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Introduction

Lahore is not just a city; it is Pakistan’s beating heart, a living canvas where ancient
traditions meet the restless pulse of contemporary life. Known as the cultural capital of
Pakistan, Lahore embodies a rich tapestry of stories—each thread woven from its
remarkable history, sumptuous cuisine, evocative art, and the vibrant, resilient spirit
of its people. To walk in Lahore is to step into a world where echoes of Mughal
emperors linger amid the calls of street vendors, and where every alley unfolds a new
sensory adventure.

Surrounded by the grandeur of Mughal-era monuments and gardens, the city’s streets
tell stories that stretch back over a millennium. Here, the Lahore Fort stands as a
sentinel overlooking the centuries, while the call to prayer rings out from the Badshahi
Mosque—both testaments to a legacy of architecture and faith. Beyond these famed
icons, Lahore’s colonial boulevards and Sikh-era havelis add layers to its complex
historical narrative, making each stone and arch both a relic and a living testament.

Yet Lahore’s magic is not confined to its past. The Walled City buzzes with artisans
practicing crafts handed down through generations, while contemporary art galleries
brim with innovation and youthful energy. Literature and poetry thrive in the city’s
teahouses and universities, and the sounds of music—from soulful gawwali at Sufi
shrines to the latest pop anthem—define Lahore’s unique rhythm. The spirit of the city
is found just as much in everyday dialogue and shared plates as it is in grand festivals
or renowned museums.

Perhaps nowhere is Lahore’s character more profoundly felt than at the table.
Hospitality is a deeply rooted tradition here—a meal is an invitation into story and
kinship. From sunrise halwa puri breakfasts in crowded bazaar lanes to the tantalizing
aromas of chargha sizzling on Anarkali’s food street, Lahore’s culinary landscape is a
feast for the senses. It is a place where food history, family ritual, and creative
reinvention coalesce in every bite, making the city an essential pilgrimage for lovers of
taste and tradition.

But Lahore is more than the sum of its monuments, melodies, and meals—it is defined
by its people: the women forging new spaces in art and society, the entrepreneurs
reinventing commerce, the guardians of its Sufi heritage, and the communities whose
stories often go untold. The city’s neighborhoods, from the historic alleys of Androon
Shehr to the modern boulevards of Gulberg, map not only its geography but a story of
resilience, inclusivity, and hope.

Threads of Lahore invites you to journey through the city’s layered histories, its
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dynamic present, and its hidden stories. Whether you are planning a visit, tracing
ancestral roots, or simply seeking to understand the soul of Pakistan’s cultural heart,
this book is a guided immersion into Lahore’s singular energy. It offers not just facts
and sights, but personal encounters, vivid descriptions, and practical tips, letting you
experience the joy, complexity, and beauty that define this unforgettable city.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Legendary Origins of Lahore

Lahore, a city pulsating with life and layered with history, holds an origin story as
intricate and captivating as its bustling bazaars. While no definitive historical record
precisely pinpoints its genesis, lore and archaeological whispers suggest a lineage
stretching back millennia. It is a city that seems to have always been, continuously
adapting and redefining itself through the ebb and flow of empires and eras.

One of the most enduring and widely circulated legends attributes the founding of
Lahore to Lava, or Loh, one of the twin sons of the revered Hindu deity Rama and his
wife Sita, figures central to the ancient Hindu epic, the Ramayana. According to this
tradition, Lava established "Lohawar" or "Lavapuri," giving the city its ancient name.
His twin brother, Kusha, is said to have founded the nearby city of Kasur. This
foundational myth is even given a tangible anchor within the Lahore Fort, where a
vacant temple is dedicated to Lava. While the Ramayana is believed to have been
composed between 200 BCE and a few hundred years earlier, some historians suggest
the city's origins could date as far back as 4000 years ago.

Beyond mythology, historical texts offer glimpses into Lahore's early existence. The
Greek geographer Ptolemy, in his 2nd-century CE work "Geographia," mentions a city
called "Labokla" situated near the Ravi and Chenab rivers. Scholars have often
identified this "Labokla" as ancient Lahore, providing an early documented reference
to a settlement in the region. Later, in the 7th century CE, the notable Chinese
Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang provided a detailed description of a large and thriving,
albeit unnamed, city that many believe to have been Lahore during his travels through
the area.

