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Syed Mujtaba Ali (1904–1974) was a Bengali writer, journalist and academic. An advocate of Indian independence and a Bengali language activist, he spoke fourteen languages, published over twenty-five books and travelled and lived in India, Afghanistan, Germany, Egypt and East Pakistan (Bangladesh). 
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EIGHT

 

Finally we made it through the Khyber Pass. I thought that the killer heat would now ease off a bit. It certainly did, but at least there was a tarmac road in the Pass. Here there was a semblance of a road, rather, some thousand-year-old track created by the caravans. The caravans could easily negotiate it but for a bus passenger the experience was a nightmare. It was similar to travelling in a bullock-cart at night in the eroded open lands of Birbhum in Bengal. The only difference was that the cart did not travel at twenty miles an hour and had a thick padding of straw. The surface of the road consisted simply of rocks and pebbles.

Ahmad Ali had put a huge turban on my head before I left Peshawar. It saved me from sunstroke in the Khyber Pass. Now the turban, acting like a buffer state, saved my head from serious injuries as it bumped against the ceiling of the bus.

I asked Sardarji if turbans had any other use. He said, ‘There are many; but right now I can think of only one. In some situations, when you want to hang yourself and can’t find a piece of rope, then turbans come in very handy.’

I thought the heat and the trouble of driving on this excuse for a road had finally got to him. Otherwise why would he think of this perverse example?

I felt sorry for him. He was at least sixty. He should be sitting under the shadows of the tamarind tree in his backyard and recounting stories from his military days to his grandchildren. Instead, here he was, regularly commuting between Kabul and Peshawar in this blazing heat. Considering the climate, the condition of the road and his mood, I gave up on my intention of having a chat with him.

What a country! There were fields of rock and pebbles – on either side – for miles on end. On the horizon there were faint outlines of mountains. It was difficult to say for sure from a distance, but I guessed that there was no life in those fields, cruelly battered by the sun for millions of years. The bus stopped once to refill the radiator and I saw that there was not a single blade of grass between the rocks. Nor any insects. No wonder. How could they survive? What would they eat? There was no sign of a trickle of water anywhere. In this massive purgatory that extended up to the horizon, the Ford bus was like a mother-ghost travelling with her children under her wing. It felt as if some invisible keepers of this vast expanse of desolate land would appear out of nowhere and make this smoke-belching car vanish, restoring silence to the land.

Then we came across death. Nature refused to create life in this land, but she was certainly not averse to taking it. The huge carcass of a camel lay by the road. Even the scavenger birds or animals avoided this land for the fear of death. Hence the bones were not scattered. The flesh had turned into dust in the dry heat. A complete clean white skeleton was lying there as if waiting to be a museum piece.

Dakka fort was only ten miles from Landikotal.FN000 In this desert, the fort looked imposing. The high walls had been built by mixing straw with mud – matching the colour of the land – dull yellow. There was a row of small holes towards the top of the walls; the sentries could easily shoot the enemy from those holes. From a distance, the holes looked like gouged eyes.

But my eyes were soothed as we approached the fort. The Kabul river was flowing to the left – creating a strip of green on its bank. This dry land had produced corn on that patch of moisture brought about by a little silt.

I stared in surprise. The sight of the river, like a piece of green wet cloth, wiped all tiredness and pain from my eyes.

The Kabuli said, ‘Let’s go inside the fort. We need to show our passports here. We are government employees, so they will process us quickly. In that case we’ll reach Jalalabad before evening.’

The officer of the fort showered me, the foreigner, with courtesy. It was unlikely for a place like Dakka to have an icebox. As I drank the glass of water he offered me, I wondered how it was possible to get such cold drinking water from earthen pitchers.

The officer was an educated man. He was very lonely; he had no companion to talk to. He was so delighted to have me in his office that his lonesome thoughts started to spill out in no time. He recited a few verses from Hafiz and Sadi. He spent his time in this exile in the desert to find the inner meanings of these poems and he shared some of it with me. I asked him, in my broken Farsi, if this lonely life was difficult or not. He said, ‘I work for the military. Can’t resign. So I keep myself busy with the Kabul river. Every evening I sit out there and feel as if she were flowing only for me. A few other people also go there but they want to cool themselves on her banks. I do too, but I don’t spare the winter either. I was selfish in the beginning. I only used to admire her beauty. I used to see her dancing, I used to hear her music, and I used to sit on her green lap. But now we have a special relationship. Tell me, have you ever heard the river flowing on a pitch black night?’

I said, ‘Many times – lying in a boat.’

He said approvingly, ‘Then you will appreciate what I am saying. I feel that it’s not only the sound of the flowing river, if I try for a few more days, I’ll be able to understand her mysterious language. You think I am trying to write poetry? Never. The thunder in the clouds scares us but I feel the river brings some message of hope. I don’t know if that message has come from the faraway sea or she is singing here after waking up from the bounds of the snow peaks of the Kabul mountains.

