect of a multiplicity of representations that co-existed, complementing and competing with one 

another. This dissertation seeks to show that works like Zarif’s must be integrated into the study of 
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travel writing if we are to understand the place and value of travel in the everyday worlds of modern 

South Asia. To ignore works like Ṣiyāḥat-i Z̤arīf is likewise to deny the rich social history of Urdu 

literature as it relates to travel. This dissertation will bring attention to works like Zarif’s, so far 

unnoticed and unstudied, in order to enrich our appreciation for travel writing as a form of literature, 

but also in order to properly assess its important role in the social history of modern South Asia and to 

examine the shifting value of travel as reflected in modern South Asian travel literature. 

 

Organization of the Dissertation 

The following chapter, chapter two, makes the case that travel writing must be studied from 

within the literary and historical context of its production. I demonstrate that travel writing was 

produced in a highly competitive marketplace of travel in which the value of that activity was being 

theorized, debated and contested in each text. The discourse of beneficial travel was the result of a 

broadly dialogic engagement that played out across the texts. Moreover, I show that the discourse of 

purposiveness and benefit that pervades this genre of writing was the product of the gradual, collective 

refinement of ideas taken from Islamicate, Indic and European traditions. The history of this ideal cannot 

be traced without a clear understanding of the nature and scale of the works that invoked it. This 

chapter also examines the history of travel writing in Urdu and the conditions that led to its proliferation 

in the mid-nineteenth century. In particular, I consider the influence of pre-colonial travel writing in 

Persian and the role of early-colonial munshis (educated explorers) in elaborating the first forays into 

travel writing in Urdu.  

The following three chapters trace the progressive reconceptualization of travel in Urdu across a 

range of places and eras. I link these new concepts to gradual but stark changes in the production of 

travel writing as a literary text, showing how authors continued to elaborate new techniques and forms 
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to convey the value, meaning and experience of their travels to a diversifying readership. From the rigid, 

prosaic accounts produced by surveyors, spies and colonial employees surveyed in chapter two, in 

chapter three I turn to the production of royal travel accounts in the princely states. Here, I demonstrate 

that in the wake of unprecedented restrictions on the expression of their autonomy, these courts 

eagerly took up travel as means to bolster and even further their legitimacy and position in the new 

hierarchies of power being put into place in mid-nineteenth century India. For India’s princely travelers, 

travel not only improved one’s ability to rule, but also strengthened one’s right to do so. These benefits 

were made possible through the production of princely travel accounts. However, rather than take up 

the form of travel writing being produced in British India, these courts instead adapted pre-existing 

literary practices, such as history writing or guidance manuals, to advance their claims in both colonial 

and princely spheres of influence. The princely tour and the princely travel account, I argue, would 

become part and parcel of their rule and an expression of their political legitimacy right up until their 

dissolution in 1947.  

At the same time that princes were developing their own travel writing practices, the idea that 

travel and travel writing were valuable in their own right was also taking root in British India. These 

accounts strongly invoked a vocabulary of improvement, development and advancement. The 

touchstones of this “pedagogical” travel writing are neatly summed up in a travel chronogram: Sair o 

safar o tajarba o ma’lūmāt (1879) – travels and journeys and experience and information.56 Over the 

course of the nineteenth century, British efforts at educational reform through the promotion of travel 

receded as Indian travelers themselves began to declare the benefits of this undertaking themselves. 

Travel writing became a part of popular literary culture as countless individuals wrote accounts that 
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offered readers the opportunity to “travel without ever leaving the home.” These works argued that 

travel was crucial to personal development and worldly success – but at the same time, that it was not 

necessary to embark on a physical journey to gain its value. They sought to convey the experience of 

travel through the text. In an effort to provide informative but entertaining accounts, travel writing 

rapidly proliferated across nearly all the major genres of Urdu literature, from the epic to doggerel. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the fate of Urdu travel writing varied with the rise of fall of 

successive global crises as authors continued to inflect their understanding of the value of travel. 

Though production underwent a marked drop during both world wars, particularly during the 

tumultuous years surrounding independence from British, the field of travel writing continued to 

expand. After the partition of India in 1947, the genre was rejuvenated. A new generation of authors 

began to experiment with travel writing as a consciously literary genre. Although travel writers were 

now visiting more regions of the globe than ever before, the most powerful travel writing in post-

colonial South Asia was produced much closer to home. The final chapter of this dissertation examines a 

sub-category of Urdu travel writing that I call the Indo-Pak travel account. I draw here on recent work in 

partition studies suggesting that we speak not of a single moment of physical violence in 1947, but 

rather of a gradual and always on-going process of partitioning. Through a close reading of a range of 

cross-border accounts, I suggest that the travel writing played a major role in literature’s efforts to come 

to terms with the division of India into three separate entities. Just as authors came to terms with 

partition through their voyages, I argue that their publication in the public space allowed for a broader 

process of reconciliation. Even as late as the 1990s, travel authors continued to develop the idea that 

travel was a source of great benefit for both the individual and society. For authors of this era, it was 

only through travel and cross-border dialog that political tensions could finally be put to rest.  



 

 

 

Chapter Two 

 

The Emergence of Travel Writing in Urdu 

 

 

 

The Urdu travel account has not been the subject of any diachronic historical study in English. 

Since the 1980s, many individual South Asian travel accounts have been examined, but these have not, 

generally, been read against one another or placed within a broader history of travel writing. As a result 

of this limited academic engagement, it is not clear, in fact, whether we may speak of travel writing as a 

coherent genre, or even what might be included within such a category. When did travel writing begin 

to appear in Urdu? What was the trajectory of its growth? In turning to these questions, this chapter 

performs three major tasks. First, it establishes the scale and extent of Urdu travel writing in South Asia 

between the early 1800s until 1990 (the dates for which comprehensive figures can be reliably 

supplied). Second, it examines its relationship to other travel writing practices and forms of knowing 

relevant to the South Asian context, particularly in the Persianate and colonial traditions. Finally, it turns 

to an examination of the material and structural conditions that facilitated the emergence of travel 

writing in Urdu in the nineteenth century.  

 

What is Travel Writing in Urdu? 

Genre is one of the basic categories that inform the way that we read and understand a text. As 

such, any historical study of a body of literature must acknowledge the stylistic conventions and 
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assumptions by which it was once read. This is particularly true of the present study, since a knowledge 

of travel writing’s past is key to tracing out its relation to shifts in the way that travel’s conceptual value 

was understood. Genres, the categories and codes by which works of literature are written, are created 

over time through the gradual formulation of convention. They are likewise shaped through critical 

recognition and affirmation. Over the last two centuries, however, there has been little effort to codify 

the guiding conventions of travel writing in Urdu. Thus do we have the irony that although the travel 

account has existed for far longer than the novel in Urdu, only the latter, through critical recognition, is 

well established as a genre.1 At least in Urdu criticism, travel writing may perhaps suffer from a posited 

contradiction between “the presumed empirical purposes of travel writing and the undeniably 

imaginative aesthetic strategies that enframe the genre.”2 On the one hand, the lack of a critical 

tradition or even clearly identifiable conventions raises serious questions about the possibility of 

speaking of travel writing as a genre, as opposed to a more loosely defined mode or form. On the other, 

this raises in turn the more practical question of which texts we refer to when we speak of “travel 

writing.” 

In Urdu criticism, the genre of travel writing has largely been organized around texts that refer 

to themselves as safarnāme. But is Urdu travel writing subsumed by the term most commonly used to 
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invoke it? To be sure, much Urdu travel writing has indeed been written under the convenient heading 

of safarnāma since the late-nineteenth century. This label frequently appears in the title, subtitle or 

body of many works dedicated to the theme of a particular trip or set of trips. Taken at its most literal, 

then, the safarnāma may be understood to refer to any form of writing, typically in prose, about a 

journey. Yet not all works that are about travel, even in the most straightforward form of an individual 

travelling from point A to point B and back, are called safarnāme. What’s more, those that do use the 

word do not agree on elements required for a particular piece of writing to be considered a safarnāma. 

Does it need to be factual? Need it be written in the first person? Should it provide historical 

information on places visited, or just offer guidance to future travelers? Must it restrict itself to places 

the author actually visited, or may it also include accounts of lands about which the author has received 

reliable information?  

These are questions that have vexed Urdu travel writers as much as their more recent scholarly 

interlocutors. The former tend to skirt the issue with recourse to a ubiquitous trope that, despite its 

banality, seems to reflect genuine trepidation. This is the caveat emptor that graced safarnāma 

introductions and forewords for a century after 1850 and braced the buyer for potential 

disappointment: “this is not a true safarnāma.” Literary scholars in Urdu, who have recently begun to 

examine this literature, are plagued by the complications of defining exactly what a travel account is. 

Most enumerate a relatively strict list of qualities that draw on normative colonial assumptions about 

travel writing. They should be in prose, first person, and objective. They should convey information 

about the terrain, its prominent architecture, cultural observations, notes on the economy, 

transportation, services for the traveler, and so on. These definitions, as parsed by the contemporary 

Urdu literary community, are useful for the process of forming a canon and for formally integrating the 

safarnāma into the halls of authorized forms in Urdu, but they are less useful here, where my interest is 
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to see how text and society interact in South Asian publics. These definitions, moreover, are provisional 

and do not correspond to dec facto dimensions of travel writing in South Asia. Even today there is little 

consensus in the Urdu literary community on the question of what a safarnāma is. This was the case in 

the 1980s when the literary journal Aurāq asked in its regular feature Savāl yeh hai, “safarnāma kyā 

hai?” - “What is a safarnāma?” 3 A variety of answers were provided by prominent literary figures, and 

these were then discussed at further length in later issues. And it remains the case today where, at 

literary gatherings I visited, the question of what a safarnāma actually was generated fierce debate.  

In short, the word safarnāma and its derivatives cannot serve as reliable guides to identifying 

travel literature. Early Urdu travel writing does not employ this term, instead prefering taz̲kira, aḥvāl, or 

tārīk̲h̲. These terms themselves point to other, established genres of literature and serve as a reminder 

that travel writing was not considered a discrete genre. Rather, travel accounts were subsumed within 

these other genres. Moreover, many accounts, especially those written in verse, may not employ the 

term safarnāma at all. On the other hand, “safarnāma” is often used to to describe or title works that 

have nothing to do with travel– the story of a particular town or an atmospheric element. Thus, limiting 

myself to works that self-identify as safarnāma is insufficient and would obscure the extent to which 

travel was represented by travelers in Urdu in a variety of forms. 

For the purposes of this study I do not limit my study to texts of a particular literary form, 

perspective or relationship to objectivity. The texts read here do share the commonality that they are 

travel narratives and generally the product of a journey undertaken by their author. But the author’s 

account may not be the only focus of the text, and the text need not be in the first person. It may be 

organized chronologically, perhaps in diary form, but that is not necessary either. Poetry and prose are 
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equally valid. Conventional works like Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Safarnāma-yi Punjāb find themselves on 

an equal footing in this project with Ghalib’s Čirāg̲h̲-i dair and N. M. Rashid’s modernist free-verse in 

Īrān meṉ ajnabī. This orientation allows me to assess the influence of writing about travel in its entirety, 

instead of being limited to the influence of a particular type for a particular audience. 

There are further advantages to avoiding the normative understanding of travel writing 

currently associated with the safarnāma. This definition, which is heavily predicated on the colonial-era 

conception of the travelogue as an investigative document written generally by a man of means for the 

benefit of science, closes off those voices whose work was not bound by or grounded in the imperial 

mode. Opening up travel writing is crucial for de-colonizing and un-gendering the travel account, a task 

detailed by Clifford in his clarion-call to bring travel back into academic scrutiny.4 Colonial modes of 

travel writing were neither accessible, nor appealing, to all those who wrote in Urdu. While it has been 

clearly shown that the travel accounts of nineteenth century Europe were deeply implicated in the 

structure of colonialism,5 the European model has only a limited presence in Urdu literature. By opening 

up our study to travel narratives written in the third person, or in poetry, we access a wider range of 

discourses related to travel. The cataloging of knowledge has always been present in Urdu travel writing, 

but it is by no means the dominant project. 

Attention to the question of form also helps to loosen the overwhelmingly male orientation of 

travel writing. It is undeniable that the vast majority of travel accounts were written by men. But it is not 

the case that only men traveled. By casting a wide net, this study hopes to integrate female voices that 

are categorically removed by more restrictive parameters. For social reasons, it may have been more 

difficult for some women to write publicly about travel than to actually embark on travels. Women 
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were, moreover, often restricted from writing travel in the normative way that was generally reserved 

for men.6 Instead, we must look to different sorts of writing about travel, whether on the model of 

stories like Rashid Jahan’s Dillī kī sair or the short works of reportage like those written by Ismat 

Chughtai on Lahore.7 

Lastly, this open approach to travel writing rejects prescriptive expectations regarding 

production. It does not demand published or comprehensive monographs. A focus on published books 

misses the fact that the real incubator for travel writing was, and remains, newspapers and journals. 

“Foreign-returned” individuals would write articles or poems for local newspapers, describ their travels 

in university halls,8 or present them in versified form at poetic gatherings. These accounts were rarely 

collected into volumes or republished, but they were primary media through which travel narratives 

were made available to the public. Standalone volumes represent only a portion of travel writing 

published or presented in Urdu.  

 

A Brief History of Published Travel Writing 

By even the most conservative understanding of the term, the magnitude of Urdu travel writing is 

staggering. In order to gain a better sense the extent to which travel writing and discourses of travel 

proliferated across South Asia in the colonial period, in this section I offer a brief publishing history of 

Urdu travel writing. For the sake of accuracy, but also to make manageable such a Sisyphean task, I only 

cover travel writing as it was published in monograph form. This section is intended only to give a sense 

of the dimensions and trajectories of the genre. It would be impossible to arrive at even an approximate 

                                                           

6
 Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century. 

7
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34 

 

figure for the number of accounts that were published in newspapers, magazines, books of poetry and 

in oral settings. Moreover, there are likely rare or unpublished texts that have not been included here. A 

second caveat is that it is potentially misleading to discuss Indo-Persian and Urdu separately in the 

nineteenth century. Although knowledge of Indo-Persian may have declined during this period, readers 

of Urdu were often readers of Persian in India. If this section occasionally speaks of Urdu and Persian 

separately, this is not due to their belonging to distinct intellectual spheres, but only to bring more 

sharply into relief the linguistic transitions that were occurring during this period. Likewise, the accounts 

themselves were often written in a mix of Urdu and Persian. 

 

Travel writing and the printing press before 1857 

Both before and after the arrival of the printing press in India, Indo-Persian travel writing 

circulated almost exclusively in manuscript. Though there are a few instances of original published travel 

accounts in Indo-Persian in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this practice was always 

uncommon. The nature of manuscript circulation in India meant that the reach of these works was 

typically relatively limited; manuscripts were mobile but limited to patterns that privileged traditional 

elites. This Persian-speaking sphere continued to produce and circulate manuscripts right up until 

partition, particularly in Hyderabad, where Persian remained the preferred language in the higher 

echelons of power.  

Urdu travel writing, on the other hand, very rarely circulated in manuscript form. Instances are 

mostly isolated to the early nineteenth century, when printing was not yet a reality for independent 

writers. Amongst these are of the earliest acknowledged Urdu accounts, notably the Siyāḥatnāma of 

Karim Khan. Thus, beyond these early cases, the Urdu travel account is intimately tied to the world of 

print and mass production. This close affiliation with the printing press suggests that Urdu travel writing 
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was closely linked with the rise of the vernacular public sphere. We might also tentatively draw the 

conclusion that the Urdu travel writing was intended from the start to address the public and its 

concerns. Not only does travel writing begin to be published almost at the very moment that printing in 

Urdu became a legal, viable option,9 but the decision to write travel literature in Urdu itself is taken at 

the same time. Still, it is worth noting that Urdu printing did not appear across the subcontinent all at 

once. Moreover, in these early days of printing, it is unclear just how far an individual text could or did 

circulate. Unfortunately, the field of book history is not yet developed enough in South Asia for us to 

know with surety how such texts might have circulated. For this reason, it may be more appropriate to 

say that the production of Urdu travel writing may have had several beginnings.  

 

Early publishing figures for the nineteenth century reveal that Urdu readers likely had their first 

experiences of the genre through translation. Of the roughly forty Urdu accounts printed before 1875, 

ten were translations; four from Persian, five from English and one from Gujarati. Leaving aside for the 

moment the Urdu translation of Itisamuddin’s Persian account, which was prepared for British students 

of the language, the earliest account in Urdu was a translation of Mungo Park’s Travels to the Interior of 

Africa (1799; tr. 1842). This was published by the Orphan Press of Agra, and had clear pedagogical 

purpose: to instruct the reader about world geography and to demonstrate the importance of travel. 

Other English travelogues of the period include the Vaqā’i’-i Kaip (tr. 1853 - possibly Walter Kinlock’s 

The Cape of Good Hope and the Kafir Question), Oliphant’s Tārīk̲h̲-i Čīn o Jāpān (1859, tr. 1867 from 
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Narrative of the Earl of Elgin's Mission to China and Japan), and two print runs of Thomas Douglas 

Forsythe’s Safarnāma-yi Yārqand (1871, tr. 1871 and 1872 - Report of a Mission to Yarkund.)10 

This early publishing history must be examined in its historical context. In 1857, a large sepoy 

mutiny brought several months of chaos to India, and resulting in major changes to the way that India 

was administered. These changes make 1857 a watershed moment that marked major shifts in colonial 

policy. These in turn affected the sphere of vernacular publishing as well as the trajectory of Urdu 

literature. Thus, it is fruitful to divide the history of Urdu travel writing into two phases, one before and 

one after 1857. Stepping back from translations to look at the field of production more broadly, then, 

we see that in the period between 1800 and 1857 a total of 28 travel accounts were produced in both 

Persian and Urdu, including translations. Of these, a mere four or five were original compositions in 

Urdu. From this, we can draw a few conclusions. Firstly, there does seem to have been an increasing 

interest in writing about travel, although this impetus was still largely confined to classical languages 

(Persian) and traditional modes of circulation (manuscripts). Secondly, the prominence of translations 

during this period points toward a strong colonial influence, both in encouraging travel writing and in 

providing models and frameworks. Three works stand out as the only extant accounts originally written 

in Urdu and published before 1857: Yusuf Khan Kambalposh’s Tārīk̲h̲-i Yūsufī, Raja Tukoji Halkar Ra’o’s 

Bāg̲h̲-i nau bahār (1851) and Ghaus Muhammad Khan’s Sair al-Muḥtasham (1852).11  

 

Travel writing and publishing, 1857 - 1900 

                                                           

10
 This translation is of the initial report published by Forsyth of his first visit to Yarqand, and not the more well-

known account of his second trip in 1873. The Urdu translation was likely made from a report published in Gazette 
of India, Supplement (London: Trübner, 1871), 13–62. 

11
 References to several other works exist, including Fidā Ḥusain, Tārīk̲h̲-i Afg̲h̲ānistān, 1839. (see Mirzā Ḥāmid Beg, 

Urdū safarnāme ki muk̲h̲taṣar tārīk̲h̲ (Lāhaur: Klāsīk, 2014), 53–55 and Muḥammad bin Ya’qūb, Safar-i sa’āda 
(Bamba’ī, 1848).  
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The period after 1857 was more bountiful for the field of travel writing in Urdu. From this date, it 

becomes convenient to look at publishing statistics by decade. There was, on average, more than one 

published travel account per year between 1857 and 1870, compared with two in Persian and one in 

Arabic. These Urdu works are extremely diverse. Five are translations (two from Persian, one from 

Gujarati and two from English). There are also some original accounts from royals and court attachés, 

including those of Navab Sikandar Begum, Muhammad Hasan Siddiq Khan and Masih al-Din. Other 

works include narratives of admistrative or official journeys undertaken with British officials, including 

the Safarnāma-yi Amīn Čand and the Kashmiri travels of Pandit Kanhayalal. The remaining works were 

the creations of unaffiliated individuals. Among these, the Musāfirān-i Landan of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan 

is by far the most well-known. 

The advancing pace of publication over time becomes clearer as we look at the temporal 

distribution of these titles. For the first few years after 1857 there were, understandably, very few 

accounts published. Towards the middle of the next decade, though, this situation changed, gradually 

but dramatically. There were three in 1867. 1868 is the last year in which a travel account in book 

format was not published in Urdu. But the end of the 1860s does not only mark the arrival 

establishment of temporal continuity. It is also the period when the Urdu travelogue came into its own. 

Two accounts in 1869 gave way to four in 1870, three in 1871, five in 1872, six in 1873, and so on, so 

that the period 1871-1880 yielded no less than twenty-four works. Amongst them are three translations 

from English and one from Persian. Along with the decreasing percentage of translations comes a rise in 

the number of accounts being written by individuals, as opposed to government employees of courtiers. 

This decade also marks the first period where hajj accounts are no longer negligible – five of these 

twenty-four are hajj accounts, and another comprises a pilgrimage to Karbala. The prominent uptick in 
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publication during this period is not limited to Urdu either. Eleven works were published from 1870-

1880 in Persian, only three of which were reprints of Iranian works. 

This growth remained constant through the end of the century. Of course, this period saw a huge 

increase in Urdu language publications across the board,12 but the numbers here demonstrate that 

travel writing had become a real part of that publishing industry. Figures for the period 1880-1889 

reveal the publication of 36 travel accounts in Urdu, eight of which were translations from English, 

Persian or French; five accounts were published in Persian. The final decade of the nineteenth century 

saw the release of no less than fifty-eight Urdu travel accounts, with the production of works in Persian 

holding steady – six for the entire ten years. Figures one through five below provide a visual 

representation of monograph production through the nineteenth century, as well as a rough 

approximation of their primary subjects. 
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 For statistics on Urdu, Persian, Arabic and Hindi publishing in North India, see Christopher Rolland King, One 

Language, Two Scripts: The Hindi Movement in Nineteenth Century North India (Bombay: Oxford University Press, 
1994); Paul R. Brass, Language, Religion and Politics in North India (London: Cambridge University Press, 1974). 
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Figure 1: 19th century Urdu and Persian travel accounts 

 

Figure 2: 19th century Urdu travel account monographs by decade 
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Figure 3: 19th century Urdu travel account monographs by destination 
 

Publication figures in the twentieth century 

The popularity of Urdu travel writing grew exponentially in the twentieth century, while that of 

Persian continued to recede. During the entire century, only ten accounts were published in Persian, 

half of them during the first five years of the 1900s. Most of these were reprints of earlier accounts from 

a range of periods, including accounts by 19th century Iranian kings and 17th century Indian sufis. A brief 

overview of publishing figures for Urdu monographs conveys a clear sense of the market presence of 

published travel writing during this period.  

The first decade of the 1900s is remarkable. From around sixty works the decade before, we 

suddenly see almost 120 accounts being published. This exponential growth was only checked by the 

tumult of a world at war. The first half of the 1910s produced some fifty accounts, as compared to only 

half that for the remaining years. Both of the World Wars and the movement for Independence had a 

deleterious effect on the production of travel writing in Urdu. This period was also one of ascendency 
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for Hindi, and some of the drop in production may be attributed to competition from other languages. It 

is around this time that Hindu and Jain Urdu authors, who commonly wrote in Urdu in the nineteenth 

century, become increasingly uncommon. 

travel writing rebounded after the end of hostilities in Europe in 1918, with seventy-five 

monographs in the 1920s. This growth carried on into the next decade, with around one hundred 

accounts produced between 1930 and 1939. Predictably, these figures would not be maintained in the 

1940s, between the tumultuous events of World War II, independence and partition. The latter of these 

two events was by far the most disruptive. Forty-seven works of travel were produced during this trying 

ten-year period. Of those, only three came out in 1947, and two in 1948. 

 

 

Figure 4: 20th century Urdu travel account monographs by decade 
 

Since partition, publication figures have only continued to rise, and at a far greater rate than 

ever before. The 1950s and 60s were productive, if subdued years, for travel writing. This was a 
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transitional period dominated by Ibn-i Insha, when authors began to write purposefully subjective and 

artistic accounts meant to take the reader on a highly personalized, idiosyncratic journey. These works, 

especially in Pakistan, became the forerunners to a rejuevenated travel writing industry in the 1970s, 

when critics began to look at travel writing as an integral part of Urdu literature. Literary journals such 

as Aurāq and Nuqūsh solicited travel accounts while critics began to describe them as belonging to a 

distinct genre. In these process, these same journals even coined the term “literary travelogue” (adabī 

safarnāma). This tendency was fueled by a spate of scholarly work in Urdu in the 1980s that critically 

assessed the genre. This was a time when, one author jested, people traveled so that they could write a 

travelogue.13 And indeed it might seem that no major literary figure was without a travel account to 

their name. Gopi Chand Narang, Kishvar Naheed, Mujtaba Husain, Qurratulain Haidar, Mumtaz Mufti. All 

of these renowned authors were to write at least one of the hundreds of accounts produced in the 

1970s and 80s. Some figures, like Mustansar Husain Tarar, could now base their entire careers on travel 

writing.  

The nineties were no different, although some of the novelty and freshness that was 

encountered in the previous decade was lost. Travel writing was no longer trending in literary circles, as 

it had been beforehand. Nevertheless, its popularity did not wane. During this decade the number of 

monographs published, the majority from Pakistan, was just under 500. This steep climb has continued 

into the third millennium. A visit to any bookstore in Lahore or Karachi will reveal that travel writing 

remains a perennially popular genre. The collections are diverse and recent. Afzal Ahmed, the owner of 

                                                           

13
 Amirunnissa writes in 2007: “I read somewhere that people only travel so that they may return and write a 

travelogue. I myself was scared to travel, lest I too be required to write one.” Ae. Amīr al-Nissā, Sarḥad ke us pār: 
safarnāma (Čennaʼī: Sarmadī Pablīkeshanz, 2007), 4. The turn to travel writing was also prominent enough for it to 
be lampooned in a full-length work by Ahmad Nadeem Qasmi, a prominent litterateur. ʻAtā̤ʻ al-Ḥaqq Qāsmī, G̲ẖair 
mulkī sayyāḥ kā safarnāma-yi Lāhaur (Lāhaur: Nastaʻlīq Matb̤ūʻāt, 2007). 
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Sang-e Meel, Pakistan’s largest publishing house, related to me that that travel writing sell better than 

any other genre today.14 

 

A note on the data: these calculations are the result of a two-year effort to compile accurate 

statistics on the publication of travel literature in Urdu and Persian. Data was collected primarily from 

libraries and archives in India, Pakistan, the UK, and the United States. Because most catalogues in India 

and Pakistan are not available online or integrated into larger online aggregators, some works are likely 

not represented here due to the physical impossibility of visiting every relevant library. Moreover, it 

goes without saying that a number of works may have been lost to us over the last two centuries. Many 

of those I found were in poor condition or were the only extant copy. It is impossible to know how many 

more works may have existed. Finally, I also relied on a number of handlists and scholarly publications in 

Urdu.15 Without the work of these scholars, the task would have been infinitely more difficult. 

                                                           

14
 Ahmed, Afzal. Personal Interview. 13, September, 2012.  

15
 Sadīd, Urdū adab men̲ safarnāma; Akh̲̲tar al-Wāsi’, ed., Jazīrah numāʼe ʻArab kī tārīk̲h̲ va s̲aqāfat Hindūstānī 

safarnāmon̲ kī raushnī men̲ (Naʼī Dihlī: Kalcaral Atāshī Āfis, Sifārat K̲h̲āna-yi Mamlikat-i Saʻūdiyya ʻArabiyya, 2012); 
Khokhar, Fahāras al-asfār; Quraishī, Urdū safarnāme unnīsvīṉ ṣadī meṉ. 
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Figure 5: Urdu travel account publication by decade 
  

Travel writing in newspapers and journals 

Though their numbers render cataloging unfeasible, it is crucial to remember that most travel 

writing was in fact published in newspapers and journals; some of these were later compiled into 

monographs. This process has profound implications for our understanding of the travel’s role in the 

Urdu public sphere. This data will become more accessible as scholars continue the task of indexing 

newspapers and journals. Until then, in order to make up for the lack of figures, here I will briefly 

consider publishing statistics for a few representative sources over relatively short periods of time 

across the twentieth century. I draw my samples from Mak̲h̲zan, from 1901 to 1910, and Ṣidq-i jadīd 

from 1971-1974. 

Mak̲h̲zan began publishing in 1901 in Lahore under editorship of its founder Abd al-Qadir. 

Dedicated to the promotion of the language and its literature, it was one of the earliest instances of 

literary journalism in Urdu. Neverthless, it regularly featured articles on travel, particular in the editor’s 

introduction. I was able to locate at least eighteen instances for the period between 1901 and 1910, 
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including accounts of Paris, Kashmir, Turkey, Malwa, Portugal and Sicily. In short, even in this literary 

magazine dedicated to Urdu, travel writing was regular. Ṣidq-i jadīd, on the other hand, was a famous 

newspaper founded by the eminent scholar and journalist Abd al-Majid Daryabadi (1892 – 1977), 

himself the author of some of the most popular travel works in twentieth century Urdu. Daryabadi 

founded a number of newspapers across his long life, from Sač in 1925 to Ṣidq in 1933, and then Ṣidq-i 

jadīd in 1950.16 The latter remained in publication until the 1980s. Under Daryabadi’s editorship, in the 

period from 1971-1974 alone, sixteen travel accounts were published in the weekly newspaper. Despite 

limited access to the original copies of these newspapers, I have located sixty-two travel accounts 

published across the three papers.17 

The account given in this section is meant to provide an indication of the prevalence of travel 

writing in both journals and newspapers in Urdu. They show that across the entirety of the twentieth 

century, travel writing has been a regular feature in the media of popular and literary consumption in 

the Urdu public sphere. The presence of letters to the editor in these materials further emphasizes that 

travels were shared by the community and were read with interest.  

 

Travel Writing by Women in Urdu 

The publishing history of Urdu travel writing cannot be told without reference to the many 

women who contributed to it. Unfortunately, the nature of their contributions have tended to obscure 

their role, not only in Urdu but in a range of emergent vernaculars in the nineteenth century. Though 

the accounts and itineraries of men continue to remain the most well-known today, a number of 

                                                           

16
 Abida Samiuddin, Encyclopaedic Dictionary of Urdu Literature (Global Vision Publishing House, 2007), 159.  

17
 These numbers were arrived at with partial reference to ‘Abd al-‘Alīm Qidvā’ī, Hafte-vār Sač kā tauẓīḥī ishāriya 

(Paṭnā: K̲h̲udā Bakh̲̲sh Oryanṭal Pablik Lā’ibrerī, 2000). 
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scholars have recently begun to point to the ways that women have contributed to the shaping of this 

genre. Their influence in modern India may be first traced particularly to the princely state of Bhopal, 

where a series of women rulers took up the genre with vigor and even integrated it into their court 

literatures. The foundation for this tradition was laid by Navab Sikandar Begum, who traveled to Mecca 

in 1863. Her account, now available only in English, has recently been republished with an extended 

scholarly apparatus.18 A number of other travel accounts and memoirs from the late nineteeth and early 

twentieth centuries are associated with her and her successors, including the recently republished 

Siyāsat-i sultā̤nī, as well as Rauẓat al-riyyāḥīn, and Tāj al-iqbāl.19 Meanwhile, another influential family in 

turn-of-the-century India was also breaking new ground in the production of travel writing. These were 

the Fyzee sisters, whose writing has been studied by Sunil Sharma and Siobhan Lambert-Hurley.20 

The works of these women have thankfully become more well-known over the last decade. 

However, there are a number of other women writers whose contributions to travel writing in Urdu 

remain to be studied, not to mention contributions by women in the other vernaculars of India. This is 

especially the case in the first years of the twentieth century, when travel writing by women became 

somewhat more common. However, the study of this literature is faced by a number of challenges. 

Sharma, for instance, points out that “as in the case of other women’s writings of the early twentieth 

                                                           

18
 Sikandar Begum and Siobhan Lambert-Hurley, A Princess’s Pilgrimage: Nawab Sikandar Begum’s A Pilgrimage to 

Mecca (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008). 

19
 Hannah L. Archambault, “Becoming Mughal in the Nineteenth Century: The Case of the Bhopal Princely State,” 

South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, September 12, 2013, 1–17; Barbara Metcalf, “Islam and Power in 
Colonial India: The Making and Unmaking of a Muslim Princess,” The American Historical Review 116, no. 1 
(February 1, 2011): 1–30. 

20
 Sunil, 1964 Sharma, “Delight and Disgust: Gendered Encounters in the Travelogues of the Fyzee Sisters,” in On 

the Wonders of Land and Sea, ed. Roberta Micallef and Sunil Sharma (Boston: Ilex Foundation, 2013), 114–31; 
Fyzee-Rahamin, Lambert-Hurley, and Sharma, Atiya’s Journeys: A Muslim Woman from Colonial Bombay to 
Edwardian Britain. 
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century most of the original Urdu texts are largely unpublished to this day,” making them difficult to 

access for twenty-first century scholars. Even when their works were published, they remain elusive. 

Travel writing by women often appeared in women’s journals, which were very rarely preserved and as 

a result cannot be easily found or consulted. “The study of women’s magazines in Urdu presents a 

number of difficulties, not least of which is simply locating them….to find women’s newspapers and 

journals…requires assiduous detective work.”21 Even still, we can point to a number of influential 

women writers whose contributions to Urdu travel literature cannot be overstated. These include the 

numerous accounts of Begum Sughra Humayun Mirza (1884 – 1958), who was dedicated to the 

promotion of education among Muslim women and who edited an array of women’s magazines such as 

al-Nissā’ and Zeb al-nissā’, both of which carried travel writing.22 We may also point to women such as 

Begum Sarbuland, Rahil Shervaniya, and Begum Hasrat Mohani, all of whose works are in need of 

detailed study.  

In general, women travel writers from colonial India consciously sought to create a dialogue 

between themselves and a female readership. This is seen, in the first place, in that their works were 

typically published in magazines and newspapers dedicated to women readers. It is also evident in the 

style of address, which was often learned but informal, and characterized by direct address. This 

structure often seems to replicate a conversational style typical of the zenana, as in the following 

selection from the Hindi travel account of Hardevi, a Lahori woman who traveled to London: 

My dear readers [a female referent is indicated throughout], today in your service I am making 
available to you an account of my journey … wise ones have said that the fruit of travel to 
foreign countries is just this – that whatever you see and hear there, you should definitely 
describe it to your friends in society … it is a great pity that, for one thing, in our Punjab it is rare 
to meet a local sister (deshī bhaganī) from our society who has traveled to distant lands. Even 
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 Minault, Secluded Scholars: Women’s Education and Muslim Social Reform in Colonial India, 105–106. 

22
 Ibid., 152. 
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those who travel somewhere in the name of doing a pilgrimage are unable to share that 
happiness with others because of an inflexible purdah or for some other reason. Even now no 
community (samāj) or society (sosā’iṭī) where women of good birth (bhadra gharoṉ kī striyeṉ) 
can gather to meet their [foreign]-returned sister and enjoy hearing an account of distant 
countries from her own mouth.23 

This quote also points to ways that the production, circulation and intended audience of women’s travel 

writing could be strongly influenced by class concerns. Or perhaps, how truly limited the circulation of 

women’s travel writing might be. Hardevi speaks directly to women from good families who belong to 

“our community.” Several decades later, the Fyzee systers too were “conscious of writing for an 

audience of respectable Muslim women.”24 Atiya Fyzee, for instance, speaks directly to her “taḥz̲ībī 

sisters.” “Taḥz̲ībī” might be translated as “cultured,” though it is of course more directly a reference to 

the readership of the magazine in which her account was published, which was entitled taḥz̲īb al-nisvān 

(Women’s Culture). It is clear, then, that only a limited segment of society was intended to read these 

works. Neverthless, it was not necessarily the case that women of other classes were being purposefully 

excluded. Rather, women’s literacy was woefully low even in the early twentieth century,25 and this 

itself was a major cause for the limited number of women’s travel accounts from colonial India. 

 In addition to these accounts written by Indian women, a handful of other works by women 

travelers were made available to readers of Urdu through translation. Some of these might appear in 

journals or else be printed as standalone volumes. Some noteworthy accounts from this category 

include the 1886 translation of Lady Dufferin’s travels to Hyderabad, Laiḍī Ḍufferen kī čand-roza sair-i 

Ḥaidarābād, Khalida Adeeb’s Andarūn-i Hind (1938), Lady Zainab Evelyn Cobbold’s Ḥajj-i Zainab (1939). 

These works point to the efforts that were made to bring to a specifically female audience travel writing 
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 Hardevī, Landan Yātrā (Lāhaur: Oriental Press, 1888), i–ii. 

24
 Sharma, “Delight and Disgust: Gendered Encounters in the Travelogues of the Fyzee Sisters,” 116. 

25
 Minault, Secluded Scholars: Women’s Education and Muslim Social Reform in Colonial India, 262–264. 
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by other women. Though difficult to access, an exploration of the link between educational reform and 

travel as it played out within the realm of women’s education is greatly in need of further 

investigation.26 

 

Precedents for the Travel Account 

The above tabulation of Urdu travel writing statistics makes clear that this genre has been a 

constant fixture of Urdu prose since it paralleled, and then eclipsed, Persian in its rise to prominence in 

the nineteenth century. As prose writing in Urdu became increasingly common, so did the production of 

travel writing. But this is not simply a question of translation, or movement from the one language to 

another. Although travel writing did exist in Indo-Persian, it never gained clear momentum. Why did the 

travel account emerge in Urdu when it did? This section briefly explores the question of origins with an 

eye to placing these works in the context of intellectual currents in the early modern and colonial 

periods. I ask here how the interaction between munshis, scholars and the agents of imperial expansion 

provided training and guidance that pushed certain forms of Urdu travel writing towards an imperial 

model.  

Before turning to the nineteenth century, a brief word with regard to pre-colonial writing 

practices in Indo-Persian will help to contextualize the changes that were about to occur. It is crucial to 

note that while travel writing certainly existed in an array of forms in Indo-persian between seventeenth 

and nearly nineteenth centuries centuries,27 it is undeniable the travel writing was not considered to be 

                                                           

26
 A few recent studies in Urdu have also turned to look at women’s travel writing in Urdu, including: Ṣadaf Fāti̤ma, 

“K̲h̲avātīn ke safarnāmoṉ kā fannī aur mushāhadātī mutā̤la’a” (PhD diss., University of Karachi, 2008); Aḥmad 
Parāča, “K̲h̲avātīn ke safarnāme,” Māh-i nau 53, no. 10 (2000). 

27
 The 17

th
 century in India was particularly fecund for travel writing, in numerical terms but also in the range of 

figures who produced them. In 1643 a Mughal princess, Jahanara, wrote a Sufi tract which includes a brief account 
of her journey to Ajmer during the ‘urs celebration in Ajmer. Other noteworthy accounts include the Iranian 



 

50 

 

a unique branch of literature. It was, rather, more closely aligned with history or geography. Thus, we 

cannot seek to explain the emergence of the travel writing as a genre in its own right in the nineteenth 

century solely in terms of a Persianate or Islamicate tradition that gradually shifted into Urdu. Moreover, 

there are significant differences in style, perspective and focus that create a chasm between the typical 

pre-colonial account in Persian and later accounts in Urdu. At the same time, there are clear continuities 

between the colonial-era travelogue and the parameters of Persian travel writing. However, the 

relationship between these two periods of writing is not simply linear. In their promotion of travel 

writing, nineteenth century Urdu authors often turned back to these earlier instances in Persian, but 

also in Arabic, in order to establish historical legitimacy for their own projects. Thus it was that only after 

travel writing had become established in Urdu did a strong interest in the Arabic travel classics develop. 

According to my research, it was only in 1898 that the first printed edition of Ibn Battuta (1304 –1377) 

became available in Urdu.28 There are also very few early manuscripts of his Riḥla available. The first 

Urdu edition of Ibn Jubair (1145 – 1217) appeared soon after, in 1900. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

immigrant Shustari’s Tuḥfat al-ā‘lam, the munshi Nek Rai’s 1665Taz̲kirat al-safar of, and the Tārīk̲h̲-i Āshām of 
Shahab al-Din Talish from around the same period. Mu’izzuddin wrote the Natā’ij al-Ḥaramain in 1643, with the 
Muk̲h̲liṣ-i ṣubḥ-i ṣādiq appearing a few years later. At the close of the 17

th
 century, Qazvini’s Anīs al-ḥujjāj (1670s), 

Muhammad Mufid’s Jāmi’ al-mufīdī (1679), and Mir Abd al-Jalil Bilgrami’s Inshā-i Jalīl (1699) all appeared. In the 
following century, noteworthy accounts include Hazin’s Taz̲kira (1741), the Muraqqa’-i Dillī of Dargah Quli Khan, 
and the 1728 Fuyūẓ al-Ḥaramain of Shah Valiullah. Less known but equally important works for the pre-colonial 
period in Indo-Persian travel writing include ‘Abd al-Rasul’s Nairang-i zamāna (early 1700s), al-Gujarati’s 1750 
Safarnāma, Anand Ram Mukhlis’s so-called Safarnāma-yi Bangarh and Muhammad Nasir’s Bayāẓ. Near the end of 
the eighteenth century, the final pre-colonial texts may include anonymous and untitled manuscript in Tonk, Mir 
Sharif’s Aḥvāl, and the well-known Savāniḥ-i Ḥaramain of Rafiuddin Muradabadi. Rounding out the century, we 
also find Abd al-Qadir’s Ḥālāt-i manāzil az Shāhjahānābād ta Kābul (1796), Ali Bakht Azfari’s Vaqā’i’-i Aẓfarī and 
Muhammad Baqi’s Aḥvāl-i safar. By the nineteenth century, Persian accounts were increasingly produced under 
colonial influence. Nonetheless, a number of texts from the beginning of that century show little immediate 
connection of colonialism, revealing the variegated nature of the ways that ideas of travel and travel writing 
spread through time and space.  

 

28
 This time period also corresponds with an “international scholarly craze” with re-discovering and translating 

medieval travel accounts from Europe, perhaps indicating the way that intellectual interest in travel writing was at 
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Colonialism and the nineteenth century travel account 

The early relationship between colonialism and travel writing in India is well-known thanks to a 

wealth of scholarship on this early literature. Analysis of the works of Persian and English language 

writers like Itisamuddin, Lutfullah, Abu Talib and others show that travel writing was being encouraged 

by both government representatives and individual British citizens working in India. The same is true of 

the earliest travel writers in Urdu: Kambalposh, Maharaja Holkar II, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Aminchand, 

Kanhayalal. All of these pioneering travel writers worked with the support and encouragement of 

colonial patrons. There are a number of reasons why the travel account emerged as a novel form of 

literature when it did; one of these is that the British were actively encouraging Indians to adopt it. 

As the East India Company shifted focus from its limited mercantilist purview to the task of 

ruling large swaths of territory it increasingly adopted for itself the role of civilizer. It became concerned 

with, as Macaulay famously put it, the “intellectual improvement of the people of this country.” The 

colonial education system has been studied in great detail and is well-known. Its many projects included 

the promotion of “useful literature” such as that written by Nazir Ahmad at the behest of colonial 

authorities. What is less documented, however, is that travel and travel writing both were supported as 

a part of these initiatives. By the nineteenth century, travel writing had become well established in 

Europe, and it was, moreover, closely linked to imperial expansion. It was the genre of explorers, 

adventurers and successful young men and women who sought to polish or distinguish themselves. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

this moment expanding in both Europe and India. Elka Weber, Traveling through Text: Message and Method in 
Late Medieval Pilgrimage Accounts (New York: Routledge, 2005), 2. 
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Amongst the many shortcomings that the British found in the intellectual life of India was the supposed 

lack of geographical knowledge, a product of their failure to travel.29 

The colonial preoccupation with this most imperial of literary forms meant that the travelogue 

came to exist as a category of writing in the vernaculars even before any were written. Farina Mir points 

this out in her engagement with Robert Darnton, who argues that “books were classified according to 

categories that made more sense to British civil servants than to the Indians who produced or read 

them.”30 She notes that colonial catalogues of Indian book production had fifteen categories, 

“biography, drama, fiction, history, language, law, medicine, miscellaneous, poetry, politics, philosophy, 

religion, science (mathematical), science (natural), and travel.” Books received by the government would 

be sorted into these categories.However, there were truly very few books that could be placed into the 

category of travel for Urdu in first half of the nineteenth century. In the early years, these columns 

simply went blank, as no works that appeared to be works of travel were reported. Instead of waiting 

for Indians to step forward to fill it, various British civilians, as well as educational committees, worked 

to have them filled. While travel writing and “useful literature” continued to be encouraged in the 

educational system, more concrete efforts were made to provide templates for future writers along 

with encouragement for these models to be followed. Many early Urdu travel works were not written by 

Indians at all, and in a few instances, translated by them either: the first travel account in Urdu was 

published by the British themselves, and in London no less! 
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 Encouraging a geographical consciousness and a knowledge of place on these terms was a crucial prerequisite to 
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This text was not, however, intended for Indian readers. In 1827, a translation of Itisamuddin’s 

Shigurfnāma-i Vilāyat was published in London in both English and Hindustani. This attempt was 

undertaken by an officer posted in Bangalore who provides it as an exciting and pedagogically useful 

tool for the “Hindustani tyro” who could find in it encouragement to learn Urdu, the "acquirement of 

which is so indispensably necessary for those who mean to sojourn in our eastern possessions.”31 J. E. 

Alexander cuts out “tedious passages,” omitting “disguising” sentences and provides the author’s “true 

meaning.” A few years later, a translation was made of Mungo Park’s Travels to West Africa (1840) by 

the Agra School Book Society, this time for Indians themselves. Around the same time, another 

translation appeared in Urdu that, like the account of Mungo Park, claimed to be written for the benefit 

of Indians unaware of the many benefits of travel. Vaqā’i’-i Kaip, or The Happenings on the Cape, was 

published in Agra in 1853. The original work was by one Charles Walter Kinlock, a self-professed “Bengal 

civilian” who had grown up in India. His journey to south Africa was made for a change of weather and 

“hunting and enjoyment.” The translation was made at the request of Lala Kishorilal and John Eden, who 

felt that it was appropriate for the book to be translated so that the “general public” could become 

“aware of its subject.”32 Again, then, the Indian reader is shown how to travel and how to write about it.  

A final instance is the 1854 Safarnāma of Munshi Aminchand, a work on the principal cities and 

regions of India that was purchased by the Education Department of the North-West Provinces and 

published “for the benefit of public institutions.” It was revised and republished again in 1859. The 

preface to the latter edition speaks of its author as a model citizen: well-educated, untainted by 

excessive proximity to scholars of who come from “Hindu or Muslim” traditions, a man who’s efforts 
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were only to “gratify his desires to travel.” His travelogue, the English preface says, was written with “a 

view to assisting the attainment of knowledge [of India.]”33 Aminchand himself identifies a lack of 

knowledge of geography, as well as shortcomings in the colonial syllabus, as the main sources of his 

desire to write. “Everyone should be aware of the conditions of their country.” He stresses that he 

traveled not for pilgrimage, trade or government work, but for the pure sake of learning and to gain a 

familiarity with other lands (“ṣirf barā-ye taḥṣīl-i ‘ilm aur ḥuṣūl-i vāqifiyyat-i ḥāl aur mulkon kī.”)34 With 

Aminchand, the colonial-style travelogue has fully blossomed. Travel is said to be conducted selflessly, 

for the sake of knowledge, by a well-educated man of means who has retired from government service 

after a distinguished career. He does so out of a love for his country, which he finds is the duty of every 

citizen. And although he finds pleasure in this discovery of his “own” country, his overriding concern is 

to provide the benefits of his labors to the people (‘ba-naz̤ar-i fā’ida-yi ‘āmmah.’)35 Last but not least, he 

has learned to evaluate the customs and practices of the people he meets in a scientific fashion, so 

much so that the government of NWP sponsored its publication to be used in the classroom.  

In the next few years, a few new translations were made into Urdu, including Oliphant’s military 

mission to China and Japan, but from here on there is less evidence of colonial encouragement. 

Translations, when they appear, are undertaken by Indian initiative, and where once authors noted the 

encouragement of British administrators to write, they now claimed to write at the behest of their 

friends. Although at this point the numbers in terms of production are still quite low, by the 1860s the 

travel writing had begun to come into its own, frequently with a colonial flavor. While Persianate travel 
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writing had focused on religious knowledge or documenting wondrous things (‘ajā’ib o g̲h̲arā’ib), these 

elements were increasingly subdued, but never superseded, as travel writing shifted to newer models in 

the nineteenth century and beyond. These enduring elements notwithstanding, by the 1860s, a new 

type of travel writing had appeared whose premises rested on imperial models, colonial categories and 

educational imperatives. 

 

Information networks, ak̲h̲bārāt and the roots of Urdu travel writing 

Intellectual and social reform was not the only concern motivating the government’s promotion 

of travel and travel writing in colonial India. It was also closely related to thecolonial state’s need for 

information. Bayly’s seminal Empire and Information shows how, confronted with a scarcity of resources 

and manpower, the British relied heavily on a knowledge of Indian society and politics to maintain their 

rule. This information was largely supplied by indigenous informants who provided detailed reports, not 

only on their own territories, but on others’ as well. As Warren Hastings mildly put it: “every 

accumulation of knowledge and especially such as is obtained by social communication with people over 

whom we exercise a dominion … is useful to the state.”36 

The networks for farming this knowledge were based on Mughal intelligence formations that, 

like the colonial apparatus, took care to note precise geographical details. Bayly notes how Mughal-era 

historian Inayat Khan wrote with precision about Tibet, basing his account on information collected by 

his father Zafar Khan during an expedition there.37 Yet Mughal intelligence tended to be “directed to 
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specific rather than general aims… and rarely correlated in any general matrix of information.”38 

Nonetheless, the Mughals and their successor states had large networks of informants who wrote about 

regions and domains that were otherwise beyond the state’s gaze. The similarity of vocabulary used to 

report this information to that of early Urdu and Persian travel writing – news (ak̲h̲bār), events (vaqā’i’), 

conditions (ḥālāt) - suggests that we also seek the roots of Urdu travel writing in the structures and 

networks of the intelligence community. Moreover, given the significant overlap in the late nineteenth 

century between travel writing and newswriting, it is unsurprising that ak̲h̲bār-navīs and k̲h̲ufiya-navīs 

also contributed to the roots of early colonial-style travel account. 

