
A sequence of  events nearly 45 years ago brought 
my wife Susie, our 1925 40-hp Lanchester and me 
to Lucknow last year. There we discovered the most 
magnificent clock in Asia and probably the second 
most important public clock in the world after Big Ben 
in London’s Westminster.

So to start at the beginning of  that sequence of  events, 
we must go back to the early 1970s. A television series 
on our newly-acquired colour set with its tiny, ten-inch  
screen followed the plight of  the Maharaja class in India,  
barely a generation since Independence. One episode 
remains vividly in my imagination, that of  a visit from 
the quintessentially English journalist Alan Whicker 
to a royal palace in Alwar, Rajasthan. The Maharani, 
known by the pet name of  Kitten, was in purdah and 
therefore was unable to receive Whicker in her home, 
so their interview was conducted instead in a truly huge  
Lanchester motorcar, referred to in the book Freedom 
at Midnight by Dominique Lapierre and Larry Collins 
as “the most extraordinary princely vehicle in India... 
styled to the bizarre design of  the Maharaja of  Alwar. 
It was gold-plated inside and out. The chauffeur, 

manipulating a steering wheel in sculptured ivory, 
reposed on gold-brocaded cushion. Behind him, the 
body of  the car was a perfectly reproduced replica of  
the coronation coach of  the kings of  England. By some 
mechanical miracle its engine was still able to hurl that 
mighty vehicle along the road at 70 mph.’’

Many years later with our own Lanchester, bought 
and refurbished as a result of  that ‘Alwar car’, with the 
intention of  driving into nostalgia down pioneering 
roads and across deserts, we came upon the fabulous 
palace of  Umaid Bhawan built for the Maharaja of  
Jodhpur by the celebrated English architect Henry 
Vaughan Lanchester. He was elder brother to the other 
three Lanchesters – Frederick, George and Francis –  
who were responsible for England’s first motorcar  
and that fabled car of  Alwar. He was from a family  
of  towering geniuses. A little, sketchy conversation in  
Umaid Bhawan revealed that Henry Vaughan Lanchester  
had also built both the government house Vidhan Sabha,  
and also the Post Office in the city of  Lucknow,  
and so it was to Lucknow we went.

o p p o s i t e   The Umaid Bhawan Palace  
in Jodhpur, the art-deco masterpiece  
built by Henry Vaughan Lanchester c.1925,  
and the 1925 40-hp tourer made 
by his brother George Herbert Lanchester, 
and driven on a recent tour of India 
by Susan and Peter Noble

1922 40-hp Lanchester  
styled for the Maharaja of Alwar  
(factory photo before shipping)

Susan and Peter Noble, vintage car connoisseurs living in London,  

follow their love for the princely Rolls-Royce Lanchester  

all the way to India and Lucknow in their very own Lanchester,  

bought as a result of their encounter with the Maharaja of Alwar’s  

grand Lanchester. They visit the Hussainabad clocktower  

and embark on a journey of discovery

The view from the window 
                       of a classic car

A Tale of

Two Clocks...
and

Two Vintage Cars

r e g a l  d r i v e

Photographs  Susan and Peter Noble
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Bhagwati Pant, manager of  the Vivanta by Taj in 
Lucknow, made nice arrangements for us to see the 
splendours of  Lucknow, including the two works 
by H.V. Lanchester and the ruins of  the Residency, 
but anti-terrorist laws prohibited our photographing 
Vidhan Sabha, let alone stopping to visit it! The Post 
Office though is considered the most beautiful in the 
world with its art-deco design and happily, is in full 
use today. Adjacent to the Roomi Darwaza which is 
probably the most beautiful gateway in all of  India, 
we saw standing in its own parkland the Hussainabad 
Ghanta Ghar, a breathtaking clocktower of  pure and 
simple design.