‘It’s very hot now. Please come back here during your winter vacation. I will tell you many mysteries of the river. Food? No problem. Plenty of chicken and lamb. But no vegetables.’

I began to seriously worry about the mental health of the officer as I listened to him talking. But I buried all my doubts instantly when he drifted from his allegory of the lap of the Kabul river to chicken and lamb. He said, ‘My job is to stamp passports and keep a log of all goods being imported and exported. Not a very difficult job. There, in Kabul, the king is trying his best to turn Afghanistan into a strong and energetic country. Many people have flocked around him. I hear that Kabul is full of new green grass. But there is the British ram on this side and the Russian goat on the other. Both will overgraze the hills of Kabul if they get an opportunity. By God’s grace we have the barriers of the mountains on all sides. The other advantage is if the ram eyes the grass, the goat tries to jump over the Amu DaryaFN000 and chases him intimidatingly with his horns. If the goat acts funny, the ram bleats to alert the whole world that the goat not only wants to overrun Afghanistan but the rice fields of India, China and Iran too.’

I said, ‘Why should the ram only bleat? He also has a pair of strong horns.’

‘He had once. India still thinks he does. But he has lost his sharpness by trying to lock horns with the rocky mountains of this land. So he now has gilded them – I mean, you have seen the pomp and shine of the British army. Indians are still scared and awestruck because of that shine. Meanwhile Saad Zaghlul PashaFN000 in Egypt, Kemal PashaFN000 in Turkey and Ibn Saud in HijazFN000 have showed the ram the door after properly whipping it. But it’s an animal after all, not easily defeated.’ I almost jumped. Total sedition! No, not here. I had forgotten that I was sitting in independent Afghanistan.

The officer went on, ‘I’m very glad to hear that Afghanistan and India are going to work together. But you will have a hard time there. Kabul is a very tough place. It’s covered with rocky hills and the people there are even harder than those rocks. The king is trying to grow fresh grass in the cracks on those rocks and you are going to help by watering it.’

I interrupted, ‘It’s nothing. I have a very small job there.’

The officer said, ‘We will take stock of that some other time. Until now only people from Peshawar or Punjab came to Afghanistan. I’m really glad to see that the invitation of Afghanistan has reached the faraway land of Bengal.’

I saw that Sardarji was calling; everyone was ready; he would leave as soon as I boarded the bus.

The officer said, ‘You are going in Amar Singh Bulani’s bus? The best driver and mechanic on this route. There is no bus here that hasn’t got a few slaps or been caressed by him. If some car behaves badly, all you have to do is to open the bonnet and whisper, “Witch-doctor Amar Singh is coming.” The car will start instantly, unaided, without the self-starter and run for its life. The driver will barely get a chance to get in.

‘But you’ll often see that Amar Singh is driving the most broken down bus. Let’s have some fun.’ He called out to Amar Singh and said, ‘Sardarji, I’m buying a new bus, coming soon from America. Would you like to drive it? You will get the same salary that you’re getting now.’

Sardarji looked happy when the officer called him. But his smile vanished after hearing his proposal. He fiddled with one end of his turban and kept his eyes focused there too. Finally he said, ‘Sir, it would be an honour to drive your bus, but I’m still contract-bound.’

The officer said, ‘Is that so? What a shame. Let me know when your contract ends. Okay, you go now, I’ll send your young AghaFN000 soon.’

Then he said, turning towards me, ‘Did you see? He doesn’t like to drive new cars. The contract isn’t an issue at all. It’s all rubbish. On this route no owner would dare to throw the contract at his driver if I decide to hire him. It’s nothing like that. Amar Singh doesn’t have any fun driving new buses. How could he show his skills if there was no puncture on every road, if the engine didn’t stop or if the roof didn’t blow away? Even a burqa-clad woman can easily drive a new bus.

‘You know what I think? His wife is dead. He gets the same thrill in finding an excuse to open the bonnet of the bus as one does when one unveils one’s newly-wed wife. You don’t get that chance in a new car.’

I asked, ‘Why do you need an excuse to unveil your wife?’

He said, ‘Oh yes. Certainly. Even kings need one. Listen to what the King of Kabul, Badakshan and half of India, Humayun, said to Zubeidi—

 

Still, if I pleaded with you like a beggar,

to appear before me in mercy;

you tell me, “Veiled shall I remain,

this visage you shall not see”.

Distanced shall be thirst and quenching

in the form of this pointless veil?

Keeping your beauty from my pleasure,

never shall a veil prevail!

What game of war is this twixt you and I?

Pray forgive, I seek relief;

The inner meaning of me thou art

the life of this life I live.’





ELEVEN

 

The bus left late in the day. So there was no possibility of reaching Kabul that evening.