Colonial information networks came together in the figure of the munshi, who was located at 

the top of the intelligencer hierarchy. Munshis worked directly under British officials and were their 

principal means of interfacing with Persianate society. They were, moreover, indispensable as assistants 

during imperial expeditions, serving not only as liaisons and cultural intermediaries, but also as the most 

astute observers of the country through which they traveled. For a colonial order parched for 

information, the prospect of enlisting indigenous actors to collect and present that information was 

enticing. In addition to this empirical data, many in the colonial apparatus also valued their opinions, as 

munshis were considered to have unique and discerning perspective. A case in point is Munshi 

Aminchand, who was recruited to travel and write for this very reason. While his account was supported 

by the educational administration as a useful textbook for the classroom, the journey itself was not 

entirely the result of an innate curiosity, as claimed in his English preface. Rather, his observations were 

the result of a secret information-collecting mission through a number of recently acquired territories, 

including Sindh and Punjab. 
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Aminchand followed on the heels of a number of travel accounts that were the direct result of 

just these sorts of missions, networks and alliances. In the late eighteenth and the first half of the 

nineteenth century, colonial authorities sponsored the production of a handful of accounts based on 

colonial expeditions and missions. Munshis, generally travelling with a European, meticulously noted the 

details of their journeys. Though their primary function on the journey was to serve as a linguistic and 

cultural intermediary, they also contributed their observations to the collection of valuable geographic, 

cultural and political information sought by the state. Temporally, their writings appeared just before 

the Urdu travel accounts began to be published, and they contributed greatly to the shape that it would 

take in the second half of the nineteenth century and beyond. This early complicity in the larger imperial 

mission provides a starting point, as well as an example, for later travel accounts in Urdu. 

The relationship between Indian travel writing and the colonial information collection efforts is 

most evident in writing on the lands to the north-west of Delhi where the colonial government was then 

seeking to expand its influence: Punjab, Kashmir, Afghanistan and beyond, to Central Asia. Even late in 

the nineteenth century, these areas were relatively unknown to the British, who mounted several 

expeditions to further their contacts and interests there and, if possible, eclipse the spread of the 

Russian Empire southeastward. Indians often manned the front lines in efforts to collect valuable data, 

occasionally giving their lives in the process. Many wrote travel accounts based on their journals once 

they returned.39 In 1790, Mughal Beg was commissioned by Francis Wilford to visit and make a report on 

the lands to the North-west of Delhi, for which he traveled through Punjab, Kashmir and Afghanistan.40 
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An account of his travels was collected in a volume entitled Sair al-Bilād (1799).41 In 1819, Munshi 

Izzatullah, accompanied William Moorcroft through Kashmir to Bukhara keeping a meticulously detailed 

notebook. The manuscript version of his account, Aḥvāl-i safar-i Buk̲h̲ārā, features prose descriptions 

alongside meticulously arranged charts giving place names, topographical features, and distances and 

providing “invaluable information about the routes, distances, and markets of the Eurasian caravan 

trade.”42 The resulting travel account was later translated and published by the Asiatic Society.43 His 

work was considered highly valuable by the British, but it also circulated in manuscript form in its 

original Persian in the princely states.44 

Aḥvāl marks a formative moment for the development of nineteenth century Persianate travel 

writing, which would retain many of the elements of earlier Persian accounts combined with others 

from European models. It combines colonial information collection with the aesthetics, concerns and 

observations typical of the Persian intellectual sphere, revealing how imperatives from both traditions 

contributed to the development of a new genre that was dawning in the language that would come to 

dominate the nineteenth century, Urdu. While it is probably the most famous account to come out of 

the collaboration between munshi and Company, is not unique. In 1834, Munshi Mohanlal composed his 

experiences during a similar expedition to Samarkand. Though his account was written in English, Sunil 
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Sharma makes a convincing case for considering Travels in the Panjab, Afghanistan and Turkistan to 

Balk, Bokhara and Herat as a Persianate text.45 Before it was published in Calcutta, portions of it were 

also made available in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal.46 On this journey, the munshi’s 

expertise in Persian and etiquette were critical. In addition to providing vital support as a cultural and 

linguistic intermediary, Mohanlal kept a journal “as instructed by [his] British teachers.” In reward for his 

writings, the Government granted him “a plot of land in Delhi, gifts of survey instruments, and an 

increased salary.”47 Though Mohanlal’s engaging account was valued for its insights into the culture and 

history of an understudied region, this reward indicates the premium placed on the ability to access and 

report on unknown regions.  

Travel accounts written by Indians employed by the Company grew as the frontier expanded 

northwestward. The later period is exemplified by Lala Ganeshi Lal. Just weeks after the Treaty of 

Amritsar created the state of Jammu and Kashmir in 1846, a surveying party, including Lord Elphinstone, 

departed to inspect Maharaja Gulab Singh’s domains. Lala Ganeshi Lal, as a Persian-speaking munshi, 

was “required to record events and information … it was enjoined on him that accounts should be 

prepared of whatever could be seen or investigated.”48 The result was Siyāḥat-i Kashmīr. This pattern 
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repeated well into the second half of the nineteenth century. As Fisher notes, in the 1860s the British 

trained a number of “pundits” as surveyors to reconnoiter Central Asia. One of the most renowned 

figures in Urdu literary history numbers amongst those who went on one of these subvert missions to 

Central Asia. Muhammad Husain Azad – poet, critic, literary historian and author of the single most 

influential account of Urdu literature ever written – joined forces with a disguised Dr. Leitner in 1865 to 

travel to the region. Only in the 1960s did the details, as well as some of Azad’s writings on the trip, 

come to light.49 

The colonial government was often obsessed with events and meetings happening outside of 

their visual range. The Great Game, a geo-strategic contest between the British and Russian empires for 

control over Central Asia, was by this period in full swing. Elsewhere, Mecca, in particular, was seen as a 

place where radicals could congregate and plot against the empire in secrecy. It was a domain the 

English could not enter. To make up for this, the government sought out figures who had information 

about these forbidden or inaccessible locations which would help them to strategize, both politically and 

militarily.50 This interest is likely behind the “request” made of the Begum of Bhopal to record what she 

saw in Mecca and in Arabia. As Lambert-Hurley puts it: “The eliciting of this information … may have 

reflected a political motivation at a time when this region was viewed as a legitimate imperial 

aspiration.”51 In the early nineteenth century, Indians were employed to travel and write about these 

sensitive areas. After the 1860s, encouraging travelers to go to places like Mecca and write about it 
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would no longer necessary as Indians themselves began to write and publish accounts with vigor. Like 

Aminchand’s writings, which were intended to produce a cultural and physical geography of India useful 

for Indians, that information may have been intended for local consumption, but it was undoubtedly 

useful for the British as well.  

Bayly’s work shows how a networks of informants spread across India, working first for the 

Mughals, and later for the British. He demonstrates how their networks were set up, maintained, and, 

occasionally, sabotaged. But most importantly, he reveals just how crucial these informants were for the 

maintenance of empire. This section has only detailed a few instances of the ways that munshis 

produced travel writing. These travel accounts were among the seeds from which a later generation of 

travel writers would sprout. 

 

The Nineteenth Century and the Emergence of Travel Writing in South Asia 

The enduring popularity of travel writing is attested to by the sheer volume of publication over 

the last century and a half. Moreover, that many of the most influential literary and political figures 

wrote accounts consistently demonstrates that this genre was very much a part of the mainstream. But 

these points do not help us to make sense of how travel writing came to be such an integral part of the 

Urdu-speaking world. Above, I have shown some of its precursors and established the points from which 

it may have emerged. But these alone do not provide a full account of the factors that led to its 

widespread popularity from the mid-nineteenth century. In fact, a convergence of a number of factors 

can be identified. 

 

Transportation and safety 

Phaṭkar aise mulk pe la’nat dayār par 
Allāh kī mār is safar-i nā-gavār par 
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A rip-roaring curse on a land such as this 
And may god blast this unbearable journey52  

 
It is often noted that social and religious dictates discouraged, and even prohibited, travel in 

South Asia. Concerns about religious purity or the availability of ritually significant materials and 

prescribed comestibles, it is said, limited mobility, particularly for those higher in the socio-religious 

hierarchy. An entire body of colonial literature was build up on the myth unchanging, immobile India. 

This, of course, ignores the tremendous mobility of all classes within South Asia, especially for purposes 

of labor, pilgrimage, conquest and alliance.53 Nevertheless, it is undeniable that mobility within and 

without the subcontinent was at times limited by a number of factors. One of the highest barriers to 

travel in South Asia and abroad, especially for the privileged classes who had the means and leisure to 

pen their experiences, was the fact that travel was often difficult and dangerous. 

Of the many difficulties of travel, the most off-putting may have been the inconvenient modes 

of transport: generally horse, bullock cart, elephant, or palanquin. These would be ridden over roads 

that might be uneven, muddy, or washed out. Some routes boasted caravanserais where travelers could 

expect safe, occasionally even comfortable, accommodations at regular intervals.54 Otherwise, the 

traveler would be required to find a suitable site to make camp, often without access to fresh water. 
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Then there was the question of safety of life and property. Especially in the turbulent eighteenth 

century, travelers faced attack by bandits, large mammals and snakes.55 Sea travelers might confront 

Portuguese pirates.56 Many of these dangers could be mitigated, but only at a cost.  

Illness was another risk. Under arduous conditions, the chance of succumbing to disease was 

greatly increased on the road, as was the danger of exposure to ailments that might be avoided at 

home. Treatment, too, was limited while abroad, unless you brought your own physicians with you. The 

earliest accounts in Urdu, written before the revolution in transport in British India, display an overriding 

concern with sanitary conditions and sources of clean water on the road. No one factor had more sway 

over whether or not a locale was spoken of positively or negatively than whether or not it had potable, 

uncontaminated water available. At sea, clean drinking water was of course provided, but here the risk 

of an epidemic on the ship was a very real concern. Cholera in particular was a scourge for would-be 

hajjis who went to the Hijaz by ship.57 It was customary for any traveler to Mecca to settle all debts, 

disputes, and pending affairs and to seek forgiveness. Ritualistically, this was to ensure the maximal 

purity of the pilgrim; practically, these were pragmatic arrangements for the very real eventuality that 

they would never return. This is also, incidentally, why so few people managed to complete this so-

called fifth pillar. It is also, perhaps, why it was common for local alternatives to become spiritually 
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sanctioned. To this lis of detractions, some travelers added that travel took one far from loved ones. 

Even short trips could, due to the travel conditions, take a very long time.58  

Far from concerns about ritual purity and punishments in the afterlife, many would-be travelers 

were more worried about the hellish travails awaiting them on the open road. Those who threw care to 

the wind frequently regretted it. The Maharaja of Indore was convinced of the many benefits that could 

be reaped from travel. Going against the wishes of his family, priests and, perhaps, his own better 

judgment, he snuck away from the comfort of his palace on the pretext of a hunting expedition. Having 

set out on the journey, however, his travel party’s optimism was quickly deflated. 

One amongst us said that if I make it out of this I’ll never take the name of travel again. What 
had happened to the Maharaja all of a sudden? He’d left his palaces and begun to travel. Now 
he’s stuck in the wilderness and shivering uncontrollably from the cold. Travel is the very shape 
of hell after all (safar ak̲h̲ir ba-ṣūrat-i saqar hai) Staying in your own home is the best course. 
Nothing is gained from going abroad. 
Gosha-gīrī ābrū-i ‘izzat ast 

Qatra dar jeb-i ṣadaf gauhar shavad 
 

Immobility is the height of respectability 
The raindrop becomes a pearl when enveloped in mother-of-pearl.59 

The Indori sovereign’s decision to take a voyage was based on his firm belief in the theoretical 

benefits of travel, and he undertook his peregrinations willingly. In doing so, he was encouraged and 

supported by the English Resident at his court. This aligns him with the new wave of tourists putting into 

action lessons learned as a part of their colonial education. Pre-colonial travelers, on the other hand, 

frequently did not have a commitment to travel as inherently character-building and formative. The 

concept of a bildungsreise only existed to the extent that the completion of one’s education frequently 

meant moving about to make contact with scholars and to consult texts. Beyond this, many of the 
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travelers whose records make up the heart of our corpus of South Asian travel writing journeyed 

because of external pressure.  

In short, prior to certain improvements in the nineteenth century, the relationship of the 

aspiring individual to travel was ambivalent. On the one hand, it was clearly recognized by all that 

success in life frequently meant uprooting yourself from one place and travelling to another. It was 

something that many were willing to do. But at the same time, most early modern accounts India speak 

of travel as unpleasant. Between the threat of bandits, unruly villagers, wild animals, nefarious caravan 

leaders and local guides, intermittent access to clean water, health issues, and the lack of all the 

intellectual and physical comforts to which these social elites were accustomed, there is general 

agreement in early modern Indo-Persian travel accounts, whether or heartfelt or not, with the idea that 

travel was hell. 

Much of this changed in the nineteenth century. By the 1850s, most of South Asia had been 

brought into some sort of peaceful relation with the British. Relations between the Crown and the 

princely states were normalized and their armies were run by colonial representatives. After 1857, 

armed conflict was no longer a persistent risk.60 The centralized state was now more able than ever to 

keep invaders at bay. The threat of bandits was never fully overcome, but with the advent of train 

travel, that too became less of a concern.61 Roads were improved and police posts established. Travel 

was a far safer venture than it had been before. More importantly, as the juggernaut of colonial 

conquest rolled continuously forward, it was followed by another army of surveyors, trigonometers, and 

road builders. Without these changes, the numbers of travelers would have increased at a much smaller 

pace. 
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If safety had been one major deterrent, comfort was another. It is no coincidence that the 

number of travelers increased as the colonial government began paying increasing attention to 

communication links. The Company’s administrators had, since at least the middle of the 1700s, been 

interested in improving roads and communications, which helped it secure a hold on the land by making 

it more accessible. Even still, it was only in the 1820s that the state actively worked to push back the 

interiors of India and to integrate the entire country into its networks of communication and 

transportation.62 Roads were improved and steamships were regularly plying the Ganges. As Arnold 

notes, a journey from Calcutta to Banaras by boat, which would have taken two months in the 1840s, 

took only 52 hours a few years later. At the same time, Arnold notes that the impact of steam was 

relatively limited. Nevertheless, if Ghalib’s paean to it is anything to go by, it was a powerful symbol of 

the rapid rate of change in the realm of transportation and the limitless possibilities for travel and 

discovery in the new age.63 In short, changes in the patterns of circulation were well underway by the 

time Urdu accounts came to the fore.64 

Travel became even more feasible with the advent of rail transport. Around the time that the 

Maharaja of Indore was shivering in the jungle, the first railroad tracks were being laid in Bombay. Once 

work was finished in 1853, the first train in India could travel more distance in an hour than the he could 
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in an entire day. As tracks spread like tentacles across the country, travel became more reliable, safe, 

and rapid than ever before. It would not be an understatement to say that the railways radically 

changed the social, and even religious, texture of everyday life in South Asia.65 People traveled for 

reasons new and old. Adjusting to the new realities of increased mobility on the rails was not entirely 

smooth, but within a few decades, train travel had become relatively pedestrian for many. The situation 

of the hajj presents a succinct example of how the railway wrought changes in all arenas of life, 

including the spiritual. Before the railways, it was uncommon for a Muslim from Northern India to take 

the arduous journey from Delhi or Lucknow to Bombay or Surat, from whence the sea-journey would 

begin. By the 1870s, rapid transit between the capital and India’s largest seaport took much of the risk, 

delay and logistics out of this trip. It suddenly became feasible.66 In the wake of this development, the 

composition of travel accounts-cum-guidebooks became a veritable industry and travel became 

accessible to ever larger numbers of people: 

Kahe kavi ṣāḥib dās ‘ajab čal rel ke 
Je jahāṉ čāhe take tahāṉ pahunčvale bā. 

 
Sahib Das says, the rail is a wonderful thing 

Whoever wants to go anywhere, it takes him there.67 
 
The railway was an immediate success. When the railways were first established, it was assumed that 

they would be used primarily to move commodities, because Indians – due to their “prejudice, timidity, 
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and stationary character” – would not have any interest in travel.68 This orientalist assumption could not 

have been any more wrong. In fact, passengers ended up comprising the majority of the railways’ 

business. 95% of these passengers traveled in fourth class, the lowest possible category.69 

The train radically changed the way that the world abroad was seen and experienced. 

“[Railways] were also key sites for the institution of the colonial political economy of difference, the 

refashioning of everyday experiences and collective self-understandings, and the shaping of a range of 

categories of practice.”70 On a similar note, Sinha asks us to remain attentive to the ways that the 

increasing use of shared and streamlined modes of transport meant that successive waves of travelers 

all saw the same sights from the same vantage points. Thus, even as travel became increasingly 

common, experiences and observations were becoming more uniform. Consider the Maharaja of Indore 

once more. Traveling by horse, he interacted with the entirety of the landscape between the Narmada 

and Haridwar. Traveling only a dozen miles a day, he met regularly with the gamut of Indians living in 

this geographical range. In his account he (or rather, his munshi) gives the names of the boatmen who 

served him and the miniscule villages he passed. This type of experience, and this type of narrative, was 

not possible for the railway traveler. 

In the 1920s, another traveler, the famous Khwaja Hasan Nizami, passed through some of the 

same territories, only this time by train. Nizami’s account is reoriented along the time-space matrix of 

the railway. He too describes the towns at which he stops – but with each stop only lasing a few 

minutes, and the distances between them great, his relationship to the landscape is utterly transformed. 
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Nizami finds the people of Chittorgarh to be severely lacking in grace and consideration – all based on 

his experiences on the platform!71 This view of Chittorgarh, moreover, is one that is found again and 

again in travel writing of the period – every author had a slightly different take on the same vantage-

points. The maharaja of Indore, on the other hand, speaks of Chittorgarh at greater length, and in terms 

that reflect a closer engagement with it. Each author was working from within radically different space-

time matrices, which altered their relationship to the city. 

The railway also risked replicating and intensifying the social barriers. Although travel certainly 

became more comfortable for some, it was not always liberating. As Manu Goswami notes, the massive 

popularity of the railways immediately brought the problem of how to control its passengers. To do so, 

railway travel was reorganized in ways that differentiated social classes and subjected the lower tiers to 

increasingly difficult conditions. Moreover, as much as the train immediately freed up would-be 

travelers, it also reduced the accessibility of women to travel. Concerns for the respectability of upper-

class/caste women meant that the train arrangements, which featured open carriages for Indians, were 

insufficient. 

In sum, both comfort and safety were critical concerns for travelers in the nineteenth century. 

Only when these two elements were assured could travel easily be taken up for leisure or for religious, 

social and educational purposes. Nevertheless, travel continued to be fatiguing for many. A rare 

pamphlet from 1894 survives that gives us a glimpse of what the experience of travel could be like for 

those who traveled in the lower classes. The eponymous Safarnāma-yi Manz̤ūr ’Alī is a versified account 

of a journey from UP to Assam. The doggerel verse is written in a humorous vein, but it reminds us that 

while travel had become more feasible than ever before, it was still not always easy: 
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Phir vāṉ se āge sak̲h̲t ḍhakkā pail me gaye 
Pūrab kī gạ̄riyoṉ meṉ ghuse, jail meiṉ gaye 

Ḍhakke pe ḍhakkā lagtā thā, sar sar se laṛte the 
Badbū se mag̲h̲z ahl-i muṣībat ke sarte the 

 
Maḥṣūl rel valoṉ ne le le ke rel kā 

Asbāb kī ta̤raḥ humeṉ gāṛī meṉ bhar diyā 
Kaṡrat woh thī har ek musāfir kharā rahā 

Pā’oṉ jamā leṉ itnā bhī mauqa’ na vāṉ milā 
Darvāze band rel ke the garmī paṛtī thī 

Bū gāṛiyon meṉ ghūmtī thī aur saṛtī thī 

From there on, there was a horrible jostling 
We pushed our way into the east-bound trains, we were in jail 

We were hit with blow after blow, heads fought for space 
These oppressed ones, their brains rotted from the stench 

 
The conductors took the money for the ticket 

And then stuffed us in carriages like luggage 
There was such a crowd that everyone was left standing 

There wasn’t even enough space to put a foot on solid ground 
The doors were closed, and the heat was immense 

A smell roamed and rotted throughout the cars72 
 

Literacy 

The Safarnāma-yi Manz̤ūr ‘Alī reminds us that travel narratives were not the exclusive domain of 

the well-to-do. This poem’s cadence suggests it was intended for oral recitation. It is easy to imagine it 

having been declaimed at a public gathering or to a group of curious friends and neighbors. It is likely, in 

fact, that Manzur Ali would have read these lines from his trip in public and only later had them printed. 

This is a potent reminder that people of all classes traveled have always traveled, though their 

experiences are rarely known. In the nineteenth century, accounts like Ali’s could be written and 

disseminated because of steadily rising levels of literacy. As literacy spread, travel writing became 
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increasingly democratized. From the 1860s the social diversity of travel writers whose works we still 

possess was greatly expanded. 

Moreover, that Manzur Ali’s travels were published as a pamphlet provides more reason to 

continue to expand our thinking on travel writing beyond its usual confines as a middle and upper class 

genre. It reminds us, firstly, that travel writing appeared in a variety of forms: in newspapers, 

monographs, journals, pamphlets, etc., each of which was meant to suit a particular type of reader. 

Secondly, it shows clearly that our typical frameworks for understanding travel writing are limited. 

Manzur Ali’s poem is about travel, but its main purpose is to entertain. Much has been made of the 

nationalistic, pedagogic or anti-imperial nature of travel writing, but the fact that travel could also be a 

source of education or entertainment has not been considered, at least beyond the framework of 

wonders.73 The response of the Bengali middle classes to travel has been looked at in great deal; to 

other classes and communities, almost not at all. Unfortunately, the cheap material, low prices and 

perceived lack of intellectual value means that such ephemera were not often preserved.74 

Nevertheless, studies of nineteenth century travel writing should remain cognizant of recent 

work by Francesca Orsini, who points to the importance of print for pleasure in South Asia. Her research 

shows how increasing literacy rates contributed to a “boom” not only in reading, but also in the variety 

and novelty of writing available in print, both for entertainment and self-improvement. In 1854, 

Sprenger would note that reading practices were expanding quickly, and along with it, the range of 
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material being read. “But we already observe symptoms that the press is enlarging the narrow cycle of 

learning, and what is more important, that it extends education to all classes and even to ladies.”75 

This is equally true of travel writing. Not only did it begin to be democratized with the increase 

in literacy and printing, it also developed new forms to suit broader audiences. A new type of travel 

writing became overwhelmingly popular in second half of the nineteenth century, what I call the ghar 

baiṭhā safarnāma. This type of account allowed the immobile reader to go on a “trip while seated at 

home.” These were frequently targeted at women, for whom significant barriers to travel still existed, 

and for the poorer segments of society. The ghar baiṭhā safar catered to anyone who could read had or 

access to someone who could. The impact of expanded access to written materials meant that after the 

1860s, print culture in India was a combination of “genres reproduced and genres introduced,”76 genres 

such as the travel account, simultaneously pedigreed and novel. Tracel writing was a type of writing that 

could entertain, inform, astonish, educate and bestow religious merit, often all at once. In doing so, it 

managed as a genre to stay aloof of increasing efforts by the elite to distinguish between higher 

literature and popular culture in the increasingly heady sphere of print. 

 

The printing press 

Revolutionary changes in the way that South Asians got around opened the floodgates of 

possibility for travel. But if there is any single prerequisite for the proliferation of travel writing itself, it is 

undoubtedly the printing press. Its arrival and subsequent liberalization in India meant that texts could 

reach a greater audience than ever before, and, increasingly, at affordable prices. This new technology 
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contributed to the proliferation of types of accounts and their potential uses as well. Mass production, 

for instance, meant travel accounts could be carried about and used as guidebooks that could be 

updated frequently with new editions. By the end of the nineteenth century, some printed works even 

included lined pages at the back on which the traveler could make notes. These could then be mailed in 

in order to improve later editions of the text.77  

A number of studies have shown how cheap access to print revolutionized the way that Muslims 

in northern India understood to their religion. This could happen because, for the first time, it was 

feasible for the individual believer to consult religious materials that had once been in short supply.78 A 

similar effect, I argue, resulted as the world came within the grasp of the general reader. Through travel 

writing, but also educational and geographical materials, the distance between the local and the global 

shrank tremendously. In fact, travel writing itself would have a visible impact on religion as Mecca took 

shape in the minds of readers through ubiquitous hajj accounts.79 These remain intertwined today, as 

Urdu-speaking hajjis continue to rely on printed guides to the hajj. Jain and Hindu tirth (pilgrimage) 

guides in Urdu also emerged alongside hajj accounts. The impact of print is succinctly summed up by 

Ulrike Stark: “commercial mass printing altered power configurations within the cognitive and literary 
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domain. Knowledge was no longer the preserve of small elites but expanded into the public realm.”80 Sir 

Sayyid went further: for him print meant “the dawning of a new age for mankind.”81 

Although printing technology was well-established in India by the end of the eighteenth century, 

the first presses were in the hands of colonists and missionaries located in the coastal towns of Calcutta 

and Madras.82 In addition to the mission presses, Fort William College was another early player in the 

field of publishing. However, productions from Fort William were not principally intended for an Indian 

audience. In the first decades of the nineteenth century, as we have seen, school book societies also 

emerged, publishing books in great quantities. Unlike with Fort William, these books were for an 

indigenous audience, but again, the presses were run by British boards and were not generally the 

product of local initiative. Their purposes were didactic and proselytizing, not directed at the demands 

of the market. By the 1820s, some presses had come into local ownership, but none of these were 

located in Urdu-speaking North India, with the exception of the press owned by the Navab Ghaizuddin 

Haidar.83 

All of this would change with the advent of lithographic technologies in the 1820s. This 

technology had proliferated across India within a few years of its arrival in Calcutta in 1823. As a result 

of the lower cost and material barriers to this printing method, by the “late 1830s…Indian press 

ownership [had become] widespread in northern India.”84 Another crucial change was the easing of 
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restrictions on printing in 1835. Unlike in Calcutta, North Indian presses were principally used to publish 

newspapers and journals. Before 1857, the printing scene is characterized by Stark as a small industry 

that was far more dependent on government contracts and missionary orders than on commercial 

ventures. 

These findings are largely confirmed by the statistics I have collected with regard to travel 

writing in the first half of the nineteenth century. Amongst published works available before 1857, most 

were either translations from English, works sponsored by the government for educational purposes, or 

else official publications from the state presses. The one travel account printed in Persian before 1857, 

the Maṣīr-i T̤ālibī, was extremely well-known in manuscript form across India, but the printed edition 

may have stemmed in part from the popularity of the text amongst the English and the colonial interest 

in Persian language texts that could be used for training purposes. Figures for travel writing also tally up 

very closely for Stark’s data after 1857. According to her research “the era of commercialization in Hindi 

and Urdu publishing, with its concomitant phenomenon of ‘print capitalism,’ really only dawned in the 

second half of the nineteenth century.”85 This boom, as both Stark and Orsini call it, was fueled by a 

number of technological innovations that reduced barriers to mass printing. The growth of an Indian 

paper industry greatly decreased the logistical problems of finding material to print on. These changes 

resulted in a steep drop in the cost of printing from the 1860s. It was only then that the book market 

truly became accessible for the literate, middle class.86 By the 1880s, the market was awash with works 

of all types being printed from countless publishing houses across north India.  

Stark’s meticulously researched history of the rise of publishing in Hindi and Urdu reveals a 

picture that mirrors the trajectory of travel writing in Urdu. As shown above, printed travel accounts, 
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which were negligible in Urdu in the 1850s doubled in number over the next decade. These figures rose 

steadily as technological and legal changes made publishing more accessible and affordable than ever 

before. Between the 1860s and the 1900s there was an incredible ten-fold increase. Interestingly, these 

numbers vary from the larger trajectory for publications in Urdu for the same period. Using figures 

provided by King for the NWP for the years 1868 and 1900 we find a growth rate of 150%, with Urdu 

publications in NWP trebling in number between 1868 and 1914. Clearly, then, while the new 

technologies allowed for an explosion of Urdu publishing more generally, travel writing kept well apace 

of growth more generally.87 

With regard to publishing patterns by language during this period, my data also concurs with 

Stark’s findings. She notes that in the nineteenth century, classical and medical texts in Persian were 

being taken from the manuscript tradition and put into print. Munshi Naval Kishore profited from 

making these documents publicly available for the first time. Having been shifted into the world of print, 

they were later translated into Urdu “to meet the growing demand for historical knowledge among the 

vernacular readership.” The same is true of the classical works of travel. As noted above, accounts like 

those of Nasir Khusrau, Jahaniyan Jahangasht, Shah Waliullah, Shefta, Abdulhaq Muhaddis Dihlavi, Ibn 

Battuta and Ibn Jubair all appeared in in Indian print versions in their original languages before making 

the transition to Urdu. Some of these texts are only readily available today, if at all, because of the effort 

made during this period to bring them into common circulation. Likewise, classical works from the 

European tradition by Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605 – 1689), Jean de Thévenot 1633 – 1667), François 

Bernier (1620 – 1688), and Marco Polo (1254 – 1324), amongst others were available in translation from 

as early as 1896. 
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Contemporary translations are prevalent in in this period as well, both for travel writing and 

more generally. These came principally from English as part of the project of “disseminating Western 

knowledge” in which Indian publishers took avid part. It is impossible to know how many of the 

translations from English extant today were produced by government order and how many were 

undertaken at the initiative of Indian publishers for the sake of profit or public service. By whose choice 

were translations of the imperial excursions and adventures of Oliphant and Forsythe published? Or the 

more lighthearted Letters from High Altitudes (1857, tr. 1873), a travel account by Lord Dufferin on his 

sailing trip “in the schooner yacht ‘Foam’ to Iceland?”88 Or the account of Lady Dufferin’s visit to 

Hyderabad? In either case, trends in the translation of travel accounts align with those in other domains 

of Urdu publishing.  

A final dimension of the impact of the printing press that remains to be considered is its role in 

the development of the newspaper in North India, with which travel writing had a close relationship. 

Before 1857, a number of newspapers existed, all with relatively low circulation numbers and a lack of 

independent financial sustainability. Yet, the newspaper was quickly changing the way that information 

spread. The most famous newspaper from this era is the Dihlī Urdū Ak̲h̲bār founded by Azad’s father, 

Muhammad Baqi. Though in circulation from the 1840s, newspapers only began to be successful after 

Urdu was made the official language. By the 1850s they had become “a conspicuous presence in social 

and political life.” Starks shows that in 1848 there were 19 newspapers in the NWP, almost all in Urdu 

and Persian. By 1884 there were 25 Urdu newspapers in Avadh alone. Subscriber figures were low, with 

even the most popular papers not managing to break one thousand until near the end of the nineteenth 
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century. But as Boyk points out, these figures do not reflect the fact that each paper had many 

readers.89 Likewise Stark, notes a subscriber who complains that his newspaper was read several times 

before it was delivered to him, with the result that it was always rumpled and late!90 

India’s early Urdu newspapers have attracted significant scholarly attention for their 

attentiveness to both literary and informational matters. The Dihlī Urdū Ak̲h̲bār regularly published 

poetry, and reports on poetic gatherings were regular newspaper fare. The most successful newspaper 

of the nineteenth century, the Avadh ak̲h̲bār, was run by editors who were influential men of letters. 

This had important repercussions for travel writing, a genre that has straddled the opaque line between 

fact and fiction. Unfortunately, access to early Urdu newspapers is limited and a great many issues are 

no longer available. This has inhibited the study of these papers more generally, but it also means that 

writing an in-depth account of just how and when travel writing began to appear in them is difficult.  

However, circumstantial evidence points to a very close relationship. Many travel books note 

that their contents had been collected from installments or letters published in newspapers. Beyond 

this, studies of a number of historically relevant figures have brought to light submissions to newspapers 

that would otherwise be difficult to find; amongst them, Sir Sayyid and his contributions to the Aligarh 

Institute Gazette, later reprinted in Taḥz̲īb al-ak̲h̲lāq. More unexpectedly, research by Mirza Hamid Beg 

on the first years of travel writing has revealed that the Avadh ak̲h̲bār ran a travel account in 

installments written by an orientalist named Henry Palmer. Palmer, despite never visiting India, wrote in 

Urdu before having it published in Lucknow.91 
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Another important early paper, established in 1887, was the Paisā Ak̲h̲bār from Lahore, in which 

travel accounts featured prominently. These include works that were personally translated by the owner 

and editor of the newspaper, Munshi Mahbub Alam. Alam himself has a handful of accounts to his 

name, all of which were very popular and which ran in the paper in installments.92 As with Abdul Qadir, 

the editor of Mak̲h̲zan, Alam linked travel, journalism and politics in his writings and offered a mixture of 

these elements to his readers regularly.  

 

Vernacularization of the sciences and the advent of Urdu prose 

Another major social shift that facilitated the emergence of Urdu travel writing was the 

vernacularization of education, the sciences, and religion. It may sound a truism, but one of decisive 

factors for the emergence of Urdu travel writing was the emergence of Urdu itself, particularly as the 

preferred language of scholarship and public discourse. It has been well-documented that Urdu, under 

the guise of various names, was in common use in Northern India, and especially in urban centers, for 

centuries. It was not, however, a commonly-written language, and it had little stake in the intellectual 

marketplace of seventeenth and eighteenth century India. It was commonly used for poetry and was 

popular in the space of oral literature, but it was rarely used for scholarly writing, especially for prose 

(with certain exceptions in the Deccan).  

The emergence of prose in Urdu is important because of its relationship to the intellectual 

circles to which travel writing was tied. As long as prose continued to be the preferred form for scholarly 

discussion, and as long as Urdu remained outside the realm of both scholarship and prose, it would not 

be possible for the the travel account to becomes a prominent form in that language. Just as there are 
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no accounts in Urdu before the nineteenth century, historians of Urdu have struggled to find examples 

of prose that predate this period; Bailey cites only a few examples, relying on a few works from the 17th 

century Deccan and the occasional preface to a collection of verses.93 The situation of Urdu prose in the 

early nineteenth century was no different. 

From the perspective of travel writing, as opposed to the development of the short story and 

novel genres, more relevant is Barbara Metcalf’s discussion of the turn to Urdu in the religious sphere. 

From Rafiuddin and Abdul Qadir’s translation of the Qur’an into Urdu in the early nineteenth century, 

she highlights how religious reform movements increasingly used Urdu to make their works accessible 

to a larger public. Muhammad Isma’il’s Taqwiyyat al-īmān, written in Persian and then rapidly translated 

into Urdu, and the Ṣirāt ̤al-mustaqīm, written in Urdu from the start, are prominent examples of the 

novel use of vernacular prose for scholarly and religious purposes. Metcalf’s work also highlights the use 

of Urdu by the Deobandi school, one of the most formidable religious movements in South Asia. The 

Deobandis relied on the vernacular and markers of modernity (the public sphere, newsletters, 

European-style pedagogy, etc.) for their effectiveness.94 Metcalf’s work, along with that of Robinson, 

amongst others, shows that religious reform movements are very closely related to the 

vernacularization of discourse in India and that they played a defining role in making Urdu a language for 

scholarly engagement. As these changes occurred, the orb protecting Persian and Arabic as the exclusive 

preserves of academic discussion began to weaken and the shift to a vernacularized intellectual sphere 

began. A related influence may have been the arrival of missionary material written in Urdu directed at 

the general population. In order to counteract this influence, Urdu-language materials, like the 

translation of the Qur’an, came to be looked on more favorably by the Indian clergy. The close 
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relationship between religious reform, vernacularization and travel writing can be seen in the alacrity 

with which the travel account was take up in Urdu to discuss the hajj.  

Meanwhile, support for Urdu as a scientific, modern language was growing in the colonial state, 

as well as amongst those elite who were in favor of reforming education and access to knowledge. In the 

first case, we might look not so much at the efforts of the publishing departments of Fort William, but at 

the replacement of Persian with Urdu as the juridical and administrative language of then. Lord 

Auckland’s Minute on education in 1839 called for “useful knowledge” from Europe to be introduced in 

India via Indian languages. Noting that earlier attempts were erratic and unpleasant, efforts were 

undertaken to systematize the transfer of knowledge from a suitably scientific language, English, into an 

imperfect vessel, Urdu. In doing so, it was hoped that that vessel would eventually become a well-

formed recepticle. The Delhi College and the Agra School Book Society became centers of an organized 

effort to develop Urdu prose and to provide it with a scientific vocabulary. The former institute, which 

was at this time dedicated to the premise that a modern education could best be provided through the 

vernacular, became a veritable epicenter for the development of Urdu prose. This movement did not 

endure at Delhi College after 1857. But long before its demise, and “by the mid-1840s… Urdu had 

become the principal vernacular medium for the publication of ‘useful’ knowledge, and Delhi and Agra, 

with their large Muslim and Urdu-speaking populations, had become important locations of textbook 

translation, publication, and distribution.”95 
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A further endorsement for Urdu over Persian was the Education Dispatch of 1854, which marks 

the official entry of the colonial state into all realms of education. The Dispatch proposed education 

departments in every province, the founding of several universities, and recommended instruction in 

local languages.96 Outside of official channels, other figures were promoting Urdu as an ideal language 

for education and scholarship. Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan contributed greatly to this movement, working to 

reform not only education and religion, but also Urdu itself. His contributions to the “rationalization” of 

Urdu – developing a lucid, “scientific’”style devoid of flourish and rhymed prose – were instrumental in 

fashioning Urdu into a vehicle fit for science.97 Additionally, Khan established the Scientific Society of 

Aligarh in 1864 with the purpose of translating works of Western science into Urdu. The unadorned style 

he promoted was adopted in the Taḥz̲īb al-ak̲h̲lāq, a journal affiliated with Aligarh’s modernist 

educational project, and helped complete a linguistic project that was nearly a half-century in the 

making. At the same time that Khan’s vernacularization movement as was starting in Aligarh, another 

modernist institution with an eye on reform, Madrāsat al-‘Ulūm De’oband, was also developing Urdu as 

a proper vehicle for the transmission of the classical Islamic sciences. 

By 1870, then, a sea change had occurred in the linguistic patterns that made up the texture of 

everyday life in the Urdu-speaking regions of India. While Persian, and to some extent Arabic, continued 

to be used as elite languages in certain intellectual and religious circles, and while their publishing 

numbers increased gradually in the nineteenth century, they were clearly in decline. Their role had been 
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usurped by Urdu, which had also become democratized. More than that – Urdu had come to be seen as 

the new language of science and modernity. Educational, social and religious reform, not to mention 

political change, were now cast in an Urdu for which a prose style had been developed and new 

vocabulary fashioned. The travel account, with its close connections to “useful knowledge,” religious 

reform and the advancement of society through the observation of the larger world, could not emerge 

as a popular genre without these developments. Moreover, without the democratization of knowledge 

that accompanied the promotion of the vernacular, the scholarly pursuit of travel writing would have 

remained the exclusive preserve of the intellectual and religious elite, as it had been in the 17th century. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter attempts to provide a general picture of travel writing in Urdu in historical context. 

It also provides an understanding of the scope, extent and nature of Urdu-language travel publications, 

primarily in the nineteenth century. In order to make such a survey possible, it proposes a working 

definition for travel writing. Building on this work, the following chapter will turn to some of the earliest 

travel writing to appear in Urdu, namely, the work of two sovereign princes who wrote accounts of their 

journeys through northern India in the 1850s. In these texts we shall see how the foundational texts of 

travel writing in Urdu drew on both colonial and Persianate ideals and literary forms in the construction 

of a self-consciously new type of writing that was strikingly original, yet also deeply familiar. 



 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

Strategy, legitimacy and Travel Writing in the Princely 

States 

  

Safar murabbī-yi mard ast o āstāna-yi jāh 
Safar k̲h̲azāna-yi māl ast o ūstād-i hunar 

Darak̲h̲t agar mutaḥarrik shudī zi jā’ī ba jā’ī  
Na jaur-i arra kashīdī o na jafā-yi tabar 

 
Travel gives man training and is the portal to high rank  
Travel is a treasure of wealth and the instructor of skill 

If a tree could move about from one place to another 
It would never suffer the tribulation of the saw or the pain of the axe 

 
- Anvari, quoted in Sair al-Muḥtasham1 

 

 

In the autumn of 1850, the teenage Maharaja of Indore, Tikoji Holkar II, gave his retinue the slip 

during a hunting expedition and galloped northward through the jungles of central India towards Delhi. 

Disguising himself as an Iranian on tour, he spent six months travelling through the region, all the while 

enduring intense cold, bedbugs and the gruffness with which soldiery generally treat the 
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undistinguished. His sudden and unexplained disappearance sowed confusion in the kingdom at a time 

when the states of central India were rapidly being annexed by the East India Company. What appears 

to us as an early instance of modern tourism looked to the Holkar’s subjects like a classic case of 

kidnapping. It was being said in Indore that Holkar had been taken to Calcutta by British agents against 

his will. The prevalence of this view is noted by a contemporary traveler who records that “although the 

king is young, he is wise and familiar with every art…because he has a passion for the field of history, he 

has gone off somewhere on his own to make a tour of the country, but the people here say that [his] 

advisor Ummid Singh has abducted him and taken him away.”2  

In fact, Holkar’s decision to travel had little to do with international intrigue, much less 

pilgrimage, warfare or political alliances. Rather, it was motivated, he claimed, by the pursuit of an ideal 

that would come to permeate an entire genre of South Asian literature: “safar vasīla-yi z̤afar” – travel is 

the means to victory. For the maharaja, victory meant increased prosperity in his kingdom and the 

reaffirmation of his sovereignty. Crucially, the victory referenced here does not only come from the act 

of travel itself, but from its retelling in the form of a travel account. In commissioning an account of his 

journey, entitled Bāg̲h̲-i nau bahār, Holkar became one of the earliest of a host of Indian rulers to 

establish a conceptual link between travel and advancement in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

 

The princely states of India began to produce travel accounts in the 1850s, and they continued 

to do so in increasing numbers until they were dissolved and integrated into India and Pakistan in 1947-

8. During this heady century of travel writing, official and semi-official travel accounts were written at or 

by courts in a number of languages across the South Asia. Princely accounts seem to have begun in Urdu 
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before appearing in other languages during the second half of the nineteenth century. Urdu accounts 

are found in both Hindu and Muslim states ranging from Arcot in Tamil Nadu to Bahavalpur in the Thar. 

In addition to Urdu, Persian, English, Gujarati, Marathi, and Hindi, were frequent vehicles for writing 

about travel. A study of these works reveals that princely travel writing, aside from constituting a unique 

sub-category of travel writing, was also a major site of literary innovation, political efficacy and a potent 

means to affirm the legitimacy of the state. As I hope to show in this chapter, the travel account also 

became an integral part of court literatures.  

Modern princely travel accounts, and princely literatures more generally, have received almost 

no attention in scholarship. In addition to expanding our understanding of the literary contributions of 

these states to Indian literatures, court accounts also offer to inform our understanding of the 

continuities and innovations that defined life and rule in the princely states in the nineteenth century. 

But more than just their literatures, the princely states themselves remain remarkably understudied, 

despite recent growing interest. Thankfully, earlier scholarship that viewed the states as backwaters run 

by bumbling or profligate wastrels has now been superseded, and it has been acknowledged that the 

princes were in fact shrewd and active political beings. Even in the post-1857 world, the princes 

remained proactive in protecting their interests and in working within the confines of colonialism. Their 

situation was the result of a unique political configuration in which the typical arenas for victory were 

circumscribed: military solutions were a near impossibility and international politics were limited by 

treaty to relations with Calcutta. Under these conditions, courts were compelled to adapt their 

techniques to advance their own interests. This chapter looks at one such innovation: how literary 

practices were altered to incorporate this powerful new form of writing. 

Although the travelogue has been widely seen as a colonial genre, the princely travel account is 

in fact closely related to a much older literary form, the court history (tārīk̲h̲, pl. tavārīk̲h̲). This 
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connection is most easily discerned in the earliest instances of princely travel writing, before it became 

formalized by the turn of the twentieth century. Holkar’s Bāg̲h̲-i nau bahār3 (hereafter BNB) is a 

prominent instance of these early works. A second work, which will also be studied in this chapter, Sair 

al-Muḥtasham (hereafter SM), was published by Navab Ghaus Muhammad Khan in the neighboring 

state of Jaora only a year later. These rival princes both traveled independently around the same time, 

and both were acutely aware of the political possibilities of their actions. Moreover, both states had 

recently acquired presses, which were then transforming the socio-political landscape of South Asia. 

BNB and SM are the vanguard of major changes in the way that princely politics and literature 

intersected.  

Although each text adopts distinct approaches to bring aboutpolitical possibilities, they find 

common ground in their effort to mold pre-colonial textual practices to new realities emerging in 

colonial India by re-affirming their legitimacy in a highly uncertain world. In a sense, BNB and SM hedge 

their bets: each text makes a claim for symbolic power and legitimacy with equal reference to both 

Persianate and European conceptions of kingship. This points to the ways by which muzzled princes 

struggled to innovate new techniques to retain their power even as colonial officers worked equally 

hard to chip away at it. In both cases, their claims are undergirded by the idea that travel itself is a 

beneficial act that will serve to make them better, fully legitimate rulers.  

 BNB and SM, as the earliest princely texts dedicated solely to travel, inaugurate both a new 

form of court literatures and mark a moment of a profound transition in the way that the princely states 

sought to justify their own existence – to each other, to the British, and to their subjects. While these 

two works provide a fascinating chapter in the intellectual and political history of South Asia in their own 
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right, they also have the distinction of being influential. Both were very likely circulated amongst other 

regional courts, where extant copies can still be found today. We also find their protagonists being 

extolled as model princes because of their travels in the British-held durbars.4 That they were being 

feted in these venues nearly twenty years later shows that these texts were remarkably successful in 

advancing the state’s position and their own names. This chapter will explore how they accomplished 

this coup through a close reading of both texts. It is my argument that court travel writing could become 

a source of legitimacy precisely because of shifting attitudes toward travel. As travel became 

increasingly said to be a requisite for individual growth, an association with travel became a mark of 

distinguishment and a sign of one’s wisdom and intellectual maturity. This position, moreover, is openly 

advocated in Indore and Jaora. But before turning to the travelogues themselves, I briefly examine the 

political context in which they were produced, as well as the historical role that literatures have played 

in the Persianate courts of South Asia. 

 

The Context: The Princely States in British India 

Indore and Jaora’s textual maneuvers and their invocation of travel as a princely act must be 

read against the broader history of political transformation in South Asia. In the eighteenth century, the 

political landscape of India was made up of a multitude of independent kingdoms. The Mughal Empire, 

though symbolically still a heavyweight, was practically restricted to the areas around Delhi. The 

Maratha empire was arguably the most powerful faction, but this too was a confederation of 

independent states. On the eastern side of this complex political patchwork, the British had established 

themselves in Calcutta and were rapidly expanding their sphere of influence. As only one of several 
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actors on the Indian stage, the Company was at a numerical disadvantage and could only hope to 

compete through a combination of judicious force and political shrewdness. Aware of the logistical 

limitations and the formidable threat that their rivals posed, it made a policy of shielding itself from 

potent military foes by supporting – while increasingly controlling – the princely states at its borders.  

Throughout the eighteenth century, Calcutta deftly managed its relations with these buffer 

states, occasionally annexing them and, otherwise, arranging a series of treaties that diminished their 

independence. As Britain’s position strengthened, colonial opinion became divided on how relations 

with Indian princes (as these kings and queens were diminutively called) should be conducted. Many 

voices emerged in favor of annexation, though this position was by no means unopposed. This struggle 

between annexationists and proponents of indirect rule and the victory of the latter has been the 

subject of several book-length studies.5 The upshot is that opinion varied with the political fortunes of 

the colony. Fluctuations aside, there was always one undeniable constant: at no point was it feasible to 

the British to directly administer all of India. This pragmatic reality had to be balanced with what was 

seen as a “moral obligation,” via Mill, to provide the people of India with rational and fair justice. That is, 

direct European rule. 

The debate took a decisive turn under Lord Dalhousie (Governor General from 1848 to 1856), 

who supported annexation under a policy known as the Doctrine of Lapse. During his tenure some 

twelve states were taken over. But this was the final period of agressive annexation. The events of 1857 

were widely attributed to the annexation of Avadh, leading Queen Victoria to declare in 1858 that 

states’ “rights, dignity and honor” would be henceforth respected. Their future was now relatively fixed. 
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Borders were “rationalized,” relations and duties finalized, rankings solidified. Even ceremonial details 

like the number of guns allotted to each ruler’s salute were codified. But this fixity brought a new 

danger, ennui. "Under the British system of tutelage the rulers had no hope of achieving either fame or 

distinction. [They were] confined to their own territories and [had] no prospects of advancement."6 

In scholarship on colonial India, this seeming fixity has contributed to a long period of academic 

neglect. Most historical studies considered the states as mere footnotes, and wrote of the princes as 

either playboys or pawns, while popular culture offered up caricature maharajas welcoming passengers 

to Air India. This has changed in recent years, and scholars have increasingly begun to look past the 

colonial archive in their constructions of Indian history.7 Recent studies now argue that the princely 

states were complex socio-political arenas that were anything but stagnant. The notion that princes 

were on the whole unwitting, debauched or unmotivated is also passé. Although it is hard to generalize 

about the approximately six hundred states in India, many (about ninety, by one estimate) "exercised 

significant power in local, regional, all-India and imperial politics during the British colonial period."8 

At the moment of partition in 1947, two-fifths of India was not directly administered by Britain, 

and two out of every nine people were not direct subjects of the crown. One of the major areas where 

research is still needed is in understanding how the princes related to one another, how they interacted 

with the colonial government, and how these related to policies within the states themselves. Part of 
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the challenge is that the states were incredibly diverse. In terms of size, they could range from 

Hyderabad, the largest, to micro-states made up of a few acres and a single extended family. Generally 

speaking, each had a distinct treaty with the British government, so that relations were not uniform 

across India. As states were brought into relationships known as suzerainity or paramountcy at different 

times, and under unique circumstances, their relations to indirect rule could vary greatly. Moreover, 

colonial attitudes were influenced by a state’s racial origins or whether or not it could be said to exist by 

fiat or sponsorship (the Company created some states and “restored” others.) After 1857, the most 

crucial mark of distinction for any given state was its response to the Mutiny, with special privileges for 

loyal courts. 