Circa 1832, the Nawab Mohammad Ali Shah,  
third and last king of  Avadh, left `300,000 (a substantial 
amount of  money at that time), in the Hussainabad 
Endowment for the upkeep and betterment of  the many  
historic and architecturally unique buildings and 
monuments in India’s most beautiful city of  Lucknow. 
But with the interruptions of  famine and war, a clocktower  
for the local citizens was only finally erected in the 
early 1880s.

Big Ben in London’s Westminster was made by Dent 
of The Strand and another celebrated clockmaker, their 
major competitor, was Benson of Ludgate Hill. Benson 
was chosen to make the turret clock movement for the 
Hussainabad clocktower. Thorough built-up testing  
of  the movement and assemblage of  all working parts –  
pendulum, dial, hands, illumination, weights, bells and 
hammers were carried out in London before shipment 
to Kolkata for onward shipment up the Gomti river  
to Lucknow. It was indeed Benson’s magnum opus,  
so much so that their advertising proudly proclaimed 
‘Makers of  the Great Clock of  Lucknow’. The Bara Imambara

Hussainabad Ghanta Ghar 

Where does this clock stand in the pecking 

order of the world’s greatest and most interesting  

public clocks, you may correctly wonder?  

Well, it is probably second only to Big Ben  

in London’s Westminster! 

With an accuracy of  well under two minutes a 
month from its 14ft-long, temperature-compensated 
pendulum and deadbeat escapement, the turret clock 
was housed in a tower of  Moorish design, similar to 
the 12th-century Koutoubia mosque in Marrakech. 
Standing 235 ft above the Gomti river, it was the pride 
of  Lucknow, chiming the hours and quarters for all 
to admire and providing an accuracy of  timekeeping 
unrivalled in Asia.

Around 40 years ago it stopped ticking and because it  
was dysfunctional, half-hearted attempts by local clock  
repairers resulted in a pernicious form of  vandalism and 
theft, leaving little of  the clock’s mechanism to remain. 
The local government now thought to replace the 
wrecked and pillaged clockwork masterpiece with an  
inexpensive electronic version, but, fortunately for India, 
two local professionals thought better. These extraordinary 
Lucknowites, merchant navy Captain P. Chauhan and 
mechanical engineer Akhilesh Agarwal, were able to 
persuade the government that the original clockwork 
should and could be reconstructed. More importantly 
that they could do it, though freely admitting their lack 
of  experience horologically.

Further, they would do it on the condition that they  
were allowed to complete the reconstruction unhindered; 
they would offer their services voluntarily. Giving a fairly 
low estimate as to the materials and work to be carried 
out by third-party machinists, they had underestimated 
the task ahead. Nonetheless they achieved what no man  
thought possible, not only in the remanufacture of  
the missing clockwork but also the restoration of  the 
wooden platforms and staircases within the tower.  
The movement had been raided for its bronze gear wheels  
and several of  the solid copper hands measuring some 
8 ft in length had been stolen. Mercifully the cluster 
of  five bells, massive and of  an intrinsically valuable 

Around 40 years ago it stopped ticking.  

Two extraordinary Lucknowites persuaded  

the government that the original clockwork  

should be reconstructed.  

They achieved what no man thought possible,  

not only in the remanufacture  

of the missing clockwork but also the restoration  

of the wooden platforms and staircases  

within the Hussainabad clocktower
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bronze bell metal, one weighing over a ton, was intact 
as was the 14-ft long, 3-cwt, 2-seconds pendulum.  
The beautiful Belgian opal glass for the 4-x-18 ft 
diameter dials had been broken in many of  its panes 
and the main entry door to the tower had rotted beyond  
repair and was in total dereliction, with a little help 
from burglars. Nor were these the only items requiring 
restoration: an entire balcony, of  which there were four,  
had crashed to the ground in pieces. Overcoming all  
of  these obstacles, the heroic duo redesigned and remade  
from scratch that wonderful historic train of  gears 
which horologists call the movement. This they did 
including the heart of  any clockwork – that precision 
escapement consisting of  escapement wheel and pallets,  
without which any clock would be unworkable. 
Moreover they sourced the materials and craftsmen 
locally, getting all items manufactured in Lucknow.  
Far from being a James Benson-London movement, it is  
now, perhaps, a Chauhan-Agarwal Lucknow movement. 