Peshawar to Jalalabad was one hundred miles and Jalalabad to Kabul another hundred. The timetable said that the bus would leave Peshawar in the morning and reach Jalalabad in the evening, and the same the following day – it would reach Kabul in the evening after leaving Jalalabad in the morning. I should have understood that very few buses actually travelled according to that timetable. Only the mail buses did.

Children in the villages around Jalalabad were playing on the streets. One of the games was to create a zigzag path for the buses and cars, right in the middle of the street. They arranged the hard skullcaps that the Pathans wore under their turbans, in such a way that you would most certainly crush a few if you were not careful. Whenever Sardarji saw those caps, he slowed down and wound his way around them, swearing under his breath. After he had negotiated a few such hurdles, I told him, ‘Why don’t you crush a few. That will teach them a lesson.’

Sardarji said, ‘By God’s name, never do that. I don’t want any more punctured tyres.’

I said, without understanding the riddle, ‘How can these caps puncture your tyres?’

Sardarji replied, ‘You haven’t understood the cunning game. They have put long nails under the caps; so my tyres will be intact only as long as I can manage to save them. I’ll be shooting myself in the foot if I drive over them.’

I said, ‘So the kids want to teach you that you will suffer if you want to harm others?’

Sardarji said, ‘You have such a clear brain.’

The broadcaster joined the conversation, ‘But the question is, where did this teaching come from?’

I asked him to explain.

He said, ‘There are Buddhist teachings in this kids’ game. You know, once upon a time, this was the heartland of Buddhism.’

‘So I have heard.’

He said, ‘What do you mean, you have heard? You will reach Hadda if you walk a little to our right. You should go there just to see how many statues of Buddha have been dug out. Do you think those are the relics from some museums of ancient times?’

It was like a question in your university exam, ‘Were there any museums in the Gandhara period?’

I failed. The Bengalis, however, may not be able to do many things, but they can argue. It is in their blood and they can argue non-stop. So I said, ‘But when I heard the chilling warning about saving your jaan-maal, sorry, maal-jaan – at the inn last night, it didn’t sound like Buddha’s teaching.’

The broadcaster said, ‘Right. Buddhism is the religion of innocent children and women. The religion of the strong, fighting, adult men is Islam.’

‘Oh certainly,’ I responded sceptically.

Sardarji said grimly, ‘I’m a follower of the Guru Granth Sahib, but I will say it a thousand times that if any religion can tame these half-human Pathans, it is Islam.’

For a moment I was scared that this comment might start a fight. But the broadcaster answered him calmly, ‘You are a foreigner. The eldest here and most experienced too. You have seen enough in life. I’m very glad to hear your opinion.’

I was very surprised. I whispered to Sardarji, in Urdu, ‘What was that? You abused his people by calling them half-human, but he didn’t take offence; rather, he seemed very pleased.’

Sardarji was even more surprised, ‘Why should he take offence? He’s a Kabuli.’

I was now in deep waters. I asked again, ‘Kabulis are not Pathans?’

By then Sardarji had figured out my ignorance. He explained, ‘Pathans are inhabitants of Afghanistan. But pure Kabulis came from Iran and they control the city. Their language is Farsi. The Pathan’s mother tongue is Pashto. Your broadcaster friend doesn’t know a word of it.’

I said, ‘But the Kabuliwalas of Calcutta don’t understand any Farsi.’

‘That is because they are not from Kabul. They are from the Frontier, Khyber, at most Chaman or Kandahar. A true Kabuli never leaves Kabul. The few who do make such journeys are all traders, and their limit is Peshawar.’

But Sardarji was not satisfied after doling out so much knowledge to me. He asked, ‘Why did you say Kabuliwala? The inhabitants of the city should be called either Kabuli or Kabulwala. So why this business of Kabuliwala?’

I was caught off-guard. Even Tagore had written it as ‘Kabuliwala’!FN000 How could I save his honour? But I had to, because my motto was – ‘My guru may be drunk, but he’s my guru after all.’

I went on a counter-offensive. I said, ‘It is like the way you say Jawahirat! JawaharFN000 is singular; Jawahir is plural; yet you add a double plural and say Jawahirat. How come?’

You can cover an odour with perfume. But can you cover an odour with another? That can be debated in any other country but here in Pathan-land, the rule was ‘an eye for an eye’. I had somehow saved my honour.

Yet it was not necessary. Sardarji was busy taking a turn. I remembered the road to Kabul went straight. Then why was he taking a turn?

The broadcaster said, ‘Good. Since we can’t reach Kabul tonight, let’s spend it in the Nimla Garden.’

I could see, from a distance, the rows of chinar trees. The chinar is taller than a betel nut tree – almost touching the sky. Half of its trunk has no branches, the rest sways in the breeze with its soft, smooth, thick leaves. The only comparison one could come up with would be that of a long plait of bamboo leaves intertwined with the newly grown soft leaves of Ashoka trees. But the chinar’s trunk was unrivalled – unique – nothing like any other tree. For centuries, Iranian poets had untiringly compared the shapely bodies of attractive women with the chinar tree. When the chinar swayed from head to toe, even the dry Pathan looked at it with admiration. The swaying resembled the betel nut trees in my land but betel nut trees were rough – devoid of any green.