In the years before 1857, though, the pressing question was not necessarily what rank a state 

had in the pecking order, but the very possibility of its continued existence. Dalhousie’s government was 

willing to take over independent states on even the flimsiest pretexts. Avoiding Calcutta’s covetous gaze 

was a real concern, especially for those that had cool relationships with the British or even a history of 

armed confrontation. In this setting, each state actively pursued its own interests according to the 

circumstances. With this in mind, I now turn to the more specific conditions inhering in the area around 

Jaora and Indore in the mid-nineteenth century. 

 

Central India in the nineteenth century 

The foundations of Indore were laid by Malhar Rao Holkar (1693-1766) in the early decades of the 

1700s. A successful military career with the Marathas allowed him to accumulate vast properties which 

he consolidated into an organized estate before his death. The reins of governance soon passed to his 

daughter-in-law, Ahilya Bai (1725-1795), and her commander-in-Chief, Tukoji Rao I (1723-1797). Ahilya 

Bai’s tenure lasted until her death in 1795. During her reign, many of the charitable works and palaces 
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associated with Indore were constructed. Her pious acts included "kingly dharmic gift-giving to 

brahmans and pilgrimage sites from Kedarnath in the Himalayas to Ramesaram in the south."9  

The years after Ahilya Bai’s rule were filled with intrigue and war. Maharajah Jaswant Rao (1776 – 

1811) racked up a number of military successes, including against the Peshwa in Pune. He also fought 

the British at Delhi to liberate the imprisoned Mughal emperor, Shah Alam. The treaty he signed at that 

time affirmed Indore’s territorial claims, as well as its dominion over Udaipur, Jaipur, Kota and a variety 

of other states. After Jaswant Rao’s death, though, Indori forces were wholly defeated in battle during 

the Third Anglo-Maratha war, which forced Mulhar Rao to accept the terms of the Treaty of Mandsaur 

in 1818. This treaty required that Indore "cede to the British Government all claims of tribute and 

revenues of every description which he has or may have had upon the Rajpoot princes, such as the 

Rajahs of Oudeypore, Jeypore, Jodhpore, Kotah, Boondee, Kerowlee, &c."10 It also asked him to give up 

swaths of territory, including Ajmer, which was annexed, and Tonk and Jaora, which were made 

independent. In addition to cropping the territorial extent of Indore, this treaty also stipulated that a 

representative of the Company be permanently attached to the Holkari court, that he fund a military 

force which the British would control, and that no "European or American" be hired without British 

approval. Further stipulations came a few years later: "The relations of Indore with the British 

Government are - that the British undertake to protect the state; and to mediate in case of difference 

with other states. The Maharaja Holkar on his part engaged to abstain in direct communication with 

other States..."11  
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The ruler of Indore had been effectively reduced from an independent head of state to a vassal. 

Even matters of succession were no longer determined independently. In 1843 the government tapped 

our traveler, eleven-year-old Tukoji Rao Holkar II (1835 – 1886), to become the new sovereign. Control 

of the state was left to a regent until such time as the young prince came of age. The transfer of power 

was effected in 1852, the very year that Holkar returned from his travels. Although some thirty years 

separated Mandsaur from the Maharaja's tour in 1851, it remained an open wound in the Indori court. 

As he traveled through lands previously subservient to Indore, Holkar found himself a visitor in what he 

considered his own territory. This discontentment is palpable in BNB, which seeks to reclaim Indore’s 

superiority over these territories in the text.  

As for Jaora, its history is synonymous with that of Indore’s until 1818, having been administered 

by a ta’luqdār, or revenue official, appointed by Indore. Following Indore’s defeat at Mandsaur, 

however, the ta’luqdār seceded. The British recognized Jaora as independent and established formal 

relations with it. This was a significant elevation in the rank. With British support, it was sure of its 

position and was guaranteed protection even as the Company entered its most aggressive phase of 

annexation. As for relations between the newly-separated territories, they were not entirely amicable. 

As we will see, BNB openly snubs Jaora, while the later, in a reflection of their asymmetrical relations, 

speaks positively of Indore in much the same way that it praises the British.  

 

Legitimacy, Symbolic Power and the Travel Account 

Making sense of BNB and SM demands that we consider how texts were historically understood 

to relate to the practice of statecraft. On this topic, scholarship has been more active, and it is well-

established that literary productions were crucial to the maintenance of symbolic legitimacy in pre-

colonial South Asia. However, academic interest in the functioning of these types of texts tapers off in 
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the colonial period as the bulk of South Asian historiography turns its gaze to colonialism. My argument 

here is that that court literatures in fact increased in importance during this period. This is because other 

means for self-promotion, including war and the making of treaties, were circumscribed. But also 

because the printing press revolutionized the ways states could relate to their subjects. State residents 

could read about the travels and activities of their rulers in books and newspapers, thus creating a direct 

link between the two that had not previously existed. These new forms of legitimacy were important in 

the colonial era. From the late eighteenth to the twentieth century, without recourse to conquest or 

even alliances, "Indian rajas legitimated their ruling status by religious and social rituals and symbols of 

sovereignty."12 These were often publicized by the courts. Ramusack has identified several additional 

means by which states attempted to establish their legitimacy in South Asia. Nearly all rulers, for 

instance, drew on historical ideas of the duties of kingship. They established charitable works, bestowed 

patronage on and frequented sites of pilgrimage. Many of these ideals were related to dharmic forms of 

proper conduct for kings but were not limited by sectarian distinctions. Hindu, Sikh and Muslim kings 

patronized religious institutions widely. Outside India, patronage supported hajjis at Mecca or pilgrims 

at the sacred Shi’a sites in Iraq. 

In addition to these pious grants, rulers sought legitimation through political association, 

Mughal investure, divine injunction, or recognition from the Caliph. As Archambault shows, the symbolic 

power of the Mughals was so profound that Bhopal actually continued to rely on it to substantiate its 

legitimacy more than a decade after it has ceased to exist.13 Other recent work has shown how the hunt 
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itself became a part of this posturing in the nineteenth century.14 Collecting artifacts and oddities might 

also serve to reinforce one’s right to rule.15 In short, as tangible power waned, symbolic power became 

ever more meaningful. Internally, it served to maintain control of the state. Externally, it was a key lever 

in balancing relations with other kingdoms and with the British. This was especially the case during in 

the nineteenth century, when "rulers had to use every possible strategy to reconcile disparate interest 

groups and associate valuable allies and client communities with their regimes."16  

In the literature on legitimacy in the colonial period, textual practices have garnered little focus, 

a surprising omission given that historiography on pre-colonial India has much to say with regard to the 

relationship between court literatures and authority.17 This elision is all the more curious in light of a 

broad interest in the history of print in South Asia. The printing press and the transformation of the 

public sphere has been a central focus of recent scholarship, but there is very little that tells us how the 

courts used their presses. In fact, courts were often eager to harness the reproductive capabilities of 

print. These new technologies allowed them to broaden their reach and to interact with their states in 

empowering ways. For example, when a donation was given to Brahmins or funds for a mosque were 

provided, news of this largesse could be published. During this period "rulers synthesized and adapted 

the injunctions of rajadharma to changing British and Indian nationalist conventions of political 
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authority and political and social reforms."18 This was made possible, in part, through the presses and 

novel textual practices. 

The arrival of the press was only one factor that allowed travel writing to become a reliable 

means through which to reaffirm one’s legacy. For one, travel had become safer. Colonial backing 

reduced the risk of coups or succession disputes and virtually ensured the impossibility of militarized 

hostilities between neighbors. Communication and transportation links were improving. This was also a 

period when the British themselves were promoting travel and travel writing as crucial to the moral and 

social advancement of India. By traveling, one could present oneself as a modern, advanced and 

progressive ruler seeking the improvement of one's estate by embarking on voyages and writing about 

them. It also let one "act like a ruler." To dress and act like an independent sovereign, maintaining 

protocol and etiquette became ever more important to the maintenance of symbolic power. Indian 

rulers made travel a part of being a ruler, just as did their Iranian and European counterparts.19 In India’s 

princely travel accounts, we see rulers receiving honors and gifts from higher authorities abroad, even as 

they extolled their own dedication to their own people and customs. Where all of this might have once 

been recorded in court annals, it could now be widely disseminated in newspapers, journals and books 

of travel. This was crucial to the functioning of the nineteenth century state, for, “in a more settled 

society, ruling houses needed to exalt their lineages before a wider audience.”20 

 

The origins of princely travel writing 
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How common was writing about travel in the princely states? In terms of pre-colonial literature, 

royal mobility was frequently commemorated in both verse and prose in Persian. Examples can be found 

in an account of Jahanara's trip to Ajmer and Jahangir's annual sojourn in Srinagar. The Ā’īn-i Akbarī 

records military tours in the Deccan. Nevertheless, before the nineteenth century, instance of stand-

alone travel writing by or about sovereigns are rare.21 Most accounts of royal movement were 

embedded in annals, histories and biographies, all of which had their own functions. The relationship of 

these types of literatures to politics has been reasonably well discussed, especially in the field of Indo-

Persian historiography.22  

 The legacy of colonial-era travel writing, inaugurated in Indore and Jaora, remains less clear. 

While there has been some attention paid in recent years to individual travelogues, these studies are 

typically focused on the individual states, and not on how they fit into the political and intellectual world 

of court literatures.23 In fact, since not only did the authors of these texts work within a world where the 

vernacular travelogue was a well-established form, they were also writing in dialogue with the travel 

literature produced by other states. Courts were not just aware that their co-sovereigns were writing 

travel accounts – they sent them to one another as well. Moreover, royals frequently met one another 

while abroad or at colonial durbars, with the result that they also wrote about each other. Thus, to study 

individual works without acknowledging that they shared a market ignores their fully dialogic, 
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intertextual nature.  

Some initial observations on the history of princely travel writing in colonial-era India are 

possible. First, sovereign accounts appeared in Urdu and only somewhat later in Persian. The move from 

Urdu to Persian unexpectedly reverses the flow that has typified literary and intellectual production in 

this milieu and makes clear that linear historical models do violence to a more complex reality. Second, 

the types of works that fall under the category of court travel literatures is diverse. The earliest 

prominent examples, as already mentioned, occur in around 1850 in the Afghan and Maratha states of 

Central India. This points to the unique development of travel writing in relation to the other genres of 

Urdu: the first to take it up were not necessarily Urdu-speaking, nor were they exclusively Muslim.  

This unconventional streak continues with the travel accounts of the Begums of Bhopal, who 

would make travel writing into a family tradition after Sikandar Begum recorded her trip to the Hijaz in 

1863. Another noteworthy account from this period comes from the pen of the deposed Wajid Ali 

Shah's courtier who had been sent to London to lobby for the Navab. Wajid Ali Shah too composed his 

travel accounts in verse under the penname Ak̲h̲tar. In Persian during this period, however, there is only 

the 1854 Sairistān of the supposed navab of Bahavalpur, Mubariz al-Daula – a British-backed pretender - 

and the writings of Raja Girdhari Pershad Bansi Raj Mahbub Nawazwant, a high ranking figure in the 

Hyderabadi court. The early nineteenth century Jangnāma from Rampur, a versified account of a royal 

hajj that is effectively pre-colonial, may also be included in this list. 

Travel writing spread to other regions later in the nineteenth century. Major producers of travel 

writing in Urdu and Persian include Hyderabad, Rampur, and Jaipur. In these states, accounts were 

published regularly, often on high quality paper bearing royal insignias and accompanied by cheaper 

editions and newspaper instalments. The same was true of small states like Basoda or Bahavalpur, some 

of whom produced travel literature tirelessly. This is to say nothing of those accounts produced in an 
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official context by high ranking court officials. The two-time prime minister of Hyderabad, Sir Kishen 

Prashad, wrote at least seven accounts between 1914 and 1931.  

The pattern for princely accounts in other languages is similar. Jaipur published its works of 

travel in both Hindi and Urdu. English was another popular option, effective at currying favor at Delhi 

and Calcutta, but also in gaining a wider native audience across India. The Maharajas of Patiala, 

Kapurthala and Bhor all chose to write in that language at least some of the time. The latter also wrote 

often in Marathi, publishing his travels in various journals and papers. In the Travels of the Raja of Bhor, 

the sovereign explains that he is writing in English instead of Marathi because travel accounts are 

"pouring in in the Marathi papers," while works of this kind in English are "comparatively very few." He 

also cites a desire to share his "experiences in the West" with a wider circle of "friends and well-wishers 

in India and abroad."24 Equally revealing is his cursory note that the Gaekwad of Baroda had an official 

policy of sending his high officials to Europe to improve the efficiency of his court. These officials 

frequently published accounts of their official trips in Marathi or English. With so many princes traveling, 

the Raja of Bhor reprimands those who fail to have accounts written on their return: those who do not 

plan to write, or fail to do so will have “entirely wasted their money.” 

Unfortunately, it is difficult to know the full extent of princely travel writing. The archives and 

libraries of the princely states have not fared well since 1947, and a great many works have been lost. 

Moreover, many princely works circulated locally or regionally, or were only published in newspapers in 

the form of updates regarding the royal party’s activities. Finding them would necessitate a much 

deeper search by regional specialists. What remains clear, though, is that the travelogue became a 

central institution of textual practices in the courts between 1850 and1947.  
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Indore, Jaora and the first Princely Travelogues in Urdu 

BNB and SM take entirely different approaches to the issue of travel, travel writing and 

legitimacy, despite their shared cultural world. Both were published at nearly the same historical 

moment and were directed towards a similar audience, namely, social elites, the British, and other 

princely courts in Central India and Hindustan. Indore and Jaora shared the same Company Resident. For 

all this, they are radically different in their style, message and content. This disparity cannot be 

attributed to the fact that one was ruled by a Muslim court and the other by a Hindu, for both shared a 

common court language (Persian) and culture. Nor did they show much interest in religious matters, 

being altogether more concerned with the common plight of the beleaguered aristocratic classes. 

 How, then, do we account for such this difference? Why do they give meaning to their travels in 

such disparate terms and using distinct models? I argue that this is due to their differing sources of 

legitimacy. Indore could claim to exist in its own right, perhaps even against colonial will, and it had a 

distinguished cultural and military history to back up that claim. In BNB, Holkar is eager to emphasize 

the continuation of his family’s legacy. The text emphasizes incessantly his symbolic claim to sovereignty 

over much of North and Central India while glossing over the massive strategic and territorial loses the 

state had suffered at the hands of the British. Jaora, for its part, was not only supported by the British, 

but was created by them and had no independent history. Even as it worked to cultivate its own 

symbolic authority, it nonetheless was not reliant upon it. Instead, SM makes a broader claim to 

legitimacy based on an ideal of just rule. It openly derides the sort of hereditary legitimacy of “lineages 

and origins” (aṣl o nasab) that Indore relied on. Instead, it asserts that only those rulers who work for 

the improvement of their kingdom deserve success. Where Indore claims superiority over all of Central 

India and Rajputana because it had once dominated them, Jaora suggests that historical greatness has 
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little currency in the modern era. These distinctions result in each text approaching the question of 

travel writing from entirely different angles.  

BNB and SM do, however, bear some similarities. Both invoke European philosophies of travel 

and enlightenment. Even as their works are undoubtedly written in a Persianate mode, they also invoke 

an ideology of useful travel, arguing that travel is religiously laudable, politically pragmatic and 

intellectually fulfilling. At the same time, Holkar and Khan both find justification for travel in the classical 

sources, even as they hold up the itinerant English as an ideal example of prosperity through 

perigrination. Travel, they say, improves the state by creating a more enlightened ruler. The Nawab of 

Jaora quotes the poet Ghani Kashmiri: 

Mi-barad rah bi-kamāl ādam-i k̲h̲ākī zi safar 
Mi shavad kāsa-yi gil sāk̲h̲ta az gardīdan 
 

The road to perfection for mortal (earthen) man is through travel 
Just as clay becomes a goblet through constant turning25 

 
This rhetoric of self-improvement undergirds the idea of a trickledown benefit for the state’s citizens. It 

is addressed to the societal elite, but argues that the populace would ultimately gain from the former’s 

enlightenment. This invocation of useful travel bears the unmistakable imprint of colonial influence. 

Though the style, language and discourse of these texts are largely Persianate, they were directed as 

much at the British as at rival states.  

 The Resident in this period was the main – and often only – representative of Calcutta at the 

princely courts. Until around mid-century, these men generally worked without much coordination. For 

logistical reasons, major decisions had to be made on the spot, and officers had a great deal of 

autonomy. As a result, they also developed close relationships with their appointed courts. In central 
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India, a variety of states were clubbed together and administered by a single man. Jaora and Indore 

liased with Robert Collie Hamilton North, resident from 1844 until 1857. North belonged to that pre-

Mutiny era of officials for whom India was not simply a place to be ruled, but also to be understood. He 

took a genuine historical interest in the country and its history. As an active member in the 

Archaeological Society of Delhi (AS), he was dedicated to the production of scientific knowledge about 

India’s past. His interest and influence can be gauged by his patronage of a young Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 

whom he appointed his assistant munshi in Agra before moving to Indore.  

Although the goals of the AS were to investigate the ruins in and around Delhi, it was also 

interested in Indian architecture and history more generally. One year before BNB was published, the 

Society began work to encourage historical contributions from Indians themselves. This was "in order 

more fully to take advantage of the position held by the society in this part of India, as well as in the 

hope of introducing a taste among the native community for the study of Historical subjects."26 It was 

hoped that efforts to encourage Indians to relate to their histories in the same way that the Society did 

would "contribute to the general stock of our knowledge of the country..." North encouraged the courts 

under his jurisdiction to write on these subjects, which they did to some extent. Ultimately, though BNB 

and SM are more interested in political than architectural possibilities. 

North likely actively encouraged the courts under his jurisdiction to travel, as is suggested in 

both texts: “It is through his advice and permission that this great blessing and felicity was obtained.”27 

In the case of BNB, we find North contributing greatly to the secret preparations and ensuring the 

success of the clandestine trip. However he probably did not participate actively in the project of writing 
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these accounts; the two courts were free to go about it as they wished. There is no evidence that either 

were written under pressure (as may have been the case with the Begum of Bhopal a few years later).28 

Rather, the labor that went into their 1500 pages of text suggests that the project was taken up with 

vigor. 

  

The posturing Prince – Maharaja Holkar and Bāg̲h̲-i nau bahār 

“It is safe to say that travel is, perhaps less in popular perception but certainly as a subject of academic 

research and reflection, above all associated with the appropriation, indeed the "conquest" of space."29  

 

To examine how these courts modified their textual practices to bolster their legitimacy vis-à-vis 

other states and in relation to the colonial center in the age of early print, I turn now to the first major 

princely travel account in Urdu, BNB. This section will interrogate how the Holkari court made a claim for 

an enduring superiority over regions and courts that it could no longer physically control by retooling 

two earlier genres of princely literature. The first of these is the history, or tārīk̲h̲, a genre with an 

extensive pedigree and a mainstay of political literature in the Persianate world of India. The second is 

the epic, or dāstān, whose influence is equally clear in BNB. By combining these, the author of the text 

creates what he calls a “new kind of history.” This new history is a highly engaging narrative that is 

simultaneously didactic, informative, and entertaining. However, it is also loose in its narrative structure, 

allowing the text to play with temporalities. By blurring temporal distinctions, BNB symbolically 

reconquers Indore’s former territorial holdings in Central India. It does so by casting this narrative within 
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an authorizing discourse of travel.  

BNB relates the travels of Maharaja Holkar 

Rao II’s through north and central India. From the 

capital, Indore, Holkar tours his domains to the 

south before visiting his non-contiguous lands 

near the intersection of the present-day states of 

Rajasthan, MP and UP. From here, he and his 

attendants work their way northward Haridwar 

before turning south via Saharanpur to Delhi, 

Jaipur and Udaipur. Throughout the trip, Holkar 

pretended to be a nobleman, and occasionally, an 

Iranian tourist. During the course of these travels, 

Munshi Ummid Singh, Holkar’s attendant, kept a 

detailed daily diary in Persian which was rapidly 

"translated" into Urdu and published. It was sent to 

press so quickly that the Urdu author, Sayyid Karim 

Ali Rathi, who had not yet named the book, was forced to place the title in the conclusion. The book had 

begun to be printed before he had even finished writing it. This urgency may have stemmed from a 

desire to nip in the bud rumors of the prince’s kidnapping.  

Holkar was one of the first rulers to become a modern “tourist” with a travel account, paving the 

way for other sovereigns. In this realm of circumscribed political mobility, the turn towards physical 

mobility offered up the possibility of new forms of agency. Where Holkar’s ancestors had once fought 

and established public works as far north as Haridwar, he traverses that territory as a visitor first in 

Figure 6: Title page of Bāg̲h̲-i nau bahār, 1851 
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person, and then again in literature. From a retrospective vantage point, this symbolic journey through 

the tatters of his state's circle of influence is a sort of nostalgia. But it is also a form of aspiration. In 

1850, it was still possible to imagine alternative futures to British India.  

This type of maneuvering between individual aspiration and colonial hegemony can be 

understood in terms of the concepts of strategy and tactic developed by de Certeau, which account for 

the way that less powerful actors negotiate, through a combination of cooperation and conflict, the 

strictures imposed on them by a greater power. In a metaphor resonant with the literary concerns of 

this thesis, Certeau argues that marginalized actors make use of their social constraints in the same way 

that poets work within the strictures of form and meter to maintain the possibilities of their lifeworlds. 

A strategy is "a calculation or manipulation of power relationships" made by an established subject with 

power.30 Strategies delimit and make claims to places of their own and which they use to manage the 

actions of the Other. The place of the subject is a "triumph of space over time." Against these strategies, 

the marginalized figure must resort to tactics from within a space that has been defined by the 

dominant power. The tactic plays on the element of time to disrupt the control of space meticulously 

laid out by the adversary. De Certeau's theoretical concept is useful here because it helps to explain how 

we can make sense of a text that simultaneously cooperates with the forces that entangle it (writing a 

travelogue with British encouragement), even while subtly working to undermine its pervasive and 

pernicious influence from a disadvantaged position (reinforcing territorial claims to areas now under the 

control of the British and their rivals). BNB accomplishes this through the deft manipulation of time, by 

de-emphasizing the contemporary arrangement of territory in favor of a historical configuration that is 

simultaneously aspirational.  
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Tārīkh̲̲ and Travel 

Given the lack of a recognizable category of writing called “travel writing” in persianate 

literature in 1850, what was this text to its authors? Rathi, who composed the text, states that he is in 

fact writing a tārīk̲h̲, or history, a genre of writing with an extensive pedigree. This affiliation is 

underscored when he places his text amongst a group of its peers, that is, the pantheon of India’s 

greatest works of history: 

... [the present author has] created a new type of history. The author of this book compared it to 
the Akbarnāma and Jahāngīrī and Shāhjahān-nāma, the ‘Ibratnāma, Siyar al-Muta'k̲h̲irīn, Āṡār 
al-Ṣanādīd, Rājāvalī, Tug̲h̲laqnāma, Rauẓat al-Safā, etc, and didn't find a hair's-breadth of 
difference between them. In short, this influential Travels is truly a masterpiece. 31 
 

In a boasting passage, Rathi here claims both to have maintained the standard of the greatest histories 

of the millennium while also having done something entirely new. Simultaneously, he provides the 

reader with his academic qualifications and a bibliography for the text in hand. Further support for 

reading BNB as a history is provided in the discussion of possible names for the text. Rathi writes: 

“readers will call this the History of Tikoji.”32 Reading BNB as a tārīk̲h̲ (as the author suggests), and not as 

a travelogue (as nineteenth century British catalogues suggest), attunes us to its place in the Persianate 

political culture of the period. The history was a political staple in princely India.  

BNB’s physical appearance also points toward continuities with earlier textual forms. It retains 

strong links to the manuscript tradition that was still the most common source of books. In Calcutta, 

Agra and elsewhere, efforts to "modernize" Urdu typography and orthography were ongoing, but these 

interventions are largely absent here. As Stark shows, during this early period of printing in Urdu, 
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publishers purposefully maintained a visual homology between manuscripts and printed texts that 

served to reduce the unpleasant experience of reading in an entirely unfamiliar format.33 In addition to 

convenience, visual continuity also emphasized the relationship between old histories and Rathi’s new 

one, differentiating it from the imperial-style travelogue, with its blank spaces, indentations and lined 

charts.  

Reading BNB as a history, and not as a travelogue, reveals how travel writing could become an 

integral part of court literature. The field of historiography was one of the most productive areas of 

intellectual output in Persianate India. Established as early as the Delhi Sultanate, it rose to new heights 

of prominence during the heyday of the Mughal Empire. Babur wrote his own, and the illiterate Akbar 

had a number of histories of his family written, amongst them the works of his sister, Gulbadan Begum. 

Jahangir too wrote his own autobiography, and in it explicitly stated that he was "sending the text to 

other rulers, especially referring to Persia,” underlining the political nature of the history.34 During this 

period, but especially after, as the Mughal Empire disintegrated into countless independent states of 

varying sizes, history writing exploded across India.  

In their respective overviews of the field of Indo-Persian historiography, Blain Auer and Stephen 

Dale identify some of the ways that the tārīk̲h̲ functioned with relation to the state. Memiors/histories, 

especially in the post-Mughal context, could be written to function as mirrors for princes. More typically, 

though, the tārīk̲h̲ was a means of setting the record – to have your version of history handed down for 

posterity. Along with constructing forts, tombs, mosques or hospices, history writing was crucial to a 

state’s authority and prestige. During the Mughal period, the tārīk̲h̲ was not just a part of a ruler's 
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legacy: it had become “part and parcel of empire-building.”35 In the context of the Indo-Persianate state, 

tārīk̲h̲s came to function as “symbols of authority.” In these documents, travel often figured where 

movements of the royal camp were recorded.  

It is within this context that Rathi wrote his “new kind of tārīk̲h̲” primed for the print era. Unable 

to head up a battalion or invade a contested territory, the genre of tārīk̲h̲ would have provided 

alternative means to gain the capital of symbolic authority. In the face of a dearth of actual victories, the 

maharajah could accomplish a symbolic victory (z̤afar) in having his travels written up in a history. In 

short, that the tradition of writing about the travels of a sovereign would soon come to be subsumed 

under the label of safarnāma should not draw attention away from how this “new writing” grew out of 

earlier traditions. If BNB was an early innovator, many others were soon to follow. Speaking of Shah 

Jahan Begum's "History of Bhopal" (1876), Barbara Metcalf notes that histories like these which merged 

"history, travelogue, memoir and gazetteer" were indicative "of the 'generic instability' or 

experimentation characteristic of vernacular writing of the era as languages such as Urdu took on new 

forms of prose writing.”36 BNB too capitalizes on generic instability and uses it to maximize its symbolic 

capital. For Persianate readers, it had all the trappings of a royal history; for British readers, it revealed 

the image of an inquisitive and enlightened raja who traveled for leisure and self-improvement (which, 

as the preface of Aminchand’s account considered in the next chapter indicates, was a colonial ideal.) 

Even outside Persian court cultures, the travelogue had a broad association with history in the 

nineteenth century. In his work on colonial travelogues to Africa in the nineteenth century, Fabian finds 

that each of the authors he studies hopes to use his travelogue to "make history:"  
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Telling the story of a journey was an integral part of the actions that produced a (hi)story that 
could be told and both, narration and travel, enacted political and economic schemes. It is in 
their capacity as representatives of nation states ... that the explorers wrote reports that could 
count as history as opposed to the stories told in other tales of travel. Conversely, when 
explorers departed for Africa they took along, as it were, narrative scripts for their travels.37 

This is particularly the case with princes, who wrote as authorized representatives of their states. In this 

sense, their actions are history the history of the state. Further, rulers, more than mere citizens, carry 

with them “narrative scripts for their travels.” Since their travels are state history, they must also be 

contiguous with that history.  

 

The dāstān in BNB 

In BNB, the historiographic mode is the most prominent in terms of sheer volume: swaths of 

BNB are relate the history of Indore, its relationship to other royal histories, monuments and cities. This 

history comes alive, though, through the person of the sovereign. Old monuments and battlefields are 

reanimated by Holkar’s presence, a feat made possible by BNB’s deft use of narrative. Thus, there are 

two threads operating in the text that interact at significant sites and moments. The first is the history 

itself, the tārīk̲h̲ element, and the second is the dāstān, or epic, with the king as protagonist.  

Epic elements of the text are also signaled by the presence of multiple narrators. BNB is not 

written in the first person, nor is it limited to a single voice. The introduction and conclusion, which 

bookend the body of the text, address the reader directly. The travels, in turn, are largely written in the 

third person, with the power of address traded between Ummid Singh, whose diary is the basis for the 

text, the Maharaja, whose oral description of the trip is also included, and the author himself. The latter 

is conspicuously present; he frequently interjects to provide further information. This distinguishes it 
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from both Mughal and European histories that often privileged a single perspective. 

A host of other figures also speak in the text. A cacophony of historical voices jockey for space, 

from medieval historians to Christian missionaries. Urdu and Persian poems pepper the text. The 

Gulistan and the Ramayana exemplify the emotional state of the Raja. Courtesans (ta̤vā’ifs), with their 

amorous banter and supple ghazals (duly recorded), jostle with bawdy musicians (bhānḍs), whose 

humorous and occasionally explicit anecdotes are related in full. Comic negotiations with traders give 

voice to the bazar, while the villages themselves come alive as the travelling party interacts with wary 

farmers, Brahmins in search of alms, and women accused of witchcraft. In the cities we encounter 

macebearers and attendants, and very occasionally, the distinct voice of a British officer. This cast of 

characters is reminiscent of the shahr-āshob genre of poetry, except that here we find them playing 

speaking roles, as within the Alf Laila or Amīr Hamza cycles. 38 Unlike British accounts, the landscape is 

never devoid of people.39 Incidents also stack on top of one another as part of a story within a story. In 

these boxed narratives the ancient and contemporary history of India emerges. Citations and retellings 

from famous Persian histories often enclose one another, so that the same geographical space contains 

several pasts at once. The narrative itself becomes the host of a network of interrelated stories that tie 

the protagonist of BNB directly to the many histories of the places he visits.  

All of these elements bring BNB very close to the literary genre of the dāstān, in which a 

questing hero survives countless adventures and outrageous situations on the bare strength of his wit. If 

there is a major difference between this text and the dāstān, it is that BNB is not meant to be fiction. 
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Rathi was not the only Urdu writer to have discovered the potent possibilities for combining elements of 

the dāstān with those of the travel account. Later texts would find irresistible the urge to combine the 

two, including in imaginary travels for the purpose of creating edifying and entertaining literature.40  

Read as a dāstān, BNB develops as follows: after a didactic introduction, the curtains are raised 

on the kingdom of Indore, a happy land ruled by a benevolent king whose qualities were the sum of all 

the previous great rulers. Yet the king's heart is heavy. Unlike in a typical dāstān, he does not yearn for 

male issue or matrimony with a distant princess. "His heart was filled with [a] desire [to travel]."41 But 

how could this desire possibly be satisfied? The Resident would prohibit it,42 state ministers would 

council against it, deference to the aging queen would prevent it, advisors would advise against it, the 

Brahmins would delay it with their calculations and extinguish the fire of his desire,43 and the flower of 

his desire would wilt.44  

The problem is solved by the hero's resourceful sidekick, Ummid Singh, who pacifies the resident 

with eloquent speeches on the high station of travel. The resident in turn writes a letter to the governor 

general, who grants the maharaja leave.45 This obstacle surmounted, he then devises a plan to give the 

queen mother and her retinue the slip on the pretext of a voyage, first to the old capital at Maheshvar 

(Mahasir), and then to his northernmost realms to look after his people.46 At the last moment, the 
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queen decides to join him, and she must be convinced – in a comically ironic moment– that travel is hell 

embodied (safar ṣūrat-i saqar hai.)47 The scene of his departure is a lavish affair, replete with the 

accouterments of war, conspicuous wealth and singing peasants.48 Then, under the very nose of 

detection, the raja and his confidants slip away into the wilderness, where they change out of their 

socially-marked clothing for the more generic stuff of road-weary travelers. Each man choses a new 

name, profession, and even a religion. Only Munshi Ummid Singh remains Munshi Ummid Singh, the 

conduit to the real world. His name would open doors that would otherwise remain closed to 

anonymous travelers. The trip was likely to be unpleasant and dangerous, but it’s undertaking was a 

means to success (Munshī ṣāḥib ne javāb diyā agarče safar ba ṣūrat-i saqar hai illā āp kī hamrāh vasīlat 

al-z̤afar hai).49  

Moving toward north India, the group experiences one adventure after another. They argue 

with vendors, have tense showdowns with bands of thieves and barely avoid detection. In a 

carnivalesque turn in Bharatpur, Tikoji Rao Holkar poses as his own servant. In Delhi he takes on the 

identity of an Iranian traveler. Playing on the quintessential sultan-in-the-bazar archetype, he observes 

the annual procession in Jaipur and sounds out local opinion on Indore. These adventures are peppered 

by moments of depression, wonder and exhilaration. He is nearly imprisoned, but bravely escapes. 

Finally, having achieved his aim, he returns to his happy realm where he is showered with adoration and 

triumphantly escorted at the head of an endless retinue to the memorial pavilion (čhatrī) of Jaswant 

Rao, in whose footsteps he has just traveled, to take up the mantle of leadership. His purpose attained, 

his victory complete, he takes the reins of governance and, we imagine, lives happily ever after. 
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This short summary in fact extends across 500 pages, mixing in with long historical passages. The 

latter maintain the scholarly demeanor of the BNB, as well as its verisimilitude, while the former balance 

out the historiographic detail with a pinch of levity. This mixture of tārīk̲h̲ and dāstān has implications 

for the two main concerns of this chapter. First, it demonstrates the fluidity that characterized early 

travel writing in Urdu. Secondly, it shows how the princely travelogue, with all its literary 

experimentation, was, at its heart, political.  

The narrative of Holkar's travels is relevant to Indore’s political concerns in three ways. First, the 

emphasis on entertainment contributes to the success of the text – it creates an appealing story that is 

enjoyable to listen to. What might otherwise have been a dry account instantaneously becomes one in 

which the reader has a stake: the narrative compels you to root instinctively for Holkar's success. Thus, 

the narrative increases its own readability (and circulation). In this way, Indore’s claim to authority is 

furthered while the courage of its ruler is extolled and reaffirmed. Maharaja Holkar becomes an 

underdog, traveling in weather-beaten clothes by horse and against all odds succeeds in his quest to 

know the world. He does so, moreover, in a way that is both refined and reflexive, while also entirely 

human. This type of royal self-promotion has a long pedigree in Urdu, going back to as early as the 16th 

century, when the Golkonda court poet Vajhi wrote an epic travel narrative around Quli Qutb Shah 

under the title Qutb̤ Mushtarī.  

Second, the epic aspect of this text also masks a jarring contradiction in the text: despite its 

claims of his greatness, Holkar was prohibited from being honored or received at foreign courts. The 

narrative turns this embarrassing limitation on its head, making Holkar the archetypal king who actually 

evades the honors and social obligations to learn the conditions of the world outside the palace. Thus, 

the question of social position is diverted into riveting scenes featuring cunning costumery and daring. 

At the same time, the dāstān-form opens up a space for shrouded dissent. As an official state 
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production, it was impossible for the Indori court to openly propose alternative political futures. These 

ideas are instead woven into the narrative. In one anecdote, Rathi relates a conversation between 

Holkar and a headman in Mewar. The king asks the headman about the political situation in the area 

and is told that if only the rulers of Udaipur and Indore would unite their forces, they would be able to 

become rulers of all of India. This passage comes shortly after another where the terrors visited on the 

local populace by the British military cantonment are described. This scene prompts the reader to 

imagine alternative political topographies, a vision that would be acted on in 1857. In another instance, 

Holkar himself suggests that the purpose of his travels may ultimately be to regain his authority. When 

asked by an official attached to Scindia why a ruler should travel he replies that “The English 

Government has a hold on all of India, from Europe in the West and from South to North their rule is 

complete…the governor general himself comes and observes the captured land… open your eyes!”50 

Here Holkar suggests that mobility is the key to British conquest. By becoming mobile himself, he hopes 

ot emulate this success. But this application of the narrative has lighter possibilities as well. Vignettes 

allow a range of characters to praise Indore, showing the ruler’s broad popularity. Devices such as these 

may hint at a desire to increase the standing of Indore amongst its rival states, but also to convince 

Calcutta of popular contentment with the Holkar family. 

 Finally, the narrative emplotments of the epic give shape and structure to a symbolic territorial 

re-conquest. BNB physically and symbolically re-inscribes the Holkari name onto the lands and 

monuments of Northern India – and re-inscribes simultaneously the names and symbols of these 

powerful markers of kingship into the history of the dynasty. Lacking the ability to effect this conquest in 

martial terms, as Jaswant Rao once did, Holkar instead does so in narrative terms. BNB shows the 
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Maharaja departing from the capital, like any great conquistador, in full ceremonial regalia and 

surrounded by all of the trappings of battle, filled with enthusiasm and confidence. The account of his 

return too draws implicit parallels to conquest, with its war-elephants, gold coins and jubilant masses. 

And above all, the symbolic conquest finds closure with Holkar's ascension to the čhatrī of Jaswant 

Singh, the greatest warrior of Indori, and possibly Maratha, history.51 Doing so also fulfills the claim 

made at the outset of the account that Tukoji was the embodiment of this ancestor's qualities. 

 In sum, it is the dāstān constructed around an inglorious voyage that allows it to be brought to 

a successful conclusion. It highlights the symbolic conquest and trumpets the victory that was 

proclaimed at the outset of the text – that safar vasīla-yi z̤afar. With the princes restricted to their own 

internal affairs by their treaties with the Company, this sort of victory was of the few left to them. In the 

days before 1857, especially, when alternative futures could still be imagined, the desire to rise beyond 

mediocrity was in direct conflict with British policy. That BNB attempts to transcend this through travel 

writing harkens Jameson's insights into the ways that literature is always a social act that offers symbolic 

"resolutions [to] determinate contradictions." 52 

 

Space and time between tārīk̲h̲ and dāstān 

The tārīk̲h̲, the dāstān and Indore’s prestige are all able to coexist in BNB because of Rathi’s deft 

manipulation of space and time in the narrative. Through the text’s unique chronotope, Holkar is placed 

within a network of signs that connect him to both Dharmic and Persianate power and push to the side a 

more recent history of military and strategic defeats. In this way, the structure of the text itself gives 

meaning of the geography of central India by placing it back within Indore’s sphere of influence.  
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Physically, BNB presents a solid block of text with only a single line break meant to set the 

didactic introduction off from the body of the narrative and indicate a shift in the narrator. The narrative 

flows continuously across the pages, studded with lengthy quotations that are only distinguished 

rhetorically. Only when several verses from the same poem are transcribed does the typesetter 

occasionally organize them into wavering columns heralded by conventional headings: qit'̤a, maṡnavī, 

g̲h̲azal, etc. Sentences are not marked with punctuation, and, as with much early prose, bleed into one 

another without ever fully coming to a halt. It is into this jungle of continuity that the temporality of the 

journey makes its appearance. Using Munshi Ummid Singh’s daily diary as his principle source, Rathi 

organizes the text around the Gregorian calendar. The date is almost always marked, with the month 

and year given when the events of the day are particularly noteworthy. The movements of the king's 

party are always noted with reference to the Christian calendar. Despite their ubiquity, their 

regimenting effect on the text is diminished by the absence of spacing, punctuation, distinct fonts or 

typesets. In Korte's generic travel chronotope (the travelogue as the representation of a certain route 

traversed in a certain amount of time), time serves to mark progress, but is unlike normative European 

travel writing in that it does not give a definitive shape to the text.53 BNB’s continuity and relative 

timelessness aligns with time in the dāstān, which is not rooted in a particular time and rarely tracks the 

time needed to complete the quest. 

Like time, space in BNB similarly refuses to accord with the role it is typically assigned in the 

narrative structure of normative travelogues: it has no preordained destination or itinerary. Aside from a 

line noting Delhi as the intended destination the reader is denied any premonition of where the text will 
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take them.54 Each daily entry treats exclusively of the present; if the traveling party decamps, the reader 

does not know where it is going until it gets there. Even the reference to Delhi turns out to be 

misleading, since on his northward journey the king skirts Delhi to the East and continues on as far as 

Haridwar. (Thus, the "final destination" is not defined by geography or itinerary but in terms of the most 

symbolically significant location.) Only then does he loop southward and take in Delhi on the return leg. 

In terms of the reading experience, the effect of this is to short-circuit the typical chronotope of the 

travelogue by removing a final destination or a sense of a particular goal grounded in space. Travel in 

and of itself, with all the benefits noted in the preface, is its sole purpose. As a result, each place is 

accorded its own significance as something more than just a way-station. The narrative cannot supply a 

sense of transit, of spaces of meaninglessness or obstacles in the way of one's target that can be found 

in colonial or Indian nationalistic accounts.55  

Because the reader does not know where the narrative will go next, the focus becomes 

concentrated at the precise point where the action takes place. In the absence of a privileged 

topography, every space inhabited by the protagonist of the narrative is made meaningful. Cities like 

Saharanpur, Chitorgarh or Kota are not mere transit points of passing interest. Rather, the chronotope 

conspires, by easing the pressures of time and clearing the narrative of any other special focus, to make 

each of these places central focuses of the text in their turn. The connection to the dāstān again 

becomes clear, for in that genre the setting of each story takes its position as the focus of the narrative 

in turn. Each embedded story is ultimately self-contained. 

The sense of spatial equality is similarly conveyed by the topographical details that mark the 
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territory through which the royal party travels. With no maps, or even cardinal directions provided, the 

reader is lead through an endless series of villages and towns that seem only to relate to one another 

geographically in terms of the line being drawn between them by the travelers' hoof prints. Countless 

towns and villages are mentioned by name, and not seemingly for the cause of scientific accuracy. 

Where one might expect to hear "we made camp at a tiny village named Amlipura twenty miles north of 

Saharanpur" we instead read "then we made camp at Amlipura."  

Constructing the chronotope in this way allows the author to foreground a social and political 

topology that privileges historical configurations by deflecting the focus of the narrative away from the 

here-and-now-ness that usually accompanies the subjective account of an individual's travels. By subtly 

interlacing these earlier configurations within the present-time of the traveler with his regular ticking off 

the days and months, BNB puts forward a chimerical coevalness of the current ruler with the spread of 

Indore at the peak of its power. Further, it envelops space with the ethos of a time when the Indo-

Persian political milieu was at its height, denying the current political situation a hegemonic imprint on 

the narrative. In making this move, the expected flow of the travelogue is reversed. In a chronotope that 

has effaced any sign of the future, the focus of the text, concentrated on individual places and their 

pasts, instead flows backwards into history. Thus, instead of a traveler moving inextricably forward 

towards his destination in his journey of discovery, it is the reader who travels, though the sovereign, 

into history. But this approach to the past is unlike, say, colonial accounts, which take a keen interest in 

history but maintain a solid distinction between the past and the present in their narrative, structure, 

and even the physical layout of their texts. In such accounts, history gives context, color, and 

understanding to the present. In BNB, history gives meaning to space at the expense of a clearly drawn 

demarcation between then and now. Because this history is written palimpsestically onto the diary of 

Munshi Ummid Singh, because the slippages in the text allow for the wistful suggestion of a coevalness 
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between past and present, BNB places the ruler of Indore in a geography that effaces the impotence of 

the state. In a daring literary re-conquest, the protagonist moves through the present of what has 

become British-controlled India, yet manages to read off the braille of its physical and architectural 

topography the enduring glory his state – and not their contemporary political subjugation. 

In this arrangement, places, particularly urban places, are the locus around which the text 

bunches. In any given place, it examines administration: how are cities organized, regions run, land 

developed? These are points of interest for Munshi Ummid Singh, though he does not explore them 

consistently. Secondly, the political: who controls which areas and how much income do they take in? 

What types of fortifications have they constructed? And, perhaps, a mark of the symbolic indicators of 

power and wealth: what is the state of their zones of pleasure, their palaces, their gardens? These 

matters, along with descriptions of travel between towns, the weather and the never-ending task of 

finding a place to stay, provide a contemporary portrait of the places visited by the maharaja during his 

tour. But above all, space seems to become meaningful because of its relationship to history. Far and 

away the longest passages are devoted to recounting the histories of places. And, above all, linking 

those histories to Indore.  

These histories are written into the soil. They are inscribed on the tombs, the walls and forts 

that Tikoji Rao tours and on the intangible borders that he crosses. In reading the histories and the 

meanings of places off their architecture and their physical geographies, BNB invokes the dual meaning 

inherent in the word sair. Sair can refer to the physical movement involved in moving about, touring, 

etc., but it is also used in the sense of reading a text: kitāb kī sair karnā. Here, the physical movement of 

sair is joined with the metaphorical, as meanings and significations are read off of the land. These 

histories blend effortlessly with daily diary entries, sometimes flowing so unobtrusively between them in 

the continuity of the text that they appear to belong to the same narrative moment.  
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This blurring of the lines between what was and what is allows for two moves to be made within 

the text. In the first place, it re-inscribes the erstwhile influence and authority of Indore onto the 

territories from which it was deprived at the turn of the century while also reasserting its presence at 

other sites outside of historic Indore but still within its zone of influence. Secondly, it shifts the narrative 

away from a description of things "as they are" – that is, with the entire region and its rulers subjugated 

to the British – avoiding a type of presentist description that would diminish Holkar’s prestige. Instead, 

as the narrative moves through time and space, its directs its attention again and again to the past and 

its glories, but always bluring the distinction between past and present.  

 In BNB, the pasts of places begins, whenever possible, with their appearance in the 

Mahabharata, Ramayana or the Puranas. A sacred geography is brought to life in BNB, with elongated 

passages connecting the Maharaja's visits to these sites with the great rulers of antiquity. Extended 

retellings of significant events, sometimes with dates given in the Bikrami calendar, ground them in the 

particular localities that Holkar visits. Kurukshetra, Hastinapura, and even the dense jungle through 

which Rama, and later, Tikoji traveled, draw the reader's attention to the past. The great war between 

the Pandavas and Kauravas is nestled into the daily account and is recounted over several pages. These 

passages point to the king's piety and charitable support. 

 The distant past is often brought into conversation with the more recent history of India found 

in Persian tavārīk̲h̲. The history of the Muslim sultans of north India is ever-present in the landscape, and 

never far away from those of the rulers of the Puranas. The history of Islam in South Asia makes it 

appearance with reference to the innumerable monuments, tombs, mosques and forts that populate 

the landscape. These monuments are eagerly explored by the royal party, with the recording of their 

inscriptions a priority. These serve as jumping points for an exploration of the past that is always 

meticulously documented and cited. In addition to the inscriptions, BNB cites long passages in Persian, 
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most often from the Tārīk̲h̲-i Firishta. Contemporary developments, where they appear in the text, also 

appear cloaked in the past. At the fort in Agra, an extended passage on the glorious history of the 

Mughals and their architecture is rounded off with a presentation of the fort in shambles. The fort, with 

a symbolic English flag flying from its highest rampart, is described as ruined, destitute, vīrān. The now-

dilapidated fort becomes, in the face of its glorious history, a warning to the princes. “In the time of the 

kings it was a paradise. This land was truly the finest of residences. Now the fort is desolate, with 

animals living in the buildings. When the tour of the fort was over and the eye had seen the warnings of 

these wonders, the Maharaja turned towards Taj Ganj.”56 A second example may be drawn from BNB's 

account of the Qutub Minar complex, which places the Maharaja's travels, Mughal ineptitude and British 

ascendency onto the backdrop of Delhi at the high point of its Sultanate: 

Then they set off for the Qutub Minar. They arrived there. Coincidentally, the camps of the 
current Badshah Bahadur Shah and the agent of Jaipur were there. The former was playing at the 
hunt and the latter had gone towards Meeruth. The house of Sir Thomas Metcalf is there, as is the 
royal garden. The Maharaja went to see the Quwwat-i Islam.57 
 

In the lines that follow this passage, these monuments give testament to the histories that have already 

been recounted regarding Delhi and it's rulers' past and the fateful ruin into which they, and the rest of 

princely India, have fallen. In their shadows, an impotent monarch wastes his time playing at sport 

(which was ridiculed as the cause of princely India's baseness in an earlier passage) while the English 

build their homes nearby. Beside them stands the Quwwat ul-Islam (Power of Islam) mosque and its 

associated monuments. The exquisiteness of the architecture and the detail of their design speak clearly 

to the greatness of India's earlier rulers. These rulers are not, however, only Muslim: the site of this 

complex as described in BNB is the shared space of both Hindu and Muslim rulers. Before becoming a 
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mosque, it was the site of a temple as old as that at Somnath. Because this building is both a mosque 

and a temple simultaneously (possessing both murti and a maḥrāb), it signifies the accomplishments of 

both Hindu and Muslim rulers of Delhi, as well as their unity: 

Ba-bīn karāmat-i butk̲h̲āna marā ae shaik̲h̲ 
Ki čūn k̲h̲arāb shavad k̲h̲āna-yi k̲h̲udā gardad 
 

Look at the miracle of my temple, oh Sheikh! 
When it is destroyed it becomes a house of god58 

This temple was divided into five sections, and each of the courtyards of the temple was divided 
so well that the temple was built on the divided portions as though it were made specifically for 
this mosque.59 
 

Yet this complex is also a testimony to the abject state of the ruling classes in India. Contrasting the 

Power of Islam's architecture with its dilapidation, and perhaps referring symbolically to native rule in 

Delhi, BNB waxes at length on the beauty of the script that adorns the complex. “What an exquisite 

tughra, with the beauty of Spring everywhere. Every letter had a curative potential.” But fate has not 

allowed this power and beauty to remain standing:  

But alas, the unaccommodating heavens drew a bad line, and signed a warrant for this 
grand building. That building which could not be supported was driven into the ground. 
Now things have come to the point where every stone is like the teeth of an old man – 
however many remain are loose and shaky.60 
 
These passages, settled amongst an indictment of the faltering ruling classes, read as an 

indictment of the reprehensible state of the country and perform two functions simultaneously. First, 

they speaks to the relationship of places to history, and in doing so draw parallels between the past and 

the present. These function as ‘ibrat (warnings) for BNB’s princely audience and give it a didactic 

purpose: by traveling and learning about the world, the princes will be able to improve their own 
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situations. At the same time, this visit associates Holkar with these most symbolic and potent of 

architectural monuments to a history of rule of nearly mythical proportions.61 Holkar claims the mantle 

of legitimacy from both the Islamic and Hindu legacies of the Quwwat al-Islam mosque. In citing the 

couplet above, he revels in the confluence of these traditions to which he is heir. This claim is supported 

against rival claims by the Mughal emperor by dint of the latter’s own projected degeneracy. Zafar is 

seen off playing at the hunt while Holkar, in a supposed effort to improve the lives of his subjects, makes 

a visit to these monuments. The original inheritors to these monuments have left them as shaky as the 

teeth of old men. Holkar steps in to make a claim while recognizing its portent. 

