Don't jigger history

 

Cutting edge


I Hassan
Recently there was a news item that the name of the state of Assam in India had been changed by the minister of the state government. The new name did not appear to be much different. The reason for change was that because the British had invented the name which was just changed mainly because they could not pronounce Assam seemed in plausible. Assam as such did not exist before they came. It was demarcated by the British and separated from Bengal.

This move to change names of places both in India and Pakistan is unacceptable and wrong. In both the countries most of these names came into being during the British period. Why is this so difficult to fathom for it cannot be that these names were given by conquerors/occupiers because for thousands of years the sub-continent was conquered and/or occupied by various invaders, including the Mughals. The names of towns and cities given by such conquerors stand intact to this day. The prime example is Fatehpur Sikri built by Akbar the great but never occupied or lived in and yet it stands there in all its glory.

I shall take up the changes of names in Pakistan later. For the present I start with the changes of names in India.

The main lamentable objection to such changes is that it jiggers history. Start with Bombay. It has been altered to Mumbai. The original name, Bombay, spells out the early arrival of a maritime power in India. This spelled out the advent of three maritime powers in India. Bombay was Portuguese. It was given as a wedding present to the British sovereign in early 1600, which was the advent of the rise of British power in India. By changing the name into Marathi and altering it to sound like the English name is to play ducks and drakes with history.

Before going on to the change of names of Madras and Calcutta, it is necessary then to remind you that it was for the first time in the long history of India that a conquest and occupation had taken place from the south by sea. All through Indian history, conquerors had come from the northwest through the Khyber Pass. The new occupier, understood this and wanted to strengthen and protect the three routes of conquest, viz. the Eastern and Western ghats and Bengal.

They having occupied there, strengthened them by giving them pre-eminent positions as presidencies. In each of them they established a new city which became the capital of the presidency. In the case of Madras, not only was the new port given that name but the whole of the province comprising Tamil Nadu, Uttra Pradesh and Mandatika was bundled into one and called the Madras presidency.

As far as I am aware two places exist the names of which have not been changed. One of these places is Madras. There is a long history regarding its origins, for it was entirely a British creation. And then there is Calcutta, or shall we say there was Calcutta for it has now been metamorphosed into Kolkota. Not even a single habitation exited here before the British occupied Bengal and established their capital in the place they now chose to call Kolkota or some such. That capital became the capital of the whole of British India till 1912.

There is an apocryphal story linked to this, that an Englishman stood at the place where Calcutta was demarcated. A local passed by with a bundle of fire wood on his back. The Englishman asked the local what place it was where they stood. The local didn't understand what the Englishman said, and thought that he was being asked where he had got the fire wood from. He is alleged to have replied "Kol Catta" meaning cut yesterday!

The same problem has arisen in Pakistan. Whilst I don't hold a candle for the British as I do not for the Mughals, both being occupiers of our country, they established railways, telegraph and canals in what is now Pakistan. Having acknowledged that, I object to the jiggering with history especially with the change of Lyallpur's name to Faisalabad. I was born in Lyallpur. The name attributed the coming of canals to a whole tract of land west of Lahore.

A neat little planned town with a clock town in the middle from which emanated of spokes as bazaar. Today it is no longer that beautiful town but a mega city too terrible to behold. I am required to mention that I was born in Faisalabad. This is not true. King Faisal of Saudi Arabia had nothing to do with it. This is a prevarication, since Alfred Lyall was the governor of the Punjab at the time and this city was named after him.

I acknowledge that. I have been to Canterbury cathedral in England where the founder lies buried. I have stood at his grave and saluted him. A descendent of his is the British High Commissioner (ambassador) here. I welcome him and salute him. I shall remember of when Lyall was.
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