The broadcaster knew nothing about Indian history. I did not expect any better from Sardarji. Yet he informed us that the Nimla Garden and the Taj Mahal were built around the same time. The palace in the Nimla Garden could not withstand the attacks and invasions over the ages. Thus there was not a single ruin left to see, but according to Sardarji, Emperor Shah Jahan had planted the trees in the garden. A study of botany could prove the historical veracity of what Sardarji said. But why bother? I felt so thrilled imagining that I was in a place founded by Shah Jahan. What was the point of spoiling that illusion? There was nothing special in the garden that someone would object if I gave the credit to Shah Jahan. Besides, Shah Jahan had the Taj to his credit; he did not need the Nimla Garden to augment it.

But one had to admit that it had been turned into a magnificent garden with very little effort. Rows of chinar, a canal in the middle to water the garden and a profusion of nargis flowers. The Greek king Narcissus used to sit by the river all the time admiring his own reflection. The gods eventually turned him into the flower. Even now the narcissus – nargis in Farsi – looks at itself in the water.

I spent the evening sitting by the canal, next to the forest of nargis, listening to the sound of the swaying chinars. The cook in the guesthouse served us food soon after sunset. After dinner, I slept by the canal on a cot.

I awoke early in the morning with an ethereal feeling. Suddenly I heard the sweet sounds of flowing water next to me and felt as though I were being touched all over by the fragrance of a beautiful woman.

In the early morning when the boat leaves the lake to join the river, the sound of the flowing river wakes you up. The scent of the jasmine tree next to your bedroom window will arouse you in the autumn dawn. There in Nimla Garden, I experienced both sensations simultaneously – the sound of the water and the scent of the flower. I had heard the music of flowing waters many times but had never been caressed by such a sweet fragrance.

In the dim light of the dawn I saw that the dry canal was overflowing, touching the feet of the nargis plants. During daytime the water was stopped by some gate upstream. Now with the call to morning prayer, it was the turn of Nimla Garden to receive water; the gate had been opened and water was flowing into the canal. The music of the water blended with the fragrance of the flower.

The chinar trees, at whose feet the music and the fragrance were creating an orchestra, were waiting with their heads held high for the first sun. In no time, the chinars wore a crown of gold and the morning crier called out from the scented forest of the flowers.

 

The day today threw

A door in some house ajar;

The sunrise this morn

For whom did it come so far?FN000





FIFTEEN

 

I rented a house in the village of Khwajamollah, about two and a half miles away from Kabul. I acquired a servant too, along with the house.

I shared the house with Principal Girard, head of the college where I was going to teach, and his wife. Professor Girard was French. He introduced us formally, ‘His name is Abdur Rahman. He will do all your bidding – from polishing your shoes to killing your enemies.’ It meant he was my ‘Harfan-Moula’, my ‘Jack of all trades.’

Girard was a busy man. He spent his whole day fighting in the offices of various ministers. That was called work in Kabul. ‘Au revoir, see you in the evening,’ he would say every morning, and with that he was gone.

I had seen two giants in Kabul. One was this Abdur Rahman – I will talk about the other one later.

I once measured him from head to toe with a tape – he was six feet four inches. His width was proportionate to his height. His arms came down to his knees and his fingers hung from there like a bunch of plantains. His feet were the size of a small boat. His shoulders were so broad that if he had been Amir Abdur Rahman instead of my chef, he could easily have carried the entire weight of Afghanistan on them. His mouth stretched from one ear to the other – he could have swallowed a whole banana sideways. His nose sat atop his face like a rugged mountain, and he had no forehead. His head was covered with a big turban but I had no doubt that it was so small that a baby hat would have come down to his sideburns.

His skin was fair, but so cracked and creased by the harsh winters and summers that it had formed contours that resembled the relief map of Afghanistan. His cheeks were red, as though someone had slapped him. But who would have that courage? He was not likely to put on any make-up either.

He was wearing a shalwar, kurta and a waistcoat.

I could not see his eyes. He stood there, his head hanging down, looking at the carpet. He hardly ever raised his eyes from the patterns of the carpet during his stay with me. One was not supposed to look at one’s master or elders in my country – possibly such a custom existed in Afghanistan as well.

But I did see his eyes at times. They looked like two round black balls floating in giant china bowls.

I felt reassured by his size and strength. But I was slightly apprehensive too. He would cook for me like BheemFN000 and like him he would be my bodyguard too. But what if he ever grew angry with me? Then? I was searching for an example, when suddenly it came to me. A philosopher had once asked DwijendranathFN000 to have quinine when he had fever. Dwijendranath said, ‘Quinine will get rid of my fever but who will rid me of the quinine? Who?’