 

 Yet the shared spirit of being in the same boat as the other princes has its limits. If BNB reads 

into the landscape of India an instructive account of its long history, it is especially eager to highlight 

Indore’s place in it. By constantly returning to Indore, the reader is left with a clear picture of that state 

and its influence. Although BNB is ostensibly a work about travel abroad, the presence of Indore on the 

geography of India is so pervasive that the reader seems to learn more about Indore itself than the 

territories it features. During the course of its rise to prominence, Indori power spread across northern 

and central India, as far as Punjab and Rohilkhand. Closer to the capital, Indore's hegemony was more 

enduring, with many of its neighbors defeated in battle and others beholden to the state for debts or for 

services rendered. These military accomplishments and debts were, of course, undone by the treaty of 

Mandsaur in 1818, resulting in territorial contraction and the severing of financial and political 

relationships between Indore and Rajputana. Moreover, the fluidity of relations, borders and economic 
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relations that has typified Central India up to the early nineteenth century were largely undone by 

treaties and annexations by the East India Company. Yet this is not what strikes the reader. The eclipse 

of Indore and the total defeat of the Maratha forces after the Anglo-Maratha wars is instead overridden 

by an anachronistic narrative. Reminders abound of Indore's ascendency, and the accomplishments of 

Holkar's predecessors and their ascendency over their rivals glow like a halo around the head of their 

descendent. This literary re-conquest of his erstwhile domains reaches its symbolic pinnacle at the end 

of the dāstān’s narrative when Holkar visits the samadhi of Jaswant Rao and sits beneath his memorial.  

If the memorial symbolizes the victorious return of the prince from his travels ready to take up 

the responsibilities of state administration, it finds its corollary at the beginning of BNB, when the prince 

departs from his palace southward to the historic city of Maheshwar, which had served as the seat of 

the dynasty until 1818, when it was shifted to Indore. Although a geographical detour, beginning from 

Maheshwar symbolically aligns his itinerary with the history of his dynasty and the site of its greatness. 

Here, surrounded by the monuments build during the era of Ahliyabai, his narrative then begins amidst 

architectural testaments his family’s rise to prominence. Ahlyabai's Indore is cast as the inheritor of the 

legacy of the legendary Haihaya kingdom, mentioned in the Mahabharata and the Puranas, whose 

capital was located at Maheshwar. Like the Kartyavirya Arjuna and Ahliyabai, Holkar contributes to the 

maintenance of justice in the city: "He gave solace to the people, and meted punishment to the 

oppressors."62 Thus, BNB opens with an invocation of Holkar's legacy from the Puranas and the seat of 

the kingdom and closes with his symbolic ascension to the memorial. In between, he traverses the 

physical geography of the state's expansion. 

Even the briefest review will suffice to convey a general impression of the way that Indore’s 

                                                           

62
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imperial history gives meaning to India’s geography. One example comes from Jaora. All we learn about 

this independent state is that Navab Abd al-Ghaffur had once been a vassal to Indore: 

It should be known that Navab Abd al-Ghaffur Khan marḥūm was always present to serve Jawant 
Rao for the sake of Navab Amir Khan as his agent. The parganas of Jaora etc. were bestowed on 
him for his expenses. When Jaswant Rao passed away, the administration of the Holkari line was 
disturbed and all of the chiefs began to become independently minded and to think only of 
themselves and say “me and no one else” (anā o la g̲h̲airī)!63 
 

Thirty-five year later, despite the lack of hostilities between these two independent states Jaora's 

significance is derived from its historically inferior status and its uppity attitude. During a regrettable 

moment of confusion in the Holkari administration, selfish navabs forgot the kindness of their 

benefactors, and all was lost.  

And so on. The region of Rajapura is noteworthy for the way that it had been wrested away from 

Jaipur, and for Indori justice there. Kota, which is described in moderate detail, is also enveloped in the 

hegemonic history of Indore. Kota paid tribute to the Holkari crown until they were defeated by the 

English (which, we learn, came about because of Kota's treachery.) Tonk, likewise, is remembered 

exclusively for its status as a tribute-paying vassal, and Dig for its role as the host of epic battles fought 

by Jaswant Rao. Bharatpur, we are reminded, had once begged aid from Jaswant Rao. In Haridwar, the 

charitable works and ghats build by Ahilyabai – still important centers at the time that Holkar visited - 

serve as a further reminder of the greatness of the state and its long reach. Within the twenty-odd page 

section on the Maharaja's travels to Haridwar, no less than thirteen pages are dedicated to a history of 

Indori succession and it's charitable works.  
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 BNB was not a souvenir. As a state produced document, it is an inherently political work, an 

inheritor of the mantle of the Mughal tārīk̲h̲. In this section I hope to have shown how Indore pioneered 

a “new type of history” that captured contemporary interest in travel writing and subjugated it for 

political ends. As a history, BNB makes claims about the importance of Indore, the magnanimity and 

justness of its sovereign and inscribes itself onto posterity. As a dāstān, it bolsters that claim by making a 

hero of the maharaja and by presenting an enticing text that reframes the greatly diminished power of 

Indore. Through the deft negotiation of both these aspects, Rathi presents the journey as a symbolic re-

conquest of the regions that were once subjugated by Indore. BNB is a tactical document that draws on 

symbolic power at a time when other forms of mobilization were prohibited by circumstances and 

treaties. A variety of secondary sources have argued in recent years that Indian princes were inveterate 

politicians who jostled amongst one another for power, and who frequently bristled at overreaching by 

the colonial government. BNB shows the earliest instance of how travel writing became an arena for 

such actions. The forms of political action in BNB are myriad, and I have only identified a few. In it, 

Holkar acts as a ruler in both European and Indic terms. As a maharaja, he is munificent and dedicated 

to the eradication of injustice; in keeping with European ideas of good governance, he claims to be 

educating himself and his people through travel and an interest in archaeology and history. Secondly, 

through his journey and its textual representation, he reaffirms his right to rule over Indore. Third, BNB 

emphasizes repeatedly that his state is superior to neighboring upstarts that have significant British 

patronage. Finally, the text makes overtures to alternative political futures, such as when it suggests 

that Indore and Udaipur might unite to defeat the British.  

 

Sair al-Muḥtasham 

While Indore gets credit for being the first prince to write a travel account in Urdu, it was not 
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the only state to recognize the spirit of the times. I turn now to Jaora, where, in 1851, things were 

looking up. The state had only been in existence for a little over thirty years, but it enjoyed colonial 

support and did not have an antagonistic relationship with the British. This did not obviate the need 

for political strategy however, and like Holkar, Navab Ghaus Muhammad Khan saw the possibilities 

that a travel text offered for political maneuvering and to create new forms of symbolic capital and 

legacy for his nascent state. But as Jaora lacked history as an independent state, he could not follow 

Indore’s tack. Instead, Khan wrote a different type of travel account, which he entitled Sair al-

Muḥtasham and published in 1852. It is organized loosely into the format of a journal account 

(roznāmča), though dates are not given with any regularity. It recounts several months of travel 

through Hindustan, Rajputana and Central India. The nawab was in his twenties at the time of his 

journey and a ruler in his own right. Because he was only accountable to the resident, and not to a 

steward, a mother or the state priests, it was not necessary for him to travel discretely, as it had 

been for Holkar.64  

In terms of structure, SM tends towards retaining the purity of the first-person travel 

account. The nawab did not delegate the task of composing the account to one of his courtiers but 

chose to write the entire document himself. As such, both the introduction and the body of the text 

are written from his perspective. The voice only shifts at the conclusion, which is written in Persian 

by an unnamed author. Heteroglossia is kept to a minimum, with all reported speech, such as that of 

an American missionary, passing through the voice of the protagonist. In this, it is far more 
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reminiscent of first-person travelogues, such as those Indo-Persian accounts of Europe from the early 

nineteenth century. 

The language of SM is, like that of BNB, written in Persianized Urdu65 liberally mixed with 

Persian poetry and quotations taken down from the monuments he visits. The text does, however, 

mark off sentences, giving the sense of a more organized text and structured work. More helpfully, 

the text is divided up into chapters named in Persian, with every page numbered with the navab’s 

current location in a header. This allows the reader to quickly ascertain the destinations to be 

discussed and their order in which they are to be visited. It is, in other words, a more “modern” text 

than BNB in terms of layout, though still a far cry from the colonial account. While the use of Urdu 

does not come under discussion within the text itself, it is attracts the attention of both of the 

secondary commentators who contribute to the concluding sections. This is noteworthy, since other 

early examples of Urdu travel writing, including BNB, claim to be translations from Persian. This is 

probably the first Urdu travelogue to acknowledge it was written in Urdu.  
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Figure 7: Ghaus Muhammad Khan on tour 
 

Like its style, the itinerary of SM varies from that of BNB. After moving northeastward from 

Jaora with his retinue towards the city of Gwalior, Khan enters what is now Uttar Pradesh and visits 

Agra, Kanpur, Lucknow and Qannauj before returning homeward via Delhi, Alvar, Jaipur and Tonk. 

The account concludes with sections on Jaora, Indore and Ujjain, although it is not clear if these were 

simply part of another visit tacked on to the account or integral to the trajectory of the voyage itself. 

His route is determined not only by the location of cities, but also particularly with the location of 

cantonments. His route links together British cantonments, and he prefers to make his halts where 

there are already sarkari bungalows. Only when these are occupied or unavailable does he make 
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camp. This is palpably different from Holkar, who avoided cantonments, noting them in passing and 

never but once opting to stay in near one.  

In their choice of accommodations, one can easily discern how these two states saw their 

relationship with the British, and how they wished that relationship to be presented. While Indore 

shows self-sufficiency, Jaora puts his comfort with the Company on show. This extends to the details 

that each text presents. While both discuss the kingdoms they pass through, SM focuses more on the 

location and description of the cantonment than any local details. It is clear that his principal 

allegiances are to the British and that he is not interested in establishing direct communication with 

his peers. In one case, he only begrudgingly agrees to meet one ruler after rebuffing his latter’s 

attempt to meet several times, explaining that as he has not received explicit permission from the 

resident to do so, he would prefer not to meet with other rulers. 

 SM, unlike BNB, does not call itself a tārīk̲h̲, but a safarnāma. It is an autobiographical work 

and it lacks entirely the element of the dāstān or the literary conceits that make BNB such a multi-

faceted text. There are no rejoicing citizens or rich descriptions of the distribution of alms and lavish 

gifts. Gone as well is the pomp and ceremony of the symbolic victory. With no lost territory and no 

aspirations to acquire further possessions, these symbolic elements had little to offer the ruler of 

Jaora. As a recent creation, there was no lineage for him to draw on to bolster his legitimacy. Instead, 

he turned to three forms of literature that aided his cause in another way: advice literature 

(naṣīḥatnāma), moral tales (ḥikāyat) and the account of wonders (‘ajā’ib). The institution of advice 

literature has been identified by scholars of Indo-Persian as a form of statecraft. Here, Ghaus 

Muhammad Khan uses it to demonstrate his dedication to enlightenment and good government. The 

‘ajā’ib, for its part, has roots that reach back to the 10th century in Arabic, and which continued to 

exist in Persian up until the nineteenth century. It was not only a popular literary form especially 
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meaningful in the Islamic context for being the bearer of unique signs from god, but it also had a 

political role. Indian rulers had always maintained tangible collections of ‘ajā’ib in their palaces; these 

were seen as symbolic of the power and reach of the ruler. Tipu Sultan himself was a major collector 

of wonders, and these contributed greatly to his image as a powerful ruler.66 Ghaus Muhammad 

Khan also drew on the symbolic import of wonders to create a similar effect. His book is dedicated to 

many of these, which he seeks out across North India and describes in detail. He also has an artist 

who draws most wondrous.  

 

Advice literature and moral tales 

The tārīk̲h̲ genre, which gives the history of the movements and actions of a ruler, was 

occasionally considered a type of advice literature. Barani, for instance, believed that the purpose of the 

tārīk̲h̲ was in fact to be instructive. Auer quotes Hardy from his Historians of Medieval India: "Barani 

himself says that tārīk̲h̲ in general is didactic in purpose, its task to lead men into righteousness, and that 

his own tārīk̲h̲ in particular is a model of how didactic history should be written."67 That a work of 

historiography might be considered a tool for the shaping of the character of a prince should not be 

surprising. Works like the Gulistān, filled with pithy stories, were an integral part of the Persian syllabus, 

and had as a part of their goal the ethical education of the reader.68 Histories, with their stories - and 

often a similar mix of poetry and prose - could be used to serve a similar function. The Baburnāma is 

exemplary as it contains travel, plus advice, admonition and stories for Humayun. 
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This is the approach that Khan adopts in SM as he creates his own book of advice. Positioning 

himself as a wise and successful ruler, he draws lessons from his experiences and applies them to the 

lives of his interlocutors in the aristocracy. These qauls (pithy statements) and pants (morsels of 

advice) relate both to moral, personal and civic issues. Where both BNB and SM find the sights they 

encounter to be “revealing and instructive,” (‘ibratnāk) Khan explicates these lessons and even 

enshrines them in Persian verse, sometimes of his own creation. The advice is often directed against 

those who do not travel (gosha-nashīn). This makes it highly reminiscent of the classic moral 

literature that invoked similar categories. He styles himself as a modern Sa’di, giving stories and 

poetry on travel: 

Mard-i kāmil dar vata̤n hargiz na mī girad qarār 
Meva čūn puk̲h̲ta shavad az shāk̲h̲ mī gīrad 

The perfect man is never content to stay in his homeland 
As soon as it is ripened, the fruit is to be pulled from the branch 

 
The importance of travel for the completion of one’s education is foregrounded in SM. The 

very act of travel (to any destination whatsoever), is crucial to becoming a good and just ruler. In his 

introduction, Khan writes that he had completed all of the requisite textual studies: fiqh, ḥadīṡ, 

ḥikmat and ak̲h̲lāq. It was then that he was overtaken by the desire to travel. Travel would allow for 

him to attain his true potential as a just ruler. According to Khan, there are only two ways that an 

individual may attain greatness. The first path is through ‘ilm-i ḥikmat o dīn aur mutā̤la'a-i kutub-i 

tavārīk̲h̲ o mutaqaddamīn – the knowledge of wisdom and religion, as well as the study of histories 

and those who have come before us. The second is safar-i sair o siyāḥat aur istifāda-yi ṣoḥbat-i har 

ahl-i dānish o farāsat – touring and travel and making use of the conversation of everyone who 

possesses wisdom and insight.69 Having now done both, Khan has become the ideal ruler and is in a 
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position to provide advice for other rulers. The didactic aspect of this travel account, with its mirrors-

for-princes-esque tenor, is revealed in its full title: Kitāb-i faiẓyāb-ma'āb nusk̲h̲a-yi afādat-intisāb, 

safarnāma-yi farḥat-i tamām musammá bi Sair al-Muḥtasham – “The Book of Beneficence, the 

Exemplar of Beneficial Instruction, The Travelogue of Pure Delight, which is called the Tour of al-

Muhtasham (Ghaus Muhammad Khan.)”  

The emphasis on education and the polishing of one's moral mirror achieve two functions 

simultaneously. In the first place, it is informative. We must take at face value Khan’s suggestion that 

the elite should be more informed and engaged. There is a genuine interest in the fate of the ruling 

classes and in their prosperity; Khan truly laments the decline in the fortunes of zamindars and 

jagirdars that he encounters. This social conscience is on clear display in his advice for the 

rejuvenation of the aristocratic classes (and by extension, their subjects). It is, as such, a corollary to 

the types of efforts that would be made by figures like Sir Sayyed Ahmad Khan to reorient the upper 

classes and to provide them with the new knowledge that would allow them to resume their roles as 

“natural leaders.”  

 At the same time, Khan makes a claim to his own role as an ideal leader in terms that were 

very likely to resonate positively with his kingmakers. He shows himself to be a conscientious ruler 

interested in self-improvement through knowledge and inquiry, and he affiliates this type of 

intellectual endeavor with the British, who had set out to the unknown corners of the worldly solely 

to nurse their love of knowledge (‘ilm o dānish) and travel (sair o siyāḥat.) In the process, they had 

obtained mastery (taṣarruf) over all things (ajnās-i navādir).70 He does so, moreover, not in the 

language of the traditional elite of India, but in the language patronized and developed by the 
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colonial authorities and in a literary form that they actively promoted as the means to the 

rehabilitation of the Indian mind. All of these tactics argued for the legitimacy of the state of Jaora in 

broadly colonial terms embedded in a text of over one thousand pages demonstrating the vigor of 

his state on the path of good governance.  

 It was also perhaps one of the only ways that Jaora could hope to assert some amount of 

parity vis-à-vis the other princely states of India. It had no distinguished roots or warriors in its 

lineage, no vast territories or struggles with the Mughals, the Marathas or the English. Nor did it have 

any means to expand its territory or its sphere of influence through military campaigns. Instead, 

Jaora opted to make a claim to legitimacy as a city of enlightened and informed rulers. Just as BNB 

openly disparaged the Jaoris as upstarts, SM disdains rulers who possess a lineage, (aṣl o nasab) but 

do not better themselves and their people through beneficial undertakings like travel. Ultimately, SM 

is not dedicated to giving advice so much as to self-adulation. If Indore privileged tradition in its 

account, Jaora makes a point of privileging knowledge, wisdom and improvement as the superior to 

high birth: “al-sharafu bi ‘l-faẓl va ‘l-adab, lā bi ‘l-aṣl va ‘l-nasab.” A subscript translates this Arabic 

phrase into Urdu: Buzurgī sāth faẓl o adab ke hai, nahīn sāth aṣl o nasab ke.” And in English: 

greatness lies in superior wisdom and in social virtue, and not in your lineage or provenance.71 

Related to this is the ḥikāyat. A ḥikāyat is a pithy story used to demonstrate a point. In 

Persian, it typically involves a short story and an explanatory poem. Its prototypical example is the 

Gulistan. Kia has shown that the ḥikāyat, which had always been a classical device, is in fact a site of 

great ambiguity. Each ḥikāyat can be said to have several meanings, and these are not always clear, 

even when they have been explicated by a poetic verse. In fact, especially in the late eighteenth 
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century, the ḥikāyat itself was an ideal way to express dissent, one every educated person in 

Northern India was well aware of.72  

SM brims with them. Where other authors might find it sufficient to label a particular scene 

as ‘ibratnāk, Ghaus Muhammad Khan pauses the narrative to turn it into a moment for moralizing. 

As with the naṣīḥat, I suggest that the intention here is dual. In the first place, SM wishes to 

encourage travel, arguing that emulating the wandering habits of the English will bring prosperity to 

India. Simultaneously, it suggests that in both the moral and political economies of princely India, 

Jaora is exemplary. Its ruler, through his completion of both an intellectual and moral education, is 

able to understand the signs of the age and to interpret their meanings successfully. Khan says to 

both his British and Indian readers that enlightened rulers like himself – and not those whose 

prestige is due to tradition alone – are superior leaders and benefactors for their people.  

Many of the real-life ḥikāyāt that Khan relates consider governance and prosperity. As in 

BNB, it is the presence of water and liveable settlements that serves as the primary indicator of the 

worth of a place. In BNB, the term vīrān describes an actual wilderness or the ruins of a fort of 

palace. In SM, the categories of vīrāni and ābādī are repeatedly connected with good rule. When a 

land is ruled with wisdom and morality it results in the flowering of ābādī. When it has been 

mismanaged, it withers into vīrānī. In SM, there is a direct connection between the moral world and 

the landscape. Here, a town may be vīrān even when it is inhabited by people – the term refers more 

to its outlook and the morality of its rulers than to its literal desolation. Both vīrān and ābād spaces 

are turned into ḥikāyats that demonstrate the importance of moral and enlightened rule. In this 

moral world, even a town with unpleasant architecture and no sanitation can be described as 
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prosperous when the ruler is just; elsewhere, a town can become vīrān even while still occupied by 

people through “the oppressions of unjust administrators.”73 

Sunahra is one such town. At one time, this was a place where “the people of Islam settled, 

and many nobles and afghans resided. Now, it is entirely destroyed (vīrān.)” When people with heart 

(ahl-i dil) see it, they receive guidance from its desolation. The lesson to be learned is both moral and 

practical, just like those that are given in the Gulistān of Sa’di.  

One learns of the reality of growth and destruction and turns toward the acquisition of the 
acquisition of godly knowledge. I found that the destruction and ruined state of the place 
came about because of the oppression and excess of the rulers and administrators, and the 
negligence and carelessness of the nobles. Moral observation:  

 
K̲h̲arābī z be dād bīnad jahān  

cūn bustān-i k̲h̲urram zi bād-i k̲h̲izān 
Ma-dah ruk̲h̲ṣat-i z̤ulm dar hīč ḥāl  

ki k̲h̲vurshīd-i mulkat na-yāvad zavāl 
 
The world sees destruction from injustice  

like the joyful garden from the autumn wind 
Do not allow tyranny in any situation  
  lest the sun set on your country.74 

 
 In this town, there were only a few wealthy men to be seen, but even their condition was a 

warning to the observer, for they were destitute and in want of bread. This account is rounded off 

with an explication, or qaul:  

In reality, worldly goods are temporary and relying on them is not only foolish. Rather, man 
should be attached to or be proud of his wealth or the high station of his ancestors. He 
should learn knowledge himself and obtain skill, for these are the wealth which is never 
devalued. The people of wisdom are respected everywhere. If for some reason you should no 
longer have worldly wealth, even then you will not be looked down upon by the eyes of 
creation. Verse: Acquire greatness so that you may become dear to the world. Most 
meritless sons of the wealthy suffer even more than the poor in times of helplessness and 
during tumultuous days: 
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Mayāmūz juz ‘ilm gar ‘āqilī 

Ki be ‘ilm būdan buvad g̲h̲āfilī 
 

Learn naught but knowledge, if you are wise 
For being foolish (lit. without knowledge) is negligence75 

The message here is not religious; its style and language locate it within the moral literature that had 

been a mainstay of Persian education and letters in India. Its presence in this travel account signals 

that for early Urdu travel writers who were not limited by colonial forms or expectations even moral 

literature could provide lessons in how to compose travel writing. Travel was both a source of 

knowledge and wisdom for the aspiring leader. The identification of this didactic self-improvement 

mode is important because it would come to play such a central role in later travel writing. Later 

travelers will find similar lessons in the places they visited, though these lessons are not written as 

clearly in the naṣīḥat style. Still, they speak to a Persianate moral world while emphasizing travel as a 

means to acquire this superiority (kamāl). The discourse of travel is similar to that seen in the school 

book society texts considered in the next chapter. Yet it still cannot be said that this is entirely due to 

a colonial influence. Tavakoli-Targhi has discussed the travelogue of Abu Talib, which Khan may easily 

have read (it had been read in Indore and was a commonly circulated manuscript), as the product of 

a Persianate modernity in which travel had an increasingly relevant position.76 In this sense, from the 

perspective of a history of literature and of ideas, SM is a transitional text. It is solidly Persianate, but 

shows undeniable signs of coloniality.  

 At the same time, this is an official production, and its purpose is not merely to provide 
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moralistic lessons for the self-improving reader. As with naṣīḥat literature, which was produced by 

the Mughal state itself at early as Jahangir in the estimation of some historians, this type of writing 

had a practical purpose. Here, Khan, who has repeatedly made clear his belief that the greatness of a 

ruler should be determined by their good moral qualities and not their lineage, suggests through his 

text that despite the newness and small size of his state that he be considered an ideal ruler. It is 

impossible to know exactly who he might be comparing himself to here, but Indore itself is a likely 

candidate. Khan makes clear that he read BNB when he cites it in his visit to Maheshvar. In fact, 

although he would surely have read in BNB that Jaora was singled out as ungrateful and selfish, he 

speaks highly of both Indore and its ruler. Considering Kia’s suggestion that the ḥikāyat could be 

interpreted in several ways, and that this ambiguity made it the ideal form for the expression of 

dissent, we might read into SM subtle dissention from Holkar’s posturing. It could even be possible 

that the British too were being criticized for their policies. There are signs of discontent in the text – 

not being allowed to converse with landowners and the administration of other states seems to 

displease Khan. Also, in places where land administered by the British was becoming vīrān. It is 

impossible to know exactly who is being criticized– but perhaps that is the entire point.  

  

‘Ajā’ib 

 Ironically, given SM’s emphasis not on lineage but education, SM is far less rigorous in 

providing learned citations from historical texts than is BNB. Instead, it emphasizes sight as a primary 

form of learning, but also of sovereignty. Just as the dāstān attracts us the cause of Holkar, the 

reader is enticed by SM’s revelations of wondrous things. The roots of the ‘ajā’ib genre (glossed by 
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Sharma as a “catalogue of wonders or curiosities”)77 go back to the 9th century, where they “made up 

an entire sector of knowledge and participated in both edifying literature and literature for 

entertainment.”78 Even more importantly, they have classically been linked to travel writing itself. 

Touati demonstrates that the ‘ajaib mode marked the earliest forays into medieval Arabic travel 

writing. They were epistemologically important, as they revealed configurations of knowledge 

created and revealed by god. The role of the ‘ajā’ib was so central to travel writing during this era 

that  

Muslims of the middle ages … considered that such a work had missed its target if it did not 
include some ‘ajā’ib, particularly since all medieval travel narratives were programmed to 
end with something extraordinary. This constraint was both cultural and narrative. At times, 
it seems the only justification for reading or listening to a travel narrative.79  

The focus on the ‘ajā’ib remained intact in Persian and Arabic literature in later centuries. Little 

separates the wonder of Siamese twins described in an Arabic text from 912 from SM’s 1851 

description of a man with elephantitis.  

 In the Middle Ages, ‘ajā’ib were more than just wonders. They were a “functioning sector of 

medieval knowledge.” Neglecting them, according to al-Jahizi, meant ignoring that which “permits 

comprehension, thus neglecting to cultivate their minds.”80 In his didactic preface, Khan makes a 

clear reference to this tradition. He, though, takes his argument a step beyond al-Jahiz, mixing the 

latter’s thought with colonial emphases. For Khan, education is the duty of every leader, and this can 

only be completed through travel. But what is it about travel that actually increases one’s 
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knowledge? In part, it is the direct observation of god’s wonders: “Neither does the [stationary man] 

value his self, nor does he obtain a knowledge of god, nor does he learn the reality of things, and nor 

does he become aware of god’s wonders.” 

Khan is not the first modern Indian travel writer to use the genre of the ‘ajā’ib. The first Indian 

accounts of travels to Europe, written in Persian, conceived of Europe as a heaven and its women as 

fairies. The same is true of the first Urdu travelogue, which also recounts a visit to Europe.81 Sharma 

argues that the ‘ajā’ib genre was rejected as an “insipid style devoid of emotion” in the second half of 

the nineteenth century, and that authors had “given up the generic characteristics of the traditional 

Islamicate or Persianate travelogue.”82 While not disagreeing with Sharma, I would argue that it is not 

the case that the “traditional” disappears, but that it is gradually overpowered by the colonial forms of 

which he speaks. Even then, it does not disappear entirely. This is especially the case in travels to places 

other than Europe, and especially in travelogues that have not attained a large degree of fame. 

Domestic, particularly Sufi travelogues, continued to draw on this genre even into the twentieth 

century.  

 The style with which Khan discusses the ‘ajā’ib he encounters is reminiscent of more classical 

examples of the genre than are found in the works Sharma and Tavakoli-Targhi discuss. Where the latter 

spoke of the ravishing fairy-like beauty of European women as a wonder, Khan focuses on the various 

manifestations of god’s creation. Two natural wonders that attract Khan’s attention are an elephant 

with crossed tusks83 and a man with elephantitis.  
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I saw a Hindu perfumer there who had a strange form and was a sight to behold. From seeing 
him, one is both scared and warned [as by a sign.] He proved the existence of the fashioning of 
men by the sculptor of creation. His odd shape and strange appearance had been with him 
since birth. Saying: the wise/doctors say that the sperm of man contains the essence of all the 
limbs/organs, and if any limb has in it a bad substance or a defect or an imbalance then it will 
certainly have an effect such that it will be manifest in the shape of the body from birth, but 
god knows best. … I made a picture of that person for the sake of those who take interest in 
the wonders of creation.84 

An image on the facing page shows a disfigured man who appears to have severely overgrown skin and 

a deformed face. Khan is frightened by this man’s appearance, but mentions it out of scientific interest – 

scientific in the classical Islamic sense. It is one of god’s creations, and in it there is a sign (‘ibrat.) 

Medieval scholars would argue that all creation existed for a reason, even if it was only to warn man, a 

function that al-Jahiz assigns to snakes and other poisonous creatures. In noting down this wonder, Khan 

is participating in a scholarly endeavor, ending his discussion with the commonly used conclusion on 

such matters – wa allāhu a‘lam, God knows best.  

 Other wonders that Khan includes in his account do not necessarily belong to the traditional 

understanding of that term. These include manmade objects, impressive buildings, and also feats that 

might probably be termed miracles (karāmat): 

The judge…who is very cultured and educated, unlike the judges of Malwa…gave testimony: I 
have seen with my own eye that the grave of Sayyid Chakar Chaupan has slinked from where it 
was to where it is now. Before it was in the middle of the enclosure and now it is one corner. 
This is why the residents here call him Pir Sarki (the Sliding Saint.) 85 
 

 These wondrous accounts serve a variety of functions in the text. As the navab comes into 

contact with and records them, he becomes associated with them. I suggest that this form of collecting 

‘ajā’ib is a parallel institution to the physical collections that rulers maintained in their palaces. 

Moreover, writing ‘ajā’ib literature puts this text within a classical tradition and gives it meaning in the 
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Persianate literary context. The travelogue, which can be written in so many different ways, here 

becomes authorized through the inclusion of ‘ajā’ib, returning to the same configuration of travel and 

wonder that emerged in Arabic. Finally, as with the naṣīḥatname and the ḥikāyat, it associates the navab 

with education and morality, characteristics that the petty ruler was eager to emphasize.  

 

Conclusion 

 The mid-nineteenth century, especially before the critical year of 1858 (when they were 

guaranteed their right to exist), was a transitional period in the history of the princely states. Even as the 

policy of annexation continued apace, the ability of those states still in native hands to resist the 

encroachments of the Company had been drastically reduced. Moreover, British insistence that states 

not communicate with one another without their mediation or approval redrew the map of 

relationships across India. As much as possible, the British preferred a model with a multiplicity of 

vertical relations between the Company in Calcutta and individual states. This was meant to replace the 

older model, in which many entities were connected horizontally, the Company only being one among 

them. Other states could only be engaged indirectly by working along the vertical axis, through the 

intermediary of the British.  

 But so-called paramountcy or suzerainity did not put an end to politics in two fifths of South 

Asia. Instead this was a period in which states were required to radically rethink the ways that they 

operated. In order to survive and prosper, novel approaches and tactics were required. Yet these need 

not be entirely new. Rulers learned to re-purpose old techniques that had been mainstays of pre-

colonial statecraft. One of the tools re-developed to this end was that of Rathi's “new kind of history.” 

Despite clear identifications with earlier practices, BNB also represents one of the earliest textual 

innovations designed to adapt to the new circumstances. Like any good tactic, it works around the 
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strategies laid out by the British. Where horizontal collaboration was prohibited by Company treaties, 

BNB works within the rules to achieve its own ends. Communication was prohibited between states, but 

travel writing and historical works were vigorously encouraged.  

 Of course, both texts also make clear that the idea of discrete states whose relations were 

limited to those with the British was impossible. They speak directly to the other kingdoms of central 

India, not only to encourage them to travel but to assert the superior position of the states one whose 

behalf they spoke. In the case of BNB, this was to show through symbolic re-conquest that Indore, with 

its long legacy of actual power, retained its elevated position in Central India. Sair al-Muḥtasham, for its 

part, likewise drew on the classical fields of advice literature and wonder literature, insisting frequently 

that greatness and status was not attained by past achievements but through the acquisition of moral 

standing and knowledge.  

While riffs on these themes have long existed in the independent states of India, in the mid-

nineteenth century, this assertion of symbolic authority took on an increasingly important role as 

military strength waned as a measure of superiority. As a result, symbolic power became the paramount 

means to promote the state vis-à-vis others. Lest states like Jaora or Tonk, created by the British out of 

Indori holdings, believe themselves to be on an equal footing with that pedigreed state, BNB reminds us 

again and again that this is not the case. This chapter has shown some of the ways that BNB pushes 

against the strictures of Indore's binding treaties to make a claim for symbolic capital by drawing on the 

generic ambiguity of the travel account. The association with ancient Hindu, Sultanate and Mughal 

icons, the retelling and reliving of the conquests of Malhar and Jaswant Rao, the visitations to the 

charitable works of Ahliyabai, the use of the tārīk̲h̲, and the narrative elements that create a hero of 

Holkar all make bold claims to the continued superiority of this state.  

 As much as this message is intended for other states and their leaders, it is also a message 
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intended for the British. It was undeniable by this date that any improvement in the fortunes of the 

state could only come with their blessing. Not only were internal and external disputes mediated and 

resolved by them, but in the 1840s the entire existence of a princely state could depend on whether or 

not the Company wished to annex it. While Dalhousie most often cited a lack of male issue as a pretext 

for annexation, malfeasance or misadministration were also given as legitimate causes. Just as Ghalib 

sought the patronage of Queen Victoria through his Persian qasīda, BNB demands that the British 

recognize not only its right to exist but that is in fact superior to its neighbors. This claim is substantiated 

by its roots in the ancient past, its illustrious history as a preeminent state in Central India, and by its 

continued justice and integrity (this focus was not baseless – Ramusack shows that the more ancient the 

state, the more highly it was regarded by Company officials). It styles itself a model kingdom that 

exhorts its fellow states to join the good cause of travel, with its benefits for morality, knowledge and 

economy. Beyond the question of annexation, remaining in the good graces of British administrators 

might help to protect the state from a loss of territory as they swapped out tracts between rulers in the 

jigsaw-puzzle of Central India in order to create contiguous realms. Yet, even as it appeals to the British, 

this pre-1857 text also makes subtle overtures to future possibilities. Sair al-Muḥtasham attempts a 

similar gambit, only accounting for its legitimacy by playing on ideals that were extolled to the court by 

its representative, Collie Hamilton North.  

BNB and SM represent two of the earliest literary efforts by rulers in the princely states to come 

to terms with the new circumstances for princely states in the mid-nineteenth century. At the time of 

publication, theirs was an entirely novel approach. From this period onwards, but especially after 1857, 

travel writing would become adopted by states across India, some as large as Hyderabad and others as 

tiny as almost-unknown Abbasabad. They would be written in an array of languages, including English, 

Marathi, and Persian. As political circumstances evolved, so too did the relationship of sovereigns to 
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their textual representations. After states were guaranteed their protection in return for loyalty after 

1857, travelogues in the princely states evolved beyond being written principally for legitimacy, or to 

demonstrate to a critical overlord that one was an efficient and enlightened ruler. Travel writing became 

a means of interacting with subjects, who could follow the movements of the king abroad in weekly 

newspaper installments, bringing royalty into the thick of the public sphere. Following on developments 

in travel writing in English and in Iranian Persian, travel writing became less about legitimizing rule or 

authority than being a ruler itself –it became an established part of the act of being royal.  

As royal travel writing became common, moreover, it became a way to interact with other 

states, or to enhance one’s position vis-à-vis other rulers. As colonial influence over education and 

governance increased, the freedom for travelers to write their travelogues with reference to pre-

modern literary genres gradually decreased, but never disappeared. Colonial forms of travel writing – in 

what has been called the informational mode – slowly became dominant over these pre-colonial forms, 

but never succeeded in stamping them out. In later travel writing, they appear more discretely, 

particularly at the narrative edges of the text. With relation to literary practice, both BNB and SM 

demonstrate clearly how freely these forms could be drawn on during Urdu’s formative moment, and 

that the Urdu travelogue is unquestionable a product of the interaction between colonial and pre-

colonial forms, and not beholden to one alone. Yet it was not only the princely states who sought to 

combine popular and historical literary forms with new ideas of travel. These developments are also 

paralleled in British India, to which the next chapter turns. There, we will see how colonial efforts to 

interest Indians in travel gradually gave way to a large and diverse market for vernacular travel writing.  

 



 

 

 

 

Chapter Four 

 

India’s Armchair Travelers: Education, Advancement and 

Popular Travel Writing  

 
Sair kar dunyā kī g̲h̲āfil, zindagānī phir kahāṉ? 

Zindagānī gar kučh rahī to yeh javāni phir kahāṉ? 
 

Travel the world, oh negligent one, you only have life but once 
And even if some life is left to you, you only have youth but once 

-Mir Dard 
 

When Holkar and Khan produced their princely travel accounts around the year 1850, travel 

writing in Urdu was still in its infancy. Over the n3xt few decades, however, travel writing ceased to be a 

marginal affair. By the turn of the century, Urdu travel writing had proliferated across a rapidly 

expanding vernacular print industry. Accounts were being produced in an astonishing array of forms, 

including diary accounts, travel textbooks, qiṣṣas, autobiographies, epistles, serialized newspaper 

columns, individualized guidebooks, advice literatures, and a range of poetic forms. These works were 

equally diverse in their register, ranging from magisterial accounts written by princes for their subjects’ 

edification to flagrantly bawdy doggerel that would be sure to fill listening street-crowds with mirth. But 

while the forms and styles of these accounts varied greatly, nearly all were united in their stated 

purpose: they were meant to be “useful.” More than that, they shared the notion that it was possible to 

travel through a text, making the actual journey itself redundant. This chapter explores how travel came 
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to be unambiguously associated with utility and benefit in British India. It traces, in other words, a 

literary and social history of how travel came to be seen as benecifical in itself. It then turns to explore 

how that benefit was reflected in, and spread through, travel writing in Urdu.  

 

No matter in which language, the overwhelming majority of South Asian travelogues of the 

nineneenth century invoke a shared set of themes, and often the very same vocabulary. For most 

nineteenth century (armchair) travelers, the travelogue was synonymous with the “public good,” 

“common advancement,” “progress” and “prosperity.” The concept of useful travel at its most mature is 

well represented by Muhammad Kazim Barlas, a resident of Muradabad who wrote a series of travel 

accounts and phrase books on Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Burma, Penang and the Andamans. His 

introduction to Sair-i Daryā nicely encapsulates the spirit of the times: 

The author has traveled a fair bit on land and at sea, and for this reason it is necessary for him to 
write about the sea voyage for the purpose of bringing awareness to those brothers of his 
community who have not left their houses since the day of their birth in accordance with the 
verse: ‘there are a few fish there in the pond – that’s their world, that’s their universe’, so that 
they may gain in experience and acquire the science of advancement (‘ilm-i taraqqī) and 
observe the vast wonders of god’s creation from within the protection of their own homes. This 
familiarity will certainly widen the range of their thought and to some extent the reality of the 
world will become known to them.1 

Here are three keywords that became touchstones of nineteenth century travel writing: knowledge, 

experience and advancement. All of these words have clear roots in the colonial government’s reformist 

project to promote the “useful” sciences in Indian education. But Barlas also invokes discourses of travel 

popular in pre-colonial travel literature such as the need to contemplate (naz̤āra) god’s creation.  
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 Mirzā Muḥammad Kāzi̤m Barlās, Sair-i daryā: pahlī mauj jazīra-yi Lankā ke ḥālāt meṉ (Murādābād: Matb̤a’-i 
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 How did (textual) travel come to hold such a privileged position as a source of social, spiritual 

and financial benefit in British India, when only a few years beforehand it had been equated with 

hell?Focusing on works that employ this vocabulary of utility and public service (fā’ida-yi ‘ām), this 

chapter explores the roots of pedagogical travel in South Asia, asking how travel and travel writing 

became useful in colonial India, and what was meant by that vague term. Moving chronologically, the 

first half traces the genesis of the idea that travel was educational, and therefore a social palliative, 

between the years 1835 and 1865. It begins with the substantial efforts by colonial administrators and 

policy makers to argue that “traveling is an important part of education”2 and to integrate it into the 

colonial education system. These efforts gave rise to the first vernacular pedagogical travel accounts. 

Although this emphasis on travel and education allowed early travel writing to attain a wide readership, 

their association with institutions of public instruction also imposed severe limitations, as they had to 

comply with the parameters of the Company’s project. Put another way, these works were not always in 

keeping with the literary and cultural aesthetics of the time. 

This formal constriction disappeared as native printing presses gained financial autonomy from 

government contracts with the growth in literacy, and as reading for pleasure and education became an 

increasingly popular pursuit. To trace these developments, the second half of this chapter provides a 

genealogy of the pedagogical travel account beyond the confines of the schoolhouse. Here the twin 

concepts of knowledge and experience were wed with popular demands for entertainment. The 

cornucopia of literary forms for writing about travel was born from this union, as travel authors sought 
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to engage a diverse audience comprising people of all genders, ages and religions even as they, like 

Barlas, desired to meet the expectation that they provide the public with useful literature in accord with 

their aesthetic and cultural preferences. This combination allowed for the patronage of travel writing to 

shift from the government to the public.  

Two tensions lay at the heart of this chapter. These are the blurred lines between 

travel/travelogue and colonial efforts/Indian interests. I show that the colonial government and its 

representatives were primarily interested in promoting travel in India as beneficial or ameliorative. This 

desire grew out of reformist motives both social (India’s backwardness was a product of its 

sedentariness and isolation) and practical (circulation facilitated trade, strengthened the administration, 

brought revenue to strategic railway interests, created modern, rationalized subjects, increased state 

integration and de-localized loyalties.) Travel had long been considered a key pedagogical tool in 

Europe, particularly in secular circles. Rousseau, for instance, dedicates an entire chapter of Emile to the 

edifying nature of the voyage, claiming travelogues were no substitute. In colonial pedagogical projects, 

travel thus found sound berthing, though its application varied by class and status. For the non-elite, 

travel was provided through travel writing, but its role was ultimately heuristic – travel writing was not a 

replacement. 

The explosion of pedagogical travel in Urdu writing grew out of a re-interpretation of these 

ideas. The authors surveyed in this chapter agreed wholeheartedly that travel brought the voyager 

countless benefits, and they found justification for this position in both European teachings and 

authorized Islamic and Persianate sources of tradition. However, they did not agree with pedagogues 

like Rousseau that the book was an inferior substitute. The benefits of travel (dunyā kī sair) could be 

gained just as effectively by reading (kitāb kī sair). Thus do we find that men like Barlas enthusiastically 

encouraged those who had health, wealth and ambition to embark, while also sugesting that the 
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physical voyage was supplementary. The trip could be recreated by skillful application of literary 

principles, providing both knowledge and experience.  

 

Travel Writing in Education, 1835-1865 

 Through the first decades of the nineteenth century, travel was not intimately linked with 

education. When munshis, scholars and rulers drew up a list of the works that they had studied, travel 

accounts were rarely mentioned. They were, nevertheless, valued as sources of knowledge, practical 

information, and as spiritual guides: Shah Waliullah’s Fuyūẓ al-Ḥaramain and Abd al-Haq Muhaddas’s 

Jaz̲b al-qulūb fall into this latter category. Both were highly prized, but of primary interest for scholars 

and wayfarers of a high spiritual and intellectual order. In a junior syllabus, tropes of (non-metaphorical) 

travel were present in Sa’di’s Gulistān and Būstān, but travelogues themselves did not figure 

prominently as educational texts, and there is no pre-colonial equivalent to the idea that travel 

literature was a source of “the common good.” This section examines early efforts to integrate travel, 

and travel writing, into the colonial syllabus. 

 

The association of travel with education in the Urdu-reading world is frequently linked in 

scholarship to the Aligarh movement and Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan.3 In part, this is because of his 

monumental efforts to promote a scientific, modern education amongst the Muslim elite. His stature 

has attracted attention to his abortive travel account, written in 1869 and then compiled a century later 
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under the title Musāfirān-i Landan.4 In it, Khan struggles to prove the feasibility, desirability and 

necessity of travel for northern India’s upper crust. His infamous effort has resulted in his being credited 

with marking the start of the popularity of travel writing and with bringing awareness to the link 

between travel and communal advancement.5 The comparatively large amount of academic attention 

given to Musāfirān notwithstanding, the research presented here indicates that Khan was not entirely a 

pioneer in the call for educational travel or travel writing. The conception of travel that Khan works off 

of was not only well-developed by 1869, it was also well-known.  

What’s more, Sir Sayyid’s travel notes were published in the Aligarh Gazette, and while they did 

prompt uproar, their actual reach was limited. Due to a strongly negative reader response, he halted 

publication shortly after arriving in London, and also dropped his original plan to publish a travel 

account. Meanwhile, other figures were already pressing ahead, producing accounts and endorsing 

similar views for a wider audience. If Sir Sayyid’s account remains hegemonic in scholarship on Urdu 

travel, this is primarily because of certain historiographical biases. The first of these is the erasure of 

Hindu names from the literary and social history of Urdu, a by-product of nineteenth and twentieth 

century language politics (early Urdu travel writing was dominated by Hindu authors). The second is the 

legacy of a historiography of North India that has privileged the elite. Finally, there is the 

disproportionate interest in writing a history of “encounters with the West.” Scholars have shunted off 

intra-Indian travels, though far more numerous and innovative, in the pursuit of a narrative about 

India’s coming to terms with the Europe. (And in doing so in the service of post-colonial studies ironically 

extending the privilege of the imperial metropolis that they meant to decenter.) Taken together, Khan, 

as one of the first of the North Indian Muslim elite to visit London and write about it in Urdu, has 
                                                           

4
 Ḵẖāṉ, Musāfirān-i Landan. 

5
 Sadīd, Urdū adab men̲ safarnāma. P. 127. 



 

152 

 

acquired an outsized stature in the history of Urdu travel writing. This domination is problematic, for it 

misrepresents the majority of nineteenth century travel writers, most of whom traveled within India and 

who did not generally share his disparaging sentiments on Indians and their cities. 

The roots of the pedagogical travelogue and its subsequent popularity are in fact found much 

earlier in the nineteenth century. Two causes can be singled out as the most influential. First, there 

developed, among the intellectual classes of society wholly educated in the so-called “oriental” syllabus 

– and particularly those in close contact with the English – an interest in travel and its benefits. Among 

these groups, travel itself had already begun to be associated with British success.6 The rapid growth of 

English power across India and the inability of Indian rulers to halt it prompted many to consider the 

possible sources of European supremacy (though not necessarily superiority). In order to reach a similar 

position, Indians would be required to acquire the same knowledge and ability.7 Ideas of this sort 

necessarily began with the aristocracy, who wrote in Persian. Through them, the idea of beneficial travel 

was rejuvenated. Such a position was not rooted in ethical inferiority, and scholars of eighteenth 

century accounts have remarked with apparent surprise that men like Abu Talib Khan in fact wrote from 

a position of moral condescension, even as they admired the technological and scientific gains of 

Europe.  

 From this angle, it is ironic that Abu Talib Khan’s pragmatic interest in the utility of western 

science would be displaced in later accounts by colonial efforts to interest Indian students in “useful 
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things.” Between Abu Talib’s utility and the utility trumpeted in government schools lay a gap of 

ideology, and not of learning. Where Abu Talib saw material and scientific deficiency, colonialism’s 

theorists increasingly understood the crucial lack to be one of character and ethics. In one of many 

moves to mythologize their own existence,8 government servants argued that British vitality sprung 

from a civilizational character that lead them toward the selfless pursuit of knowledge and 

advancement. India, with its superstitious fear of the Black Water, languished at a lower rung. When the 

government turned its attention towards education it immediately and consistently impressed upon its 

pupils that their needs were not only material, but primarily cultural and moral. 

The driving point of this moralizing education with regard to travel is summarized in an exam 

essay written by a junior scholar at Delhi College in 1846 in response to the prompt “What are the 

effects of intercourse with foreigners?” Questions such as these were meant to encourage students to 

think critically about the values of their own society and to identify its shortcomings.9 The response of 

one successful student, Ramchand, was reproduced in full in a report on education in India. He writes:  

The effects resulting from an intercourse with foreigners, are very beneficial and ennobling. A 
knowledge of the manners of the inhabitants of foreign countries has a tendency to make men 
liberal, and to generate in them those generous feelings of which man is capable, but which are 
smothered by the pernicious influence of local prejudices and partialities. It is this very reason 
why travelling has been recommended, as a necessary part of a liberal education. The mind of 
the traveler is, as it were, unchained from prejudices, is enlarged and freed from narrow views 
and considerations, his thoughts take a wider range, and are not confined exclusively to the 
concerns of the small community in which he lives. He is, as it were, a citizen of the 
world…civilization and knowledge are the natural offspring of such an intercourse. 

The remainder of Ramchand’s essay bolsters this thesis with proofs and subsidiary points. Because every 

community has its own unique knowledge and abilities, those who travel naturally reap the greatest 
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harvest of mankind’s labors. As a result, travel not only dispels prejudice and myopia, but also elevates 

the community’s material comfort. The disparity in the quality of life between the European and the 

savage is the result of the latter’s insularity. To clinch the argument, Ramchand directs our attention to 

the isolated Pacific Islanders, “subsisting on game, procured by the chase, and even not scrupling to feed 

upon the flesh of their own species, while [Europe cultivates] the ground and [practices] several of the 

useful arts, and [possesses] ideas of morality and religion.”10  

Ramchand and his examiners here call on the widely held notion that societies progress 

evolutionarily from savagery to civilization, a theory that was well-developed in European philosophy 

and very much active in the nineteenth century. India was in every sense behind, and they needed to 

move faster to catch up. This is very much in keeping with Johannes Fabian’s discussion of allochronism 

– the technique by which theorists portrayed human populations as living in distinct temporalities, with 

only Europe living in the historical present.11 Indians could only inhabit the present time through travel. 

The railways, in particular, were held to be a site at which this catching up could be performed. One 

officer in 1868 argued that railways would “overturn prejudices, uproot habits, and chang[e] customs as 

tenaciously held and dearly loved as life itself.”12 The supposed ability of the railways to civilize India has 

been addressed in the historical sub-field of Indian Railway studies, but it does not note the 

pervasiveness with which this discourse was peddled outside of that institution, nor how much it 

predates the arrival of these technologies. In fact, it seems that railways only provided more grist for 
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cultural hierarchists who believed that travel of any sort would benefit Indian culture and intellect. The 

train was simply a new technology for accomplishing that goal.  

