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An Addendum on Waz’dārī
In my article, “Individualism within Conformity: A brief history of waz’dārī in Delhi and Lucknow” (IE&SHR, 48:1, Jan.–Mar. 2011), I stated my inability to find published information on the bāNke of Delhi and Lucknow, and that Abdul Halim Sharar seemed not quite to approve of them, just as he had a doubtful opinion of waz’dārī itself. Recently, thanks to a most useful index of Sharar’s journal, Dilgudāz,
 and the reprint of many of his essays in several new selections, I was able to access an essay on the subject by Sharar himself. Entitled “Hindustān ke BāNke (“The bāNke of India”), it appeared in the September 1914 issue of Dilgudāz.
 While it does not contradict my conclusions, it does provide much anecdotal information about that group of idiosyncratic men-of-arms, including an eyewitness account by the author. 

Sharar, it appears, admired the bāNke as much as he disapproved of them. His article is in reality the prolegomenon to a short series of articles entitled: “Yorap ke BāNke (Nā’it Templarz)” (“The bāNke of Europe: Knights Templar”). He calls the Templars “the older brothers” (baRe bhā’ī) of the Indian bāNke, while briefly referring to the latter as “hamāre qaumi sipāhī” (“our national soldiers”). His is a fascinating relationship to both. Despite their role in the Crusades, Sharar bemoans the tragic persecution and end of the Templars, for they, in his admiring view, had come to reject the concepts of Cross and Trinity under the influence of Islam. On the other hand, while admiring the bāNke of India for their valour, consistency, and civility, he disapproves of their extreme idiosyncrasy that did not allow them to coalesce into an organized group of national soldiers for the cause of their country.
Because of its historical value, it may be useful to present here a summary translation of the eyewitness account in Sharar’s essay: 

We would like to present to our readers the picture of a bāNke sāhib whom we were fortunate to see with our own eyes at Matiyra Burj (Calcutta) in our childhood. It was some 13 or 14 years after the Mutiny. The gentleman was one of the excellent remnants of the Shahi days, and had took part in many a battle during 1857. After the British regained power, he threw away his weapons and went into hiding, eventually turning up at Matiya Burj to seek shelter for his remaining years with King Wajid Ali Shah. His name was Chhote Khan.  

Chhote Khan’s weapons were gone but his external appearance had not changed. A tall and slim person, he had a neatly shaved strip across his head, front to back, and while the hair on one side were kept long the hair on the other side were short. In both cases, the hair spilled out of his cap or turban. He had spiked mustaches and a beard that swept upward on both cheeks. He wore wide, multi-sectioned (kaliyoNdār) pajamas and an angarkha that was very tight in the chest but went loose and low below. He always had a rūmāl, folded into a triangle, spread across his shoulders in the back, while in one hand he always carried a hand-fan. On his feet he wore only the khurdnoka shoes of Lucknow. But in all this the most prominent evidence of his uniqueness was the fact that everything on his body was made of chintz, and of that too of identical design. Even the fan in his hand would be of the same chintz, as would be an extra covering on his shoes. We cannot say if that was how all bāNke appeared in that manner when they went out; perhaps it was just the special waz’ of that gentleman.

He kept those looks in Matiya Burj, and drew glances, laughter and pointed remarks wherever he went. But now it was angrezī; he dared not hit back at those who laughed. He would lower his eyes and walk on silently. However, in any gathering inside, he would sit and talk as if he was paramount. 

When he presented himself before King Wajid Ali Shah, the King said, “Bha’i Chhote Khan, times have changed. I’m not who I was, and neither are you. And so, just as my waz’ has changed so must you change yours. Chhote Khan replied, “Lord and Master, I have only a few years left; let them be spent in that same waz’. The King said, “No, I entreat you. Change your waz’, and consider the past as ended.” He then gestured to a servant, who stepped forward and placed a fine shawl across Chhote Khan’s shoulders. Now that he was compelled to wear something of a different design, Chhote Khan saluted the King in gratitude and returned home. From that day onward, he wore only white clothes when he went outside. He died in Matiya Burj a few years later, and in my consideration the old bāNke became extinct, not with his death but with the change of his waz’. 
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