Dwijendranath did not have the quinine. But I am a Muslim. I had to do the opposite of what the Hindus did. So Abdur Rahman instantly got the job of being my majordomo, chef-de-cuisine and handyman – three in one. When I informed him of this, he muttered, ‘I will try to make Sahib happy with my chashm, sar and jaan’ – meaning, with my eyes, head and life.

I asked, ‘Where did you work before?’

He answered, ‘In the army, in charge of the mess. I finished there just a month ago.’ ‘Can you fire a rifle?’ He laughed heartily. ‘What can you cook?’ ‘Pulao, qorma, kebab, faluda . . .’ I said, ‘You need ice to make faluda. Is there an ice-factory here?’

He said, ‘From the mountains of Paghman.’FN000 He pointed at the snow peaks through the window. It was mid-summer, yet one could see the white snowy ridges on the high blue mountain peaks. I asked in surprise, ‘One goes up so high to get ice?’

Abdur Rahman replied, ‘No, Sahib, in the winter, people make big holes in the ground at a much lower level to store ice. In summer they dig the ice out and bring it down to the city on donkeys.’

He proved to be resourceful too. I discovered that there were no utensils or crockery in the house. I told him, ‘Go and buy everything from the market. You probably won’t be able to cook tonight. Make lunch tomorrow. And, by the way, I need tea in the morning.’

He left with the money.

I too left for Kabul in the early afternoon. There was a nice breeze, and I was enjoying the stroll. On the way I saw Abdur Rahman returning, carrying a mountain of goods on his back. I said, ‘Why did you have to carry it all by yourself? You could have hired a porter.’

The gist of what he said was this – who in Kabul could carry a load that he was unable to carry?

I told him, ‘But you could have shared the load.’

I guessed he either did not figure that out or did not want to.

He was carrying the load in a big net bag. I could see firewood, oil, salt – everything in there. He said, as I resumed my stroll, ‘Sahib, come back home for dinner.’ The way he said it, I did not have the courage to get into an argument with him on this deserted road in a foreign land. I started walking fast towards Kabul, saying, ‘Okay, okay.’

I had not gone very far when I saw Monsieur Girard returning on a clip-clopping tonga.

As my boss and the head of the college, he was within his rights to scold me, and he did so now. He said, ‘You neither have the strength nor the weapons that one needs to be out at night in Kabul.’

It was always best not to disagree with your boss if you lacked enough grey matter in your head, especially when his better half was sitting next to him and supporting him, ‘Oui, certainement, évidement’ (yes, certainly, evidently).

I had heard that there was only one occasion when there had been an agreement between Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. But apparently it was the opposite in France; there, one’s spouse agreed with one all the time.

Abdur Rahman came to the living room once to make sure that I had paid heed to his threat and obeyed him.

It was not the month of Ramzan. Yet I thought that if I was lucky I might get my dinner by sehri time.

I dozed off while waiting for the meal and was awoken by a sound. I saw Abdur Rahman waiting with an aftabaFN000 and a bowl for me to wash my hands. It was summer, yet as I was washing my face I sensed how cold the water of the Kabul river was. I was sure that it would create contours of relief maps on my face in no time.

Looking at the dinner table I had no doubt that my servant Abdur Rahman had indeed been in charge of the army mess.

A kilo of lamb qorma was swimming in a thick gravy of onion and ghee, not in a small bowl but in a big dish, a few nuts and raisins were playing hide-and-seek here and there, while one outcast potato was trying to kill itself by drowning in one corner. There were eight jumbo-sized shami kebabs on a plate. A big serving dish was full of pulao with a roasted chicken sitting on top.

Seeing me speechless, Abdur Rahman hurriedly said, ‘I have more in the kitchen.’

You could scold someone if he served three portions of food to one person. But what could you do if he served food for six people and said that there was more?

The cooking was excellent and I was hungry too. So I ate much more than an average Bengali normally would. That was the opening night and Abdur Rahman was checking out my ability to eat like the way a student of medicine concentrates on his first cadaver dissection.

When I could eat no more, I said, ‘Bas – enough. Fine cooking, Abdur Rahman.’

Abdur Rahman disappeared. He returned with a plate of faluda. I told him, taking care to show a great amount of appreciation, that I did not like desserts.

Abdur Rahman disappeared again. This time he came back with a tumbler full of crushed ice. I was at a loss, ‘What is this?’

He showed me by removing the ice. There were grapes underneath. He said, ‘Barki grapes of Bagh-e-Bala – the best in Afghanistan.’ He then sat down with some ice and grapes on a saucer and started rubbing each grape very gently with the ice – in the way that women in our land rub lime on a pumice stone to prepare it before making pickles. I figured out that the grapes were not cold enough; so it was a special way of making them colder. It was not necessary – my tongue and palate froze when I tried to bite the grapes. I ate about eight of them with the courage of the Khyber Pass just to prove to Abdur Rahman that his master was not an uncivilised barbarian. I could not manage any more. I told him, ‘Enough, Abdur Rahman, now you go and eat properly.’