Asking students to write on “intercourse with foreigners” was not uncommon. Students all over 

the country were presented with variations on the theme, and there is a striking uniformity to their 

answers, many of which have been preserved in the colonial archive. For instance, one Nobinchundar 

Dass of Hooghly College in Calcutta speaks to the “effects upon India of the new Communication with 

Europe by means of Steam” in 1852: 

Nothing tends so much to advance society, to humanize the manners, and elevate men in the 
scale of civilization, as intercourse with different nations. It encourages commerce, by supplying 
the wants of one country with the superfluities of another; the knowledge of one people may be 
made the common property of all by its means, what the people of the remotest regions 
discover or invent, can be communicated everywhere. In either case, Europe has advanced 
because of its willingness to travel, while immobile India has fallen behind. In short, intercourse 
renders the earth, separated as it is into continents, islands, &c, by vast oceans, sometimes by 
insurmountable mountains, into one entire whole; and all mankind, as the members of one and 
the same family.13 

Again it is argued that India occupies an inferior rung in the hierarchy of mankind because it does not 

travel. Travel and intercourse will not only bring moral and financial benefits to “immobile India,” but 

will also allow them to rejoin the family of mankind. 

 In the contrast between Abu Talib and Ramchand, it is easy to see the ideological shift taking 

place. Abu Talib’s interest in gaining European science without accepting its moral superiority was an 

untenable position for an uncertain empire. The Company believed its supremacy precarious and knew 

that force of arms alone could not ensure control. The history of Company rule in the nineteenth 

century is filled with debates on how best to solidify social control over India. In rerouting Abu Talib’s 

search for utility via a hierarchy of civilization, departments of public instruction at once mythologized 
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European greatness while sowing the seeds of self-doubt in their subjects. In Ramchand’s exam, the 

qualities of nobility, generosity, wisdom and civility are the purview of the British and must be taught to 

India by them. By mobilizing their supposed duty to reform the natives by interesting them in travel, the 

colonial government strengthened its position, streamlined its rule, bolstered its commercial prospects, 

increased the efficiency of its administration, all the while beholding the public to its noble generosity of 

spirit. This is nothing new: the solidification of rule via an ideology of charity and reform is widely 

acknowledged. This chapter adds to that literature by showing how travel itself was inserted into the 

moral economy of public instruction in colonial India.  

This discourse is well-rooted in European philosophy. In the Renaissance and the Age of 

Discovery, this trope was used to link together a variety of philosophical ideas about learning, exploring 

and advancement, and travel gradually came to be considered central to a well-rounded education, 

particularly for elite men. In the 16th and 17th century, the Grand Tour nearly reached the status of a 

social requirement, with both the landed classes and the wealthy gentry making educational trips, 

mainly to Italy. Travel’s relation to education is clearly expressed in Bacon’s essay, Of Travel:  

TRAVEL, in the younger sort, is a part of education, in the elder, a part of experience. He that 
travelleth into a country, before he hath some entrance into the language, goeth to school, and 
not to travel…. Let him carry with him also, some card or book, describing the country where he 
travelleth; which will be a good key to his inquiry. Let him keep also a diary. 
 Diderot’s Encyclopédie expresses a similar sentiment, dedicating a special section to 

educational travel: “the great men of antiquity judged that there was no better school for life than that 

of voyages…where one incessantly finds some new lesson in that great book of the world.”14 Rousseau, 

for his part, refers to travel as “pleasurable instruction”’ He encourages Emile to travel to complete his 

education, but also disparages, as Descartes once did, travel books themselves, suggesting that his 
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charge leave bookishness to those who have no other recourse: “so many books make us neglect the 

book of the world.” For him, travelogues are in fact a detriment because authors can twist facts. For this 

reason, “one must not read, one must see.”15 

In short, in elite European circles, travel was frequently considered to be essential to a complete 

education, a position that found its justification in texts from as early as Homer. Not everyone agreed on 

the matter, though. Gulliver’s Travels, for instance, is an elaborate and scathing mockery of the vaunted 

benefits of travel and travel writing.16 Moreover, the above positions seem to present limitations: these 

were pedagogical recommendations for wealthy males endorsed before the nineteenth century. 

Paradoxically, this relationship to elite male discourse actually increases their relevance to education in 

colonial India, for India’s early colonial education system was based on a model that was largely 

obsolete in England itself.17 What changes in the Indian setting is that travel is discussed in civilizational 

terms. Whereas in England one might debate the values of travel for education, in India it became an 

unquestioned proof of European superiority and a surefire prescription not just for the individual’s 

finishing, but for society’s improvement.  
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Travel, travel writing and colonial education at mid-century 

I cannot rest from travel: I will drink 
 Life to the lees: All times I have enjoy’d  

Greatly, have suffer’d greatly, both with those  
That loved me, and alone, on shore, and when  

Thro’ scudding drifts the rainy Hyades  
Vext the dim sea: I am become a name;  

For always roaming with a hungry heart 
 Much have I seen and known; cities of men 

 And manners, climates, councils, governments,  
Myself not least, but honour’d of them all. 

Ulysses, Alfred Tennyson 
 

In 1864, the governor of Bombay and chancellor of its university, Sir Henry Bartle Frere (1815 –

1884), addressed a group of Indian students on the topic of travel’s place in education. On this occasion, 

he encouraged the students to complete their education by travelling widely. At the same time, Frere 

claimed that a “passion for foreign travel” only grows in the heart of the people as a nation 

progressively develops. These two statements suggest that the relation between advancement and 

travel is dialectical, for travel engenders progress even as it is caused by it. Predictably, Frere finds 

Europe to epitomize this dynamic. Are not the sons of Europe the offspring of Odysseus, that great ruler 

in whose breast dwelt an “insatiable passion for travel which the ages and years could not obliterate or 

satisfy?”18 Here, the governor refers to Tennyson’s Ulysses, itself written during the heyday of European 

scientific exploration that would reach its pinnacle with Darwin’s voyage on The Beagle. In calling on 

Tennyson, Odysseus and civilizational progress, Frere paints for his Indian audience a mythical picture of 

a superior race borne to greatness by their own peregrinations. This claim was, of course, consistently 

juxtaposed with another, namely that “the hindoo… has no passion for travel.”19 On the occasion of that 
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commencement in 1864, Frere told his audience that if they undertook to travel, they would begin their 

climb upward. But mere ambulation was not enough. Movement must be accompanied by an entire 

reorientation of character; like the sons of Odysseus, India’s progeny must first learn to strive, to seek, to 

find, and not to yield. 

Frere is not the first to make this argument. The idea that travel could be as useful as a course in 

European literature was in fact endorsed by the very man who is famed for his fabulous estimation of a 

single shelf of its works. Maucalay, whose ideas profoundly shaped the trajectory of education in India, 

wrote as early as 1828 that the mind of the tourist, like that of the student of history, “is enlarged by 

contemplating the wide diversities of laws, of morals, and of manners.” But there was a catch: to 

harvest this bounty he must “see ordinary men as they appear in their ordinary business and their 

ordinary pleasures.”20 Macaulay has little regard for those wealthy elite who spend their time abroad 

drifting from one monument or ballroom to another. Travel was beneficial only insofar as one had the 

character and morality to imbibe its lessons. Thus, it is not surprising that the incredible push to 

promote travel and its associated values began to permeate government schools in the years following 

the English Education act of 1835, with which Macaulay is frequently associated. It was under the terms 

of this act that the Company became legally bound to provide education in India. Its passing marked a 

shift from supporting an “oriental education” in favor of a more English-style system focused on the 

proliferation of reformist projects and what Mill called “useful learning.”  

This watershed moment in Indian history has been discussed repeatedly, though the emphasis 

on travel as a part of educational reform has not been noticed. In promoting travel, the colonial 

government had a number of arrows in its quiver. In the first place, model works of travel were 
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presented to the public in translation. Additionally, a positive attitude toward travel was inculcated in 

government schools, where travel accounts could be assigned to entire generations of students. In 

schools, ideologies of travel were consistently linked to lessons in geography, to which a significant 

amount of time was dedicated. Individual officers could also impress the subject on influential members 

of the community, encouraging them to take action themselves. This latter seems to have been 

frequently the case in the mid-nineteenth century, with many travelogues attributing their composition 

to the insistence of a British patron. In many cases, travel was promoted to such an extent that trips 

were subsidized or even wholly funded by university patrons for poorer scholars.21 Finally, these values 

could be promoted in public proclamations, as in the call for “useful literature” in the vernacular, where 

travel writing was particularly welcome. 

The depth of British eagerness to promote the value of travel for education and advancement at 

even the highest levels of the government is found in the attention given to the subject by Frere, whom 

we have already encountered giving his 1864 commencement address. This was meant to be an 

inspiring speech to India’s future leaders. For this reason, he dedicated nearly his entire talk to “the 

great advantages of foreign travel as a part of University education.” Just a few Indians, he remarked, 

were “beginning to be stirred by a consciousness that all knowledge is not comprehended in the 

teaching of a single master, and that it cannot be grasped by one who never quits the limits of the 

hermit’s cell.” For the scholar to be eminent he should also be peripatetic. The same went for holders of 

high office: only those graduates who “improved their minds through travel” would be “destined” for 
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greatness in government service.22 For anyone listening to this speech, the implications must have been 

clear: this was not only a philosophical discourse. In British India, travel was a means to success, if only 

because the government would give preferential treatment to the well-traveled. 

Frere was a prominent supporter of the University, and he also encouraged its graduates to 

share their knowledge with the masses through vernacular language publications. For him, these 

students were a means to the gradual transformation of Indian society. His call for them to improve 

their intellect and virtues through travel was part of a larger effort at societal reform.23 In 1864, only 

fifty-six students matriculated to the University of Bombay. Nevertheless, in keeping with his larger 

goals for trickle-down enlightenment (and the colonial system’s reliance on local leaders), Frere’s 

eagerness to promote travel in India spread well beyond those in attendance at the Town Hall in 

Bombay. On that occasion, a Europe-returned Gujarati newspaper owner and business man, Kursendas 

Mulji, was also invited to speak to the audience on the subject of his travels. In the travelogue that he 

later produced, Mulji offered the reader a “literal translation” of Frere’s remarks into Gujarati. This 

translation was subsequently translated into Urdu. By means of this popular work, Frere’s words spread 

beyond Bombay and across the Gujarati and Urdu-speaking worlds in short order. Frere’s praise for 

travel had its intended effect, and it was carried forth in the vernaculars. 

It did not, however, reach readers in its original form. Interestingly, what Mulji puts forward as a 

literal translation went through a cultural wringer before reaching an Urdu audience. In the Urdu 

version, the speech is relayed in terms of a more classical scholastic discourse:  

 “In the advanced countries of Europe, the passion for travel is unparalleled. The professors and 
researchers [ḥukmā’ o fuẓlā’] belonging to European universities spare nothing to travel as far, 
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long and wide as possible. The desire to gain the maximum results [umda natā’ij] from 
knowledge that they have collected by engaging in travel … The type of knowledge [dānā’ī] 
which is possessed by one who has never left his little corner, but who has obtained intelligence 
and comprehension [sha’ūr o idrāk] by the reading of books – that type of knowledge may be 
gained by merely strolling the paths of Europe. I am hopeful that in a short while communities 
[qaum] other than the Parsis will become prepared to travel to Europe.” 24 

Mulji concludes by noting, as Frere did, that scholars worldwide will feel “contempt” for the untraveled 

Indian who pretends to be well-educated.  

Mulji’s version spells out more explicitly and forcefully the spirit of Frere’s words. His translation 

is particularly revealing because it lays bare how the ideas sown into India’s educational institutions 

flowed across the subcontinent, all the while being reworked and reinterpreted in keeping with the 

realities of colonial life. This explains why, when Frere speaks of travel philosophically, Mulji rewrites his 

words in terms of contemporary politics. Where Frere refers broadly of a need for foreign travel in one’s 

education, invoking it in moral or civilizational terms, Mulji instead speaks of the more precise “benefit 

of traveling to Europe.” In this cultural economy, it is obvious what the industrial elite must do to 

acquire the material benefits of travel. For those who read Mulji across Gujarat and Hindustan, as well 

as for the students in attendance in Bombay, the lesson was clear. In a world led by England, travel, that 

“natural and wholesome form of education,” was a crucial means to material success.25  
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 Outside of British India, options for promoting travel were more limited, as the government’s 

influence was largely concentrated in its representatives in the native courts. In this case, individual 

administrators promoted travel in princely India as a means of education to the extent that their 

influence allowed. This was the case with Collie Hamilton North in Delhi and Indore, the resident 

examined in chapter three, who also influenced the early writings of Sir Sayyid. A decade after North’s 

personal efforts to promote princely travel writing at Indore and Jaora, we again find the indefatigable 

Frere proselytizing amongst the rulers of Maharashtra. One occasion was his address to a collection of 

“Sirdars and Chiefs … and Native Gentlemen” gathered together for a durbar at Belgaum in 1865. 

Speaking this time in Marathi, Frere chided those gathered for insufficiently dedicating their children to 

an education that would “fit them for their future rank in life.” Frere here plays with class and caste. As 

Brahmins, the rulers of princely Maharashtra are no strangers to the importance of an education. But 

caste will not assure their continued supremacy. All over India, the common public – even women, he 

adds – is acquiring that knowledge which is “the key of wealth and power.”  

Frere singles out travel as a critical point where the elite may falter. He notes with 

disappointment that none of the chiefs gathered had ever gone even so far as Bombay or Poona. He 

offers to facilitate the journey and also dispenses some advice:  

One great obstacle is the expensive custom of traveling with a retinue as large as in the days 
when an armed force was needed for defense in traveling. This is no longer necessary, and if you 
would reduce your escorts…the expense of a long journey would cease to be an obstacle to your 
enjoying the pleasures and advantages of travel.26 

Here Frere’s arguments are now different from those that he put forward at the University in Bombay. 

There, students were called on to emulate the globetrotting habits of the great thinkers of Europe. In 

the princely states, Frere’s message is the opposite: those same students may soon topple the timeless 
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social order of Maharashtra unless the Brahmin rulers themselves begin to travel. In both cases, Frere 

endorses the same ideology of travel that simultaneously mythologizes Europe and solidifies colonial 

rule by versing these obviously skeptical princes in the lessons of modern British administration and 

creating an economy of circulation.  

The topic of travel, education and the threat of imminent social collapse was a key element of 

advice dispensed at durbars. At another gathering in 1865, this time in Poona, Frere spoke even more 

frankly about the intertwined benefits of education and travel. He also suggested, as he had at the 

University, that it was in the personal interest of the chiefs to travel because the well-traveled, well-

educated prince would be given preferential treatment in the colonial hierarchy. In doing so, he 

confirmed the argument presented in the last chapter, namely, that travel credentials, and an 

concomitant increase in generosity and liberality, would allow the princes to obtain greater colonial 

largess: 

[By] education I do not mean mere reading and writing. Without these elementary means of 
acquiring knowledge there can be no perfect education. But much may be learnt from travel – 
from seeing other countries and conversing with men of wider experience and more knowledge 
than can be met with at any one place. There is much to be learnt in a visit to Bombay or Poona, 
or in any distant city of country. … You know that it is the earnest desire of her majesty the 
Queen, and of the government of India, to maintain the class of nobles to which you belong with 
undiminished hereditary property and influence and to see them act as leaders of the people in 
the moral and physical advancement which it is the eminent desire of the British nation to 
encourage in this country. But this is simply impossible if you neglect all opportunities of 
learning.27 

Frere then shames the princes – not only do they not speak English, but even in Marathi, they could not 

inform a traveler of the regional cultural and political geography surrounding their own state. If only 

they could be more like the rulers of Rampur, of Indore, of Patiala (all states that contributed richly to 

the development of Urdu travel writing), they would enjoy the trust of the government. Others called 
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for even more proactive approaches to promote travel. Princely apathy led the author of one report on 

the education of royalty to recommend that pupils be forced to spend their holidays touring India 

accompanied by British guardians.28  

In sum, in British India, travel was promoted amongst the public, and especially amongst a new 

elite emerging from British tutelage. The benefits of travel could lift up entire generations, regardless of 

their background, through the opportunities available in the local administration for such well-informed 

and ennobled souls. In the princely states the call to travel was directed at the royal elite, who were 

expected to become benevolent, enlightened rulers that would disperse the benefits of their learning on 

their subjects (or better yet, to leave their courts for extended periods of time, leaving administration 

and decision making in the hands of the truly enlightened residents). Freed from endless war by British 

protection and enabled to travel by her steamships and trains,29 the princes could improve their states 

by simply leaving them more often.  

It is important to bear in mind, though, that efforts to popularize travel were not only 

undertaken by the British themselves. In this they were joined by a number of Indian elite, who also 

spoke in favor of edifying travel. In addition to traveling themselves, these men supported travel with 

their money and their voices. Ram Mohun Roy famously made his journey to England in the face of great 

social approbation in 1831. He was supported in his endeavor by the Native Literary Society of Calcutta, 

which declared that the “chief causes of our depressed situation may, we think, be regarded as the 

following wants: that of social and mutual intercourse; of mutual agreement; of travel …”30 Roy, the 
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famed social reformer, was equally well-aware of the importance of travel writing. He expressed his 

intention to publish a journal of his voyage, along with his observations of the noteworthy elements of 

England. Unfortunately, this did not come to pass.31  

Another such figure is Dwarkanath Tagore. Tagore addressed the Royal Asiatic Society in 1842 

after his return from England. In his speech, he thanked the chair for his efforts in promoting education 

in India and spoke of the decreasing prejudice amongst Indians regarding foreign travel.32 The chair, in 

turn, praised Dwarkanath’s willingness to travel “solely to acquire information, and indulge a laudable 

curiosity; and not from any political motive…”33 References to exchanges such as these bring out the 

extent to which efforts were made to associate travel with all the benefits of education, to the value of 

travel in and of itself. The emphasis on non-political travel also shows how the government envisioned 

the industrious, productive and compliant subject body they wished to create. Finally, encounters like 

these reveal how indigenous travel was rewarded with recognition, honors and preference in lucrative 

postings. And of course, these same travelers were encouraged to share the bounties of their harvest 

widely through scientifically-minded vernacular language publications that would benefit the people 

more broadly. Many did so passionately: a few authors in 1860s Bengal even distributed their accounts 

free of charge in the service of the common good.34  
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These texts were crucial to the promotion of travel. After all, not everyone could set out to 

travel right away. Nor were Indians immediately aware of the untold intellectual riches inhering in such 

an undertaking. It would not be enough for the societal elite or the few students matriculating in 

English-language universities to be convinced of the benefits of travel. For this reason, efforts were 

made to bring the benefits of travel, via travel writing and the teaching of geography, into the 

classrooms of vernacular schools. The push to promote travel in the vernacular, though, was initially 

problematic. Even as the government wished to include such works in promoting useful learning, it 

could not do so for want of available material. “Useful” travel writing did not exist in Indian literatures. 

Because of the dearth of travelogues that offered the correct types of knowledge in a (European) 

scientific manner in Urdu, Hindi or Persian, appropriate works had at first to be translated from English. 

These works are prominent amongst the earliest published Urdu travelogues, and they all adopted the 

travel-for-benefit model that relies on the evolutionary model of civilizational advancement. 

 The situation here is similar to that regarding the colonial position on vernacular literature 

more generally. Efforts to turn Indians away from supposedly decadent poetry and to promote 

educational prose are well-documented.35 The promotion of certain types of travel writing as useful is 

closely linked with these efforts in the realm of poetry and literature. All of these reforms were meant to 

promote writing that would further develop and improve the mind of the Indian reader. However, until 

Indians could be trained (and convinced) to write useful, educational travelogues on their own, the 

practice would have to be managed through government subscription. That Persian already had a genre 

of travel writing was largely irrelevant, as it was not intended for a broad audience, nor was it 

sufficiently didactic, scientific or lucid. All of these efforts – from introducing travel writing to reforming 
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fictional literature – had much the same goal: to create a modern citizenry that moved and thought on 

colonial lines. One officer neatly sums up this relationship between practices of mobility and the colony: 

“[i]f education is essential to good ‘travel habits,’ travel itself is essential to that fuller education which 

generates good citizens.”36  

 

Mungo Park in Urdu: India’s first pedagogical travelogue 

During his speech in Bombay, Governor Frere noted that some Indians were already becoming 

cognizant of the benefits of travel. This was not by chance. Speaking in 1864, his own efforts had already 

been preceded by several decades of efforts to promote travel in government schools, ensuring that 

generations of students would be inculcated with the knowledge and values of travel. The earliest 

examples of the presence of travel accounts in the classroom are in English. English-medium students at 

the Delhi English College in 1836 are said to have read both volumes of John Malcolm’s travels in Persia, 

in addition to the Indian volume of Josiah Condor’s “The Modern Traveler,” a series dedicated to 

geography and topography. More advanced students at the same institution worked with a teacher to 

create a circulating library that focused on “lighter works” such as travels that were useful and 

entertaining, ideal for encouraging students toward further study.37 In English classes in NWP and 

Bengal, students in the fourth and fifth classes read Goldsmith’s “The Traveller” and “The Deserted 

Village,” which contain extended ruminations on travel.38 Meanwhile, all classes focused intensely on 

geography lessons; maps and globes ranked high in the list of materials being requested and provided 
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for classrooms. Amongst the prizes for top students in 1836 NWP we find copies of George Anson’s A 

Voyage around the World and Mungo Park’s Travels, alongside several histories of various countries and 

Robinson Crusoe.39 The latter was frequently considered in India to be a travel account and was (and is) 

categorized in library collections in the travel section. Another important work of travel made available 

to students, which may also have been translated into Urdu, was Evliya Çelebi’s Siyāḥatnāma.40  

Within a few years, the benefits of travel writing were provided to non-english medium 

students, too. Thanks to the efforts of vernacular education proponents, the first printed Urdu 

travelogue was a “useful” work translated from English and intended for pedagogical purposes.41 This 

was the Safarnāma Mungo Pārk Ṣāhib kā bayān meṉ mulk Ḥabsh ke (Mungo Park’s Travelogue 

Describing the Land of Africa), published by the Agra School Book Society (ASBS) in 1842. This society 

was founded in 1838 on the model of the Calcutta School Book Society (CSBS),42 which was run by a 

board with a majority of Europeans for the purposes of creating educational materials to be used in 

Indian elementary schools. Its support came from both select Muslim and Hindu members of society and 

the government, all of whom were interested in the Society as a means to “promote the cause of 
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education.”43 The Safarnāma was reprinted by the CSBS in 1853 (in Urdu), introducing it to another 

generation of students in Bengal.44 

The pedagogical impetus behind this translation is clarified in its introduction. The unnamed 

translator presents his work to the public in order to bring the many benefits of travel to India’s 

students. His argumentation is practically synonymous with what we have already seen, though his 

language retains a classical Persianate vocabulary. 

The companions of wisdom and sense are well aware that the benefits of travel are without 
limit. From it, man’s understanding and comprehension are enriched, while his prejudice 
(ta’ṣub) and ignorance (jahl) – two qualities that frequently afflict those who remain immobile 
(mardumān-i sāya-parvarda) – are repulsed from his heart and the arts and science of one 
nation become known in another, and the awakening and industry of one country becomes 
current in others, and trade is increased, and the congruity and intercourse between the 
communities is strengthened. 

Following a brief poem in Arabic on the same subject, the author then begins his critique:  

But the resident of the land of Hindustan, owing to his homeland being far from the shores of 
the sea, and because he usually follows the customs and traditions of his religion, and also 
because, in keeping with this verse [of the Persian poet Sana’i] “love of the homeland is sweeter 
than the country of Solomon”45 he prefers the place of his birth and thinks it better than other 
countries, is generally devoid of the benefits of travel. For this reason this ignorant one…[has 
translated] it into the Urdu language so that this deficiency could be lightened.46 

The work itself is a very liberal translation that, like Mulji’s effort, does not strive for fidelity. Where the 

English original opens with the difficulty of learning anything about Africa and the challenges of finding a 

man willing and capable to travel to the interior, the Urdu begins by explaining that the English willingly 

travel everywhere in search of knowledge, trade and the civilization of backward peoples. This display of 
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bravado was reinforced by the translation of another travelogue to Africa, Vaqā’i’-i Kaip (1853), which 

was written to “show Indians the qualities and power of their rulers.”47  

The existence of this translation raises an immediate question: why, in 1842, would the first 

choice for translating and distributing an English travelogue be an outdated eighteenth century work not 

particularly rich in information? How might this work be considered useful to the young Indian? In fact, 

it served a number of purposes. It emphasized the civilizational hierarchy boldly, with England at the top 

and Africa at the bottom. It mythologized the bravery, principle (risking life and limb for knowledge), 

and nobility (in bringing civilization to Africa) of the British. It displayed those qualities that were to be 

cultivated for advancement – who would not be struck by Mungo, naked, imprisoned and starving, yet 

ever eager to collect his data and acquire his aim? And, of course, it also provided the geographical and 

experiential knowledge of Africa itself, thereby “lightening” deficiencies in the Indian character wrought 

by geographical chance and religion. These points explain the otherwise unexpected decision to 

introduce a fifty-year old text on West Africa into a school system that believed its students to be lacking 

in all fields of knowledge. Administrators were likely more interested in the civilizational ideas behind 

the text than in giving students in Murshidabad a look at life amongst the Bambara or Hausa circa 

1795.48  
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 Mungo Park was quickly joined by handful of other efforts to bring education to Indian students 

through vicarious travel. In 1841, the ASBS society also published in Hindi the Patramālika,49 a collection 

of letters written by Pandit Ratneshvar on his journey to Aurangabad that was a staple in the Hindi 

classroom and was recommended to be read “once a week.”50 Christopher Bayly argues of this book 

what would quickly become true of Urdu-language travel writing written under paradigm of useful 

information. Namely, that even as “[s]uch works were suffused with the western ideology of 

improvement… they still left space for Indian reconstructions of their own world.” Elsewhere, other 

educational presses were becoming involved in the production of travel writing. Sometime around 1843, 

an Urdu translation of Abu Talib Khan’s travelogue was produced for publication at Delhi College, again 

for educational purposes.51 In 1847, the Delhi Vernacular Translation Society, an organization 

established to aid the promotion of useful education in Delhi and one of two major providers of 

textbooks in the NWP,52 sent Yusuf Kambalposh’s account to the press at Delhi College.53 The Tārīk̲h̲-i 

Yūsufī was used in Urdu reading classes across the NWP. A tabulation of students in three parganahs in 

1852 reveals that the Tārīk̲h̲ was one of two texts used in reading classes, the most popular subject after 

                                                           

49
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arithmetic. In other words, after math textbooks, it was a book of travels that was most frequently read 

by Indian students in the districts around Saharanpur.54  

The promotion of “useful” travel in schools was not limited to reading travel accounts. It was 

also promoted during open houses, where educational officials could speak to parents and students 

individually about the supposed benefits of gaining worldly knowledge and experience. One plan 

developed in Bareilly to foster excitement during public inspections involved placing large maps of the 

world on the classroom walls. Once these had caught a visitor’s eye, the deputy instructor would then 

“seize on the opportunity” to show the advantages of study by pointing out individual counties and 

describing them briefly. He would also “describe the route from Calcutta to London, both overland and 

by the long sea-voyage. Most present would thereupon express regret that they were so far advanced in 

years and had not yet acquired a knowledge of these subjects.” It was here that things came to a head: 

the DI would impress upon them their duty to ensure that their children were “duly taught such useful 

studies.”55 Once in the classroom, students found that one of their most important subjects, geography, 

overlapped closely with travel. Teachers were instructed to approach that subject by showing “the use 

of ideal journeys.” A teach might, one example suggested, propose a journey from Calcutta to New York 

via London. The teacher should then ask a series of questions about the trip that “would excite the 

student’s interest.” In this way, geography and map reading, which were considered amongst the most 
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crucial subjects, and one in which Indians were most deficient, were vivified by imaginary travel. It was 

also demonstrated how this type of information might be useful for the students.56  

 

The Earliest Indian Pedagogical Travelogues, 1850-1860 

The pedagogical mandate of the Agra School Book Society essentially involved a “massive 

translation venture, in which textbook knowledge from English and other language sources was 

transferred into Hindi and Urdu.” These efforts relied heavily on Indian translators, with the result that 

“early textbooks constitute an important site of the discursive encounter between colonial empiricism – 

with its underlying concept of ‘useful knowledge’ – and Indian learning and literary forms.”57 Thus, it is 

not surprising that within just a few years of the official promotion of travel writing in vernacular 

education, travel accounts written by Indians explicitly for pedagogical purposes began to appear on the 

market, nullifying the pressing need for translations and relieving the “anxiety” that officials had felt as 

they waited for these accounts to become a reality. Three such accounts, written between 1854 and 

1860, are considered here that reveal the development of travel writing. The first is the Safarnāma of 

Aminchand, followed by Kali Rai’s Sair-i Panjāb and Framji Dhosaboy’s Gujarati-language Greṭ Britain 

k̲h̲ate nī musāfarī. These works all share a similar vocabulary, revealing how the language of utility was 

making itself known across India. 

 In the first place, all three present the acquisition of knowledge through travel as necessary for 

individual and communal improvement. Second, they all tend to extoll travel’s connection with moral 

and societal advancement. Third, each text foregrounds the advancement/uplift of the populace, as they 
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put it, offering their products to the general public in a language that is typically clear and unadorned, a 

rhetorical strategy designed to mitigate literature’s tendency to obscure meaning behind metaphor (as 

colonial language theory held). And finally, all three address themselves toward their readers and the 

colonial government simultaneously. Fully aware of the government’s “anxiousness” for texts of this 

sort, these authors preach the utilitarian benefits of travel literature, thus becoming ideal publications 

for government sponsorship. This was an important consideration. During this early period, much Urdu 

printing was supported only through the finances of the government. The authors considered in this 

section presciently realized that there was an officially-supported market for pedagogical travel 

materials, and each of them sought to supply that demand. Because they wrote their texts so as to be 

consonant with the goals of groups like the Agra School Book Society – because they hoped for their 

works to be bought by the government – they were crucial milestones in the transition from a tradition 

of travel writing centered on wonders, to one focused on useful, as opposed to astonishing, knowledge. 

For the first time, they brought into public view the journal-keeping practices that were originally taught 

to munshis individually, as explored in chapter one.  

The first work I consider is the Safarnāma of Munshi Aminchand (1827-?), a Khatri from 

Hoshiyarpur District, Punjab. The Safarnāma was published at Delhi in 1854 with a map. A second 

edition was brought out from Lahore in 1859 “for the benefit of public institutions.” In it, Aminchand 

takes the reader on a trip across India, visiting all of its prominent towns and districts and presenting 

succinct facts, figures and observations on each. Where relevant, it draws a distinction between services 

and spaces maintained by the English and those maintained by native rulers, dividing local geographies 

into two spheres. His language is clear, modern and focused. Aminchand’s presence is muted, eliding 

such travel staples as living arrangements, meals and temple visits. His movements largely serve as a 

segue between cities and regions. The Safarnāma is thus both a sourcebook of Indian geography and 
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custom, as well as an example for the Urdu reading public how to travel and to attend to local detail. 

The English preface offers up Aminchand himself as a model, modern citizen worthy of emulation.  

Amin Chand can rightly be considered amongst Bayly’s “new munshis” who grew up between 

the 1820s and 1850s. Unlike the preceding generation, for whom the world of Persianate culture was 

still superior to the functioning of European administration, these new munshis were closely linked with 

British patronage. They were often capable in English and were trained to work from within the colonial 

system; they were particularly present in the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) where they drafted 

and translated textbooks.58 Fulfilling Frere’s suggestion that those who traveled were destined for 

greatness in the colonial administration, Aminchand was deeply involved in local administration and in 

organizing colonial government. He left his position in 1850 to accompany an unnamed officer who had 

trained him since 1846. The pair visited all the districts of Punjab, plus Peshawar, Kashmir, Dera Ghazi 

Khan, Karachi and Bombay, with Aminchand “taking notes of all he saw under my guidance.” After 

returning home by land, he wrote his account, “telling the story in his own way.”59 He later rejoined 

government service, first at Rawalpindi and later in Ajmer, 60 where he organized a society for the 

general good (rafa’-i ‘ām).61 He also continued to write “useful” texts on local culture and customary 

law, history, and mathematics. He was honored with the title of viceregal Sardar Bahadur for his 
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distinguished service, and is listed as a figure of note in his district.62 He was popular in his native Punjab 

as well.63  

The Safarnāma’s success was rapid and lasting. Both editions of the work were published by the 

government, first by the NWP Education Department and then again at Lahore, after being “favourably 

noticed by the Committee on Vernacular Publications at Agra.” The English-language preface notes that 

the work has “the merit of being entirely original... The style of composition is that of a well-educated 

man, who makes no pretense to be a scholar, according to the narrow views of the Hindoo or 

Mahomedan … the Safarnama has no pretention to elegance of style.” It presents useful information on 

geography and customs, and never reaches for metaphors, rhymed prose or poetry. It is the first of its 

kind: a travelogue written in simplified, standardized Urdu for a general readership for the purpose of 

disseminating useful and unifying knowledge about the country. In his own preface, Aminchand calls for 

the reader to reap the benefits of travel and the cultivation of useful knowledge. He identifies a lack of 

knowledge of Indian geography as his primary motivation in drafting the text. “Everyone should be 

aware of the conditions of their country.” Aminchand stresses that he traveled not for pilgrimage, trade 

or government work, but with the pure intention of improving his knowledge and gaining familiarity 
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with other lands.64 Although he finds pleasure in this discovery of his “own” country, his overriding 

concern is to provide the benefits of his labors to the people. 

Aminchand embodies the noble qualities that Ramchand, the student in Delhi, so clearly 

enumerated a decade before. A well-traveled man, Aminchand was now the bearer of that rarified 

quality: he traveled for the pure cause of knowledge (though from historical sources about the secret 

nature of his journey we know that this is not entirely true.) The preface suggests that even if such a 

project was to his financial detriment, he was willing to forgo “high employment to gratify his desire for 

travel,” which allowed him to “collect much interesting information.” Unlike religious scholars, with 

their narrow views and secluded corners, he is driven by an inculcated passion, unhindered by those 

distasteful caste-based prejudices and cultural beliefs that typify non-travelers. Aminchand also takes a 

position on the nature of Indianness itself, postulating that as the Punjabi and the Marathi are both 

Indian, they must be aware and proud of one another’s traditions and lifestyles (and in this he is 

reminiscent of Anderson’s traveling administrators who create the nation through their movement.) In 

short, Aminchand is at the frontlines of an effort to create a single, productive people under the British 

banner.65 As his work was distributed through the education system, countless readers were exposed to 

its many lessons. Just as Nazir Ahmad popularized the pedagogical Urdu novel through government 

subscription, Aminchand did so for the Urdu travelogue. 

 Aminchand was not the only government affiliate to realize the government’s need for travel 

accounts. A similar text restricted only to travels in the Punjab is the Kitāb-i sair-i Panjāb, written by Rai 
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Kali Rai of Saharanpur (with an additional section by his brother Lala Tulsi Ram). While far less successful 

than the Safarnāma, it nevertheless reinforces our understanding of the intellectual zeitgeist of the 

1850s, for Rai echoes Aminchand’s discussion of knowledge, advancement and public benefit (fā’ida-yi 

‘ām). Unfortunately for Rai, the Kitāb-i sair-i Panjāb was never sponsored by the government, despite at 

least one official’s early interest in it. The author may have been the victim of both timing and his own 

“pretense to elegance.” Despite having an early draft prepared by 1851, he only finished it a few years 

later, by which time Aminchand’s work had already met the need of the hour.66 Moreover, while 

Aminchand successfully anticipates the changing aesthetics of Urdu prose, matching up his utilitarian 

project with the simple Urdu endorsed at Fort William, Kali Rai writes in a laborious style that was out of 

sync with the linguistic and literary values the colonial government endorsed. Worst still, he hides his 

own travels beneath his collected information even more densely within the text than even Aminchand. 

Despite differences in style, there is no conceptual gap between these pedagogical projects. Kali 

Rai too declares that this work was the product of his extensive travels and research and was written as 

a public service (“fā’ida-yi ‘ām”, “naf’-i ‘ām.”)67 Both are pedagogical: noting that there were at that very 

moment major changes being made to the education system in the Punjab, Kali Rae bluntly proposes 

that his own work be included in any future syllabus. Finally, Kali Rai’s preface is also clearly directed 
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Paṭiyāla Ak̲h̲bar. Thus, it is possible that portions of the work may have appeared in that newspaper sometime 
between 1856 and 1872. Kālī Rā’e, Kitāb-i Sair-i Panjāb (Paṭiyāla: Naval Kishor, 1872), 5. 
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toward state administrators. As was typical in Persianate literary culture in South Asia, he dedicates his 

work to the patron most likely to reward him for it. Unfortunately, the formula was not successful, and 

the book was only published in the 1870s, by which time pedagogical travelogues were popular enough 

to be sold in the market without government subsidies. In this, Kali Rai’s misfortune reveals the extent 

to which authors of this period were beholden to the financial wherewithal of official sponsorship. Of 

the three texts considered here, his is the most classical in form. In the 1850s, when Urdu publishing was 

not a self-supporting industry, Kali Rai had few options for the publication of his text without 

government support. That Kitāb-i sair-i Panjāb was published in the 1870s, when many other such books 

were also available in the market, demonstrates the extent to which the idea of obtaining useful 

knowledge for advancement had taken hold outside the realm of government support. 

So far, we have heard from two Punjabis whose works were published in Agra and Patiala. But 

travel’s benefits were being praised across British India in a variety of regional travel literatures, which 

also grew out of educational programming centered on utility. The shifts and efforts that I describe were 

not limited to North India or to Urdu. They were, rather, a pan-Indian phenomenon. This is easily seen in 

a major work of pedagogical travel published in Bombay, Dosabhoy Framjee’s Greṭ Britain k̲h̲ate nī 

musāfarī, which was written in Gujarati in 1861. Like Aminchand, Framjee was in close contact with the 

Company administration for most of his life. Just before his trip to England in 1858, he served as a media 

censor during the Mutiny. For roughly the next half-century, he worked as a magistrate, tax collector, 

councilman and collector.68 Despite the linguistic, cultural and geographical distance between Framjee 

and Aminchand, both are united by government service and empoy a shared rhetoric. Like the 

Safarnāma, Framjee’s text was also used in government schools.  
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In a dual-language preface, Framjee writes that he traveled “with the view of obtaining 

information which he could lay before his countrymen in a useful as well as entertaining form.” The 

“advantages to be gained in point of education and enlightenment” from such a journey cannot be 

underestimated, particularly as the Indian will be able “to judge the room which exists for improvement 

in their own [country], but will also obtain a knowledge of the means by which the sought ends could be 

accomplished.” Not only is the book meant to be educational, but it is written in a language that will 

allow for the greatest possible impact. The information provided in the text “will, it is hoped, not only be 

useful to students, but be the means of conveying to the minds of people generally that knowledge of 

THE POWER under whose rule they live...” Framjee then expresses his hope that by reading his account, 

more Indian natives will be encouraged travel to Europe, an undertaking that would be beneficial to 

both India and England. He concludes by expressing gratitude for “the valuable support of Government.” 

This support was extended by the Director of Public Instruction of Bombay Presidency, who “from the 

beginning has been anxious for the publication of such a work.”69 The author also thanks those native 

gentlemen who gave their own financial backing to the project.  

Collectively, Framjee, Kali Rai and Aminchand demonstrate how, in practical terms, a cluster of 

ideas (public benefit, education, improvement, incitement to travel) were interwoven in pedagogical 

South Asian travel accounts. In two of the three cases, these ideas were officially sanctioned and taught 

in government schools, making them hugely influential. It is no wonder that travel writing truly came of 

age some ten to fifteen years after Aminchand’s work was approved as by the Education Department – 

an entire generation of students had now been exposed to the idea of travel as useful and valuable. If 

travel had long been called a means to victory, here was a new interpretation of that phrase being put 
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forward in a colonial vocabulary with all the force of the state to back it up. Frere, as we recall, promised 

greater employment opportunities for those who chose to travel. The association between travel, travel 

writing and education had been established and, for the first time, works of travel had been made an 

integral part of a student’s basic education. Moreover, Indian employees in the education system were 

also beginning to take steps to promote education themselves. We see this dynamic at play in the 

preface of one travelogue dedicated to “Rai Bahadur Pyarelal sahib, inspector of schools, Delhi Circle, as 

a token of his unselfish efforts to encourage travelling and promotion of education amongst his 

countrymen.”70 At the same time, individual schools began writing up travel accounts of field trips, even 

if these only lasted a few hours, allowing even young students to get an early start. 

At the same time, these three texts also show the extent to which popular publication of useful 

travel accounts for a general audience were beholden to government support. Nevertheless, the scales 

were beginning to tip. The Delhi Vernacular Translation Society in 1848 noted that its works were 

beginning to be sold as frequently to individuals as to government institutions. At the same time, it 

remarked with concern that it was struggling to remain competitive with native presses, though it 

retained its edge in purely scientific works.71 Within a decade or so, works of travel intended for the 

public benefit would no longer require the support of the government or the Societies, as Indians 

themselves not only produced educational travelogues, but purchased them as well. Beneficial travel 

now had an outside following and was being endorsed by men who did not necessarily have official 

employ. Mulji’s 1865 Sairastān-i Inglainḍ: mulaqqab bi ak̲h̲tar-i buland is a fine example of this. “In 

Europe, he who has not traveled is considered intellectually immature, and his worldly experience is 
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considered incomplete. Amongst the Europeans, the journey is the most important aspect of one’s 

education.”72 This text was published by private initiative.  

Sairastān points to a more profound development that occurred in the 1860s. With the rise in 

popularity of educational travel accounts, the next generation of writers could focus on an aesthetic 

more marketable than the one adopted by Aminchand. As we have seen, his work was endorsed to large 

extent because its style was simple and unadorned – prose self-consciously reflected purpose. This may 

have been valued by the Department of Public Instruction, but it was not designed to win followers in 

the open market. For this reason, the pedagogical travelogue, freed from government oversight, began 

to be manifest in other forms than just the textbook or journal style. What authors found, in other 

words, was that travelogues could be entertaining and educational (useful) all at the same time. More 

than that, they could be marketed to not just to schoolchildren, but to adults as well.  

Thus, just as Framjee hinted, from the 1860s onward, travel writers began to use the most 

accessible language and the most entertaining literary forms to reach their audiences. This was also the 

moment when the benefits of travel increasingly came under the twin headings of experience and 

knowledge. This dyad was a corollary of the utilitarian project developed in the 1830s, according to 

which travel’s benefits were theorized as being more than mere knowledge. Writers in the late 

nineteenth century consistently foregrounded the experiential aspect of their journeys, arguing that 

knowledge and experience were useless individually but transformative together. But even with this 

incentive, travel remained incredibly difficult, both physically and socially, and most of those who did 

travel only managed to do so once or twice in their life. There was, moreover, significant anxiety for 

women’s travel. But with the help of a flourishing publishing industry, rapidly developing Urdu prose, 
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and an ideology of advancement, the general public could at last gain these benefits. The armchair 

traveler was born. 

To supply experience to this readership, the munshi style was less effective. What was needed 

was a style that invoked the emotions and sensations of the reader or listener. They also needed to keep 

the reader’s attention if they hoped to sell well. Between these constraints, the educational travelogue 

rapidly developed a plethora of forms that could provide a service to the public in an entertaining way. 

In the process, the popular travelogue was largely detached from state-sponsored efforts to promote it. 

Out of this process emerged the ghar baiṭhā safar, the trip you take from the comfort of your own 

home. These texts were for those who believed in the benefits of travel, but could not, or would not, 

travel themselves. 

By this time, the benefits of travel were well known, rendering it unnecessary to convince the 

general reader of them, though references to the travel account as a crucial ingredient for furthering the 

public good remained ubiquitous. Where authors had once insisted on the need to travel, they now 

spoke of the need to undertake travel through literary texts. The last two decades of the nineteenth 

century were properly the age of the ghar baiṭhā safar. For those living at home, travelogues of this era 

were sources of up-to-date news on destinations around India and the world abroad that complimented 

or contradicted the geography books proliferating in the school system. For would-be travelers, the 

same texts made it possible for the reader to know a place before their visit and to reap even more 

benefits from this second experience. They also provided the experience that these textbook could not. 

In fact, where travel accounts were originally influenced by texts of geography, we can now see the 

influence of the travel account making its mark on vernacular geography texts. The various nineteenth 

century geographies of Raja Shivprasada Simha in both Hindi and Urdu, for instance, mimics the excited 

declaration of the student on their cover pages: 
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To sit down and travel the world?  
I have seen this wonder in a book! 
 

baiṭh kar sair mulk kī karnī  
yeh tamāshā kitāb meṉ dekhā!73 

 
But the benefits of reading about travel were not limited to students, and they could be shared with the 

general public. Travel writing was beginning to be published in newspapers and to be written in formats 

conducive to public recitation. In every format, authors trumpeted the possibility their works offered for 

armchair travelers to become co-travelers (sharīk-i safar). 

 A trailblazer in orienting the travelogue towards those unable to travel was Pandit Kanhaiyalal, 

who wrote a rare text called Sair-i Kashmīr in 1861. He is, perhaps, the first Urdu author to explicitly 

suggest his own account as a replacement for travel. Kanhaiyalal only mentions the benefits of travel in 

passing; his main concern is to deliver the fruits of the arduous journey to the reader: 

 “[this book] will not be devoid of pleasure for those passionate about travel to other lands, and 
those who do not possess the ability to undertake such a lengthy trip will, on reading it, become 
informed of the conditions of the placed commented upon…I hope these pages will be 
agreeable to the disposition of high and low.”74  

The idea that this work will be especially useful for “those who cannot travel” implicitly acknowledges 

that travel, though perhaps still not widely practiced, had entered the public discourse as a feasible and 

desirable activity. 

In the coming decades, Kanhaiyalal’s concern for passing on the benefits of his journey to the 

reader who was unable to travel increasingly became a concern with bringing the reader along as a 

fellow traveler. That the traveler might see and hear the journey shifts the focus away from that of older 

texts configured as narrations and toward recreating the experience of the voyage itself, and not simply 
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the knowledge of the voyage, to the sedentary reader at home. These nineteenth century texts were 

working to disprove the well-known Persian saying that that hearing could never be the equivalent of 

seeing (shanīdan kai būd mānand-i dīdan). Sair’s interest in sight is foregrounded in the visual imagery 

that adorns the cover of the text. In typical prints from Naval Kishore, the top band of the text contains a 

reference to God the Creator. Sair’s cover unconventionally uses a line with strong visual imagery, 

appropriate given Kashmir’s status as a land of beauty: “In the name of he who adorns this world with 

gardens and commands the color and scent of its flowers” (ba-hamīn gulshan-ārā-e jahān va rangīn-

farmā-e gul o rīḥān.) 

 

Pedagogical Travels in the 1870s 

O fleet-footed ambassador, whose pen sings the sweetest melodies – widely have you roamed in the land 
of letters! Tell me – have you yet encountered … such a work from the science of travel so fine that by 
reading it … one may perform this journey all while sitting at home?75 
 

  In Print and Pleasure, Francesca Orsini explores what she calls one of the central puzzles in the 

history of Indian printing: “how could a diverse, diffuse and vibrant print culture emerge in the context 

of such low and sluggish increases in literacy and formal schooling?” To answer this question, she turns 

to the “entertainment industry” that gradually developed in the nineteenth century. On the one hand, 

neo- and non-literate groups were brought into literary culture through the inclusion of oral traditions in 

print – songs, poetry, epics, etc. On the other, she points to figures like Ratannath Sharar who hybridized 

older genres with “new textual dynamics and new discourses.” All these forms, she argues, were eagerly 

accepted by aspiring individuals looking to expand their place in the new colonial economy.  
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 For these individuals, reading offered an opportunity to enter the ranks of the educated. Their 

efforts were not always well-received by the upper classes. Colonial officers disparaged the lack of 

interest in good literature. As for the elite, their position may be summed up by Sir Sayyid: “Every 

commoner believes himself to be a scholar and every ignoramus regards himself as a learned man 

merely on the basis of having read a few chapbooks on religious issues and a translation of the Qur’an, 

and that too in Urdu, with some ordinary teacher or just through his own effort.”76 Orsini suggests that 

“once literacy was acquired, though, it could be put to use for pleasanter purposes as well.”77 Her work 

explores these entertainment forms in a variety of commercial literatures, including detective novels 

and qiṣṣas and their indispensable role in spreading literacy and reading culture in north India. 

 However, the history of Urdu travel writing suggests that we not draw an overly strict line 

between educational literature – “good books” – and the entertainment industry that revolutionized 

both reading practices and the print industry. Just as men like Ratannath Sharar (himself a translator of 

travel accounts) melded novel textual practices with classic themes and motifs, travel writers sought to 

create texts that combined the edifying aspects of travel writing with the entertaining forms that 

enjoyed widespread popularity. In travel writing, education and entertainment could be equal partners. 

Of course, the prominence of entertainment in such accounts nullified the value of these texts for both 

administrators and the upper classes. Sir Sayyid, who condemned such efforts at self-education, is 

instructive here. His own account described the glories of western plumbing in great detail, but was not 

necessarily entertaining (and it is perhaps telling that despite the popularity of converting newspaper 

accounts into printed editions, no one collected and published his account until nearly a century later). A 

contemporary text, by contrast, the Sair-i Maqbūl, adopts the same pedagogical discourse as Sir Sayyid, 
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but directs its efforts to a general public by writing in the dāstān form that was at that moment at the 

peak of its popularity. 

 Another of Orsini’s key arguments, which finds support in the research of Ulrike Starke, is that 

indigenous publishers were liberated from relying on government contracts for printing precisely 

because “texts of pleasure” were harmonious with oral practices – books “infiltrated existing sites and 

patterns of leisure.” If entertaining literature enabled the printing industry, it also enabled so-called 

useful literature to diversify and respond to the desires of a nascent reading public directly. Colonial 

administrators spend several decades working to promote travel and travel writing, but later 

developments effectively took the discourse of useful travel out of their grasp and turned it over to 

Indian writers and readers for local expression. Thus, works from 1870 through the end of the century 

are typified by the combination of knowledge, experience and education. More often than not, the 

“entertainment” portion is so deeply embedded in the text that it is impossible to separate these out. 