Where does this clock stand in the pecking order 
of  the world’s greatest and most interesting public 
clocks, you may correctly wonder? Well, it is probably 
second only to Big Ben! It is certainly the single most 

important clock on the Indian subcontinent and probably 
the most important clock in Asia. Whatever its claim 
to fame, none will argue its stand-alone, majestic beauty, 
towering as it does over a park within a stone’s throw 
of  the Gomti river, sitting between a palace and the 
Roomi Darwaza which gives access to the spellbinding 
architecture of  the Imambara.

The mythical beast acting as weathervane atop the 
clocktower has its eyrie 235 ft above the river and looks 
down upon the two Imambaras (the Bara and Chota), 
the Roomi Gate, and the red brick palace (now the  
Hussainabad art gallery) next to a tank with water so  
viscous that one cannot imagine the royal ladies bathing 
anywhere near it, though this was its purpose. A huge 
convulsion of  its glutinous surface did impress me that 
a big beast of  a fish lives there happily though!

From the belfry balcony, the Residency ruins can be  
seen, as can, on a clear day, the Le Martiniere. This was  
the former residence of  a soldier of  fortune, Monsieur 
Martin, who commissioned lion sculptures standing 
guard from the battlements, throwing flames from their  
eyes and mouths through a mechanism of  gas and jets, 
originally thought to ward off  the wild beasts that 
would come up from the marshland of  the Gomti 
during dusk.

Facing south, one can easily see the Bara Imambara 
to the east and the Chota Imambara to the west when  
viewed from above the belfry on the balcony of   
the clocktower. Facing north, one sees equally the view  
along the Gomti with its flood plains of  lush meadows,  
as yet unbuilt upon.

Closing your eyes and with a little imagination,  
the Iron Bridge, the Stone Bridge and the Bridge of  Boats,  
redolent of  the 1858 war, loom into view, as does the 
river traffic: berthed on, and plying the Gomti where  
a multitude of  craft, merchant and naval, bringing their  
trade and orders from as far away as Kolkata, the then 
capital of  British India. But none was so exotic as  
the royal ship fashioned in the style of  a giant fish 
with gilded scales. 

a b o v e  t o p   The Roomi Darwaza.  
a b o v e   The royal ladies’ bathing pool 
next to the Hussainabad Art Museum.
o p p o s i t e  t o p   Chutter Munzil, the Queen’s Palace.
m i d d l e   The British Residency.
b o t t o m   The royal fish-shaped boat with gilded scales

The water in the bathing tank was so viscous  

that one cannot imagine the royal ladies bathing 

anywhere near it, though this was its purpose.  

A huge convulsion of its glutinous surface  

did impress me that a big beast  

of a fish lives there happily though!
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The New York Times reporter Russell in 1858 was 
so impressed with Lucknow that he described it as 
the most beautiful city he had ever seen, comparing it 
more favourably to Paris, Rome, Constantinople  
and London; a city of  dazzling colour and truly dreaming  
spires, a city lush with gardens, orchards, trees and 
farmland. Parks and public places were in abundance 
and one of  the most beautiful bridges, the Iron Bridge, 
was a latticework of  the new-fangled ‘cast iron’, assembled  
from its prefabricated sections and able to carry heavy 
loads; very sadly, this bridge was removed in the 1960s 
and sold for approximately £60.00 as scrap value!

