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it is to address khursheed akram sahib

i have been receiving ajkal courtesy indian high

commission islamabad. very rich magazine in poetry

fiction. gives me access to contemporary poets and

afsana nigars. usually government publications cant

maintain high standards. in pakistan a great decline

occured to govt urud publications though urdu is our

national language. in 60s mahe nau used to hold the

same position in urdu literature as AJKAL is currently

doing. i would like to congratulate the editorial
incharge on it.

mahmood shaam
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THE LIFE & POETRY

OF BAHADUR
SHAH ZAFAR

THE LIFE & POETRY OF BAHADUR SHAH ZAFAR

Author: Aslam Parvez

Translated by: Ather Farouqui
Publisher: Hay House India, 2017
Details: pp. 240; Price: 599 (HB)

THE 11 WOTRS e

BAHADUR §
ZAEAR

TOM ALTER

kehdo in hasraton se, kahin aur jaa basen
itni jagah kahaan hai, dil-e-daaghdaar
mein

Ask these desires to entrust somewhere,
the sacred heart has no place to
accommodate them.

ny poet who can write a line like this

is not only a great poet, but a great

man—simplicity, sorrow, and just the
right weight on each word, each phrase.

Aslam Parvez has written a detailed,
passionate and superbly crafted ode to this
poet—Bahadur Shah Zafar—doomed to be
deemed the Last Mughal, but so, so much
more than that. He wrote his beautiful verse
at a time when all the greatest Urdu poets of
200 years ago were at their zenith—Ghalib,
Zauq, Momin, Daag, Shefta—and yet he
held his place. This is the story that Parvez
tells with such grace and dignity.

I have so far had the great pleasure
of reading this book in wonderful English
translation by Ather Farouqui. In my
almost humble opinion, a translator must
be keenly at home in both languages—the
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original and the one being translated into—and also deeply aware of
the subject matter. Needless to say, Ather Farouqui qualifies totally
on both counts; my next pleasure will be to read the original in
Urdu, a pleasure which will not be long delayed.

I have had the great joy, challenge, privilege and pleasure of
playing Zafar in two stage productions and one television programme.
The first play was, and is, Babur ki Aulaad (on which the television
programme Hindustan ki Talaash was based), conceived and written
in English by Salman Khurshid as Sons of Babur, then translated into
flowing Urdu by Ather Farouqui, and finally adapted to the stage with
stunning ease by none other than Dr. M. Sayeed Alam. In this play,
I perform as the old and dying and exiled Zafar in Rangoon (kitna
hai badnaseeb Zafar, dafn ke liye—do gaz zameen bhi na mili, koo e-yaar
mein, which can roughly be translated as: How helpless Zafar is, he is
deprived of even a patch of land for his burial in his motherland), but
a Zafar who has lost none of his wit or wisdom.

The second play is Dr. Alam’ Lal Qile ka Aakhri Mushaira,
which takes place around 1850, with a full batting line-up of the
top poets of the day. To Zafar’s right is Zauq, and then Shaug; to his
left, Aish, Momin, and Ghalib—and Daag just behind him—and yet
Zafar holds his own, and completes the mushaira (poet’s assembly)
with a ghazal whose matlaa (first couplet of a ghazal) is: ya mujhe
afsar e-Shahana banaya hota, ya mera taj gadaya na banaya hota (Either
you should have made me the emperor of emperors, or imparted my
crown the tinge of a beggars bowl), and magqtaa (the last couplet of a
ghazal) roz-e mamoora-e duniya mein kharabi hai Zafar—aisi basti se to
viraana banaaya hota (Aplenty are imperfections in worldly delights,
a desolate space would be far better instead).

Hence, when I began reading Aslam Parvez’s book, I was
looking for certain preconceived ideas I had about Zafar, and many
I discovered to be true: his loneliness, even before being sent to
Rangoon; his financial travails to keep the empire afloat, even
though it was floating only in Lal Qila; his part in the first battle
for freedom in 1857, reluctant but true; his search for truth in his
poetry, often borrowing from other Indian languages than Urdu,; his
relationships with both Zauq and Ghalib; and the immense sorrow
and tragedy of 1857 for Zafar, at a very personal level.

All this you will find in the book by Aslam Parvez—but
much, much more as well.
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First, the fact that after early shyness and reluctance, Zafar
actually did lead the freedom fighters with whatever feeble and
few powers he had at his command, and lived on past the brutal
murders of sons and nephews to be placed on trial as baaghi
(rebels) by the very people who had stolen his empire and watan
(motherland) from him; equally fascinating is the look back on
the final 150 years of the Mughal Empire, and the part that Zafar’s
ancestors played in that decline, as emperors and murderers and
poets; then, the amazing financial twists and turns that Zafar faced
every day, ranging from begging to cheating to favours being openly
granted, which brought about such frustration and anger in Zafar,
not to mention sorrow, that he could find only two outlets for these
strong emotions—poetry and women; and then the sheer pomp and
show, which continued right up to the bitter end, like maqtaa after
magqtaa, the last couplet of a ghazal which was only a maqtaa.