 The remainder of this chapter surveys the most popular forms for writing entertaining and 

informative travel accounts. I focus on two the earliest attempts: Sair-i Maqbul (1872) and Tārīk̲h̲-i badī’ 

(1879). Both are exciting, entertaining and educational in equal measure, but they are also probably 

fashioned entirely from the journeys that their authors performed through other texts. But even as they 

are at least partially imaginary, Sair and Tārīk̲h̲’s claim to be educational pivots crucially on the label of 

travelogue. The guise of factuality, however unconvincing, at least to the contemporary reader, is always 

upheld.78 While these works are at least partially fabricated, they are far less transgressive when 

considered from within the broader history of travel writing globally, where some of the most 
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historically influential works are almost certainly flights of fancy, with the Travels of John Mandeville 

perhaps the most famous. Moreover, edifying, yet fictitious, travel accounts had even been prescribed 

in government schools. Robinson Crusoe, for instance, was commonly read. The Bombay Native 

Education Society even made available to Indian readers the seven volume Anacharsis’ Travels, the 

influential, if imaginary, travel journal of the Greek philosopher.79 

As has been widely discussed, travel and fiction have long had an entangled relationship.80 But 

to belabor such a point would be misplaced. While we can speculate that these texts failed to achieve 

government backing because of their “falseness,” for the reading public of the 1870s this dichotomy 

itself would have been considered false.81 It was only in the twentieth century that an acrimonious 

debate about the need for travelogues to be truthful would emerge (a debate that continues today). For 

the nineteenth century reader, these texts would have performed their function laudably. Both travel 

accounts are exceedingly engaging, and packed to the brim with experience and historical, geographical, 

cultural and practical knowledge useful for the general public. This is reflected in Tārīk̲h̲’s chronogram, 

Sair o safar o tajarba o ma’lūmāt (1879) – Travels and journeys and experience and information. 

 

The most popular journey: The Sair of Agha Maqbul, 1872 
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 In the year 1872, the travel memoirs of Agha Maqbul of Isfahan were made available to the 

Urdu reading public under the name Sair-i Maqbūl. In an incredible feat rivaled only by Ibn Battuta, Agha 

Maqbul recounts journeys to Abyssinia, Tartaristan, Siberia, Korea, China, the American East Coast, all of 

the Middle East and most of Europe. Traveling almost non-stop between March 1664 and 1723, Agha 

Maqbul takes in most of the known world, only occasionally returning home to consolidate his wealth 

and attend to family matters. What little he does not visit personally he learns of from his friends, such 

as Yusuf, who runs port from Portugal to Charleston, visits three of the twenty-four American states and 

marries in Boston. In all, Sair-i Maqbul represents one of the most astonishing and comprehensive world 

tours available in any language. 

While it is notoriously difficult to assess reception in the nineteenth century, circumstantial 

evidence suggests that Sair-i Maqbūl was also exceedingly popular. The work, written by Munshi Sayyid 

Ghulam Haidar Khan, Extra Assistant Comissioner, Avadh, was reprinted 1898. Both editions can be 

found at libraries and archives across South Asia. Though published by Naval Kishore at Lucknow, copies 

can easily be found even today in as far away as Hyderabad, Patna, Lahore, Delhi and Rampur (plus 

Tokyo and London), making Sair the most widely distributed nineteenth century Urdu travelogue. 

Typically, only one or two copies of a given Urdu travelogue from the nineteenth century survive in 

archives today – that Sair left such a long archival wake is indicative. If Sair was truly popular, one might 

fairly ask why such a major text rests entirely unknown to historians of South Asia and scholars of Urdu 

literature? The most likely cause is its liminal place between literature, history and travel. Meanwhile, its 

blatant anachronisms (we can be certain that there were no United States of America in 1667), made it 

of little use for empirically-minded histories. But it also fits with difficulty into studies of travel writing, 

which have been more concerned with veracity (in the case of Urdu scholarship) and with the western 

encounter (in English). It is also refuses to comply with generic expectations. Although Sair calls itself a 
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travelogue and was catalogued as such, it incorporates numerous genres. Amongst others, it draws on 

the tale (fasāna), advice literature (naṣīḥatnāma), moral literature (ak̲h̲lāq), guides to commerce, and, 

particularly, the English novel. Within its 242 pages, Sair even manages to rewrite both volumes of 

Robinson Crusoe’s travels from an Indian perspective, all without ever dropping the travel narrative 

frame. Surprisingly, this studied maintenance of the form has meant that existing commentary on the 

work seems not to have noticed its being fabricated.82 

 These reasons also account for a lack of governmental recognition or support. Sair is dedicated 

to Lord Mayo, Viceroy of India, and it deplores the wretched intellectual state of Indians. It urges them 

to gain knowledge, experience and wisdom and financial acumen. But with all its anachronisms and its 

patently popular feel, Sair was not likely to win any governmental contests - though it may have 

competed in them. Given its publication date and style, it is impossible not to draw parallels with the 

most celebrated propagator literary and cultural reform, Deputy Nazir Ahmad. Beginning in 1869, the 

government in NWP offered several cash prizes per year for “the production of useful works in the 

vernacular, of approved design and style, in any branch of science or literature.”83 Nazir Ahmad, said to 

be the first Urdu novelist, won this prize no less than three times. 

 As a colonial employee in Avadh, Khan would have been aware of these awards. Altaf Husain 

Hali recalls that this notification “was like a current of electricity” that inspired a many would-be 

authors. Sair may or may not have been intended for submission, but it was undoubtedly eligible. The 

notification called for works whose theme “may belong to history, biography, or travel, science, art or 

philosophy; it may be a work of fact or of fiction … the only condition is that the book shall subserve 
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some useful purpose, either of instruction, entertainment or mental discipline.”84 Ambitiously, Khan’s 

travelogue was all of these at once. At a moment when the distinction between works of science and 

literature was growing in Europe, Khan’s book seamlessly integrated the two. Travel writing should have 

been scientific, but here it was of questionable veracity. Just as colonial efforts sought to wean Indian 

readers off of poetry and epics, Khan embeds those forms within a scientific genre they had been 

promoting for nearly thirty years, imploding one of the key tools of exploration, discovery and power in 

imperial Europe and radically reworking its scientific parameters and Europe-first chronotope. Agha 

Maqbul, whose voyages date to the 1660s, traverses a political cartography possibly only in 1870. For all 

its pedagogical value, Sair could not have been supported by the government for educational purposes; 

it was too enjoyable.85  

 But these elements are likely the very reason that Sair enjoyed remarkable success. Interest in 

travel writing for advancement was strong, and Khan’s great innovation was to write a travel narrative 

that combined the benefits of that genre with the most popular literature of the day in a form 

appropriate for all ages. According to the Khan, some men found contemporary popular literature 

inappropriate for women, but Sair could be enjoyed and appreciated by all (Singhāsan battīsī, Bāg̲h̲ o 

bahār, Sho’la-yi ‘ishq, Daryā-i ‘ishq and Badr-i mulk are some of the questionable works mentioned.) 

Because of a studied absence of religious imagery, the book was also well suited to both Hindu and 

Muslim families. As a popular and edifying work of travel, then, Sair demonstrates that by 1872 travel as 

a concept had come of age. After years of officially-sponsored works associating travel with 
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advancement and the acquisition of knowledge, these values were now being independently 

transmitted by individual Indian writers in the open market. It is one of the earliest travelogues to draw 

on literatures with mass appeal, particularly qiṣṣas. Its social impact cannot be easily be assessed, but it 

can be said with certainty that that Khan was amongst the first to make the edifying travel account 

enticing reading/listening for the entire family. It was also, likely, the first time that places like Irkutsk, 

Charleston, Salamanca, and Formosa were mentioned at home.    

 Sair is divided into three sections. The first two provide an encomium to Lord Mayo and a brief 

introduction for household heads written in a florid Persian style. Khan argues here that India has drunk 

deeply from the cup of ignorance (jahl) and lacks an inclination to education, greatness, advancement or 

hard work. Under men such as Lord Mayo, these tendencies give way to a desire for greatness and 

improvement. Unfortunately, their aspirations are vitiated by the glut of amorous tales (fasāna-yi ‘ishq-

āmez) sold on the market, and men of moral standing (sāḥibān-i ak̲h̲lāq) may only keep them in the 

home with the upmost caution. Khan instead proposes a book, written in a clear, common language 

appropriate for the old, young, common and noble. This is found in the third section, which comprises 

Maqbul’s autobiographical account of nine journeys in an erudite but accesible language. Maqbul 

assures readers they will be entertained (maḥzūn o maḥz̤ūz̤), but will also acquire worldly experience 

(tajarba bhī ḥāṣil karenge) and a knowledge of the world. Sair opens on Iran, described not as a 17th 

century Iranian might, but as it would be introduced in a standard vernacular geography textbook.86 This 

style was becoming increasingly common in the safarnāma-style of travel riting, and its foregrounding 

establishes the Sair’s travel credentials.  
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 As was typical of many travelogues at the time, Maqbul also relates his personal history, 

including a brief account of his family history and educational background. He studied in Isfahan, but 

because he was born into a family of wealthy traders, there were many opportunities to travel. His 

father, despite being a trader himself, warned Maqbul off reckless journeys, as years of profit could be 

lost in a single misguided venture. But this was not enough to dissuade Maqbul, who was passionate to 

the point of negligence. His father, seeing this, gave him twenty thousand rupees seed money. Maqbul 

opened a shop and left for his first voyage on March 1st, 1664, visiting Aden, Mecca, Suez, Sham and Iraq 

before returning home, at last, on January 5th, 1685. This was the first of his nine journeys.  

In his account, each stop is clearly marked out in the text and noted in an index. Descriptions 

varied, and occasionally Maqbul only pauses to give a few cultural notes relating to the inherent 

goodness or baseness of a particular people (particularly in their commercial dealings). He always names 

the vessels on which he traveled, as well as their (mostly English) captains.87 As a trader, Agha Maqbul is 

keen to relate the items available for sale and to demonstrate his mercantile savvy. He also stresses, 

repeatedly, that the successful business man is inquisitive, enterprising and well-informed and has 

impeccable moral standing. 

In order both to prevent his narrative from becoming stale, but also to broaden his geographical 

reach, Agha Maqbul layers stories told to him into his narrative. Yusuf’s, for instance, who befriended 

the colonists in recently-founded Boston, hunted with Native Americans and ultimately married a settler 

before winding up in an Arab prison. This layering is typical of the dāstān genre, in which an endless 

series of embedded tales kept the cycle constantly rejuvenated. Both they and the main narrative keep 
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the reader hanging in suspense as Agha Maqbul and his friends endure shipwrecks, highwaymen and 

unscrupulous partners and guides, often saved by the timely intervention of cultured Englishmen.88  

A centerpiece of Sair is Maqbul’s escape from Berbers and subsequent arrival on a lonely island, 

recreating Crusoe’s fateful journey. But even as he remains faithful to the themes of Defoe’s work, Khan 

reworks its contents to make it appropriate dāstān material. First, the setting is shifted from the West 

Indies to modern-day Djibouti. Cannibalism, a major topic in Europe, had no place in the dāstān, and is 

of no concern for Maqbul. The natives are docile beings – not quite human – that he successfully 

civilizes. Like Crusoe, he systematically explores “his” island and exploits its resources. He examines 

archaeological ruins and speculates on their origin (an ancient freemason temple, he asks?) He goes 

where the African fears to tread, revealing the folly of superstition and revealing a cultural hierarchy. As 

he explores, he finds a trove of English clothes and weapons, objects which at initially instill fear in his 

African friends. Although these Africans are described as frightening and not quite human, they are 

always more human than Friday. Instead of an arbitrary name, Maqbul names his friends muḥsin and 

muḥsina (benefactor), acknowledging their role in sustaining his life.89 Parallels with Crusoe sputter 

when Maqbul discovers a vast trove of gold in a cave. When he is rescued years later he transports his 

vast wealth back to Isfahan. 

These are episodes meant to enlighten and entertain. They are all subservient to the travel 

narrative, which is, at its heart, the journey of an unmarked figure navigating the mercantile world of 

the nineteenth century. Khan’s pedagogical travelogue enlightens readers in three respects. First, in 

geography and history; second, in practical experience, and finally, in values and morals. With regard to 

geography, Khan gives a picture of the entire world, with a special focus on the British Empire. For this 
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information, Khan seems to have used a variety of texts, including some that were no longer accurate. 

His description of the United States, for instance, seems to depict it as it existed around 1836. All place 

names are given in English, eschewing Urdu and Arabic equivalents. More unique is Khan’s decision to 

provide numerous foldout maps. This is one of the first occasions in which a travelogue included maps. 

Even in geography works of the period, maps were only very rarely supplied and their inclusion here 

indicates the additional expense Naval Kishore believed Sair to be worth.  

Sair is also an informative history, albeit of the 17th century. Maqbul is present at every major 

event to occur during his lifetime, from the sacking of Basra in 1685-6 to the eruption of Mount Etna in 

1669. This detail provides historical knowledge to a readership, but also renders the story faithful to 

world history. In a total reworking of dominant chronotopes of travel, Khan disassociates time from 

space: Maqbul navigates a nineteenth century political geography in a 17th century time frame. This 

does not create tensions in the text because each aspect plays a particular role (whether the supplying 

of knowledge or experience). Just as the dāstān is essentially eternal, Sair is not beholden to colonial 

time structures. Nor is the text troubled by Maqbul’s existence as a modern subject. His beliefs, 

language and actions are can only be described as the embodiment of nineteenth century ideals, with 

no interest in cultivating a 17th century Safavid persona.  

In addition to history and geography, Maqbul teaches readers about the value of experience. He 

emphasizes that not only must one have an open, inquisitive mind and be well-educated, one must also 

know how to apply that knowledge in an efficient and beneficial manner. He shows equally that the 

mercantile mind knows how to turn a profit, but also to weather the market’s vicissitudes. Maqbul 

recounts how he learned to remain cautious, wise and yet enterprising through the mistakes he made 

and the partnerships he formed. In every episode, he assesses frankly the profit and loss that occurred; 

in the final sum, the bottom line is most important.  
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Finally, Maqbul exemplifies the ideal mind, which is perpetually curious and studiously scientific. 

When Maqbul “discovers” a lake in Egypt, he takes exact measurements of its depth and size; in Thebes 

he counts the pillars in a temple and speculates on the type of stone used.90 He values the ruins of 

ancient monuments and advocates their preservation.91 He prides himself on resourcefulness. He 

conducts himself like a gentleman. He abhors debt and looks with displeasure on those who incur it.92 

When conflicts occur, he sides not with his neighbors (the Arabs) but with the morally superior (the 

Europeans.) This outlook allows him to create a hierarchy of civilizational attainment, at which 

Europeans are at the peak, with the Iranians not far behind.  

When Sair was published, the travelogue was just beginning to enter a period of great 

popularity, and in the years afterward, travelogues would become marketplace staples. It’s popularity 

and appeal draws heavily from the cachet that this genre had gained as patronage of it shifted from 

government initiatives to the broader market. In this shift, the normative requirements of colonial travel 

writing did not necessarily apply. The colonial travel chronotope and the supposedly objective narration 

of a single male explorer were both abandoned, as Khan fashioned a text that simultaneously 

entertained and provided the benefits of the travelogue. To gain the experience and knowledge of a 

voyage to Irkutsk, you no longer had to go there. Instead, you only had to find a member of the 

household that could read this wondrous travel account out loud. 

 

Tārīk̲h̲-i badī’, 1878 
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 Tārīkh̲̲-i badī’ (1878), published in Qasur, is the account of a precocious and highly-motivated 

boy of seven years, Muhammad Ya’qub, who traveled with his father through Punjab, Delhi and the 

Deccan. He won many fans (and as many enemies) during these voyages by his intelligent conversation 

and his recitations from the Gulistān or his own Persian poetry. His intellect gained him free access the 

court of the Maharaja of Jind, the Hyderabad residency, and the durbar of Mahbub Ali Khan, heir to the 

Nizam’s throne. This was all possible because Ya’qub was both studious and well-traveled.  

Ya’qub wrote this travelogue for several reasons. First, as a votary to W. R. M. Holroyd, Director 

of Public Instruction in the Punjab. Though Holryd’s efforts, “knowledge is advancing day by day” and 

Punjabis of all stations now thirst for it. Tārīk̲h̲ is also a gift for his many well-wishers, that they be 

pleased by his progress. Secondly, he desires to attract children of his age to acquire knowledge. This is 

why he writes in Urdu, instead of (presumably) Persian.93 Finally, having traveled hundreds of miles in 

the pursuit of his “researches,” he offers the benefit of his collected knowledge (ma’lūmāt), particularly 

on Hyderabad, to the public.  

Tārīk̲h̲ is at least partially fictionalized. The author may have traveled from Punjab to the 

Deccan, but was probably older than seven. Even if it is highly improbability that such a mature text was 

written by a child (not to mention composing Persian couplets for the maharaja of Jind at the age of 

three), the text never gives up the act. From cover to cover, the illusion of the precocious Ya’qub is 

maintained. Nevertheless, everything except for the story of the narrator itself is factual. All of the 

officials that Muhammad Ya’qub meets are historical persons. Travel coordinates comply wholly with 

the routes and travel schedules then in use. At the conclusion of the text Ya’qub even calls for 
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 Ironically, the evidence suggests that the author’s would-be mother tongue ought in fact to be Punjabi; the 

mother tongue of the intended audience is undoubtedly Punjabi. Thus, this text fits very closely with the efforts 
then current to bring “vernacular” education to Punjab in the language of Delhi.  



 

199 

 

corrections, comments and encouragement to be mailed to him, along with the copy of any newspaper 

that comments on his work. An address is provided. 

There is no way of telling if any journey was made, and if so, who made it. Nor does it entirely 

matter. Fictitious or otherwise, as a pedagogical travelogue, Tārīk̲h̲ demonstrates the extent to which 

the idea of travel as education was engrained within popular discourse. However, it also indicates its 

growth. On the one hand, Tārīk̲h̲ provides both knowledge and experience to the reader. In this it is 

similar to Sair, except that experience plays a larger role. In Sair, knowledge was the central element, 

but in Tārīk̲h̲ it is subordinated to the experience of travel. Ya’qub also insists the two cannot exist 

independently, arguing forcefully that ‘ilm and tajarba be combined to secure advancement. Ya’qub’s 

advancement is defined socially, and it is through this combination that he is able to influence and gain 

princely patronage. This contrasts with Maqbul’s capitalist ethic, by which knowledge was mainly useful 

in the service of commerce.  

Tārīk̲h̲ goes a step further. Where the other texts provided education and experience and 

expected the reader to learn from them, Muhammad Ya’qub openly gives advice, suggesting that the 

reader style his/her life on his own. He sets himself up as a model for emulation (ibtadā’ī namūna) and 

exhorts readers to join the “wave of knowledge” (‘ilm kā čarča) enveloping Punjab. He also provides a 

guide to social etiquette, demonstrating how to interact with social superiors: one must follow protocol 

and be respectful but also assertive. This makes Tārīk̲h̲ an early example of the guide (hidāyatnāma) in 

the form of a travelogue. This type of travelogue would become prominent in the 1880s and 1980s.94  

Despite the clear continuities here with the utilitarian educational project begun in the 1830s, 

Muhammad Ya’qub does not refer to English ideas of the importance of travel, though he is quick to 
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note that the efforts of colonial officials have brought about a veritable renaissance in the Punjab. 

Instead, he draws on Sa’di. The Persian verse “obtain greatness if you are to be beloved to the world” 

(kasab-i kamāl kun ki ‘azīz-i jahān shavī) is emblazoned in bold letters across the cover page. Ya’qub 

embodies Sa’di, becoming the beloved of the world’s rulers as a result of his precociousness. More 

explicitly, Muhammad Ya’qub writes that that he resolved to undertake a journey to the Deccan as Sa’di 

commands: “in keeping with the sayings of Sa’di, I believe travel experience to be necessary, as is 

written in the Gulistan: As long as you remain in the house, oh unformed one, you will never become a 

man (tā ba dukkān-i k̲h̲āna dar garvī / hargiz ae k̲h̲ām ādmī na-shavī.)” With Navab Ghaus Muhammad 

Khan, Sa’di was invoked to promote travel amongst the princes; here, he is invoked to promote travel 

amongst the general populace to attain the rank of princes.  

Tārīk̲h̲ is, essentially, a fantasy or interpretation of a well-rounded education in colonial Punjab, 

a script for how the motivated individual could hope to succeed under new rules. In this recipe 

Persianate and colonial learning are equal partners. Ya’qub’s education contains a heavy emphasis on 

Persian, poetry, calligraphy and Arabic. English and “roman characters” are to introduced from around 

seven years of age. Book learning is given meaning through the experience of travel, where one learns 

how to use it in its appropriate setting. When consorting with princes, Muhammad Ya’qub speaks and 

versifies in Persian. In his interaction with Englishmen and women, he is encouraged to advance his 

study of English. In his public service, he speaks the language of the people. Precious few students 

would have been able to attain such an education, but it remained an ideal worthy of aspiration and the 

key to a place in the social order of nineteenth century India, whether one lived in British India or the 

princely states. In either place, if one hoped to advance, one should also travel.  

 

When Travel isn’t Beneficial: Fin-de-Siècle Popular Travel Writing and the Ambivalence of Manzur Ali 
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In late nineteenth century travel writing, experience became a central concern of Urdu travel 

writing. To provide it, authors reached out for a variety of devices that were used only sparingly in 

earlier pedagogical works. These include detailed description, narrative suspense and dialog (where 

some early authors related a quip in brief, 1890s travelers might dedicate entire pages to back-and-forth 

dialog). Others played with perspective, focusing alternatively on themselves or relaying emotion and 

experience without placing themselves conspicuously within the frame. The final work considered here, 

a poem by Manzur Ali, is intended to show the extent to which the creative impulses of the travelogue 

had blossomed by the end of the nineteenth century, as well as how the ubiquity of the discourse of 

beneficial travel had become so common that it could be invoked in passing or even to question.  

  Like many of the figures in this chapter, Manzur Ali traveled for government service. A master 

draftsman, his technical skills took him from his home in Badayun to the eastern periphery of the British 

East Indies in the 1880s, where he worked as a surveyor in Assam, Burma and Penang. In addition to 

being an expert mapmaker, he was also an avid poet, and composed from the field. His poetry uses his 

travels to play on the trope of distance and longing.95 Amongst his compositions are a series of poems, 

in the musaddas form, that were collected and published in a cheap pamphlet with some ghazals 

written while abroad. His travel verses are undoubtedly intended for oral recitation; even the reader can 

hardly resist reciting them out loud. Even as they convey the experience of an eastward journey, the 

verses are primed for entertainment and play heavily on travel discourses. 

 Manzur Ali went first to Assam at the behest of his brother, a peshkār in the Assam Survey, who 

convinced him of the benefits of travel: 

Čāhā unhoṉ ne apnī ḥuẓūrī meṉ leṉ balā  
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 “Manzur is anxious to see Badayun Sharif / he has traveled for too long, and is distressed.” (Manz̤ūr ishtiyāq-i 

badāyūn sharīf hai / ‘arṣa hu’ā safar meṉ haiṉ ghabarā’e jāte haiṉ) is the maqta’ of one ghazal. 
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āb o havā safar kā kareṉ mujh ko āshnā 
Jab safar na ho na mile jāh o martabā 

Sač hai hiran ke peṭ meṉ nāfe kī qadar kyā 
Yeh dil meṉ apne soč ke phir mujhko k̲h̲at ̤likhā  
 Parvāna tujko [sic] ātā hai, Manz̤ūr, jald ā 
 
He wanted to give me blessings in person  

And to acquaint me of the ins-and-outs of travel 
Without travel, one has neither respect nor status  

Truly, what value has the babe in the doe’s womb 
Thinking this, he wrote to me  

 You are missed here, Manzur, come quickly 
 

With these things in mind, Manzur left with high hopes for the gains he would make. Unfortunately, the 

journey to Assam convinced Manzur that the old saying was true: travel is hell. His verses are filled with 

vivid imagery: a cramped train so hot that cheese floats in the milkmen’s pails, people who not clean 

themselves, and distant markets where a chicken costs as much as a cow. Arrival, though, was even 

worse than the journey. The Assamese were unbearable and uncivilized.  

Āčār sab banāte haiṉ kar ṣarf ze rūmāl 
Mačhlī saṛāte rahte haiṉ do tīn čār sāl 

Jab kīṛe un meṉ paṛte haiṉ hotā hai be-miṡāl 
K̲h̲ūsh ho ke us ko khāte haiṉ wo mard-i bad k̲h̲iṣāl 

Kahte haiṉ us ko naftī, woh apnī zabān meṉ 
Saug̲h̲āt biktī rahtī hai yeh har dukān meṉ 

 
They all make a pickle using a handkerchief 
 They let fish rot for three or four years 
When bugs land in it, it acquires its true taste 
 Then these savages eat it up with pleasure 
They call it nafti, in their own language 

It is sold as a gift in all the stores here96 
 

The only exception to this universal disdain seems to be Penang, which Manzur appreciates for the 

beauty of its architecture. Unfortunately, he writes, it is inhabited by the Chinese, who are as godless as 
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the Burmese and the Assamese. Burma is particularly disappointing. He had heard that this was a 

beautiful land, a place that had to be seen. This turned out to be wrong.  

 All of Manzur’s travel poems are written in the six-line musaddas form, a form practically 

synonymous with the elegiac marṡiya, which laments the tragic events of Karbala. Central UP is a 

heartland of the Urdu marṡiya, and Manzur draws on its association with suffering and tragedy to 

express his hardships and call on the readers’ sensitivity to its emotive power. Several of the stanzas 

even replicate the imagery and style of the marṡiya, such as when Manzur waits, alone and forsaken, on 

a sandy plain as the sun rises slowly from the east to deliver him to his fate. This trope clearly recalls the 

night before the battle of Karbala. At day break, Manzur can find no one to help him with his load, and 

he must struggle forward alone into the godless people to whom fate has delivered him. 

 Despite these laments, Manzur is not against travel and he grudgingly admits his brother was 

right: travel is the path to recognition and advancement. 

Majbūr ho ke kām ko daftar kā thā kiyā 
 Afsar ne martaba mujhe ālá ‘atā kiyā 
 
With no choice, I did my work for the office 
 And the officer bestowed on me a high rank 

At the same time, Manzur alerts us to another facet of travel’s benefits. Even as he sings the sad tale of 

his troubles, he raises his stature amongst his audience. His travels have become an occasion for 

attention, and back in Badayun his verses draw awe (or at least intend to) for both his valiant escapades 

in distant lands and his honor and importance in the government administration.  

 In citing the Safarnāma-i Manz̤ūr ‘Alī here, I wish to show to the extent to which 

conceptions of travel and how it should be written about were expanding and shifting at the end of the 

nineteenth century. In the first case, we find that Manzur is ambivalent about travel’s inherent value. On 

the one hand, it did bring him status and prosperity; on the other, it was a difficult path, and he does not 
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clearly recommend it. His engagement with the “travel as advancement” discourse in popular verse 

demonstrates that the idea of beneficial travel was commonly known. By the same token, the use of 

verse printed in a cheap, thirteen-page pamphlet reveals the rapidly broadening ambit of travel 

literature. This is a work of entertainment, but one that also takes up the task of informing the reader of 

the experience of travel to Assam. Travel literature was no longer restricted to the colonial syllabus, but 

had been taken up even by poets and readers in the heartland of UP. Orsini has written about the 

popularity of chapbooks in such places, where people could read the latest songs and be entertained 

with even a basic literacy. Safarnāma-i Manz̤ūr ‘Alī shows that these pamphlets could also be 

informative and experiential, even as they were entertaining.  

 

Conclusion  

Thanks to a semantic quirk in Urdu, in nineteenth century India even the most sedentary 

individual could easily make a tour of the world (dunyā kī sair.) By the late nineteenth century, this was 

not much of a challenge: the vernacular presses were bursting with fresh travel accounts to destinations 

across the world. Nor were the metaphoric and denotative possibilities offered by the idea of a sair that 

was at once textual and material lost on India’s travel writers. By the end of the century, styling one’s 

travelogue a sair (as opposed to the increasingly conventional safarnāma) had become en vogue, and 

the archive is littered with them: Sair-i Jaipūr, Sair-i Rangūn, Sair-i Punjāb. Titles like these 

simultaneously reference the author’s journey to Jaipur, but also the readers’, and authors were explicit 

that their textual productions were viable substitutes for the journey – sometimes even better than the 

real thing. 

Reading the corpus of nineteenth century travel accounts from South Asia, the ubiquity of 

references to advancement, progress and the public benefit is striking. The orientation of these 
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educational or pedagogical travelogue is all the more distinct when read beside those motivated by 

alternative or conflicting values, though no travelogue could help being affected by these ideas to some 

extent. Pre- and early-colonial Persianate travelogues bear a stronger connection to classical 

orientations in Persian than they do to the utilitarian ethos of later works. By the same token, the 

educational travelogue of the nineteenth century is noteworthy for its lack of overtly political 

determinations. Even if the pedagogical travelogue persists, it lost its urgency in the years after 1900, 

when travel writing became increasingly political.  

In this chapter, I have tried to trace a genealogy of the concept of use travel and beneficial 

travel writing and the patronage systems that supported it. I locate the origins of this discourse at sites 

of colonial influence: in government schools, training programs for princes, and in the individual 

interactions colonial representatives with influential members of native society. In all of these sites, 

colonial representatives were eager to reform Indians by conjuring in them an interest in the benefits of 

travel that were then current among England’s liberal classes, including by offering pecuniary and 

status-based awards for the most intrepid. Out of these interactions, a number of important ideas 

quickly entered the common domain. The first was the explicit association of travel with the ideal 

qualities of successful people: liberality, generosity, a spirit of inquiry, civilization and business acumen. 

The second is the later idea that knowledge needed to be complimented by experience. For a large 

chunk of travel writing in the latter half of the nineteenth century, ‘ilm and tajarba were always uttered 

in the same breath.  

A central innovation in Urdu travel writing was that knowledge and experience could be gained 

through reading, obviating the need to risk a dangerous journey. The ghar baiṭhā safar, a travelogue 

that explicitly offered the reader the benefits of travel without the hassle, rapidly emerged with the 

explosive growth of vernacular print. Having found its market, beneficial travel writing meant for 
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widespread consumption became detached from government support. This freedom allowed authors to 

integrate yet another variable into their works: entertainment. Even as references to the public good 

and to individual advancement remained constant, travel writers of the later nineteenth century freely 

embellished their works with literary elements that were most likely to attract readers. These include 

the use of devices like dialog, but also a diverse array of poetry and prose forms, including the musaddas 

and the qiṣṣa. Calling into question the binaries currently used to understand the mechanics of 

publishing in nineteenth century North India, I hope to have shown that education and entertainment 

could be tightly imbricated within the same text. Both of these elements – their pedagogical value and 

their ability to hold an audience – are crucial to the success of the text. 

Having locating the roots of much of nineteenth century travel writing at the heart of the 

colonial moment (in its education system), it is important to emphasize that this corpus is not 

synonymous with the colonial reformist project. In fact, even as the utilitarian ethos permeated the 

South Asian travelogue, their authors invariably had the freedom to construct their vision of the world 

as they pleased, so that even as utility and public benefit became touch-words, they were elaborated, 

embellished and justified with Indic and Persianate imagery. Majid, for instance, shows how geographies 

of the sacred clashed with European models in travel accounts of the nineteenth century.97 In literary 

terms, not even the most English-inspired writers could resist calling on the image of the renunciant or 

of the pearl that remains hidden away in its shell, which has no value in the depths of the sea. 

Simultaneously, authors built on the classical repertoire, as when they suggested that the mard-i kāmil, 

the moral ideal of personhood, was not complete without travel.  
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By the same token, authors who sought to bolster the link between travel and prosperity turned 

not to English sources of authority, but to the unrivalled master of morality, whose works had been a 

guide to life for centuries. That is, to Sa’di. Where the colonial government pushed travel’s benefits, 

Urdu authors saw parallels in the verses of the master, which had the additional benefit of being more 

eloquent, poignant and widely revered than the words of a Bombay governor. Even if we have seen 

Frere insisting that knowledge does not pertain to one who “never quits the limits of the hermit’s cell,” 

authors preferred to cite classical verse with the same meaning:  

Jahān gashta o dānish andūkhta 
Safar karda o suḥbat amūk̲h̲ta 
 

World-Wandered, wisdom he amassed; 
Traveled, he’d learned sociability.98 

 
Alternatively, authors sought justification from the Qur’an, the hadith, and even the Ramayana. If 

travel’s connection with pedagogy emerged from the colonial encounter, it found its ultimate 

justification in the same sources that had inspired and inflected thought in South Asia for nearly a 

millennium. In this, even the most patently colonial travelogues, such as Aminchand’s, make clear the 

safarnāma’s continuity with Persianate tradition. The point here is not that Sa’di functioned as a thin 

veil for colonial ideology, but that these authors continued to reshape their inherited cultural traditions, 

such as the poetry of Sa’di, in light of their current situation, much as they always had.  

At the same time, the “travelogue as public service” was a novel idea that blossomed in the 

nineteenth century with enduring appeal. The values that Frere labored over to captive audiences of 

Indian students at the University of Bombay were still common currency into the heart of the twentieth. 
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As late as 1915, one travel poet was able to write the following verses that neatly encompass the ideas 

that motivated the useful, educational travel account:  

Dī la’l ne āvāz pathar se nikal kar 
Hotī hai sadā qadr hunar kī ghar se nikal kar 

Nikal kar ghar se chalo g̲h̲air mulk meṉ jā’o 
Vahān ke sair o tamāshon se dil ko bahlā’o 

Vasī’ tajarbe hu’e ‘aql ko jilā lamjā’o 
Safar se daulat o māl o martabā lamjā’o 

Magar safar ke bag̲h̲air ‘azīz dānishvar 
Milā kisī ko na fan-i ‘ilm o ‘aql o hunar 

Safar meṉ tajārat ke kām tum sikho 
Bhalā ho jis se āhan ṣubḥ o shām tum sikho 

Rag-i k̲h̲ayāl ko ḥarkat milegī dam par dam 
Samjhe sočne se naf’ hoga bīsh o kam 

 
Cried the ruby on emerging from the stone 
 Skill only has value when it leaves its home 
Leave your houses, let’s go to foreign lands! 
 Tour there, see its sights, and be pleased 
You’ll get wide experience and boost your wisdom 
 You’ll gain wealth and property and status, too 
But, oh dear scholar, without travel 
 No one ever gained the art of knowledge or wisdom or skill 
Travel to learn the business of trade 

Your thought-glands will stir at every moment 
By this newfound wisdom you’re profit will be beyond count 

 

These verses summarize the position of advocates of useful travel succinctly. They also underline the 

extent to which the promotion of useful travel writing in Urdu was an endeavor that was not shaped by 

communal divisions. Aggarwal’s verses show that his thoughts are largely consonant with those of 

travelers from the 1870s. These ideas of the inherent benefit of travel would prove to be enduring. In 

the following chapter, I will examine how post-partition authors took up the travelogue as a means to 

bring about another kind of benefit. In this case, we will see, the focus is not on knowledge or 

experience, but on more spiritual and interpersonal matters, removing the pain of separation and 

bringing peace and reconciliation to South Asia through travel literature.



 

 

 

 

Chapter Five 

 

Cross-Border Travel Writing in India and Pakistan 

 
 
 
 

Hote haiṉ bahut ranj musāfir ko safar meṉ 
Rāḥat nahīṉ miltī ko’ī dam āṭh pahar meṉ 

 
The traveler is afflicted by many sorrows in his travels 

Not even a moment’s tranquility avails him day or night 
-Mir Babar Ali Anis 

 
 

All the countries of the world are one thing, and India is another. A typical journey to any 
country [other than India] generally goes something like this: ṭuk dekh liyā, dil shād kiyā 
aur čal nikale / I saw a bit, enjoyed myself and went on my way. A straightforward 
journey, a straightforward discussion. But a trip to India is, for us [Pakistanis], a complex 
experience. In the course of this journey, how many opposing emotions battle one 
another inside us? We have abhorred India, and we have been drawn to it. Just as 
relations between India and Pakistan have their ups and downs, in the same measure, our 
contradictory emotional states ebb and flow. - Intizar Husain1 
 
 
 In 1947, India was partitioned into two countries, India and Pakistan. Within a matter of years, 

the movement of people, goods and ideas across the border was severely curtailed. In its wake, a unique 

category of travel writing developed around the experience of crossing that border. This popular 

category, which I call the Indo-Pak travel account, is unlike any other type of travel writing in South Asia 

in the way that it approaches its subject and as a bearer of affect. For many, recounting this journey was 
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 Intiza̤r Ḥusain and Ḥasan Riẓvi, “Pesh Lafz,̤” in Dekhā Hindustān (Lāhaur: Maktaba-yi `Āliya, 1987), 9. 
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a “spiritual exigency.”2 As Intizar Husain suggests above, the Indo-Pak account details an intimately 

personal journey, but also one that is held up to intense social and political scrutiny. This scrutiny 

occurred both at home and abroad, for travel writing also managed to transcend the border between 

these two counties. Accounts written on one side of the border could be consumed and debated on the 

other. Writers are thus forced to maneuver between the demands of readers in both countries, but also 

those of one’s own personal sentiments and allegiances. At the same time, they were expected to 

provide accurate information on the condition “over there.” With the mail service frequently shut down 

and official news sources unreliable, the Indo-Pak travelogue was a primary conduit for firsthand reports 

in either country. Even then, reports and accounts only sometimes managed to make the short trip 

across Wagah. 

A close examination of cross-border travel accounts reveals that writers on both sides used their 

works to give meaning to partition and to mediate its implications for Indo-Pakistani relations and 

relationships. In reading this corpus, I build on the work of Vazira Zamindar and Amber Abbas, who ask 

us to speak not only of partition as a single historical moment, but of partitioning – the long, on-going 

process by which communities, individuals and nations continue to negotiate the significance of this 

event for their lives and relationships in the present. The Indo-Pak travel account is unique in the space 

of travel writing, I argue, because it shoulders the burden of furthering or mitigating the process of 

partitioning. Cross-border travel writing is always political; it is impossible to read these works from 

outside the context of partition and the ongoing conflict between the two countries. As such, the nature 

of its engagement with the legacy of partition shifts with the barometer of their relations.  
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 “The publication of Lāhaurnāma is not a commercial endeavor, it is a spiritual exigency which has been 

undertaken so that the reflections of those who left Lahore when the homeland was partitioned, leaving 
everything dear behind, may be recorded, and so that the conditions there today may be compared with what 
once was.” Santosh Kumār, Lāhaurnāma (1983; repr., Lahaur: Buk Hom, 2004), 8.  
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This chapter reads the process of partitioning in travel writing at two crucial junctures in this 

tempestuous history. After looking to the political conditions that shaped the production of this 

literature I turn to travel writing from the early 1950s, when the long-terms implications of partition 

were still murky. During this period, even the governments themselves were struggling to understand 

how the people of either nation were to relate to one another, compounding confusion on the ground 

about what the division would mean for the lives of families and communities. In the second part of the 

chapter I turn to travel writing from the 1970s and 1980s. This period is separated from the first by two 

major wars, in 1965 and 1971, which cemented the political animosity between the governments of 

India and Pakistan. This period is also distinct in that it marked a surge in travel writing by an older 

generation that had lived through partition and was returning to its ancestral home for the first time 

since 1947. Authors of the pre-partition generation on either side – those who remembered an 

undivided India – turned to Urdu literature as a means to come to terms with their experiences, even as 

they offered their writing, and Urdu literature itself, as a bridge of peace for the next generation. 

Through a critical reading of their works, I show how they display a tendency to participate in both 

partitioning – coming to terms with partition – and anti-partitioning – the effort to undo partition’s 

centripetal effects through their writing.  

 

Partition and Partitioning 

 The long struggle for independence from colonial rule in South Asia came to an end on August 

14th, 1947. Freedom from Britain was accompanied by the division of the subcontinent into two 

sovereign nations, India and Pakistan. This partition occasioned the largest mass migration in history, as 
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an estimated ten million people moved between India and Pakistan, willingly or unwillingly.3 Violence 

immediately broke out across North India in which hundreds of thousands were killed, women were 

raped or abducted, and property was looted or destroyed. This violence was followed by a refugee crisis 

of unimaginable proportions – by 1948 some fifty percent of Lahore’s population consisted of refugees 

from India. In Delhi, this figure was around 30 percent. For both those who were displaced and those 

who stayed behind, the destruction of their lived worlds and social fabric meant the beginning of a 

lifelong struggle to rebuild lives, families and societies.  

As Yasmeen Khan notes, scholarship has historically focused on either party politics in the years 

leading up to partition, or else on the violence that immediately followed it.4 More recent scholarship, 

however, argues that the violence of partition was not limited to the bloody events of 1947-8. Putting 

forward the idea of “a long partition,” Vazira Zamindar asks that we “stretch our very understanding of 

‘partition violence’ to include the bureaucratic violence of drawing political boundaries and nationalizing 

identities that became, in some lives, interminable.”5 On August 14th, 1947 it was unclear, perhaps even 

to Jinnah and Nehru, what the nature of citizenship or belonging would actually be. Many who left India 

for Pakistan believed that the move was temporary, or that they would be easily able to return to visit 

their old friends and family. Even high-ranking government officials believed the migrations may be 
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impermanent.6 Speaking of a long partition reminds us that the full division of Indian society way not 

played out in a single moment, but across decades.  

Amber Abbas calls for partition to be further reconceptualized as an ongoing process in order to 

“create space for historians to speak about the experiences of communities.”7 Instead of a single “long 

partition,” Abbas speaks of this continuous process as “partitioning.” This subtle conceptual shift allows 

us to read subsequent developments in post-colonial South Asia (such as the creation of Bangladesh in 

1971) as a part of this larger process and undoes the tendency of moment-centric historiography to 

“deny it historical continuity, to place it outside the pale of South Asian history, and to deny 

communities of survivors the possibility of a future.” It also allows us to remain attentive to the ongoing 

“changes in perception between communities within neighborhoods and across borders.”8 As such, 

Abbas’ work examines this gradual process of partitioning as it affects the social and intellectual 

community around Aligarh Muslim University, which was central to the movement for the creation of a 

Muslim-majority entity called Pakistan. Taking memory as the point of her analysis, she shows how 

personal and collective memory are always being configured to give meaning to the past and the 

present. This interplay of the personal and the collective across time and space features prominently in 

the travel writing considered in this chapter.  
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Ethnographic and historical studies of partition have developed alongside critical scholarship on 

fictional or creative writing that is often termed “partition literature.”9 This literature conveys some 

sense of the horrific trauma of partition that no academic study could hope to match.10 While the 

statistics around partition – the number of people killed, displaced, abducted or raped - make clear the 

horror of this calamitous event, its psychological implications find powerful expression in short stories, 

poems and novels from authors like Amrita Pritam, Sa’adat Hasan Manto, Bhisham Sahni, Faiz Ahmad 

Faiz, Prafulla Roy, Kamaleshwar, Mohan Rakesh, Razia Butt, and Intezar Husain, among others. The work 

of these writers and poets is widely available in translation in a number of anthologies and has been the 

subject of serious and penetrating criticism and analysis. Most of the works included in these 

anthologies and critical essays are set in the years immediately before and after partition. Nearly all 

draw out the best of partition writing in the short story and various poetic forms, but rarely through 

non-fiction.  

These studies, translations and anthologies provided a felicitous complementarity to 

historiographic work on partition which took for its subject partition as a single moment in time. I 

suggest that travel writing provides a similar complementarity to newer approaches to the history of 

partition that focus on longer processes and on the fates of families and communities. Travel writing 

shows how partition is a process that is always occurring, and continues to occur today. Like the focus of 

Abbas’ study, it reveals the way that the “shifting boundaries of memory” interact with the politics of 
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everyday life in post-partition South Asia.11 In Indo-Pak travel writing, the past and present are always 

near the surface of the text. Partitioning occurs in this interplay of past and present. Just as both 

personal and collective memory shift over time, so does the meaning of the past respond to the stimulus 

of the present. In this way, the Indo-Pak travelogue creates the space through which to imagine and 

enact visions for the future. Expanding our understanding of partition literature to include this 

productive genre of writing allows us to examine how partition’s consequences continue to inflect the 

course of everyday life in South Asia.  

Going back to India or to Pakistan, even thirty of forty years later, meant directly confronting 

one’s own lived history and partition’s broader legacy. In Hind Yātrā (1982), for instance, Mumtaz 

Mufti’s focus shifts constantly from the present to the past. As he begins his trip from Lahore to Delhi, 

he sees a sea of bloody bodies spread before him. At the age of seventy-five, Mufti’s text slowly reveals 

a gradual catharsis as he overcomes his fears and re-negotiates his own relationship to Pakistan, India 

and the Punjab.12 By writing, Mufti shares these experiences and sentiments with readers who undergo 

their own emotional responses. The public nature of Indo-Pak travel writing is evident in the nature of 

its publication. Typically published in installments in the most public spaces of the community, its 

newspapers, individual experiences of partitioning were shared with a community that became a part of 

that larger process. Publicly shared cross-border travel literature was, by its very nature, integral to the 

ongoing effort to signify the legacy of partition and the place of the individual or community in the new 

social and political order. Through the voices of those fortunate few who were able to acquire the 

requisite permissions, generations of Urdu readers made the trip to India or Pakistan. Literary critic Agha 

Suhail points to the collective nature of this literature when he writes of Ram La’l’s popular account that 
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Zard pattoṉ kī bahār was “not the travelogue of one person but the journey of lakhs of people, of 

generations of people.”13  

 

The Indo-Pak Travel Account 

The cross-border travel account has been the site of significant literary activity since the early 

1950s. Many prominent writers have published accounts of their journeys in Urdu, including Khwaja 

Hasan Nizami, Maulana Abd al-Majid Daryabadi, Ram La’l, Santosh Kumar, Balraj Sahni, Kishwar Naheed, 

Intezar Husain, Ata al-Haq Qasimi, Jamiluddin Aali, Mumtaz Mufti, Raza Ali Abidi among many others. 

Their writing continues to have a significant readership decades after they were first produced. Though 

many are now available in book form, much of their work appeared initially in journals and newspapers. 

The close relationship between the travel account and the newspaper underlines the extent to which 

these accounts were also considered “reportage,” answering as they did pressing questions about the 

state of things in a country that was geographically near but often “shrouded.” In some cases, these 

works are edited to be read as a single, unified work. In others, published books take the form of the 

collected newspaper columns on various trips across the border. Much of this literature can be read 

productively alongside the canon of partition literature, as is the case with the work of Intizar Husain. 

His novel, Bastī, is one of the most enduring and evocative fictional works on partition. Much less 

known, yet no less powerful, are Husain’s writings on his return to the place of his birth thirty years after 

he first left it, in Mor kī talāsh and Zamīn aur falak aur. 

Cross-border travel writing is characterized by two overlapping tendencies with regard to 

partitioning. On the one hand, this literature seeks to make sense of the events of partition through the 

                                                           

13
 Agha Suhail, “Dībāča,” in Zard pattoṉ kī bahār: safarnāma-yi Pākistān, 8 Farvarī 1980 se 5 Mārc 1980 tak, by 

Rām Laʻl (Lakhna’ū: Uttar Pradesh Urdū Akāḍmī, 1982), 9. 
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use of description and narrative. This process includes untangling the complex social, cultural, linguistic 

and literary realities of post-partition South Asia for a readership that includes those who migrated and 

those who did not. Indo-Pak travel accounts often draw on narrative emplotments from fiction, typically 

that of a protagonist who confronts emotional and logistical challenges, but confronts these successfully 

and returns enriched from the cathartic experience of the journey. Authors belonging to modernist or 

symbolic schools of writing are particularly adept at adapting their writing styles to fuse together the 

interplay of their dreams with the present. Themes commonly invoked in cross-border travel writing 

include the overwhelming desire for return, fear of return, reconciling memories with the present, 

seeking closure, reunion with friends, family or beloved places, and establishing links with communities 

of shared interest across the border. 

 The second tendency is for cross-border travel writing to be activist in language and intent. 

Explicitly or otherwise, the travelogue is presented as a means to counteract the centrifugal effects of 

partition and enduring political conflict. This is a part of partitioning, but it is also an effort to undo the 

consequences of that process that may be called anti-partitioning for the way that it rejects the gradual 

crystallization of distinct and antagonistic nations. The Indo-Pak account was taken up particularly by 

authors who came of age alongside the Progressive Writers’ Movement (PWM, founded 1935), which 

itself conceived of literature as a means to social justice. Moreover, Urdu literature has been a key part 

of the politics of resistance in post-colonial South Asia. In a similar fashion, travel authors sought to 

combat communalist or nationalist sentiment and engender social change through their writing. 

Bringing a mutual understanding – the word samjhauta or “mutual understanding/compromise,” is 

repeatedly invoked – to both sides of the conflict was a primary concern for many authors. Still others 

sought to maintain cultural and social links across the border, whether they be the members of the Urdu 

literary community, the intellectual community at Nadwat al-‘Ulamā’ in Lucknow or devotees of 
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Nizamuddin in Delhi. Cross-border travel writing seeks to overcome the asphyxiation of poisonous 

political disputes and to maintain communities of shared interest despite them. As both countries drew 

ever further apart, travel writers worked at the level of the community to slow or reverse that 

trajectory. 

One constant element of the Indo-Pak travel account in Urdu is that the travel it discusses is 

usually conduced across the Western border, that is, via Punjab. Travel writing between West Bengal 

and East Pakistan was non-existent in that language, and very little was initially written in Bengali, a 

likely product of the far more loose border regulations in the East. That has changed with the creation of 

Bangladesh in 1971, and there seems to have been a parallel post-war tendency in Bengali for the older 

generation to return to visit their old hometowns. Nevertheless, the eastern border was not closely 

controlled and travel between the two was comparatively simple, which may serve to reduce the 

urgency and rareness of travel writing as it exists in the west. As for travel between Pakistan and 

Bangladesh, this has also been extremely limited, with only a handful of accounts produced since 1947 

in either Urdu or Bengali.  