Both Imambaras are accessed by grand gates which 
hark back to a time of  animal transport, each having 
a lancet gateway suitable for elephants with howdahs. 
The Roomi Darwaza, in itself  one of  the architectural 
splendours of  Lucknow, has the most florid and 
intricate stucco work on its southern face, whilst on 
the north side there are galleries and rooms, towers and 
minarets, with lesser supporting buildings on its flanks. 
It has its name as a corruption of  Rome, though, 
perhaps more correctly, it had been called the Turkish 
Gate as it gains its inspiration from the Sublime Porte 
Constantinople. Having passed through this gateway, 

one is immediately upon the Great Imambara or Shia  
meeting hall and struck by its grandeur and its opulence, 
with its vast walled space set with fountains and serried 
steps leading to the majestic Asfi mosque. 

Our erudite guide said that when Ali, third grandson 
of  the prophet Mohammad, was poisoned in battle, 
his dying body gave off  a green cloud. This reminds 
me of  the Agatha Christie novel Dumb Witness when two  
locals saw a luminous green haze coming with the dying  
victim’s breath causing a phosphorescent aura; the cause 
of  that poisoning was given as arsenic! So, apparently 
fittingly for Ali, the Imambara commemorates this with 
a copper green wash to all of  its vast halls.

There is so much to the City of  the Nawabs that 
our two very brief  visits have excited us for a return.

The Bara Imambara – entrance 

a b o v e  t o p   Le Martiniere.  
a b o v e   Iron Bridge from the left of the Gomti, 
now sadly replaced with a concrete bridge

Facing south, one can easily see the Bara Imambara    

to the east and the Chota Imambara to the west 

when viewed from above the belfry on the balcony 

of the clocktower. Facing north, one sees equally 

the view along the Gomti with its floodplains  

of lush meadows, as yet unbuilt upon

The New York Times reporter Russell  

in 1858 was so impressed with Lucknow  

that he described it as the most beautiful city  

he had ever seen, comparing it more favourably  

to Paris, Rome, Constantinople and London;  

a city of dazzling colour and truly dreaming spires 
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The Lanchester brothers, Henry Vaughan (architect), 
Frederick William (aeronautical and motor engineer) 
George Herbert (motor engineer) and Francis or 
‘Frank’ (banker and sales director), came from a large 
family of  middle-class English stock.

Henry Vaughan became an architect following in his  
father’s footsteps and built palaces, town halls and post 
offices, and designed cities no less for New Delhi,  
Chennai and Zanzibar. His education was in the stream 
of  Greek and Roman architecture backed with a full 
study of  Angkor Wat, making him a very suitable 
architect for the Indo-Saracenic art-deco style emerging  
in 1920’s India. In fact he probably should have been 
the architect for New Delhi; his plans were submitted 
very early whilst his competitors were still working on 
theirs, and his plans were much more suitable for India 
than those of  his competitors, though they certainly 
were more expensive and grand. One can see in a quick  
comparison with the plans of  Umaid Bhawan what 
Viceroy House may well have looked like today had 
H.V.L’s proposal for New Delhi been accepted. His 
personal style was not as courtly as Lutyens who finally 
was awarded the contract and there seems little doubt 
that Lutyens was inspired by H.V.L’s plans.

Dr. Fred’s first love was flight alongside almost anything 
to do with motors. His style, like all Lanchester men,  
was very correct and it was said he was a very impatient 
man who did not suffer people slow to grasp his ideas!

The  
Lanchester 
Brothers

Almost everything we know about the car today can be  
traced back to Dr. Fred’s own inventions for the car: 
the splined shaft, the disc brake, the ‘M’ thread,  
the torsional vibration damper, epicyclic gears (used in  
automatic boxes), harmonic stabilizers, printed electrical 
circuits, and sound-proofing in car roofs.

Fred was working for the Air Ministry during World 
War1 and modified the design of  the tail planes 
which were fracturing and falling off  aircraft (notably 
bombers). For his work in that field, the King’s 
messenger arrived to announce that the King wished to 
bestow a knighthood. “Tell him I’d prefer a crate of  
whisky!’’ was Dr. Fred’s response – he got neither! 
Fred Lanchester is ranked among the big three motor 
engineers of  England: F.W. Lanchester, Harry Ricardo 
and Henry Royce.