But who was going to listen? Now Abdur Rahman appeared with arrangements for tea. Kabuli green tea. It had a pale yellowish hue when you poured it. Sugar was added in the first cup and nothing in the second. Like that, the third and fourth cups followed – Kabulis drank about six cups. But the cups were small – like coffee cups.

After the tea ceremony, Abdur Rahman vanished for about ten minutes. I thought of bolting the door in case he came back with something else. Possibly he had forgotten his roasted camel.

Abdur Rahman re-emerged with a sackful of almonds and walnuts and a small hammer. He took position in the corner of the room with his legs folded and started to crack nutshells.

He came to me with a handful of nuts. He said, with his head lowered, ‘Sahib did not like my cooking?’

‘Says who?’

‘But you didn’t eat enough.’

I said, annoyed, ‘What nonsense? Will you compare your size with mine and guess how much I am capable of eating?’

Abdur Rahman did not get into a debate. He went back to his corner to crack open more nuts.

He kept on saying to himself, ‘The climate in Kabul is not good at all. Water here is like stone, it doesn’t move in your stomach after you drink it. Kabul’s air has the feel of a blaze; how can one get hungry here?’

Then he asked, without looking at me, ‘Have you ever been to Panjshir, Sahib?’

‘Where is that?

‘In the north! My country – what a place; heaven. You drink a glass of water after eating one whole lamb and you’ll feel hungry again. You inhale the air facing the sky, you will feel like running with horses. People of Panjshir don’t walk on the ground, they float in the air.

‘What snow in the winter! Fields, mountains, rivers, trees all will be covered; there will be no activity in the farms; roads will be invisible in the snow. There will be no work, no hurry, no way of going out of the house. Ah, what comfort. You will make a charcoal fire in an iron pot and sit next to the window covering yourself with a blanket. You will see that it is snowing outside; snowing and snowing and snowing – two days, three days, five days, seven days. You are sitting there and watching the snowfall, you are watching – che tour barf mebarad – how it’s snowing.’

I asked, ‘I will sit for seven days next to the window?’

Abdur Rahman gave me a pitying look as if he had never seen such a philistine. He said, ‘Come once, sit by the window and then if you don’t like it, Abdur Rahman’s head is there for you to chop.’

He picked up the thread, ‘So many types of snowflakes. Some are straight, like cotton wool from broken pillows, and you can see the sky and the earth through them. Sometimes it will be so dense – it will come down like a sheet, like pulling down the window shutters. Sometimes there will be a strong wind – storms. The wind will churn the piles of snow and whirl it around. The snow dust will run mad in all directions – right and left, up and down. Sometimes it will run straight, beating the wild horses. Sometimes it’ll be dark all around, and you will only hear the howling – at times it’ll sound like a whistle of the engine at Darul-Aman. One has no hope if one gets caught in that snowstorm. It blows a man away, he will fall unconscious on the snow and a blanket of snow will cover him – piles and piles of it. But that snow also keeps one warm. People have been rescued even after two days from those piles of snow.

‘One morning, you will wake up to see that it has stopped snowing. The sun is out. You can’t look out in the glare of the snow. You will go out wearing the dark glasses that you get in the markets of Kabul. The air you will inhale will not contain a speck of dust. The ice-cold air will enter your chest like a knife, cutting you inside. But it will sweep out everything impure inside your body. Your chest will swell six inches every time you inhale. Each inhalation will rid you of hundreds of illnesses. Each will add one year to your lifespan.

‘After the walk, if Sahib doesn’t eat a whole lamb, I will shave off my moustache. You will kill me if I don’t serve double the amount of food that there was tonight.’

I said, ‘That’s settled, Abdur Rahman. I will spend the winter in Panjshir.’

Abdur Rahman melted with joy and said, ‘It will be my pleasure, Sahib.’

I said, ‘Not for your pleasure, but to save my soul.’

Abdur Rahman looked perplexed.

I explained to him, ‘If you sit there by the window for seven days, who will cook for me?’





EIGHTEEN

 

Kabul’s social life was divided into three groups and no group overlapped with the other two.

The first was the original Kabulis, who were divided into two groups – zenana and mardana – women and men. The women in Kabul stayed strictly behind the veil. Except for very close relatives, no other men – Afghan or foreigner – could meet them. The menfolk were also divided into two categories; one was the traditionalist as well as the mullah community and the other was the Paris-Berlin-Moscow returnees and their Europeanised young friends’ circle. Each ignored the other but at least they had to meet and talk regularly, because in the same family the father might be the Janab and the son would be the Monsieur.

The second group comprised the Indians, meaning the Punjabis, the Muslims from the Frontier province and the few thousand exiled Muslim Mujahirs who left India in 1921 at the start of the Khilafat movement.FN000 Some of them had married Kabuli women; hence they had some contact with Afghan society through their in-laws.