When you have the book in your hand, read the end of pages
113, and the beginning of 114—they describe with simple elegance
the arrival of the freedom fighters from Meerut on the early morning
of 11 May 1857, and Zafar’s first reaction to them.

Above all, this book is the story of Hindustan—faults and
foibles, and yet such a rich culture, such an ability for all Hindustan
to become one, whether in battle, or in verse. Zafar, with his Hindu
Rajput mother and Mughal father, was a true Hindustani and inspires
us even today, when so few want to call themselves Hindustani.

Parvez-sahib, and Farouqui-sahib, bahut, bahut shukriya. ..

*
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'sehri' and which is not made of minced carrots, of course (he was referring to
'gaajar ka halwa'). But most interesting is 'Ballimaran’, the name of a famous
street in Delhi, which Dalrymple mentions as 'Billimaran' and blatantly goes on to
translate it as "the street of cat killers" (page 270).

The question is: those who do not know the basic facts about our culture and
cannot tell 'billi' (cat) from 'balli' (pole or bamboo), how great would their
knowledge be about our history and culture?

What I want to emphasise here is that we erroneously tend to think that those
‘goras' know everything better, even about our own culture, history and religion.
And when it comes to the history of 1857 'war of freedom' (and not "Indian
mutiny", as those 'goras' love to refer it to as) not everything that westerners tell
us is correct. The accounts of our own historians are no less important and much
more authentic.

Dr Aslam Parvez's book Bahadur Shah Zafar was published in 1986 by
Amjuman Taraqqi-i-Urdu Hind, Delhi. It used some rare documents and referred
to some old newspapers of Delhi, which were hardly referred to ever before. The
book captured not only the biographical details and the essence of the
personality of the last Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah II, who had taken 'Zafar' as
takhallus, or pen name, but also took into account the 1857 war of freedom and
the aftermath of this struggle by Hindus and Muslims against a foreign,
occupying force. Aslam Parvez had neither left the literary side of the last Mughal
king who was a fine poet of Urdu in his own right. He also discussed the false
impression that Zauq used to compose poetry for Zafar and proved that Zafar's
poetry was result of his own creativity and efforts.

Aslam Parvez's book has now been translated into English and published by
Hay House India. Translated by Ather Farouqui, the secretary of Anjuman
Taraqqi-i-Urdu Hind, the English translation is aptly titled The life and poetry of
Bahadur Shah Zafar. Mr Farouqui is a well-known scholar and academic and has
to his credit several books in English and Urdu. The translation makes a reading
as absorbing as the original Urdu version. In his intro to the book Farouqui says
that "while a rich collection of documents - mutiny papers and documents
pertaining to the arrest of Bahadur Shah Zafar and his subsequent banishment

to Rangoon in 1858 - was preserved in the safe custody of the National
Archives, no one bothered to actually study the documents".

He adds that "the Urdu work of Aslam Parvez titled Bahadur Shah Zafar is of
particular value against this backdrop. The book represents a first-of-its-kind
effort to shed light on this rare treasure-trove". Mr Farouqui informs the readers
that Aslam Parvez had finished the work on this book in 1964 for his doctorate
but continued research on the topic for further 20 years before getting it
published in 1986.

One can only say that had the book been published in English earlier, perhaps
Dalrymple's work would have not been as popular as it is today.

Rauf Parekh
Published in Dawn, Karachi, November 6th, 2017
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Dalrymple and an early biography of Bahadur Shah Zafar

i  GEOFFREY Moorhouse, while reviewing William
BAHADUR ”’1‘-@&.” Dalrymple's book The Last Mughal: The Fall of a
ZAFAR *% Dynasty, Delhi 1857 for The Guardian, wrote:
? "Dalrymple has here written an account of the Indian
mutiny such as we have never had before'.
- Well, maybe, Dalrymple's book on Bahadur Shah
Zafar is considered an account to reckon with and
both he and his books are now looked at with awe.
But how much Dalrymple knows about our history
4 and culture can be judged by the fact that he has
#¥ made many silly mistakes in City of Djinns, another
book by him, In her review of City of Djinns, Tayyaba
e - b Tehseen has pointed out a number of such errors. A
peculiar western bias and _quoting from some barely reliable historians
notw1thstandmg what Dairymple says needs to be rechecked as his knowledge
about some basic cultural and religious phenomenon of the subcontinent may be
hilariously incorrect. Dairymple for example, she wrote, has given a false
definition of 'mehr!, the amount of money paid at the time of 'nikah' ceremony
(page 207). Dalrymple knows lzttle or nothing about what Muslims say during
prostration (sajda) in 'namaz’. But this does not discourage him from giving
‘expert opinion' on what is recited in Eid prayers. He wrote that on Eidul Fitr he
was at Delhi's historic mosque when 'the faithful knelt down and placed their
heads on the ground [and recited]", and then he goes on to quote the
'kalima-i-tayyaba’. Not only that in no 'namaz' is kalima recited in prostration, but
he has also incorrectly transliterated the words of kalima (page 252). Also, he
thinks the sweet dish "made with minced carrots" and offered on the Eid is called

'pheni' '(page 253), though phenl is somethmg in fact eaten during Ramazan at
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