 The Indo-Pak travelogue, with its overwhelming focus on friendship and community between 

India and Pakistan, was not the only form of travel writing to be produced during this period. The post-

1947 period witnessed a surge in nationalist travel writing in both countries. Pakistani travel writers took 

up the task of traveling the breadth of the new country, participating in the nationalist project of uniting 

people from Karachi to Chitral (and, tellingly, only very rarely from Karachi to Dhaka). These works, most 

of which are written in Urdu, typically sound out the geographical extent of the nation and document its 

cultural and physical topography. There is a strong interest in discovering the “unknown” or the cultural 

essence of the country that contrasts starkly with cross-border travelogues, which focus on 

documenting the familiar.  
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In post-colonial India, on the other hand, the task of narrating the nation through travel largely 

shifts from Urdu to Hindi. Before 1947, Urdu travel writing was more common than in Hindi (even as 

general publication figures for Hindi had long outpaced Urdu), and it was frequently the language of 

choice for domestic travelogues that sought to “discover” India, as Nehru put it. Afterwards, the Urdu 

travelogue decreased in popularity in India, a decline that was paralleled by the emergence of a full-

fledged travel writing industry in Hindi that had until then been circumscribend. The Hindi travelogue 

frequently took on a nationalist edge, as in Pakistan, while domestic travel writing in Urdu became 

increasingly limited and localized. In both India and Pakistan, international travel writing remained 

popular, and accounts of the Middle East and the United States were particularly common, with some 

agreeing with citic Agha Suhail that “many people have come to believe that anyone who gets the 

chance to visit Europe or America has a moral obligation to write, if not several, at least a few 

travelogues.”14 

 

Limitations and Expectations 

The sense of urgency in cross-border travel writing in Urdu stems from the considerable 

limitations on making that journey. One might try for years, even a lifetime, to gain permission and yet 

still never be able to go. For many, the journey to America appeared to be the easier option than a trip 

across the border. “Until just a few moments ago, Lahore and Karachi were our own, just like Bombay or 

Karachi. But now there are such veils that from this perspective going to London or New York would be 

much easier!”15 ‘Abd al-Majid Daryabadi describes Pakistan as an unknown land to be unveiled. In 
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 ‘Abd al-Mājid Daryābādī, Ḍhāʼī hafte Pākistān meṉ, yā, mubārak safar (Lakhna’ū: Maulānā ʻAbd al-Mājid 
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keeping with this mystical imagery, the forced separation induced a powerful longing in many. 

Understanding the limitations of this journey is thus crucial to reading the travelogue in its proper 

historical and social context.  

Without doubt the greatest hurdle to crossing the border was getting administrative clearance. 

Paradoxically, this was particularly challenging in the early years because there was at first no system for 

controlling or tracking movement between the two countries. Before the advent of a passport system, 

the traveler ran the risk of being declared a migrant and having their property seized. Alternatively, one 

might be prevented from returning altogether. Migration continued to occur for many years after 1947, 

and it could be difficult to say with confidence who had migrated and who had gone for a visit. Because 

the dispute over citizenship was ultimately a question about the belonging of Muslims, it was they who 

ran the greatest personal risk when crossing the border. The archive is filled with such cases. Zamindar 

recounts one such story of a family from Delhi that traveled to Pakistan to check in on their relatives. 

They were initially unable to return to India, and when they arrived home in Delhi, they discovered their 

possessions had been declared evacuee property. The family spent many subsequent years in a 

prolonged legal dispute over not only their property, but their citizenship.16  

 Rules dictating the movement of people between India and Pakistan were introduced suddenly. 

India instituted a permit system on July 14th, 1948 with an eye to stemming the flow of Muslim refugees 

back into the country. Pakistan quickly followed suit, limiting the movement of persons three months 

later, in October.17 For several years afterward, many were hopeful that these emergency measures 

would be repealed and that the free movement of persons would once again become possible. Even 

while the permit system was in place, travel for business, leisure or family visits were risky, mainly for 
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Muslims. Even in the case where travel was declared to the government beforehand, the risk of 

imprisonment or deportation on return was real. The uncertainty can be read in the travel account of 

Khwaja Hasan Nizami, who mentions that for “political reasons” he was unable to visit his daughter on 

her deathbed in Lahore.18 His first trip to Pakistan, in 1950, was overshadowed by this political 

uncertainty, and he struggled to acquire the necessary permit to go at all. The uncertainty of this system 

and the significant risks that accompanied it meant that during this earliest period, travel writing was 

limited.  
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In 1952, the permit system was replaced by a 

passport system at the instigation of Pakistan, which 

was eager to stem the flow of Muslims from UP.19 Now, 

the system was implemented on both the Eastern and 

Western borders. A passport was issued specifically for 

cross-border travel, the “India-Pakistan Passport,” 

(figures 9 and 10) 20 which ought to have finally made it 

clear who belonged to which country and would, in 

theory, would make it safe for Indians to visit Pakistan 

without fear of being declared emigrants on their 

return. Again, as the state continued to implement 

technology to control and limit movement, there was a 

popular hope was that this new system would allow for 

easier movement than before.21 This did not occur, and the limitations of the permit system were 

carried over into the new regime. Visits continued to be restricted to particular cities and to require 

police reporting. One of the implications of this new system was that without relatives in Pakistan, 

getting permission for travel was virtually impossible. Daryabadi complains bitterly about this 

requirement, which forced him to sign a false attestation of the “extreme need” of his trip just to visit 

old friends from Lucknow living in Karachi. “[One must] sign an entirely false declaration that the trip to 
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Pakistan is of the most extreme necessity.” “Only once you have spent the blood of your self-restraint at 

every step, and used up your time and your money – only then will you be in capable of taking the first 

step of your journey to Pakistan.”22 And there is almost no account that does not touch on the need to 

constantly report to the police, an inconvenience without which one would not be able to leave the 

country.  

 

 

Figure 9: Pakistani visa for visit to Karachi, courtesy of Saaz Aggarwal 
 

The new requirements were onerous even for those people with family on both sides. Crucially, 

before one could apply for a visa, one needed to acquire a No Objection Certificate (N.O.C) from their 
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own government for cross-border travel. In many cases, it was this permission, and not the visa, that 

was the most difficult to acquire. Often, a visa from the other country might be arranged, but not 

clearance from home. This nearly happened to Intizar Husain in the early 1980s. A visa had been 

organized for him to travel to Delhi for a poetry conference at Jamia Millia University, but permission 

from Pakistan was not forthcoming. He only just managed to acquire the necessary documents, but still 

arrived late for the conference. 

 The imposition of passport and visa requirements for travel between India and Pakistan are not 

only important for this study because of the limitations that they placed on travel. The passport was not 

an official proof of citizenship until 1967,23 when it became not only the document that allowed one to 

travel to Pakistan or India, but also an attestation of one’s own belonging.24 In speaking about the idea 

of Indo-Pak travel writing, it must be recalled that even at the highest administrative levels, there was 

considerable uncertainty as to who was Indian and who was Pakistani (just as the borders themselves 

were not immediately clear). In other words, as late as the 1960s, major questions about the nature of 

citizenship and belonging were still undetermined even at the level of national policy. The earliest phase 

of travel writing, with all its uncertainty and even optimism, must be read in this context. These 

accounts were written at a time when major questions were being asked, but also when the future, with 

its closed borders and political animosity, could still seem temporary. Especially before the passport 

system was put into place, it was still very possible to imagine that interpersonal relationships would 
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continue across the border as they always had. It is astonishing, in hindsight, that cross-border weddings 

continued to be common well into the 1950s.25 

In the wake of the 1965 war, however, increased nationalism in both countries made even these 

enduring familial ties difficult to sustain. From then on, closures at the border became an accepted fact 

of life, and getting permission to leave ones country and enter the other was limited to a select few. 

Along with the increasing limitations on the movement of people, even the mail became unreliable and 

was occasionally shut off entirely. Families and friends fell out of touch with one another,26 unable to 

establish contact, and even literary magazines and newspapers sometimes failed to appear27 when 

tensions were raised. In this setting, then, the traveler became a valuable source for information and 

reflection on the country next door, a land that was, for all practical purposes, further away than New 

York or London, as Daryabadi puts it. Intizar Husain, writing in 1989, pointed out that there was no 

telling when you would or would not be able to cross the border.  

The nature of travel to India also changes constantly. The path is sometimes open, sometimes 
half open, sometimes completely closed. No one from there can come here, and no one from 
here can go there. It is as though it were a city located across the seven seas. Then the path 
opens in such a way that it is open and closed at once. Traveling to Delhi is like managing to 
complete the Haft-K̲h̲vān.28 And when you come back, you feel victorious, as though you’ve 
completed the Haft- K̲h̲vān [again].”29 
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The extreme limitations on cross-border travel, as well as the seeming fickleness dictating who 

would receive a visa and who would not lead many to seek out their travel papers using increasingly 

creative means. Daryabadi struggled to get permission from India, but was able to acquire his visa 

relatively easily because he had received a personal invitation from the influential Chaudhury 

Khaliquzzaman and the Governor-General of the time, Ghulam Muhammad.30 This came with a cost, 

though, as many in India became suspicious of his ties to the Pakistani state. Though Daryabadi shrugs 

off these accusations with a gesture toward the a-political, private nature of this trip – “as though the 

high ranking do not understand the meaning of personal affection, friendship and shared interests!”31 –

there is a palpable sense of discomfort. Daryabadi feels the need to justify his trip and clarify his 

intentions, which he does for several pages. This is an understandable sentiment, given on-going nature 

of citizenship disputes in India. As for Khwaja Hasan Nizami, he must also rely on personal contacts to 

acquire his permit to travel. Having been denied previously, he writes an angry letter to Liyaquat Ali 

Khan demanding to know why an old friend of Jinnah is forbidden from Pakistan. Khan accedes.32  

Other writers, particularly those with less formidable connections, get their visas in other ways. 

One route common among travel writers was to cross the border on a pilgrimage visa. Mumtaz Mufti 

goes to India on pilgrimage, but makes clear that this was not the purpose of his trip. Mufti had 

developed a strong interest in yūnānī ti̤bb, or Graeco-Islamic medicine, and was anxious to acquire a 

number of medical books only available in India. Unlikely to get a visa through the normal channels, 

Mufti and his friend submit their names for the lottery and by luck – or perhaps the intervention of the 

saint himself – are selected for that year’s pilgrimage. 
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He said: Friend! Why get caught up chasing after an N.O.C [No-Objection Certificate]? Why go 
sifting the soil from door to door? Just join some group of pilgrims. One bird, two stones. Give 
your salams to the saint. Attend the ‘urs. Bring back homeopathy books. Amir Khusrau’s ‘urs is 
happening in August. Just shoot off an application. If your name is drawn, great. If not, another 
application, and another, and another.33 

Intizar Husain’s first trip back to India was as part of a group tour to visit the shrine of Nizamuddin in 

Delhi for its ‘urs celebration.34 The famous columnist ‘Ata al-Haq Qasimi traveled to the town of Sirhind 

on an organized tour to participate in the ‘urs at the tomb of Ahmad Sirhindi. His dream was to visit the 

place of his birth, Amritsar, while on the trip.35 Taking another tack, there is Santosh Kumar, a journalist 

who revisited his hometown of Lahore through contacts with the press in Lahore and the press councilor 

at the Pakistani embassy.36 And going once was no guarantee that one might be able to go again. For 

every trip across the border, it seems, there is another visa or N.O.C. story.  

The politics of this journey meant that the very choice to go often brought travelers under 

suspicion, particularly if those travelers were influential public figures. 

 One feature item in the newspaper was published with the sensationalized headline that in one 

year so many writers and artists have come here from India….if the person crossing the border is 

one of those sinful writers [as opposed to cricket players], then his going is suspicious, his 

coming is suspicious.37  

But once they had crossed, the rarified nature of their journey turned them into a source for much-

sought information on the state of the neighboring country. Their placement in newspaper columns 
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opened up the possibility of dialog between readers, but also with the authors themselves, particularly 

when the author’s opinion was well-respected. Kumar, who traveled in 1981, notes of his travel 

accounts published serially that “every installment began to attract twenties of letters, some of which 

were filled with praise, and others which drew my attention to the minutest offense in expressive 

terms.”38  

While travel accounts varied greatly in their form and their observations, there were certain 

elements that were expected of every account. Because information did not travel easily between India 

and Pakistan, and because much that did went through the filter of government propaganda, travelers 

were expected to offer a fresh and reliable view of the state of things abroad. In this, it is reminiscent of 

earlier forms of informational travel writing, such as those that sought to connect Indian Muslims with 

their brethren abroad. Shibli Nu’mani’s nineteenth century account was, for instance, inspired by the 

fact that “the paths to travel are closed, and for this reason, it is impossible to get accurate information 

on the condition of the Islamic countries….I myself would spend hours asking travelers to 

Constantinople about its current condition.” In the mid-twentieth century, the same was largely true of 

information from India, or from Pakistan.  

The travelogues themselves are quick to point out how first-hand experience contradicts with 

the misinformation being spread across the border. Daryabadi tells his readers that he was surprised to 

find that so much of what he thought he knew about Pakistan was inaccurate or false, prompting him to 

seriously reconsider the validity of what had been said about it in India.39 Intizar Husain, on the other 

hand, points out a more tragicomic aspect:  
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[Rajender Singh Bedi] asked after Lahore’s state [ḥāl-aḥvāl] and then expressed his sorrow at Dr. 
Nazir’s passing.  
I looked at him in surprise. “Who told you that? Your doctor sahib is [still] running around the 
streets of Lahore.”  
When I told him this, he wouldn’t believe me. He asked: “When did you last see him?”  
“Just a few days ago. Just a few days ago he gave me some gurde-čāmp to eat. He gave me more 
than I could eat. He eats, he walks and leaps and bounds.” 
Bedi sahib said: “Hmm, but that’s definitely the news I heard…” He went silent. Perhaps he still 
didn’t believe me.40  
 
The creation of Pakistan was at its heart a massive experiment that touched everyone in North 

India in some way or another. Even those who did not migrate saw their friends, family or neighbors do 

so, and nearly every town across Punjab and UP saw at least some changes as a result of the partition. 

Moreover, those who lived through the tumultuous years of the 1940s had participated in years of 

debate on the subject and seriously considered doing so themselves. Thus, even twenty or thirty years 

after partition, there remained a strong interest in seeing how things were, how they might have been. 

Daryabadi expresses this desire succinctly: “In the heart of which Muslim does the yearning to make a 

pilgrimage (ziyārat) to Pakistan not exist?”41  

Just as cross-border travel writers work to provide readers answers to the most commonly 

asked questions, they also narrate the frequency with which they are asked about the state of their new 

homeland during their travels. Husain transcribes his conversation with a rickshaw driver in Banaras, 

Pandey, who is eager to hear how Pakistan is getting along: 

After driving only a few feet, he said: “How’s Pakistan doing nowadays?”  
“It’s doing well.”  
“Are people happy?” 
“Very happy.” 
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He paused. Then he said: “Look, don’t be suspicious of me. We all used to be together. Now 
we’ve been separated. So when someone comes from Pakistan your heart yearns to ask how the 
people over there are doing.”42  

Similar questions from the Pakistani perspective are summarized by Husain in a later passage: 

“There are certain questions which are always asked of travelers to India … for example, ‘What 
is the state of Urdu in India?’ ‘How are Indian Muslims being treated?’ ‘How is inflation in India?’ 
I should have been able to provide answers to these questions. If I fall short in providing 
answers then my friends are entirely justified in saying to me: ‘Well, then why did you go to 
India in the first place?’43 

 In sum, travel writing between India and Pakistan opened up a space for readers to learn about 

conditions across the border. At the same time, it offered a medium in the public sphere to continue to 

come to terms with, but also mitigate, the consequence of partition, and thus, the future of inter-

communal and international relationships between Indians and Pakistanis. The nature of this mediating 

role varied not only from author to author, but also along with the state of indo-Pakistani relations at 

the time. In order to explore this dynamic more depth, the next section will read the history of Indo-Pak 

travel writing in the early 1950s, in the immediate aftermath of partition, when the fate of South Asia’s 

divided communities was still unknown.  

 
Negotiating Partition: The Early Years 

In Ṭoba Ṭek Singh, Sa’adat Hasan Manto tells the story of Hindu, Muslim and Sikh inmates at an 

insane asylum who are unable to make sense of the division of the country into Hindustan and Pakistan. 

Where were these new places, who belonged to which, and what would the division mean for them? 

The inmates spend their days elaborating business plans or romantic interests in the very country could 

no longer visit. In the introduction to her translation of this satirical story, Frances Pritchett notes a 

                                                           

42
 Ḥusain, Zamīn aur falak aur, 77. 

43
 Ibid., 174. 



 

231 

 

seeming incongruity in the story’s timing. Though the transfer of inmates between India and Pakistan 

occurs several years after partition, they are nevertheless still unaware of which country they are in, or 

to which country they belong.44 Even in 1949-50, just what the division of the country meant for the 

lives, relationships and careers of these men remained unclear.  

In fact, this incongruity was a reality for those who were affected by this division. The satirical 

uncertainty of the inmates at the asylum mirrors the position of countless people across South Asia who 

did not yet know what the long-term implications of partition. Once the conflict was over, would they be 

able to return home? Would they regain the property they had left behind? Would India and Pakistan be 

reunited? Many believed the schism was temporary. As the concept of the long partition suggests, the 

establishment of two clearly demarcated countries took years and decades to create, and the archive is 

filled with records of those who did not know where they ought to belong, or if they might belong to 

both places at once. 

Amid the confusion, everyone did their best to navigate the situation and to prepare for their 

own futures. As they did so, they might turn to the opinions of respected members of the community 

for guidance and insight. It was within this context that Khwaja Hasan Nizami (1878-1955), a journalist 

and sufi reformer, published his travel account, the Safarnāma-yi Pākistān. The Safarnāma relates two 

trips to Pakistan, the first in May 1950 and the second in November of the same year. His experiences 

were published serially in his weekly Roznāmča (and perhaps also in his newspaper, Munādī) before 

being collected for a standalone edition released in 1952 with an introduction and conclusion. This was 

the final travel monograph that Nizami ever wrote, and it is largely unlike any other in his oeuvre. Nizami 

was a major public figure, and his obligation to his readers and disciples did not end with partition. 
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Rather, he was compelled to adapt his literary activism to continue to cater to the vast community that 

looked to him for leadership, even as they were now spread from Delhi to Karachi.  

Nizami was one of the most prominent Sufi figures of his day and without a doubt the most 

influential twentieth century leader of the Chishti Nizami order. He was born into the family of the 

hereditary keepers of Nizamuddin Auliya’s shrine in New Delhi,45 but was orphaned at a young age and 

raised by his elder brother in the precincts of the shrine. As an adult, Nizami did not follow a hereditary 

career as a custodian at the tomb, but instead looked for other ways to reform and re-invigorate Sufism 

for the new era. In the course of his lifetime, he took on many thousands of disciples, but his primary 

work was pursued though a prodigious and successful publishing career. Over his fifty-year career, he 

wrote upwards of seven travelogues related to his various projects, founded several newspapers and 

wrote books on a range of subjects.46 As a reformist saint in the era of mass media, his influence was 

immense: “It is hard to imagine a more important modern figure for the India-based Nizami Chishtiyya 

than Khwaja Hasan Nizami.”47 His spiritual, political and social activities brought him many followers (he 

is credited with several hundred thousand disciples),48 as well as the ear of a wide range of politicians 
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and intellectuals, including Shibli Nu’mani, Abu al-Kalam Azad, Akbar Allahabadi and Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah. Iqbal himself was the first to call him “Khwaja” (master) Hasan Nizami.49  

Nizami’s broad reach was closely tied to his publishing ventures. As a Sufi adept and a popular 

journalist and writer, many turned to Nizami for advice and guidance, which he provided through the 

printed word. In many cases, he even took disciples and gave permissions for certain spiritual practices 

through the medium of letters without ever having met them in person.50 His charismatic persona was 

accessible to all through his Roznāmča, or daily diary, which he published in a range of newspapers and 

journals, including Darvesh and Munādī, and also in weekly pamphlets. Through his travel account, 

Nizami offered his many readers views of the new country and his vision for the future of the Nizami 

Chishti community, which was now split between two countries. For the many who did not migrate to 

Pakistan, his account was a rare first-hand glimpse into the development of that new nation, with a 

focus on the fate of their fellow Nizamis.  

Though he remained a resident of Delhi until his death in 1955, Nizami insists that that he had 

always taken a neutral position on the subject of Pakistan and maintained close friendship with Jinnah 

and figures associated with the Indian National Congress. The division of the country and of his 

community of followers presented him with serious challenges. As the charismatic force holding his 

followers together through his journalistic and spiritual personalities, he also had some responsibility to 

maintain the social world that centered on the shrine. At the same time, his influence at the highest 

echelons of power in South Asia meant that his account had the opportunity to bring substantive policy 

changes in both countries. And indeed, one of his stated goals was to facilitate the reconciliation of the 
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two conflicting states.51 On the other hand, his travelogue offered the opportunity for him to 

demonstrate his continued relevance to both portions of the community. Increasingly cut off from 

Pakistan, his influence and financial position stood to diminish under the new political topography.  

Nizami’s begins his trip to Pakistan with a surprising declaration for a man who grew up in Delhi: 

this is a trip home.52 He immediately claims both counties as his own, subversively acknowledging but 

rejecting their establishment. He denies the need to choose a single identity for himself and declares his 

own inherent right to free movement. This claim, which strikes at the heart of the nationalist ideologies 

and budding technologies of control rending his community asunder, is reinforced throughout a text 

where the phrase ‘apnā ghar,’ my home, may refer to Karachi, to Lahore or to Delhi. In order to 

corroborate this claim, Nizami immediately shifts the focus of the text from the present where border 

tensions were ever escalating to a more distant past when northern India was divided up between 

vilāyahs. These divisions marked out spiritual territories over which a saint wielded influence, though in 

Chishti cosmography they were closely tied to temporal power as well. Nizami points specifically to the 

14th century and the vilāya of the great Chishti saint Baba Fariduddin. On the first page of his travelogue, 

Nizami recounts the story of a direct ancestor who traveled from Ghazna to Delhi in find the solution to 

an intractable religious dilemma. Unable to find the answer there, he turned back toward Afghanistan. 

While still travelling he met with Baba Fariduddin in Ajodhan, who immediately solved his problems, 

inducted him into his order and married him into his family. Nizami’s ancestor went on to instruct the 

Nizamuddin, who raised his children after his passing. The import of the story is this: though Nizami was 

born in Delhi, his genealogical roots lay in Bukhara and his spiritual roots lie deep in the soil of Ajodhan, 

in what had become Pakistan. He proclaims emphatically: “this introduction has been written to [say] 
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that the areas on which Pakistan has been constructed are my ancient homeland (vata̤n-i qadīm). For 

this reason, my trip through this region was a JOURNEY THROUGH THE HOMELAND (safar dar vata̤n).”53  

Nizami’s engaging telling of his own ancestry represents an unexpected temporal shift. It 

immediately upends conceptions of belonging that were being gradually elaborated by either state. 

Nizami rejects nationalist or modern state-centric approaches to citizenship and refuses to be reined in 

by one state or the other. He instead offers an older conception of space and territory in which his 

unfettered movement was possible. This rejection of nationalist ideas of belonging must be read in light 

of Nizami’s belief that partition and its restrictions would be short-lived. Like many others, he struggled 

to fully accept that this was the end of South Asia as he knew it. During the course of his trips, he 

repeatedly made plans to establish branches of his order in Pakistan and also worked to found a 

newspaper in cooperation with local backers. None of these projects would bear fruit. Nizami also 

postured his second trip as one intended to bring about a rapprochement, or samjhauta, between the 

two nations.54 Unfortunately, he was largely frustrated in his political efforts, with both India and 

Pakistan distinctly uncomfortable with his presence. India had recently placed him under house-arrest 

for his suspected political ties to Hyderabad, while Pakistan had refused him entry into the on similar 

grounds. 

Following this introduction, Nizami’s account narrates his day-to-day experiences in Pakistan as 

he always had in his public diary entries. On both visits, he began with a visit to the shrine of Miyan Mir, 

not to makes pilgrimage to the saint himself, but rather to pray at the tomb of his daughter, Hur Bano. 

Hur Bano had immigrated to Pakistan with her husband but fell ill after her arrival. Nizami was unable to 

attend to her at her death for political reasons. He expresses profound gratitude to the sajjāda-nashīn of 
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Mir’s tomb for taking care of her and providing her with a burial plot and maintaining her grave. This 

gratitude, and the sajjāda-nashīn’s magnanimity, contrast starkly with his encounter with Indian 

customs agents, whom he describes as unkind and rapacious.  

The majority of the Safarnāma, though, is not dedicated to his visits with family. Rather, Nizami 

recounts his many meetings with disciples, who occupy the majority of his time. He holds court in a 

variety of cities, including Lahore, Multan and Karachi, hosting visitors for some twenty hours a day, 

according to his own reckoning. He also meets with a wide range of important business figures, tours 

facilities and discusses the possibility of extending his publishing interests in the new country. He also 

meets with high-ranking politicians , though only with the blessing of the Indian High Commissioner, Sita 

Ram. He checks in on the family members of friends from Delhi, such as that of Shaukat Thanvi, but also 

finds time to go to high-profile events such as a tennis match. The grandest event of all was a night of 

qawwali organized on the date of Nizamuddin’s birth. This event, organized by his followers, was said to 

have attracted some twenty-five thousand people. On this occasion, Nizam told the audience that the 

great saint was a muhājir himself, just as they were. In doing so, Nizami was re-affirming the relevance 

of the saint to their lives even as they were being cut off from access to the saint’s shrine itself. 

Throughout his trip, Nizami sent out dispatches to various papers in India, allowing readers there to 

follow his trip and participate in the large event. Nizami also uses the occasion of his trip to visit 

countless family members who had immigrated to a town whose name he declines to print, again for 

political reasons. He does not elaborate on these visits.  

In 1955, five years after Nizami’s return, another preeminent Muslim scholar, journalist and 

public figure made the difficult journey from India to Pakistan, again with the aim of meeting with his 

many readers and well-wishers. This was Abd al-Majid Daryabadi (1892-1977), who was affiliated with 

all of the pre-eminent intellectual centers of Muslim North India of his day, including Aligarh Muslim 
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University in Aligarh, Nadwat al-‘Ulamā’ in Lucknow and Dār al-Muṣannifīn in Azamgarh. He was a 

follower of Shibli Nu’mani, the scholar who envisioned an educational institution to teach both modern 

European and classical Islamic subjects. In the twentieth century, the mantle of Shibli’s intellectual and 

spiritual project passed on to Daryabadi, who became a widely respected voice in Uttar Pradesh and 

Bihar. His position within the community affiliated with Nadwa is such that even today he is spoken of 

with reverence as one of the greatest minds of the twentieth century. Like Nizami, Daryabadi was a 

prolific writer who focused primarily on journalism and didactic religious texts. His opinion was highly 

valued and his publishing ventures featured his opinion pieces prominently. These include a series of 

newspapers that were frequently shut down by the government, including Sač, Ṣidq and Ṣidq-i jadīd, 

which ran from the 1940s until the 1980s. In addition to his journalistic activities, he wrote widely on 

religious issues, including a popular commentary on the Qur’an. His travelogue to Mecca has never gone 

out of print and is perhaps the most influential pilgrimage account in the history of Urdu literature. 

Through his publications, a sympathetic readership in support of his brand of religious reform 

and education in North India were able to experience the visit to Pakistan in a series of ten articles he 

published in Ṣidq-i Jjdīd. Readers in Pakistan were able to learn of his opinion on their new country from 

a number of local newspapers that reprinted the essays, in addition to copies of Ṣidq-i jadīd that 

circulated in the country. This format meant that readers could discuss his observations amongst 

themselves and write in to the newspaper with their responses and concerns (indeed, letters from the 

community formed a sizeable portion of the weekly material published in Ṣidq-i jadīd.) The essays were 

collected together into a single work under the name Ḍhā’ī hafte Pākistān meṉ (Two Weeks and Half in 

Pakistan) in 1955, and again in 1981. These editions carried a telling alternative title, Mubārak safar, the 

blessed journey. According to the preface of the second edition written by Daryabadi, the work received 
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many letters and was widely praised.55 My own research indicates that it retains a niche readership in 

Northern India, though is no longer well-remembered in Pakistan. 

Daryabadi, who did not migrate, is strikingly ambivalent about Pakistan. On the one hand, he 

was outspoken in his opposition to its creation and he critiques it harshly. He was fond of calling it an 

un-Islamic country (ghair-Islāmī mulk). His newspapers reported frequently on its failure to become an 

Islamic republic and its total disregard, as they saw it, for Islamic law. In letters to the editor, Indians and 

Pakistanis alike wrote in to Ṣidq-i jadīd to decry the adoption of English customs amongst the new 

republic’s administrators, or else the failure of women to dress modestly. Daryabadi himself wrote 

extensively on these matters. Yet, this distaste is tempered by Daryabadi’s appreciation for certain 

aspects of the new state. He expresses real surprise and joy when he discovers instances in which 

Pakistan has lived up to his expectations and his Shari’a-inspired preferences. Daryabadi’s comments 

here are addressed as much to Indians as they are to Pakistanis themselves. A great many of his 

followers moved to Pakistan in 1947, and the majority of his trip is spent visiting with them. Thus, 

Daryabadi’s text performs several functions at once: it reports on Pakistan’s progress toward Islamic 

principles to readers in India, even as it evaluates the new nation for many readers in Pakistan who were 

eager to hear his take the direction of Pakistan’s development. Finally, it allowed for the members of 

this split community to learn how their old friends and well-wishers were faring in the new land and to 

form a bridge between them through the intellectual persona of Daryabadi himself.  

Giving his withering criticism, it is surprising that Daryabadi speaks of his trip to the “un-Islamic” 

nation in terms imbued with religious symbolism. The journey is mubārak, blessed. He describes his 
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departure from Lucknow as though he were “going on Hajj.”56 A further reference to the pilgrimage is 

found on his arrival at the final train station in India, which he likens to the old quarantine island of 

Kamran off the coast of the Hijaz. Daryabadi’s account of the pilgrimage was one of the most popular 

travelogues of the twentieth century, and most of his readers would have been intimately familiar with 

it. These references create an intertextuality with that famous text and draw an implicit connection with 

that other blessed journey. He also calls his journey a ziyārat, or pilgrimage, asking which Muslim did not 

have the desire to visit Pakistan in his heart, a sentiment also commonly expressed of the journey to 

Mecca.57 

 Daryabadi lists a number of reasons why the Indian Muslim might be overcome with desire to 

travel to Pakistan. First, it is a Muslim country, and second, it is a neighboring country – one composed 

of people made up of the very same flesh and blood, heart and soul. It is a land populated by our own 

brothers and founded on so many Islamic promises. All of these elements awaken in the Indian Muslim 

an endless desire (ishtiyāq-i dīd ḥadd-i kamāl tak pahunčātī haiṉ) to see it for themselves. This 

boundless desire mirrors the passion of the beloved found in both Sufi imagery and the world of Persian 

poetry. Daryabadi underlines this mystical dimension with reference to two hemistiches from Hafiz: 

[nāz̤ir-i rū-yi to ṣāḥib-i naz̤arān-and ārī] 
Sirr-i gesū-e to dar hīč sarī nīst ki nīst 

[Those who have seen your face are wise and discerning] 
The mystique of your locks is possessed by no other 

 
[na man-i dilshuda az dast-i to k̲h̲ūnīn jigaram] 

Az g̲h̲am-i ‘ishq-i to pur-k̲h̲ūn jigarī nīst ki nīst 
[I am not the only one inflamed in this love for you] 

There is none who is not inflamed from the sorrow of your love58 

                                                           

56
 Ibid., 14. 

57
 Ibid., 7. 

58
 Ibid., 8. The lines in brackets are not cited, but may be expected to be known by readers educated in Persian. 



 

240 

 

 
In these couplets, Pakistan takes on the role of the beloved. It is deeply desired by the lover, 

who yet suffers immensely at its hand, unable to approach it. In the first verse, Daryabadi alludes to 

Pakistan’s mysterious allure. As Indian Muslims had heard much about the beloved, but never seen its 

face, their knowledge could not be fully completed. Misconception and misinformation about Pakistan 

was rife; the truth of the inaccessible beloved was a secret only a few might possess. The verse may be 

read in two ways: only those who see Pakistan for themselves may know the secret of its locks, or that 

there is no other whose locks contain such mystique – there is no other country whose mystery so 

entices. The second verse, of course, suggests that this was a passion that all of India’s Muslims were 

afflicted with. The use of these verses, which may be read in both mundane and mystical terms, furthers 

Daryabadi’s allusions to the blessed or spiritual nature of a pilgrimage to Pakistan.  

In a seeming continuation of this poetic theme, Daryabadi then moves on to list the many 

difficulties (māni’) that prevent him from making the trip. Despite these, he resolves that one way or 

another he must fulfill his long-held desire (shauq-i derīna). He continues in a similar vein, enumerating 

the gossip that circulated around his planned visit, particularly that he was being courted by the 

Pakistani government to take up an official position there, was being called to fight against Maududi, to 

confirm the constitution’s Islamic validity, and so on. Daryabadi derides these suggestions, asking why 

his trip must be for politics, and not simply out of love? This is, he declares definitively, a friendly visit, 

and nothing more.  

His time in Pakistan is largely spent in meetings with contacts within his network, including 

several high-ranking political figures. In Lahore he visits a number of friends, including relatives of Ashraf 

Ali Thanvi. Unlike Nizami, he does take some time out to visit the city, including trips a number of 

famous monuments. As he travels, he repeatedly turns to Islamic history and wonders at how Punjab 

had played host to some of the greatest figures from India, or how Sindh might have been on the arrival 
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Muhammad bin Qasim in 710. On other occasions, he evaluates Pakistan’s Islamic credentials, pleased 

to see women in burqas but disappointed to find English social conventions were common. In addition 

to parties, Daryabadi regularly attends functions and meetings with readers of his newspapers and 

collects donations for its efforts. He also takes a keen interest in the publishing industry and visits a 

paper factory.  

He follows the same pattern in Karachi. His travelogue provides readers with an account of his 

daily activities and commentary on a variety of subjects related to the new country. As with Nizami, 

though, he never meets with Punjabis or Sindhis; his social activities are restricted principally to 

muhājirs, each of whom is given a double-demonym noting their former and new residence on the 

pattern of Lakhnavī ṡum Lāhaurī, the Lakhnavi turned Lahori. He also attends high-profile functions and, 

like Nizami, concludes his trip by giving a radio address after confirming his intention to do so with the 

Indian High Commission.  

By the end of his trip, Daryabadi seems to have come to terms with Pakistan. He ultimately 

decides to speak of this foreign country as a homeland. While not laying his claim as explicitly as Nizami 

does, Daryabadi nevertheless turns to the idea of homeland, vat̤an, with increasing frequency in the 

final installments. While there, he was well received. Indian customs gave him no special treatment, but 

in Pakistan he was accorded a hero’s welcome that persisted from the moment of his arrival. So many of 

his friends were present that when he left Karachi “I was seen off as though I were not a foreigner 

returning to his homeland, but rather as though I were leaving my own homeland. Perhaps the word 

‘homeland’ does not refer to particles of dust or the soil at our thresholds, but rather to those who 

love.”59 He says the same of Lahore: “So many well-wishers, dear ones and friends were present that it 
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seemed that this was my own homeland.” Almost against himself, Daryabadi finds himself very 

comfortable in Pakistan, and he leaves with a grudging respect for the country he had rejected. Over the 

course of his visit, he is forced to confront the very nature of the nation and of belonging. In these 

concluding remarks, we see Daryabadi’s attempts to understanding the full meaning of Pakistan and to 

re-negotiate his own relationship with it.  

 

Nizami and Daryabadi’s accounts represent the first major attempt in Urdu to come to terms 

with the partition of the subcontinent through the medium of travel writing. Their works were published 

at the same moment that other writers were addressing partition through short stories (Nizami’s 

accounts coincide with Manto’s Ṭhanḍa gosht, and Daryabadi’s with Ṭoba Ṭek Singh.) While the legacy 

of partition was being represented in stories, others were writing about more recent developments in 

both countries. Yet these were not always based on eye-witness observation. Furthermore, as Amir 

Mufti argues in a set of articles on partition literature in Urdu, different genres were used to speak 

about partition in different ways.60 Like the short story and the ghazal, the travelogue too had a unique 

role to play in Urdu literature. As Daryabadi’s comments show, Pakistan was a land unknown to the 

Indian Muslim. It was now a foreign country, and that too a foreignness such that that “all sorts of 

misconceptions about it are wrapped up in the folds of a concealing curtain.”61 But it was also one about 

which there was intense curiosity. As the intellectual leaders of their respective communities, countless 

ears were turned toward Nizami and Daryabadi to see what they had to say. Even at this early stage, the 
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travelogue helped to make sense of partition and to mitigate its impact on the communities represented 

by these reformers.  

Yet in neither case were these accounts avowedly informational or descriptive. Unlike other 

works of travel by both men, neither here aspires to describe the country in the traditional sense. 

Rather, their accounts revolve around three topics: meetings with members of the community, 

evaluating Pakistan’s administration and commitment to Islamic principles, and finally, to recounting the 

author’s daily activities in keeping with their long-standing journalistic practices. Both read so similarly in 

their structure because, despite their distinct ideological and spiritual viewpoints, each man inhabited a 

similar position in his own social community. Nizami and Daryabadi were each editors of community 

newspapers that served as a linchpin in networks that were severely disrupted by the partition of India 

and mass-migration to Pakistan. These media outlets had not only reported on issues of relevance to the 

broader community of Nizamis and Nadwis, but they were also a space for community dialog. But 

because contact across the border was never reliable, the links holding the community together were 

beginning to fade. Both Ḍhā’ī hafte Pākistān meṉ and Safarnāma-yi Pākistān are strident efforts to work 

against the centrifugal forces of partition by providing in-depth reports on the experiences and 

condition of individuals who left either Delhi or Lucknow for Pakistan.  

For Nizami, print had always been the main medium through which he interacted with his many 

thousands of disciples and followers. Thus, in his writing, Nizami had a responsibility to a huge range of 

individuals associated with the shrine at Nizamuddin. Accordingly, Nizami did not only travel to Pakistan 

to provide spiritual guidance to his disciples, but he also sought to use his trip to inform a dispersed 

discipleship of the wellbeing of the larger community. These include tales of woe – those who suffered 

greatly after their arrival in Pakistan –as well as successful stories of individuals who were able to 

establish new businesses or acquire factories or homes left by departed Hindus or Sikhs. These might 
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include the death of a family member, the birth of a child, or the celebration of a wedding. Nizami’s 

dedication to this purpose can be seen in the title page verso of his travelogue, 

which requests all Pakistani readers mentioned in the text to please send an brief 

update on their personal circumstances, along with a photograph so that the next 

edition would be as accurate as possible. This request indicates how Nizami 

expected his travelogue to be read on both sides of the border and how he hoped 

to turn his text into a sort of yearbook for the community (figure 11).The desire 

for up-to-date information indicates the temporal dynamic that gave the 

travelogue its contemporary urgency. Nizami never intended for this account to 

be only a memoire of a journey in the past. His travels are only part of a larger 

social project in which he plays a structuring role.  

His efforts are premised on the notion that relations between India and Pakistan would remain 

open and accommodating. Nizami acknowledges that the country has been split into two, but this does 

not dampen his eagerness to pursue cross-border projects and joint ventures. His trip, as well as his 

account, was dedicated to making interaction and community across the border a reality. He does, 

nevertheless, fall into moments of deep despair. During a visit to a particular neighborhood in Karachi, 

he meets with a number of old shopkeepers from Nizamuddin. Seeing these people here in Karachi and 

not in their ancestral neighborhood in Delhi, he is overcome with emotion: “my heart wept bitterly at 

this blighted freedom that has torn all of us from one another.”62 Separation seems to have inspired him 

to redouble his efforts to provide spiritual guidance. Between the two editions of this account, Nizami 

published another statement, “A Message from my Last Days,” that underlines the challenge he felt to 
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provide for his disciples: “After the division of Hindustan, in both India and Pakistan, the believers in 

saints appear to have lost out to the mawlvis due to the political influence of the latter. Therefore I feel 

it is necessary to write this – that those who have the love of Sufism should not become frightened and 

should remain firm in their belief.”63 Nizami felt his entire life’s work crumbling before him, and he 

fought through his publications to preserve it.  

For his part, Daryabadi seems not to accept the finality of partition either. In the closing 

paragraph of his account he expresses his anticipation for the day when the two countries will be re-

united.64 In the meanwhile, he remains interested in Pakistan, if wary of it, and maintains a dialog with 

his friends and followers who live there. Like Daryabadi himself, many of his readers in Pakistan believed 

that he would continue to perform the role of spiritual and social leader on both sides of the border. In 

support of his efforts, wealthier followers provided him with donations that could be used to further the 

interests of the community newspaper.  

In addition to providing information on the state of the community, both texts offer up these 

scholars’ opinions and evaluations of the new state. As highly respected men of religion, their 

considerations were taken very seriously, and Daryabadi in particular dedicates much of his text to 

evaluations of Pakistan, as well as critiques. On the one hand, he admits that Indian Muslims had been 

too quick to harshly judge Pakistan. Pakistan is irreligious (be-dīn), but he was overjoyed to find qibla-

numās (indicators of the direction to Mecca) at every train station, men in the mosques, and a few 

women in purdah. Irreligiousness (ilḥād) is ever-present but there are also forces for religious reform 

(iṣlāḥ-i dīn). Unfortunately, there is a significant gap between the religious (dīndār) and independent 
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thinkers (raushan-k̲h̲ayāl). In order for Pakistan to succeed, Daryabadi suggests, the nation will need to 

produce a new Nadwa – an institution that can bridge the gap between Western and Islamic thought. 

At the conclusion of his account, he summarizes his opinion of Pakistan, cautioning readers that 

while his evaluation may seem harsh, it is the plaint of a jealous admirer. He cites here a verse by 

Muhammad Iqbal, whose own vision for a Muslim homeland Daryabadi questions early in his visit65 

(k̲h̲ū-gar-i ḥasad se thoṛā-sā gila bhī sun le!) First, the community of Muslims in Pakistan lacks unity. 

Regional divisions are rife – if this country was founded on religious unity then this should be present. 

Even muhājirs have failed to unify. There is fighting between various groups, and the country also lacks a 

central uniting figure. Second, Indo-Pakistani relations are terrible; the two nations and its citizens are 

siblings. It is not too late for a resolution to the conflict to be found. He concludes by hoping that 

Pakistan will find its way to the shari’a and that the conflict between India and Pakistan will finally be 

put to rest.66 Nizami, of course, remains critical of both governments and in fact derides the entire idea 

that he should be restricted to only one of these two countries. He repeatedly draws attention to the 

ways that interpersonal connections question the need for a border and provides his own critique of the 

state which touches on several similar points. The country’s original inhabitants are not sympathetic to 

the plight of muhājirs, the governing class continues to “dive into the swamp of English custom and 

culture,” and to practice corruption and nepotism. Still, he is pleased that the people relate well to the 

government, and that they follow its rules, while its religious leaders are “trying to go beyond their 

limited ways of thinking.”67 
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A final, striking similarity between both texts is the extent to which they express a fear of the 

Indian government. Nizami never had an entirely comfortable relationship with Nehru’s India, which was 

suspicious of his links to the Nizam, who had only recently been deposed by force and whose family was 

living in exile in Pakistan. As a result, both Daryabadi and Nizami avoid interacting with the royal family 

in Karachi as much as possible. Both also seek formal permission to visit with Pakistani officials and insist 

repeatedly that their intentions are entirely apolitical (itself an indication of the extent to which cross-

border travel writing was always political). Nevertheless, Nizami seems to have run afoul of Delhi. He 

writes in his preface that the original edition of the text, as published in his diary, was found to be 

objectionable. He accordingly excised all those passages that were displeasing to the Indian 

government. This fear is understandable. India and Pakistan were still heavily engaged in the process of 

determining which Muslims belonged to which country. At a time when ties to Pakistan could imperil 

your Indian citizenship, both men are cautious to a fault. In his diary, Nizami castigates himself for what 

he calls his own cowardice: 

In Karachi the Indian High Commission gave me permission to meet with whomever I pleased to 
such an extent that I even had permission to meet with the Hyderabadi Mir La’iq Ali. But I 
turned out to be such a coward that I didn’t have the courage to meet with Mir La’iq Ali, the 
other [royalty] of Hyderabad, nor the Navab of Junagarh or the Navab of Mangrol. Although to 
comfort myself, my heart told me that if I were to meet with these people, back in Delhi it would 
prove to be dangerous for me and for the shrine, [in fact] this was my own pusillanimity.68 

Ḍhā’ī hafte Pākistān meṉ and Safarnāma-yi Pākistān represent a watershed moment in the 

history of travel writing in South Asia, and even within the body of travel writing by Nizami and 

Daryabadi themselves. Travel writing often contained a descriptive component. Here, though the 

regions of Pakistan through which they traveled were not familiar to either author, they showed very 

little interest in describing this “foreign” land. Their texts take up another objective entirely: namely, to 
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maintain the communities for which they wrote, and to make sense of the meaning of partition for 

them. Both men significantly complicate the idea of self and other, of belonging and exclusion. Their 

texts grapple with social currents and with the dominant religious and nationalist discourses of the day. 

They do not write from a pan-South Asian perspective to evaluate relations between Hindus and 

Muslims, Indians and Pakistanis. Their perspective is grounded in concern for their own communities 

and center on the ways that they can continue to maintain the sense of belonging that the border was 

increasingly beginning to destabilize. As a part of the process of partitioning, these texts were attempts 

to carve out the possibility of a shared future for Nizamis and Nadwis on both sides. 

 
Travel and Reconciliation: Cross-Border Travel Writing in the 1970s and 80s 

 Residual hopes that Pakistan and India might one day be re-united were finally shattered by the 

war in 1965. Politically, relations had reached a new nadir as tensions were exacerbated by the Cold 

War. In Urdu literature, as well, deep changes were taking place. The literary community had remained 

largely intact after partition, united in part by their shared traumatic experiences. The writer Ram La’l 

traces a rupture in the community of Urdu writers to 1965, when the war inspired a jingoistic 

nationalism in literature that could not be shared.69 Aijaz Ahmad, on the other hand, sees the shift as 

part of a more gradual process:  

Despite the scale of human suffering at the time of the partition, the factors leading up to it did 
not decisively break up the emotional structure of this community. It was, rather, the 
accumulating processes of the succeeding years, in the postcolonial phase, culminating in war 
and its repercussions, that stabilized those divisions in ways that have subsequently appeared to 
be irrevocable.70 
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After 1965, and certainly 1971,the dominance of the ecumenical, left-leaning sentiment that had been 

built up around the Progressive Writers Movement had eroded, particularly in Pakistan though also in 

India. Meanwhile, the creation of Bangladesh fueled new questions and introspection about the history 

of partition and the communal politics that led up to it. 

 This was the context in which the second wave of the Indo-Pak travelogue emerged. It was 

fueled to large extent by an aging generation that had experienced the violence of partition first hand. 

Nearly all of its writers were returning to visit the places of their births, and always for the first time. 

Many had reached an old age (Mumtaz Mufti writes at age seventy-five). Their accounts are marked by a 

desire to bring closure to long-open wounds and to see cherished places and beloved individuals once 

more. They are, in this sense, closing chapters to the long mental process of coming to terms with that 

event. Yet these travel texts were also blueprints for a future, post-war South Asia. Daryabadi’s dream of 

re-unification was dead, but it was still hoped that literature could provide a bridge of peace, as they 

called it, between the conflicting sides. 

In the interim, the nature of travel writing itself had shifted significantly. Before independence, 

the word “safarnāma” had typically been associated with particular forms of knowledge undergirded by 

a claim to at least partial objectivity. After 1947, though, this association with objectivity and with the 

codification and presentation of certain categorical forms of knowledge began to recede. The new style 

of travel openly embraced its subjective, partial nature and the use of literary devices. This is the period 

that the foremost literary scholar of travel writing in Urdu, Anvar Sadid, has termed the “golden age.” 

For some, the new era of travel writing began in 1953 with the publication of Mahmud Nizami’s 

Naz̤arnāma. Sadid, the principle literary scholar of the travelogue in Urdu, locates its emergence in 

1941: 

[In the old travelogue,] the travel writer would remain confined to the limits of geography and 
would describe the difficulties of the journey and the condition of each place so that future 
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travelers would not encounter difficulty should they venture to those areas. The modern 
travelogue emphasized the emotional shifts a traveler would experience as he encountered new 
sights and objects which compelled him to express them in a creative way (tak̲h̲līqī parā’e meṉ). 
In these types of travelogues, the traveler does not appear as a part of the scene itself, rather it 
would seem that his very soul has harmonized with his surroundings. In the new travelogue, the 
yield of travel is not merely objective (naz̤arī) – the imagination plays a large role. The traveler 
does not only travel within a geography, but also returns to the past and reclaims (bāz-yāft) an 
era which has passed.71  

 One of the arguments of this dissertation has been that the traits that came to define the 

“modern” or “new” travelogue have in fact been a constant presence throughout the history of travel 

writing in Urdu. In the introduction, I argued that what Sadid characterizes as the “old” (qadīm) style of 

travel writing in this passage was in fact a prescriptivist ideal that was only occasionally adhered to and 

which derived from an effort to map Urdu travel writing onto the colonial genre of the travelogue. I 

have shown that travel writers themselves often cited this definition with a certain unease, warning 

readers that they had conformed to it. Nevertheless, an undeniable shift does occur in the second half 

of the twentieth century as the constructed, imagined nature of the safarnāma became increasingly 

accepted, and the idea that a travel account must provide guidance to the next traveler or a census-like 

account of local data increasingly faded. Works of the latter sort, of course, continued to be written, but 

they had largely lost their vigor. Sadid’s golden age begins from the moment that authors not only 

embraced their subjectivity but openly adopted practices, styles and methods that were common in 

fiction. 

  This was not an easy transition and even today the travelogue’s place in Urdu literature is 

precarious. Sadid’s work, The Travelogue in Urdu Literature, was the first major scholarly attempt to 

canonize the travelogue as literature, as the title unambiguously declares. The travelogue is not 

accorded space in any history of Urdu literature before the 1980s. For roughly a decade in the 1970s and 
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80s, the literary community debated whether or not the travelogue was a genre of literature or not. 

Many felt that the task of the travel account was to provide objective information and that the adoption 

of techniques from fiction would negate its mission. A further debate centered on veracity: could the 

travelogue narrate events that did not happen in order to make the account more readable? Would 

doing so violate a pact between author and reader whose terms were laid out in the very use of the 

word safarnāma? Would poetic conceits or metaphorical passages convey a sense of emotion at the 

cost of a realistic and accurate portrayal? 