The third segment was the British, French, German, Russian and other embassies and legations. Afghanistan was a small and poor country. There was no economic reason for foreign legations to crowd the city, but there were many geo-political reasons. The French, the Turks, the Germans, the Italians – everyone firmly believed that the bullfight between Britain and Russia would take place in the Khyber or the Hindukush sometime soon. So the others needed diplomatic missions here, to keep an eye on both.

There was at least some contact between the first two groups – the second group was either engaged in business or teaching. So it was impossible for these two groups to stay aloof from one another. But there was no acquaintance between the first and the third and likewise for the second and the third.

If someone tried to achieve that impossible task, he would then be considered a spy.

 

Only one man moved about in these three societies seamlessly, without any fear. I met him in Professor Bogdanov’s living room. Dost Muhammad – a true Pathan – a professor of Amania college. When we were introduced, he said, shaking my hand, in pukka English style, ‘How do you do?’

Our second meeting was on the street. From a distance he began asking in Pathan tradition, ‘Khub hasti, jor hasti’ and so on; meaning ‘Are you fine? All well? Hope nothing is wrong. Hope you’re not tired.’

We met for the third time in front of his house. He shouted, ‘Bafarmaid, bafarmaid’ (please come in, please come in); ‘Qadame taan mubarak’ (wish your feet become pure and sacred); ‘Chashme taan raushan’ (your eyes become brighter); ‘Shanaye taan daraz’ (hope your chest and shoulders become broader).

The local police would have locked me up if they heard what he wanted for me after the initial flurry of greetings.

I said with slight embarrassment, ‘What nonsense are you talking?’

Dost Muhammad said forcefully, ‘Why not? Of course I will. I’ll say it a hundred times. Am I an Iranian from Kabul that I would say everything except the truth? I’m a Pathan – our horses don’t have reins and neither does my tongue.’

Then he whispered, after taking me inside, ‘Hope your house is in order now. Have you got servants? Kitchen is in order? Let me know if you need anything. I can arrange everything except the throne of Kabul. I can even get that for you but, you know, there’ll be a lot of hullaballoo and they will look for it, as there is only one throne here. Besides, there’s no point – it’s too hard to sit on – I have tried.’

I said, ‘Everyone knows that it’s very hard to sit on the throne of Kabul.’

His face became grim. I felt uneasy. Was my joke out of place? But I was reassured by his answer. He said, ‘Oh ho, ho, you have saved my life, my brother. You have a good sense of humour. I have interacted with your folks. They are too dry, too serious. As if the whole burden of gaining independence from the British is resting on their shoulders.’

A strange man! He said obscene words in public; but whispered when offering to help me set up my home; his face looked grim when he was happy with a joke. I thought he would burst with laughter if I hurled a few swearwords at him.

By then he was lying on the carpet resting his head on a cushion. With his eyes closed he said, ‘What will you have? Tea and bread, pulao with meat, grapes and pears – anything you want. You will get everything in the market. There is nothing at home.’

Then he jumped to his feet before I could answer, ‘No, no, I have, I have something. I have cigarettes. Wait.’

He first went to the door, craned his neck out and looked from side to side before closing the door slowly. Then he tiptoed to the back of the sofa, squatted and brought out a pack of cigarettes, lifting the corner of the carpet.

I was surprised no end. It was only cigarettes; it was not alcohol or nude photos of Parisian women that he needed to hide so carefully.

All of a sudden, Dost Muhammad started wailing loudly, ‘You wretched Agha Ahmad, I will kill you today. You better bring the rifle with you. You traitor, I will go to the gallows and become a martyr by killing you. He turned to me saying, ‘What a heartless act! I bring out my pack of cigarettes after closing and bolting the doors as if it’s the magic lamp of Aladdin. Yet Agha Ahmad – my servant – could find the packet. And what a shameless chap! He has stolen all ten! Oh my . . .’

Meanwhile Agha Ahmad had entered the room showing no hurry. He went straight to the back of the sofa without looking at anyone and brought out a pack full of cigarettes, putting his arm deeper under the carpet. He handed the pack over to me.

He stopped on his way out. Casting a glance at Dost Muhammad, he said, ‘The empty packet was mine. I put it there.’

Dost Muhammad stopped wailing. After thinking for a while, he said, ‘What a naughty trick! You see how the bastard has created the ruse to fool me. Not only today, he does it every day.’

Then he said, nodding his head, ‘But bacha, wait. I too know what to do. The goldsmith hammers very delicately but the blacksmith bangs his hammer with force.’ Then he said to me, ‘His five years’ salary, three hundred rupees, is with me. One day I will disappear with it in the mountains with my rifle on my shoulder; then he’ll learn his lesson.’

I asked, ‘Why don’t you put a lock on the door before going to college?’