His brother George H. Lanchester, confronted with 
an abrupt end to hostilities in 1918, quickly rattled off   
a set of  drawings for the 40 hp (of  which our car is a 
1925 example), it was to take on the antiquated, yet very  
well made, Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost. This it did and 
 was described as “jewelled in every hole”. Using the 
silent Lanchester-manufactured worm drives (instead 
of  spur gears), hydraulic servo-assisted mechanical brakes 
and an epicyclic gearbox, it was years ahead of  its time. 
Regrettably like all the Lanchester projects, it was far too 
expensive, costing 25 per cent more than its Rolls-Royce 
competitor! But it sold well to the cognoscenti.

The 
Maharaja of 
Alwar’s 1924 
Lanchester

During the early 1920s the Maharaja of  Alwar had 
visited London. Walking around from Claridges to 
the Rolls-Royce showrooms, he entered and climbed 
into a Silver Ghost: the sales staff  was agitated and 
escorted him to the door, this was a grave insult to the 
Maharaja, and especially one who considered himself  
to be the reincarnation of  the God Rama. In disgust, 
he walked around to the Lanchester showrooms in Bond 
Street, where he ordered the ‘fabled’ 40-hp state landau.

Realizing their error, senior Rolls-Royce staff  visited 
him in his hotel suite, apologizing and seeking an 
order: he ordered two cars from them. When these 
arrived in Alwar, he had them sent down to be used for 
refuse collection: but not before personally taking  
a felling axe and removing the interiors, for he knew it 
was Rolls-Royce’s custom to follow up a delivery some 
six months later and to offer to service the new cars, 
no doubt hoping at the same time to secure further 
orders. Rolls-Royce staff  were sent down to the refuse 
depot where they found the cars in an appalling state, 
having been used for the collection of  human refuse. 
These were now hoodless bodies without seats which 
made them suitably adapted to this task. The Maharaja 
had insisted his staff  clean only the radiator and its 
Spirit of  Ecstasy mascot. The company bought back 
the cars and rebodied them in Kolkata! 

The Maharaja was in the habit of  driving out into  
the countryside in the iridescent peacock-blue Lanchester 

(Alwar state colours) in a procession of  16 Alwar Lancers,  
eight at the front and eight at the rear, mounted on 
white chargers; the car rolling precisely at 3 mph, 
a special gear having been fitted by Lanchester for 
this purpose. Such outings usually had their macabre 
motivations: the Lanchester would halt at a little hamlet 
on the edge of  the jungle, a baby would be taken and 
tied to a stake where it might attract a tiger by its 
screams. The tiger in turn would meet its own fate from 
the high-velocity bullet discharged from the Maharaja’s 
rifle (a present from the Kaiser) as he sat among those 
gold-brocaded cushions. Such activities upset the 
British and particularly when he doused his polo pony 
with petrol after it had misbehaved during a polo match. 
He struck the match cremating the wretched beast,  
to the horror of  the spectators.

The Maharaja died of  a drug overdose during his 
exile in Paris which was enforced by the British after 
the polo match incident.

In accordance with his will his dead body, dressed 
impeccably in a white silk suit and gold-rimmed 
sunglasses, protecting his dead eyes from the blinding 
rays of  the summer sun, was strapped upright in the 
processional car. The huge Lanchester crossed the 
state to the burning ground where his corpse was 
ceremoniously dismounted from the car before being 
cremated on a pyre of  sandalwood. Never again would 
India witness such eccentricity.

The notorious Maharaja Jay Singh  
of Alwar, attended by members of his 
council of nobles, receives Col. Fagan, 
the Political Agent for Rajasthan, 1903.  
After exhausting the patience of his 
subjects the maharaja was deposed  
in 1933 and sent into exile in France

l e f t - r i g h t :  Frederick, George, the bearded Henry at the building of Umaid Bhawan Palace, Jodhpur (now a Taj hotel)
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