 In time, this debate was won by those who celebrated the role of conceit, imagination and 

metaphor in the travelogue (Sadid among them.) One implication of this decisive turn was that travel 

writing became a new arena in which Urdu’s many short-story writers and novelists could practice their 

craft.72 In the 1970s and 1980s, countless short story writers, novelists, critics and poets came forward 

to write a travelogue. Their skill took the genre to a new level of rhetorical excellence and made the 

travelogue one of the, if not the, most popular genre of Urdu writing in Pakistan. For perhaps the first 

time, the travelogue became common fare in magazines dedicated to high literature: Adab-i Latī̤f, 

Nuqūsh, Funūn, Aurāq, etc. Hitherto, “pure” literary journals like Sāqī or Humāyūn did not publish them. 

 As one of the most popular travel works of the late twentieth century, Mumtaz Mufti’s 

Labbaik serves as a useful measure of space between Sadid’s old and new travelogue. This travelogue, in 

print continuously since it was first published in 1978, tells the story of a skeptic leftist who went on the 

Hajj with an open mind but a lack of conviction. Labbaik is as much about Mufti’s own spiritual journey 
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as it is the physical one. The reader follows the course of his thoughts, and shares the images that he 

conjures in his mind as much as those that he sees with his eyes. This is no guide to aid the future 

traveler to a successful hajj. In Mufti’s travel account, we see god himself seated outside the Masjid al-

Haram as a beggar seeking compassion. The Ka’ba is referred to in colloquial Punjabi as Allāh dā koṭhā 

(god’s house), a seemingly irreverent term that, for Mufti, is the only way that he can convey the 

personal, familial connection he feels with this structure. Urdu authors had long expressed their 

emotion in accounts of the Hajj, but few would be willing to go so far beyond the bounds of convention 

in an effort to convey momentary emotional states to the reader. By the early 1980s, a travelogue of 

this sort could proclaim its affiliation with the genre of the travelogue without fear of misleading 

readers. The disclaimer that had once accompanied so many texts was no longer so necessary.  

There is also evidence for this conceptual shift in the titles given to works of travel. Nizami’s 

travelogue, Safarnāma-yi Pākistān, is typical of colonial-era travel writing. The first half of the title 

points to the contents of the work while the second tells us the region that is discussed. This type of title 

can arguably be traced to the colonial efforts to promote travel writing in South Asia, as outlined in 

chapter three. The earliest instances of titles on the pattern Safarnāma-yi XYZ were all sponsored in 

some way by affiliates to the colonial government, and the pattern only achieves any widespread 

popularity in the 1880s and 90s. In either case, such depersonalized titles seem to offer transparency, 

informing the reader of the basis for the text’s claim to authority (eyewitness observation) and a 

category of knowledge, typically geographical. Titles are seen to claim that the reader will learn 

information about a particular place.  

In the so-called golden age of travel writing, there is a strong shift away from titles of this sort, 

which have come to read as slightly archaic or outdated. Instead, emotional or sentimental titles were 

used, with the word safarnāma appearing only in the subtitle. A typical example might be the celebrated 
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travel account of the Pakistani activist Begum Akhtar Riyaz al-Din, Dhanak par qadam (Treading a 

Rainbow, 1969). Nowhere, neither in the title, nor on the cover page is it indicated that this is a travel 

account. Further, without perusing its contents, it is impossible to know the destinations that it covers. 

This is indicative of the gradual shift from a travel writing ostensibly focused on the destination to a 

travel writing focused on the individual. Gradually, the recognized locus of the Urdu travelogue has 

shifted from prioritizing the destination to the author, at least in theory.  

Indo-Pak travel writing of the 1970s and 80s mirrors this trend. Typical titles include Kitnā qarīb 

kitnā dūr (So Close, and yet so Far, 1972), Mandir meṉ maḥrab (A Temple in the Prayer Niche, 1987), or 

Wo qurbateṉ sī wo fāsile se (This Seeming Proximity, This Seeming Distance, 1985). Each of these titles 

focuses on a the author’s emotion, and none explicitly indicate that these are cross-border travel 

accounts and not novels about star-crossed lovers. These works themselves also gesture toward what 

Sadid calls the aspect of bāz-yāft in modern travel writing, a term that is defined as “getting back, 

recovering … the act of resuming alienated lands or property of any kind.”73 The Indo-Pak account from 

the 1970s onward largely focuses on the ability to reclaim a lost connection with the land, community, 

language or culture of one’s place of birth. Many also seek to reclaim a sense of oneness, either as 

participants in a shared linguistic or literary culture, or merely a sense of shared pan-South Asian 

identity.  

 The effort to reclaim old land, old friendships and old connections is brought out clearly in one 

of the most celebrated instances of cross-border travel literature, Zard pattoṉ kī bahār (A Spring of 

Yellowing Leaves, 1982) by acclaimed short-story writer and newspaper editor Ram Lal. Ram La’l (1923-

?) was born in Miyanvali, in what is now Pakistani Punjab. Early in life, he moved to Lahore, where he 
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became involved in the literary scene, editing newspapers and working for the railroads, which he 

continued to do for the rest of his life. By his own account, he was an admirer of Muhammad Ali Jinnah74 

and declared in 1947 that he would remain in the land of his birth as a proud citizen of Pakistan. He 

writes:  

“After the 14th of August, 1947, I truly wanted to remain in this country as a citizen, but in the 
aftermath of the bloody events occurring on both side of the Punjab that neither country was 
able to control, doing so proved impossible. For the last thirty-five years, I have not been able 
for even a moment to forget that I was forced from my homeland and pushed across the border 
against my will. And I have never managed to get that part of this subcontinent out of my 
dreams.”75 

Thirty-five years after leaving Pakistan Ram La’l was able to return to his homeland. According to the 

permit he received, he was allowed to visit three cities: Multan, Lahore, and Miyanvali. The intervention 

of well-placed friends in Islamabad enabled him to visit Karachi as well. His account details his time in 

each of these cities, focusing particularly on his own experiences as an adolescent and on the state of 

the literary community in Pakistan. The climax of the work is undoubtedly his emotional return to 

Miyanvali, where he celebrates the reunion of Miyanvali culture between Pakistan and Delhi through his 

visit.  

 These emotionally charged pages represent the culmination of thirty-five years of longing and 

regret. La’l’s reunions harken the possibility for healing not only at the individual level, but also 

collectively. His return is a model for the possibility of peace and understanding between the people of 

India and Pakistan, and particularly its youth. While his journey is undoubtedly a personal one, it aims to 

be metonymic for the larger journey of a shared community. As the introduction to the text proclaims: 
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“this is not the travelogue of one person but the journey of lakhs of people, of generations of people.”76 

In fact, his visa was approved in the interest of inter-communal harmony: “Munir Ahmad Shekh, the 

Pakistani press councilor at the embassy in India got my visa approved, saying that the present Pakistani 

government wants to promote love and feelings of friendship between the people on of both sides.”77 

Ram La’l’s text is an intervention: he invites each community to know the other through his writing. Like 

so many other Indo-Pak travelogues, Zard envisions an activist travel literature that undermines the 

power of the border to stifle interaction. In fact, in Ram La’l’s text the border seems to melt away into 

non-existence. The fields of the Punjab stretch to infinity and the reader, like Ram La’l, is unable to 

determine exactly where or when we left India and entered Pakistan. “In the face of dreams, borders 

and separations have no importance.”78 

 Crucial to La’l’s intervention is his philosophy of literature as a means for social betterment. 

He presents Urdu literature as a shared treasure respected on both sides of the border. As such, it has 

the power to form a bridge of understanding that would span the artificial border at Wagha. “It [Urdu 

literature] can be considered another point of commonality between both countries. The perspective of 

literature has always been a strong bridge between both countries which has produced a sort of 

intellectual harmony and understanding between the literate classes in both places.” He finds that the 

earliest literature focused on the suffering of the masses during and after partition, but that a series of 

wars between India, Pakistan and their neighbors produced a range of different responses, which he 

examines in detail. La’l’s focus on recent literary history is not only meant to provide a scholarly 

overview. Rather, because the solution to this conflict can only come from a shared familiarity and 
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understanding, it is crucial that the literature of either side be well-known across the subcontinent. As 

Aijaz Ahmad argues, the literary community itself had become polarized after 1965, and La’l, by 

introducing one group of authors to the other, seeks to overcome that ideological limitation. He is also 

working against more practical limits. Like people, texts also struggled to reach audiences across the 

border. As a privileged visitor to Pakistan, La’l takes seriously his responsibility for introducing Pakistani 

literature to an Indian audience. While many authors were of course well known in India, their recent 

work was not. For this reason, he gives the reader extensive updates on the state of Urdu literature in 

Pakistan. Whenever La’l meets a poet or author, he records a brief résumé of his or her recent work and 

accomplishments. Where possible, he also copies out a few sample verses. If Urdu literature is a bridge 

to understanding and harmony, La’lis dedicated to making sure that that bridge remains intact.  

For a long time now, our authors and yours have established a bridge of love through Urdu 
literature that should be maintained as it is forever. There is a severe need for books, magazines 
and newspapers to be exchanged between our countries so that we may know each other’s 
emotions and remain informed about our intellectual trends. … [Literature] is the one thing that 
cannot be partitioned… In fact, this itself is that bridge of love that begins in the heart of one 
and leads straight to the heart of another.79 

In addition to appealing to the power of the written word to overcome political boundaries, La’l 

calls out to the younger generation to know one another, whether through travel, through reading or 

even through film. While the older generation has been permanently scarred by partition, he argues, the 

younger generation is capable of brokering a new era of inter-cultural understanding. Yet this will not be 

possible without the intervention of the older generation, the last group to remember South Asia during 

a more harmonious time. People on both side of the border must be able to meet and to know one 

another. Only then will they be reminded of old friendships. Yet, as is only too well-known, the strict 

border regime meant that personal interaction between the youth of India and Pakistan was nearly 
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impossible. Ram La’l reaches across that void with what Agha Suhail calls in his preface “the extended 

hand of the New India” (Hindustān kā baṛhāyā hu’ā hāth).80 Suhail understands Zard to be India’s call to 

Pakistan, a loud declaration of the end to conflict 

Ram La’l has extended the hand of friendship to the new generation of Pakistanis, saying ‘Oh 
young children of Pakistan’s new generation! this is my hand, that is, not Ram La’l’s hand but 
the hand of the new India. I want to want to make the new India and the new Pakistan shake 
hands with one another. Oh youth of both countries! take hold of my hand, I want to have you 
know one another, because once I am gone, there will no longer be anyone left to introduce 
you. … Oh Lahore, Miyanvali, Multan and Karachi, I will introduce you to Lucknow, to Sitapur, 
to Jaunpur and Bombay. Weak bridge that I am, as I depart this world, you must build a firm 
bridge between both countries.81 

For La’l, political conflicts can only be resolved through mutual familiarity, and this can only happen in 

the fresh generation. Zard provides that familiarity and lays the groundwork for it to be furthered. But in 

addition to literature, travel itself is key to reconciliation. He shows that the youth are in fact desirous to 

know one another and only need to be giving the opportunity for this meeting to happen. While in 

Lahore, La’l chats with students from F. C. College about India. These students praise Indian cinema and 

cricket, 

 but they were all born after independence. Their minds were filled with all sorts of 
misunderstandings about India which were now being corrected because of the arrival of films 
and travelers from India. But they were happy to see me speaking Punjabi and Urdu like them 
and praising Pakistani cricket players. They wanted to visit India themselves, see its cities and 
meet the new generation in the universities, libraries, coffee houses, the cinema halls, the 
playgrounds.82  

La’l calls for these students, and the youth reading his work, to visit. “I told them they were welcome, 

and advised them to visit India in small groups, and to knock at the doors of each government.” An 

exchange of youth is seen as crucial to this process. To his own surprise, he finds Pakistanis eager to 
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know about India. “They are extremely eager to know about India. They have not been overly-affected 

by either nation’s politics or propaganda. To remove their doubts, it appears necessary for them to see 

India with their own eyes and to meet as many Indians as possible. And be able to read Indian 

literature.”83 

 La’l’s most powerful efforts to reconnect Indians and Pakistanis at the community level appear 

in his account of Miyanvali. In a speech he delivered there, he shares the fate of fled Hindus and 

Muslims and what they were doing now. He tells a large audience about the neighborhoods in Delhi 

named after the city, the places where the local dialect of Miyanvali was spoken in India, of the 

community newspapers and the social events. His introduced the youth of Miyanvali to their 

contemporaries in India who knew the same dances and followed the same traditions. He then spoke of 

the terrible pain of separation from the soil of his birthplace in words that had a powerful effect on his 

listeners. “When I mentioned the bitter pain of abandoning my homeland that had become a part of my 

dreams, of my unconscious, tears began to well up in the eyes of the new generation who were sitting in 

the front rows.” As he spoke, he gradually shifted from Urdu to the language of Miyanvali: “I could not 

find the proper words in Urdu to accurately express the emotions I felt.”84 

As its title suggests, Zard seeks to find the warmth and hope of spring in the bleak autumn of 

state politics. Alternatively, the title suggests that the “new generation” is a promising sapling growing 

out of the older generation represented by Ram La’l and his contemporaries. Zard is unambiguous about 

the power of travel to bring about social change by making its readers aware of one another’s 

conditions. Urdu literature has long been tasked with bringing about social change. But even as La’l 

draws on this activist approach to literature, he also engages with the idea that the travel account itself 
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has the power to change society by bringing awareness to its readers. While the techniques and the 

style have changed, the Urdu travelogue continues to be a means to victory. For La’l, that victory is 

possible through muḥabbat, or love. 

 

While Ram La’l’s account gestures explicitly to the possibility of reconciliation through literature, 

in Zamīn aur falak aur (Another Land Another Sky, 1984) Intizar Husain traces his personal journey to 

make sense of partition and to restore his severed relationship with Delhi and its people. Husain offers 

his own suggestions to recover what was lost in 1947. In its imagery and emphasis, then, it has striking 

parallels with Husain’s more famous novel Bastī, which follows the thoughts of its protagonist, Zakir, as 

he confronts life in Pakistan after partition and the war of 1971. In the novel, the crisis of the Bangladesh 

war weaves in and out of focus as Zakir –One Who Remembers – is drawn back again and again to his 

own past. He relives the experiences of his childhood in the town of Rupnagar, experiences that were 

not always idyllic but which left him with a nostalgic longing for a happier time. The natural world recalls 

life before partition, when he would enjoy the shade of the neem tree or wonder at the birds and 

monkeys in his home town.  

If Basti shows us the world from Zakir’s inner conscience, in Zamīn aur falak aur we see it from 

Husain’s. Again, time proves a slippery thing as Husain’s perspective shifts between the Delhi of the 

present and the Delhi of his own memories. It is difficult at first to disentangle the one from the other, 

leaving the reader with a palimpsest in which both visions are discernible at once. We see modern Delhi 

with its crowds and modern construction alongside a foggy, forested area speckled with tombs. As we 

walk with Husain through contemporary Nizamuddin the text retreats into Husain’s memory of his last 

visit to Delhi, when he heard the sorrowful cry of a peacock emerge from the obscurity of the wasteland 

around the tomb. Husain writes that he is returning to India to find that peacock, and with it, Delhi’s 
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soul: “Was that a peacock, or was it Delhi’s soul (ātmā) wandering about in the scrub around Hazrat 

Mahbub-i Ilahi’s tomb calling out to its lost ones? … I search everywhere in Nizamuddin Basti for the 

scrub from which that peacock called to me. I find it nowhere.”85 Nevertheless, Husain searches 

tirelessly for the peacock of Delhi’s soul, and for India’s parrot, which flew its coop at partition. 

Zamīn contains three short pieces ranging from forty to eighty pages in length that correspond 

with three trips to India. Each title reflects Husain’s focus on the natural world, and particularly on 

imagery drawn from Indic literature: Mor kī talāsh (The Search for the Peacock), Bandar kī dum (The 

Monkey’s Tail), and Zamīn aur falak aur (Another Land, Another Sky). As with many other accounts of 

the “new” era that deconstruct the superficial divide between literature and travel writing, Husain’s 

work does not proclaim its status as a travel narrative. Neither the title or the title page give any 

indication that the work is an account of the journey of the author to Delhi. This dawns on the reader 

slowly, and it is only near the conclusion of the first account that we learn that Husain is in fact on an 

organized tour to India for Pakistani for the ‘urs of Nizamuddin. Rather than set the stage for his journey, 

as was typical of earlier travel writing, Husain’s eerie opening lines interrogate the space between 

dream and reality: 

I heard the sound of my own footsteps and was astonished. What is this land I walk on? Then, I 
took each foot and pressed it carefully to the ground, straining to catch every bit of the sound it 
made. Then I reached out, examining the low wall that ran alongside the path. Then I went and 
stood beneath a tamarind tree that stood some distance away from the wall, broke off a leaf 
and pressed it to my tongue. I felt a new taste on my tongue. A fresh breeze blew and a new 
sort of coolness coursed through my body. Have I really come to Delhi, then?86  

The narrative shifts back in time and takes us to the outskirts of the city. Husain’s train has 

stopped just short of the river and he is unsure if he came too soon. Perhaps he ought to have waited 
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longer. The train moves and he sighs in relief. He only has the number for a single person in the entire 

city, but as he dials that number he is overcome with fear that this may all be a dream. “What if it 

happens again and my eyes sudden open?” In his dreams, he often believes he has returned to Delhi but 

awakens to find himself back in Lahore. He replaces the phone, but remains uncertain of the truth. 

“Really? So the ground I walk on belongs to Delhi? I was perplexed.”87 Instead, Husain turns toward 

Jami’a Millia University to meet with the scholar and literary critic Gopi Chand Narang. While he waits, 

he meets with another professor and scholar of Urdu literature, Shamim Hanafi. Though the two had 

not met before, Husain slowly becomes certain through these personal interactions that this is not 

another dream. As in so many other accounts, the pain and confusion of partition becomes mediated 

and lessened through the shared space of Urdu literature, Ram La’l’s “bridge of love.” 

Now Narang sahib’s office is filled up with friends – friends I am meeting for the very first time. 
Among this group of friends I left the stage of uncertainty and entered the station of certainty. “I 
am in Delhi,” I whisper to myself. I can now call Revati sahib and tell him that I have arrived. I am 
in Delhi and I am wandering in Nizamuddin Basti. I am looking for that peacock who called out to 
me…when the two ages were meeting [us same ki donoṉ vaqt mil rahe the].”88  

Finding himself now on solid ground, Husain is able to share with the reader the background of his 

arrival in Delhi:  

This is my first time to come to Delhi after leaving for Pakistan. In the journey there, I never 
managed to forget all that happened in this city. That’s why the tomb of the Sultan of Saints and 
of Amir Khusrau appeared desolate and Ghalib’s tomb itself was desolate. Now the two ages 
[vaqt] were coming together …89 

 As his account progresses, Husain becomes ever more sure of his presence in Delhi. The places 

that at first awaken fear in him because of his experiences in 1947 gradually recede and he moves ever 
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more firmly into the present moment. This comfort increase in each of the next two accounts. At the 

conclusion of his first account, though, he continues to search for the India that he left behind, for the 

soul of Delhi that gave its last cry in 1947 as he trudged through the desolation at Nizamuddin. Back in 

the present, he finds that the city has sacrificed that peacock. “The dargah of the Beloved of God lays 

next to the Intercontinental [Hotel] - yet another one of Amir Khusrau’s comedic juxtapositions (anmil.) 

Basti Nizamuddin was built up by sacrificing its peacock.”90 

The search for the soul of the nation is not a quixotic personal undertaking. The future of India 

and Pakistan and of their literatures depends upon being able to reach the bird in which their souls rest: 

“At the moment [lit. in this state, fi’l-ḥāl], No great poet or writer can be born in India.” 
“Why not?” Mohan glared at me.  
“The thing is that India’s soul is in its devamāla, and writer can’t become great until he 
recognizes his own soul …” 
In the old stories, a demon’s soul was in a parrot, and how difficult it was to reach that parrot! 
Fearless princes would have to cross the seven seas, placing their lives in mortal danger, to 
reach it. The life/soul of a nation is also [hidden away] in a parrot. Every nation has its own 
parrot. The Hindu’s parrot is its devamāla. Muslims don’t have a devamāla, only history. History 
is their parrot. But in India, just as in Pakistan, authors appear to me to be running away from 
their parrots. Reaching the parrot is perilous.  

 
Even as India moves away from its soul, Husain finds a distinct pleasure in visiting the history of Delhi 

that has been abandoned. He visits all of the ruins in the city one after the other, taking in the history 

that the nation had turned away from. On his return to Lahore, he is content to bring with him only two 

things: a copy of Mirabai’s mystical poetry and two small clay parrots.  

In the next two sections, Husain turns inward less frequently, and the “two ages” are more 

clearly differentiated from one another. During his first trip, Husain visits Delhi as one who may never 

see his beloved again. He is unwilling to waste a single moment. By the third, like the requited lover, 

Husain is sure of his ability to return to India but rebukes himself when he finds himself taking it for 
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granted. Even as he grows comfortable with his social life in Delhi and integrates himself into its literary 

community, the India of his dreams also becomes more sure of itself. Husain is unwilling to release his 

grasp on either.  

The India of his dreams and the India of today come to co-exist in the second account, The 

Monkey’s Tail. The title is a reference to an incident in the Mahabharata. Bhima travels to the forest on 

a mission but his path is blocked by a monkey who refuses to move out of the way. Instead, he suggests 

Bhima simply walk around his tail. But no matter how he walked, the tail continued to go on and on, and 

Bhima never gets around it. Husain finds his own monkey splayed out on the road between Aligarh and 

Dibai, his hometown. The monkey will not move out of the way of the car. This road, Husain is 

astonished to find, is no longer made of gravel. This is the first surprise on the journey to Dibai. This is 

not the place he remembers. He gets lost looking for the entrance to the town and is compelled to ask a 

stranger for directions. “The better part of the day had already been spent on this trip when I slowly 

began to understand. The monkey never moved from the road, and I was unable to leap over its tail.” He 

abandons his search for the entrance.91 

For the previous thirty-three years, Husain had dreamt of this town incessantly. In each of these 

dreams, he would wander from lane to lane, trying to reach home, but would get lost or wake up in the 

middle of his effort. He refuses to enter Dibai with help from a stranger. The town will only let him enter 

in his dreams, and perhaps not even then. Husain elects to leave the town intact as it was in 1947. The 

India of the past and the India of the present will henceforth inhabit two different worlds. “Al-vidā’ al-

firāq! Goodbye and farewell! I am returning to my homeland.” Back in Pakistan, he ponders what India 

really is – is it what exists in his mind or what exists across the border? “Did I even go on a trip to India? I 
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become doubtful and suddenly recall the monkey with its splayed tail laying across the road between 

Aligarh and Dibai. Did its tail let me pass or didn’t it? In fact, India begins on the other side of that tail!”92 

In the final installment, Zamīn aur falak aur, Husain is more able to travel in India than ever 

before. He attends a conference on the poet Mir in Delhi before traveling to Lucknow, Patna and 

Hyderabad. In these cities, he finds that the past has been abandoned and nothing has been built up in 

its place. Here again, he finds a distinction between the places he knew in his mind and those standing 

before him. “Which Lucknow did I go to see, and which Lucknow did I see? I was reminded of a line from 

Anis: Ab yahān kī zamīn aur, falak aur hu’ā / Now here there is another land, another sky.” 93 

As the text draws to a close, Husain reflects on the result of all these trips to India. Unlike the opening 

lines of his account, there is no longer any confusion or fear:  

What have I gained from this trip? So much. So much that if I tried to count it I wouldn’t be able 
to. And a little bit of sadness along with it. And a little pain, too. The plane soared higher. The 
region of Delhi was left far behind. Oh desolate streets of Hapur! Go back now. Now I will meet 
you some other time, in my dreams. 

The parting reference is to the non-descript town of Hapur, fifty miles to the northwest of Delhi. Husain 

had passed through it on his second trip, and even then only saw it from the train platform. But from 

this vantage, Hapur looked just as he remembered seeing it thirty-three years ago, a place of happy 

memories of holidays and exciting trips from the village. Hapur is the place where Husain’s two distinct 

realms, that of dreams, and that of reality, merge back into one another, the only point where there is 

no tension or contradiction.94 “I go to the gate and look around with concern. Perhaps this place has 
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changed, too? No, nothing has changed.”95 In this context, this parting reference to Hapur suggests that 

a personal reconciliation with the internal conflict that accompanied him on his first visit has finally been 

achieved.  

As a public text, however, Zamīn is aware of Urdu’s role in the post-partition politics of South 

Asia’s Urdu speakers. It gestures to the Indo-Pak travel account’s tendency not to bring the two 

communities together, but to driving them farther apart, even when the intention was to do otherwise. 

These reflections emerge from an remark from Qurratulain Hyder: 

“Well, tell me this: when you go back, while you write [about the trip?]” 
I’ll write something when I go back. What will I write? I haven’t decided yet. But Qurratulain 
Hyder is true to herself. Those who have been burned by milk will blow on even buttermilk.  
“A poet came from your place once. Forgive me, Intizar sahib, she was a very shallow girl…when 
she went back, what things she wrote! … what I want to ask you is, why do you people look 
down on Indian Muslims so much?”96 
 

The depth of Hyder’s complaint is not realized until Husain notices that a pattern in his daily 

interactions. Everyone wants to know if he will write. Matters come to a head in Banaras when a well-

to-do friend asks him why Pakistani travelers so mercilessly mock their material condition: 

Quratullain Hyder’s words came to mind…[they] were a warning to me. All these people must 
have read those essays written by travelers to India that were published in Pakistan’s 
newspapers, and which are filled to the brim with pity. Compassion is a pure human emotion, 
but pity – that’s an ugly thing. 
“Intizar sahib, tell me, will you write when you go back?” 
Slowly, I was beginning to understand. Really, what these Indian Muslims are asking me is this: 
You, who come here with a sense of superiority, what will you say about us when you go 
back? … I was taken aback that these people had gotten to my core.97 
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Husain vows to root out the sense of superiority he unjustly feels over the people “left behind.” In his 

afterword, he calls on Pakistani travel writers to journey with an open mind, to be willing to see the 

world as it is and to gain from the experience. He urges the Urdu travel writer to go beyond the verse: 

Makka gayā, madīna gayā, Karbalā gayā 
  Jaisā gayā thā vaisā hī čal phir ke ā gayā 
 
I went to Mecca, I went to Medina, I went to Karbala 
  And I came back just as I was when I left98 

 
 These words stand as a reminder that travel writing is always political, even when it does not 

intend to be. Ram La’l argued that Urdu literature was a bridge of love between India and Pakistan, but 

as Qurratulain Hyder points out, it can also be the force the breaks down those links. The impact of this 

realization seems to have had a profound effect on Husain. Several years later, we find him speaking out 

against the way that Indian Muslims have been discussed by Pakistani travelers. “Their [implicit] 

meaning is that we have thrown Indian Muslims into the kiln to preserve our own well-being. Whether 

this is the case or not is not the question. What I am saying is this kind of back-biting statement indicate 

a certain type of mentality.”99 Thirty years later, the process of partitioning, of negotiating the 

relationship between a split community, whether of Urdu speakers or of South Asian Muslims, 

continues. 

  

A Third Space: Cross-Border Travel Writing by way of the UK 

 One of the greatest impediments to travel between India and Pakistan was of course the 

administrative restrictions. Ram La’l struggled immensely just to add Karachi to his itinerary. A visit to 

Peshawar was impossible, just as a trip to Calcutta was not possible for Pakistani travelers like 
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Jamiluddin Aali or Mumtaz Mufti. For an Indian or Pakistani citizen, it would be nearly impossible to 

acquire the permissions to travel between these two cities in a single go, stopping to visit places of note 

along the way. With the right passport, however, they were, and the travel account allowed readers to 

come along. Using the access provided him as a journalist with the BBC, Raza Ali Abidi released two 

popular audio-based travelogues based on journeys from one end of South Asia to the other, Jarnailī 

saṛak (The Grand Trunk Road, 1987) and Rel kahānī (A Railway Story, 1991). All of these works were 

subsequently edited and issued in print editions.100 

 BBC Urdu had a special dispensation in South Asia. While Air India Radio and Radio Pakistan 

were run by their respective governments, the BBC’s radio programs were available in all of South Asia, 

as well as in the Gulf countries. Because of his affiliation with the BBC, Abidi was able to speak directly 

to countless listeners in both India and Pakistan at once. Even more importantly, the aural nature of 

radio meant that access to its material was not limited by script – speakers of “Hindi” and “Urdu” were 

able to access it with nearly equal facility. Abidi’s language is eloquent, but it is also grounded in spoken 

language of North India. Thus, his work is rare amongst Urdu travelogues in its accessibility to almost 

every single person between Peshawar and Bihar, and beyond. The power of the spoken word allowed 

Abidi to move beyond the limitations of script, publication and censorship. And because he came from 

London as a journalist, the limitations of the border also evaporated.  
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 In Jarnailī saṛak, the more acclaimed of the two series, Abidi travels the famed Grand Trunk 

Road, which stretches from Peshawar, near the Afghan Border, to Calcutta, not far from the place where 

India meets Bangladesh. This road was originally constructed by the Afghan Sher Shah Suri, who ruled 

north India for a brief period in the 16th century. The road was later expanded and developed by the 

British. The sequel to this program, Rel kahānī, is premised on a similar idea. Abidi travels across the 

breadth of North India, only this time on the railway line from Quetta in Balochistan to Calcutta in 

Bengal. In each fifteen minute installment, Abidi brings together a number of elements. He describes his 

own experiences, interviewing people he meets along the way. We encounter these people in their own 

voices, and learn about their struggles and hopes. Abidi’s eye is also a keen observer of history, and the 

listener learn as much about the past of places as their present. Finally, he discusses the path itself – 

how GT road and the rail line were constructed and maintained. Yet, as Abidi is the first to admit, his 

travel accounts are only about the roads he travels in name. “In this trip, human beings are my co-

travelers at every moment. This [work] claims to be about the railroad, but in fact it is an epic of 

humans, a story of emotions and a tale of feelings.”101 

With their focus on the cultural and historical continuities across all of north India and Pakistan, 

Abidi’s accounts are perhaps unique in the way that they emphatically reject the dualistic nationalist 

framework of post-colonial South Asia. While Indo-Pak travel writing is often framed around the 

moment of partition and the division of land and peoples, his accounts are conspicuous for the way that 

the focus is shifted away from 1947. He seems to engage with the legacy of partition by not allowing it 

to disrupt the framework through which he proposes to explore the history and culture of the 

subcontinent, that is, through its transportation network and its cultural continuities. GT road in 
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particular is famous for being the means by which centuries of newcomers to India traveled up and 

down the country and its existence is synonymous with unfettered movement between Afghanistan and 

Bengal. The partition of India effectively prevented the vast majority of its inhabitants from traveling this 

road as their forefathers had. Abidi holds out the possibility of travel anew, using his own journalistic 

laissez-passer to allow a new generation of armchair travelers to see the unsee-able. In Rel kahānī, every 

episode opens by inviting the reader to join him on a cross-border journey: “Come along, let’s sit in the 

train and travel from Quetta to Calcutta.” 

Perhaps because the program was to be aired in both India and Pakistan, Abidi is careful to 

avoid topics that would have incurred the displeasure of listeners on either side. Instead, his 

observations always carry a note of human interest (a craftsman’s efforts to educate his daughter) or of 

historical importance (the construction of a fort or shrine.) The topics he engages typically allude to the 

ecumenical nature of pre-partition South Asia, showing how Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims all contributed 

to the making of the places he visits. The first installment of Rel kahānī opens with the sound of a train 

whistle. We are pulling into the station in Quetta, the morning after Pakistan was defeated by India in a 

cricket match. There is nothing special about the station save one striking feature: a wall on which the 

names of 164 railway employees who died in an earthquake in 1935. “From ‘Abd al-Rahman to Vijay 

Websentin – 164 names, including Vasudev, Tota and Ujagir Singh, Triloka, Balvant Rae, Bashir Ahmad, 

Biharilal and Nili Ram.” Abidi begins, then, by drawing the listeners attention to the contributions made 

to the railroad by men from all religious communities and from across India. As he does in nearly every 

city, he suggests that the historic glory and accomplishments of these places are the contribution of 

every community. 

His observations of contemporary India and Pakistan revolve around the commonalities to be 

found on either side of the border. In Rel kahānī, for instance, Abidi focuses on the influence of 
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corruption in either society. A telling moment of shared sentiment occurs in the first installment of 

Jarnailī saṛak when Abidi reveals that the people of Peshawar and the people of Bengal have been 

making the same claim for ages: 

Once I had completed this entire journey and landed up in Calcutta I went in search of the stone 
that would have been the last stone [mile-marker] on GT road, just as I had in Peshawar. 
Someone had told me that the far end of GT road was located near the Calcutta Botanical 
Garden. I arrived at Calcutta’s Botanical Gardens. There was a man standing there. I asked him, 
“Well, sahib, is it true that GT road comes to an end right here?” He looked at me with surprise 
and said “Ends here? Arre sahib, GT road begins from here.” “Begins here?” How strange. The 
people of Peshawar say the same thing as the people of the Calcutta. These people are happy, 
and so are those.” 

The sense of shared experience is underlined by the many interviews that Abidi includes in the course of 

his program. As he travels, he makes a point of speaking to individuals of all walks of life, allowing them 

to speak directly to the listener. Conversations might include memories of pre-partition Gujaranvala or a 

factory worker’s account of his decision to leave his education early. As the listener travels with Abidi, 

s/he is placed into conversation with both Indians and Pakistanis – a near impossibility for the average 

citizen. At the same time, these recordings remind the reader of the linguistic unity of North India. 

Though the railway takes Abidi through a number of linguistic zones – Balochi, Saraiki, Punjabi, Bengali – 

his interviews are conducted in Hindi/Urdu, speakers of which are always easily found. The accent varies 

considerably, but the interviews posit a powerful reminder of the shared linguistic space of India and 

Pakistan. 

Even amongst the broad range of literature on travel between India and Pakistan, Abidi’s 

accounts are unique for the way they reframe the discourse for talking about the region in the era after 

independence, even as partition seems to remain just beneath the surface. Orienting his travel accounts 

toward “humans” (insān) and the history and culture of the region allows him to avoid the messy politics 

of partition and the implications of nationalism. Though they are studiously a-political in this regard, 

they simultaneously ask the reader to explore the deep historical connections and allow listeners to 
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engage with the everyday in the enemy country and to see its humanity. This harkens back to Ram La’l’s 

comments about the new generation that was eager to know about their counterparts across the border 

but unable to meet them. La’l introduced them through his text, while Abidi does the same through his 

recordings.  

 

Conclusion 

Partition, as an object of literary and historical study, has most commonly been approached 

with the understanding that this was a discrete event. Before the stroke of midnight, August 14th, 1947, 

we are accustomed to speak of a colonial India. After that moment, our conceptual frames shift to read 

a post-colonial world defined by two independent nations, India and Pakistan. Yet the actual course of 

events show that this transition was long and fitful, both at the levels of administrative policy and 

individual relationships. Nor did the these two processes of partitioning move in tandem with one 

another. Even as a tenacious enmity gradually set in between two warring administrations, individuals 

and communities continued to make sense of the division of the country on their own terms. The nation 

and the community often had separate paths and agendas. 

 The travel writing in this chapter reveals the complex process by which people used literature to 

come to terms with the trauma of partition. Their works were part of a life-long struggle to give meaning 

to this senseless event. They are not only a reflection on 1947 or any other individual moment. Yet at 

the same time, these authors are also actively engaging in the very opposite process, an anti-

partitioning. The word partitioning suggests the slow move toward an ultimately pure separation of one 

from another. This dynamic is certainly present in Indo-Pak travel writing, but there is also the 

unmistakable mark of an effort to un-partition India and Pakistan by reuniting communities and working 

against the logic of borders and permits. This push-back is visible in the writing of Khwaja Hasan Nizami, 
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with his immediate claim to the right of free movement or Daryabadi’s effort to continue to guide his 

readers in the new nation. It is also found in Ram La’l’s call for the young generation to extend a bridge 

of peace through the exchange of literature. And it is found in Intizar Husain’s demonstration of the 

ability of shared pasts and passions to create a friendship where one had no previously existed. Indo-Pak 

travel writing is filled with memories of the horrors of 1947, but nearly all accounts end positively, 

confidently asserting that the future would be brighter.  

This chapter restricts its view to the writings of the generation that experienced partition and 

remembered what had existed before it. This was not, however, the end of the Indo-Pak account. This 

category of travel writing continues to be produced. It is common fare in Pakistani newspaper columns, 

and new monographs appear on the market frequently. In recent days, Raza Rumi’s Delhi by Heart, an 

English language travelogue, has received acclaim on both sides of the border for the way he discusses 

his emotional trips to Delhi. This city was unknown to him and yet familiar all at once. His book stands as 

a testament to the ways that the process partitioning, even as it continues to develop in the 21st 

century, can never fully succeed in disentangling the shared cultures of India and Pakistan. In this this, 

Rumi’s book joins with countless others in Urdu that sought to bring reconciliation through travel.  



 

 

 

 

Chapter Six 

 

Conclusion 

 

Āvāragī se k̲h̲ūsh hūṉ maiṉ itnā ki ba’d az marg 
Har z̲arrah merī k̲h̲āk kā hogā havā-parast 

 
I enjoy wandering so much that after my death 

The disintegrated remains of my body will fly with the wind 
- Mirza Rafi’ Sauda 

  

 

The history of Urdu travel writing is arresting both for the extent and pace of its emergence. In 

the year 1850, only a handful of texts existed, while the idea of travel writing as an independent genre 

was still largely inchoate. By the turn of the century, however, the situation had altered completely. 

Dozens of travel accounts were being produced every year in a variety of formats. Books, journals and 

newspapers offered up a smorgasbord of travel accounts. The early twentieth-century reader with itchy 

feet had relatively easy access in her own language to detailed accounts of life in such far-flung 

destinations as Anchorage, Tokyo, Reykjavik, or Kampala. Over the span of just a few decades, travel 

writing had come to redefine the way that Indian readers learned about and interacted with the world 

around them. The pace of this shift only intensified in the twentieth century. With each passing year, 

ever more accounts were published to satiate a rapidly expanding readership as low-priced newspapers 

with wide circulation such as the Paisa ak̲h̲bār of Lahore made it a regular feature in its pages. In an 
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increasingly globalized world rocked by successive world wars and successful decolonization 

movements, the travel account offered the reading public an irresistible means to acquaint themselves 

with places that they could not necessarily visit themselves. Perhaps most astonishingly of all, even 

today, in the age of jet travel, popular interest in Urdu travel writing has not flagged, and the shelves of 

bookstores in Lahore and Karachi remain packed with fresh accounts of lands from Kosovo to the 

Maldives. 

Yet, equally astonishing is how little we know about this story. Until now, we have not had 

access to a clear account of the publishing and production history of Urdu travel writing. This has had an 

impact at a more analytical level, for without access to these original texts, we have only been able to 

make tentative claims regarding the motivations and inspirations that hid behind this exponential 

growth. Why did travel writing suddenly become so popular in the late nineteenth century? What did 

travel writers believe that they were offering to their readers? Providing answers to these questions 

requires that we consult material dispersed in archives throughout the world. One of the greatest 

challenges of writing about the history of travel writing, then, is simply coming to terms with a vast 

amount of material that is not always easy to access. Travel, it seems, is a prerequisite to the study of 

Urdu travel literature. Without a clear understanding of its scale and evolution, any broader argument 

about its place in Urdu literature or South Asian history can only be provisional. For this reason, this 

dissertation has sought to provide the most comprehensive picture so far available of that history. The 

analysis I provide here is the result of research conducted in some forty archives spread out across four 

countries that collectively contain thousands of individual travel accounts.  

Drawing on this fresh archival evidence, I have argued that nineteenth and twentieth century 

Urdu travel writing cultivated a radical new discourse around the idea of travel. This literature is shot 

through with the idea that travel is inherently beneficial for the individual and, by extension, the 
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community. Though their destinations and methods varied, Urdu travel authors proclaimed with near 

unanimity that “travel is the means to victory.” Travel writing, I have argued, was the key site at which 

this discourse was elaborated, rather than simply a mirror reflecting changes occurring elsewhere. Each 

of the chapters in this dissertation have traced out the historical development of this discourse as it was 

refined by successive generations of travelers. Although these authors are separated from one another 

both spatially and temporally, yet they all consistently return to the idea that travel is key to one’s 

personal growth, subjectivity, and social advancement. And further, that by travelling (and writing), one 

may convey this benefit to one’s contemporaries, who are able to travel through the text itself. This 

discourse underlay the expansive growth of this literature in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

In tracing out this intellectual history of travel, I have especially tried to shed light on to 

forgotten corners of South Asian literature. Though most of the material discussed in this dissertation is 

unfamiliar to scholars today, in its time it was both popular and path breaking. The Safarnāma Mungo 

Pārk Ṣāhib kā, for example, was not only one of the first travel accounts to appear in Urdu, it was also 

printed in thousands of copies and distributed to students from Delhi to Dhaka who studied it at school. 

Today, it is entirely unknown. By the same token, though princely travel accounts (as well as the princes 

themselves) have now largely been forgotten, these works were in their own time well-read documents 

of state. Meanwhie, through my study of cross-border accounts I have also tried to direct our attention 

to more recent travel writing, which itself seems to have gone largely unnoticed despite its easy 

availability and enduring popularity.  

Nevertheless, the study of Urdu travel writing is still in its infancy, and the potential for further 

research remains immense. On the one hand, I have only examined the literary history of this genre, 

with my focus principally on the growth of certain ideas that were built up around it. I have not given 

attention to the question of aesthetics or tried to consider those works which might be regarded as the 
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most exemplary of the genre. The work of Mujtaba Husain, Ibn-i Insha, and N. M. Rashid, in particular, 

deserve careful consideration. For this reason, future studies might go beyond this work by giving closer 

examination to the aesthetics of travel writing. Moreover, there is still an overwhelming need for a 

continued consideration of how certain themes, styles and aesthetics developed in this literature over 

time. Three gaps in our knowledge are particularly apparent. The first regards pilgrimage literature, 

particularly that of the hajj, but also writing on journeys to the sacred sites in Iran and Iraq. These 

accounts, often call ḥajjnāme or ziyāratnāme, are a conspicuous presence in Urdu travel literature, and 

indeed, in the history of Urdu prose itself. As I showed in chapter two, some thirty percent of all Urdu 

travel writing is dedicated to the narration of journeys between South Asia and the holy cities of Mecca 

and Medina. A detailed and diachronic study of these accounts has the potential to revolutionize our 

understanding of the relationship between text, mobility and religious practice in colonial South Asia. 

This literature may be broadly divided into two categories. The first includes those works that enabled 

others to perform their own hajjes by functioning as highly individualized guide books. These works are 

equal parts prescriptive and descriptive. In the second are accounts that offered to convey the 

experience of the hajj for those who lacked the ability to go themselves. The amount of material 

available, as well as its importance for the study of Islam in South Asia, is such that it could not be 

adequately address in this dissertation, but might easily become the subject of a dedicated book-length 

study or dissertation.  

The second major lacuna relates to the first half of the twentieth century, or, to put it another 

way, the nationalist period. During this era, intra-South Asian travel writing surged in popularity as a 

means to discover one’s fellow citizen. The rise in travel accounts of “one’s own” country came about 

just as the idea of India as a single nation was beginning to crystallize. It is no coincidence, of course, 

that the leading figure of Indian nationalism, Jawaharlal Nehru, would come to style the account of his 
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own journeys across the country as a Discovery of India (1946). Meanwhile, another set of works based 

around international voyages sought to recast the history of the world from a nationalist perspective. 

The relationship between this literature and the struggle for independence has only begun to be 

studied. The entire period from 1885, when the Indian National Congress was established, to 1947, 

when independence was won, offers the future scholar a wealth of opportunity to enlighten our 

understanding of how narratives of travel have inflected the course of South Asian history.  

The final gap I wish to point to here is also closely intertwined with belonging, identity and the 

past. In the final decades of the nineteenth century, a combination of technological advances brought 

Indian Muslims into closer contact than ever before with their co-religionists in the Middle East and 

beyond. Steamships made possible connections between these two regions, even as the emergence of 

print permitted Indian Muslims to interact with their faith and religious community in complex new 

ways. Combined, these two forces inaugurated new possibilities for negotiating Islamic identity, re-

interpreting the past, and seeking out political alternatives to colonial rule. Under this new constellation 

of subjectivity and technology, Muslim travel writers returned the lands where Islam had once 

flourished and painted a compelling picture of a more glorious Islamic past. A key focal point for this 

historical re-imagination was Andalusia, which had been ruled by Muslims from roughly 711 to 1492. 

Travel to Europe was made easier by the digging of the Suez Canal, allowing increasing numbers of 

Indians the opportunity to travel to, and to write about, Spain. Yet Indian Muslims’ interest in modern 

Spain was limited; their writing focused on historic Andalusia and its Islamic past. A number of major 

works mark this progressive interest, including the Navab Muhammad ‘Umar Ali Khan’s Qand-i Mag̲h̲ribī 

(1897) and Safarnāma-yi Andalus (1928), written by the head of Oriental Studies at Delhi University, Vali 

Muhammad Mir. The latter work, which was assigned as mandatory reading at certain schools in India, 

retraces the path of Andalusia’s conquerors and even goes so far as to refer to Spanish cities by only 
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their Arabic names! Mir suggests that Spain is only beautiful when viewed through the prism of 

nostalgia for the past: “Lailá rā ba-čashm-i Majnūṉ bāyad dīd”1 (Laila must be viewed through the eyes 

of Majnun.) 

Muslim reformers’ interest in Andalusia was manifest in a huge range of works not restricted to 

travel. Hali versified these past glories in his Musaddas, Muhammad Sadiq Siddiqi narrated them in his 

novel Andalus ke do čānd, while Syed Ameer Ali argued for its superiority over Christian culture in his 

magnum opus The Spirit of Islam. The most powerful and lasting invocation of Muslim Spain, however, 

was the travel poem written by Muhammad Iqbal. Although Iqbal did not publish a prose account of his 

journeys to Europe, he did leave behind a number of electric poems that lamented the loss of Muslim 

sovereignty in Spain and Italy, drawing comparisons with the situation in India. For Iqbal, the mosque at 

Cordoba stood as a timeless reminder of those great Arabs whose piety and accomplishments were such 

that their architectural legacy elevated Andalusia to the same level as that of Mecca itself: 

Ka’ba-yi arbāb-i fann, sitv̤at-i dīn-i mubīṉ 
tujh se ḥaram martabat andalusiyoṉ kī zamīṉ2 

 
 Oh, Kaaba of the lovers of art, majesty of the clear religion  
  You bring the land of the Andalusians to the station of the holy precinct 

The aesthetic force of Iqbal’s poetry sought to bring the past to life for South Asia’s Muslims, and 

through his depictions to call them to return to the virtues and values of their forefathers. His travel 

poems lament all that had been lost, even as they called for Islam to awaken from its deep reverie: 

Maiṉ terā toḥfa sū-e Hindustāṉ le jā’ungā  
k̲h̲ud yahāṉ rotā hūṉ, auroṉ ko vahāṉ rulā’ungā3 

 

                                                           

1
 Valī Muḥammad Mīr, Safarnāma-yi Andalus (Laḵẖnaʾū: Nāmī Pres, 1928), 22. 

2
 Muḥammad Iqbāl, Masjid-i Qurta̤ba.  

3
 Muḥammad Iqbāl, Ṣiqaliya. 
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 I will take your gift to the land of India  
  I shed tears here, but I will make others cry there 

As did so many others of his generation, Iqbal argued that this past demonstrated the greater 

civilizational achievements of Islam over those of Christian Europe and pointed the way toward an 

Islamically-inspired model for future growth.4 Though Iqbal was the most successful at conveying this 

sentiment, he was neither the first nor the last to seek out alternative futures by traveling through the 

past. The archive of Urdu travel writing is filled with visitors to Spain and the other historic lands of Islam 

who re-imagined the past of these territories in light of contemporary events, albeit not always as 

elegantly as Iqbal. This material, which awaits closer study, will help shed new light on the many ways 

that travel could be conceptualized as an means to inspire social and religious reform and communal 

improvement.  

 However, possibilities for the study of travel writing in South Asia are in no way limited to Urdu 

itself. The argument that I pursue in this dissertation is equally applicable to traditions of travel writing 

in a number of other languages, including particularly Gujarati and Bengali. Indeed, the trajectory of 

travel writing’s growth in those languages is nearly identical to that of Urdu. These genres, typically 

called pravāsa in Gujarati or bhramana brittānta in Bengali, are likewise imbued with the ideal of 

purposeful travel for personal and communal improvement. Of course, the sources of legitimacy for 

these discourses, as well as the aesthetics that undergirded their expression, could vary immensely from 

those of Urdu. Nevertless, Urdu is not unique amongst the literatures of South Asia in its advocacy of the 

idea that travel is beneficial for its own sake. It is unfortunate, then, that travel writing remains even less 

examined in these languages than it does in Urdu. This is all the more unfortunate given the extent to 

which texts were able to transit linguistic frontiers through translation. Moreover, readers were often 

                                                           

4
 Annemarie Schimmel, Islam in the Indian Subcontinent (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1980), 205. 
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fluent in multiple languages, which allowed for a high degree of exchange and intertextuality between 

India’s various linguistic traditions. Yet, because no detailed study in any of these languages yet exists, 

the possibilities for comparative study are as yet unrealized, while our research remain largely limited by 

artificial linguistic boundaries. It is my hope that this dissertation will help to bring about similar efforts 

on travel writing in these languages, as well as in those which developed later, including Marathi, Tamil, 

and Hindi.  

With so many unexplored texts, narratives and itineraries, the journey toward a full 

understanding of travel’s conceptual place in the history of modern South Asia is only in its first stages. 

In this dissertation, I hope to have pointed to the many possibilities that a sustained examination holds 

for us to expand our understanding of South Asia’s literatures and forms of knowledge. As I showed in 

chapter five, this is not only a historical question, but one that has bearing on the continued production 

of literature in both Pakistan and India, where the enduring popularity of this genre shows little sign of 

abating even in the age of the internet. For this reason, it is only fitting to conclude with a gesture 

toward the limitless potential that remains open to those who seek to enter this wilderness of 

possibilities: 

Hai kahāṉ tamannā kā dūsrā qadam yā rabb 
 Ham ne dasht-i imkāṉ ko ek naqsh-i pā pāyā 
 
Where is the second step of desire, oh lord 
 I found the desert of possibility to be but a single footprint (Mirza Ghalib) 
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