The first known document to explicitly mention Lahore by name is the "Hudud
al-'Alam" ("The Regions of the World"), an anonymous Persian manuscript written in
982 CE. This valuable text describes Lahore as a town boasting "impressive temples,
large markets and huge orchards." It further notes "two major markets around which
dwellings exist" and "mud walls that enclose these two dwellings to make it one,"
painting a picture of a burgeoning urban center. This original document is held in the
British Museum.

Archaeological explorations have also shed light on Lahore's ancient roots. Carbon
dating of artifacts discovered within the Lahore Fort suggests that settlements in the
area may have existed as far back as 2000 BCE. Further analysis of a 52-foot deep
sample taken from inside the Lahore Fort in 1959 revealed three distinct layers of
dwellings, with the lowest layer, found at approximately 45 feet, indicating a
3,000-year-old habitation. This aligns with the theory that the earliest settlements of
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Lahore began where the modern citadel now stands.

Before the significant Muslim conquests, Lahore was primarily under Hindu rule. The
Hindu Shahi dynasty, which flourished between 843 CE and 1026 CE, gained
prominence in the region, extending their influence up to the Sutlej River in Punjab.
Lahore emerged as a fortified city and a crucial center of trade and governance under
the Hindu Shabhis. It even served as the capital of Punjab under Raja Anandapala, who
moved his capital to Lahore. The Hindu Shahi rulers, including Jayapala and his son
Anandapala, fiercely resisted the encroaching Ghaznavid Empire, though ultimately
unsuccessfully.

The 11th century marked a pivotal shift in Lahore's history with the arrival of Muslim
rule. Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni conquered Lahore between 1020 and 1027 CE. While
some accounts suggest the city was "torched and depopulated" during this conquest,
Mahmud appointed Malik Ayaz as its governor in 1021 CE, who is often credited with
rebuilding and repopulating the city. Ayaz is also said to have erected city walls and a
masonry fort between 1037 and 1040 CE on the ruins of a previous one, essentially
laying the foundations for the Lahore Fort seen today. Under Ayaz, Lahore began to
thrive as a cultural and academic center.

In 1152 CE, Lahore was formally designated as the eastern capital of the Ghaznavid
Empire under Khusrau Shah, and by 1163 CE, after the fall of Ghazni, it became the
sole capital. During this period, Lahore transformed into a significant hub for Islamic
culture and education, attracting poets and scholars from distant lands like Turkestan,
Khorasan, Persia, and Mesopotamia. It became renowned for its Persian poetry, even
boasting more Persian poets than cities in Persia or Khorasan. The Ghaznavid era
marked a period where Lahore "fully bloomed," and its people were known for their
open-hearted acceptance of foreigners.

Following the decline of the Ghaznavids, Lahore came under the control of the Ghurid
Empire, and then became an important establishment of the Mamluk dynasty of the
Delhi Sultanate in 1206 CE. Qutb ud-Din Aibak, the first Muslim Sultan of South Asia,
was crowned in Lahore in 1206 CE, signifying the beginning of a prolonged period of
Muslim rule in the region. However, the city's early medieval history was far from
stable. It was briefly captured by the Khwarazmian sultan Jalal al-Din Mangburni in
1223 CE after he fled Genghis Khan's invasion of his realm, and later recaptured by
[ltutmish's army in 1228 CE.

Lahore also endured the turbulent incursions of the Mongols throughout the 13th and
14th centuries. It was sacked by a Mongol army in 1241 CE, and repeatedly attacked
until 1398 CE, when it fell under the control of the Turkic conqueror Timur. However,
by this time, Lahore was no longer as wealthy, and Timur chose not to loot it. The city
briefly revived under the Tughluq dynasty between 1320 and 1325 CE, only to be
sacked again in 1329 CE by Tarmashirin of the Chagatai Khanate, and later by the
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Mongol chief Hulechu. The Khokhar tribe also seized Lahore in 1342 CE and again in
1394 CE, illustrating the city's vulnerable position on ancient trade and invasion
routes.

Despite these periodic devastations and shifts in power, Lahore continued to persist
and rebuild, a testament to its strategic location and enduring significance. These
early centuries, though often fragmented in their historical accounts, laid the
groundwork for the city's future grandeur. Each invasion, each new dynasty, brought
with it new influences and new layers to Lahore's rich cultural tapestry, setting the
stage for the more well-documented eras that would follow. The legends and sparse
historical records of its origins speak to a city deeply rooted in time, a place of
continuous human endeavor and resilient spirit.
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