He said, ‘I did so once. When I returned from college I saw an even bigger lock on top. I tried to break it but gave up. By that time the whole neighbourhood had gathered there – there was no sign of Agha Ahmad. What could I do? I sat on the porch in the biting cold. Agha Ahmad came an hour later. You know what the wretched man said? “That lock was not strong enough, so I put on a stronger one.” When I was about to manhandle him, he said, “What injustice, you get abuse when you try to help people.” ’

I said, ‘So no lock?’

‘What’s the point? Agha Ahmad is Afridi. They can open any lock in no time. You know, one Afridi laid a wager and stole the bedsheet from under Amir Habibullah.’

I said, ‘If you don’t put a lock on the door, one day Agha Ahmad may flee with your rifle.’

Dost Muhammad said happily, ‘Oh, I can see that you are intelligent. But I’m not that much of a fool. Agha Ahmad’s elder brother gave me six hundred rupees to buy a good rifle at a bargain. I bought this one with that money. Agha Ahmad doesn’t know that. If he disappears with this rifle, I’ll instantly write to his brother, “Sent your rifle with your brother. Let me know if you have received it.” After that the two brothers—’

I said, ‘Will fight like Sunda and Upasunda.’FN000

Dost Muhammad asked, ‘Did they fight for a rifle?’

I said, ‘No. Over a beautiful woman.’

Dost Muhammad said, ‘Tauba, tauba! How can one fight over a woman? That can only take place over a rifle. If you have the rifle, you can kill the woman’s husband and get the widow. Good arrangement. The husband will get his houri – the virgin, by going to heaven and you get your beauty in this life.’

He came out on the street to see me off and said, ‘I’ve noticed that you’re talking to me too formally, addressing me as “Mister” and all that, and I’m already being informal with you. But you can’t carry on like this for long. Nobody in Afghanistan addresses me formally – not even Agha Ahmad.’

As I was getting into my tonga he said, ‘Wait.’ He ran inside and came out with a book. Handing it over to me, he said, ‘A great book. The custom of revenge in Corsica and Afghanistan is identical.’ I looked at the book – Colomba by Prosper Mérimée.





Epilogue

Amanullah had to leave Afghanistan after he failed to regain his throne. The king of Italy offered him asylum. Moin-us-Sultana took refuge in Iran.

Nadir Shah was the general who fought the British for Amanullah during the war of independence. He was in France during the rebellion. He later returned to Peshawar. With financial assistance from the Indian traders and businessmen and through his valour, he became the king after taking over Kabul. Bacha was first bayoneted to death and then his body was strung from the gallows.

I gathered all this information from newspapers.

After returning home, I found out that our relative and a member of the Central Legislative Assembly, the late Maulvi Abdul Matin Choudhury, had thrown such a tantrum that the government had ordered (or requested) Sir Francis for my repatriation.

Soon after I left, the British Legation too was wound up and moved to India leaving behind many hapless Indians.

For showing this ‘bravery’ Sir Francis was showered with many honours, promoted and sent to Iraq.

Maulana Ziauddin took up a teaching job at Shantiniketan after returning home. He published many well-researched articles (one of the most significant publications was the translation of an ancient grammar in Braj language into Farsi) and many superlative translations of Gurudev’s poems into Farsi.

Sadly he passed away at a young age. At his memorial at Shantiniketan, the eulogy read out by Gurudev, as the Chancellor, was published in the Probashi magazine. The transcript was included in the fourteenth volume of Tagore collections. With permission from Visva-Bharati University, I found it appropriate to include this poem entitled ‘Maulana Ziauddin’—

 

In your leisurely times you came

And stood nearby, as I

Used to greet you with ‘Hey, there!’

And ‘Have a seat!’ with a smile.

One or two simple thoughts exchanged,

Some homely queries placed—

Our heartiest feelings we held within

While jokes were interlaced.

How deep they were and closely knit

With love—our words unsaid;

Now, when you’re gone, I understand

Forever, evermore!

A trivial daily thought of yours

which made you come and go,

Losing such, can cause so much

Of loss—today I know.

Goods of accomplishments and

Collected life-pursuits

The ship you sailed with all-o’-it stacked

Through mid-day breezy routes,

Whatever it has, it’s not of worth

So much that it can buy

In exchange your memories of

 

Your daily passing by—

Countless times, as I recall

I feel sheer disgust

Are they really valued somewhere,

Who are unknown to us?

Where could I find some words so simply

Sharp as well as knife,

Which can yield a matching pain

As this ignorance cites.

Someone’s known as poet or warrior,

Someone’s known as rich—

Someone’s a friend to common man,

Someone’s close to chief—

You may reply to your friends with grace

And kindness in return

It would always overweigh

The fame in life you earn.

As the lilies live and spread the joy

Of monsoon rains and rhyme

And they die their desired death

At their end of time—

Among the skies and blowing winds,

Also around ourselves

They spread the scent of bereavement

And there it still remains.

 

(Nabajtak)

Tamam Shud—The End
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