
Topi 

Salim had just come before the mehfil was supposed to start. He was always on time. He hated to 

walk in midway. The extravagance of his chikan topi was countered by the plain, sleek black 

achkan that he wore. His itar was distinct. A new one today. He was in a rather jolly mood. After 

a long time he had composed a nazm that he was actually proud of. He deserved to treat himself 

to this mehfil. The musicians were all in place. It was now time for Shamshad jaan to come for 

her performance. It began with a beautiful thumri based on Raag Kafi. Even though it was Bahar 

that was playing in Salim’s head for the last two months, the catchy tunes of this Kafi rendition 

broke that monotony. Salim would do this often. He’d listen to a Raag for weeks and months and 

then never listen to it again. He’d even avoid listening to it to a point that his friends would find 

him annoying. But years later, when he’d get a whiff of that Raag from somewhere, he’d be 

transported back to that particular phase in time. He nurtured his nostalgia that way. And he’d do 

the same with his itar. A particular tune and perfume for a particular period of time. He almost 

had built a library of memories of sorts. Whenever he’d want to feel nostalgic about a particular 

time in his life, he’d go back to the itar and the Raag it was associated with.  This Kafi was 

taking him back to the winter from last to last year. He started missing the itar from that time. 

But the mehfil was filled with like-minded enthusiasts. Of course, there were philistines who 

nodded at the wrong interludes, but they never bothered Salim much. What bothered him was a 

gora who he had seen at a mehfil a few weeks ago. It was shockingly absurd. How these goras 

would interfere into their daily lives in Lucknow was annoying already. They had strange habits, 

unhealthy curiosity, rude enthusiasm, coupled with utter philistinism. And those hideous, loud 

red jackets. To make things worse, some of them would act patronising. They were sucking the 

life out of their poor Nawab. But Shuja ud daulah was no idiot. Yet, despite his wisdom, he 

favoured these goras so much! Of course, he fought against them and lost. More than once, but 

he tried. These goras wanted everything. Food, land, service, money. Their absolute obsession 

with money. Disgusting.   The mehfil ended with a powerful performance. On his way back, he 

was too obsessed with the Kafi tune playing in his head to notice anything else. He was happy 

about the memory he had created. Thank God none of the goras tainted it. That’s when he heard 

a faint voice calling from the back. This tall man was holding something in his hand, walking 

towards him hurriedly. What did he want now? He came closer into the light. It was a gora! He 

handed Salim his chikan topi which he’d dropped on the way. 

 

P.S.: An imaginary account of an imaginary character from Shuja-ud-Daulah’s 18th century 

Lucknow. 


