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Niaz Qureshi


recounts the adventures,


strikes of fortune and secrets


of the journey that took his life


from East to West.







Half a century before refugees from the crisis and waring areas in the Near and Middle East set out to seek asylum in Germany in the autumn of 2015, NIAZ QURESHI, who had grown up in the Punjab in Pakistan, set out to walk to Europe in order to escape the misery of life there. His journey to the West took him months during which he experienced all sorts of adventures and obstacles as well as lucky breaks.
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He soon settled down in Hamburg. For many years he worked as a construction draughtsman and cartographer in the Municipal office of the Interior in Hamburg. As a prominent personality within the Pakistani community he enjoys the respect of his compatriots as well as his native friends, neighbours and partners.


Like NIAZ QURESHI, his biographer, PETER SCHÜTT, is a friend of Imam MEHDI RAZVI. With his west-east amorous poems, his short stories taken from the everyday life of German Muslims and – last but not least – his autobiography: “From Basbeck am Moor to Mecca via Moscow: stations in a life-long journey” he has made a name for himself as an advocate of a moderate form of Islam which is appreciated not just in Germany but also in the Orient.
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MICHAEL





and my grandchildren
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My childhood in British India


The fact that I am beginning the report on the journey of my life in the name of God/the Lord is not some pious form of politeness. I want to testify to everyone that it was not my idea to pack my case to walk over about half the globe. It was none other than my wonderful creator who took me by my hand one day and said to me: Run away little boy! My parents and I had to figure out how to handle what God had decided.


Our life on earth is a journey. We are only passing through. We cannot determine when, where or how we enter this earth. It lies alone in God’s hand, and equally our creator and sustainer alone decides when, where and how this temporary stay on earth ends. In his wisdom and foresight God predetermines the important stations of our external and internal paths through life. I have always trusted completely in God to smooth my ways and direct my steps. I always knew that God had something special in store for me; he had chosen me and endowed me with his all-encompassing love. I come from a poor background, but I feel rich because right from the beginning God presented me with a rich life. When I was four months old my parents were visited by a famous Sufi master. My mother told me that the wise old man had picked me up in his arms and stroked me. He had said a prayer for me and then told my parents: At some time your son will write and work in an office. My mother, who could not read or write, and had no idea what an office might mean believed somehow nevertheless in it. Later she still believed in it and that prophecy gave me the faith in God to go out into the big, wild world.


It pleased God, to send me out into this world on January 7th in 1936 in a small village in the Indian Punjab. January 7th: a date blessed by God! He created seven heavens, seven colours, seven notes of music, seven weekdays and seven senses. Anyhow I not only have all six senses together, I also have a seventh one, my mystic sense.


I remember my father and mother full of love and gratitude. They worried about me and about my brothers and sisters, taking care of each child, whether boy or girl as well as they could to ensure each of us to come into his/her own. My mother used her whole love, craft and culinary art to fill all our hungry stomachs at home.


The table was filled mostly with what grew at home in the garden and in the fields: lentils of many different kinds, colours and sizes, millet which at that time was a basic staple, in addition to various vegetables, roots, zucchini, kohlrabi, broccoli and a large quantity of onions, depending on the season.


We had rice and meat only on festive occasions because they were too expensive for every day. We had chapatis, always fresh and tasty wheat bread.


As a desert there was a tiny portion of Halwa for everybody. Our mother made her Halwa fresh daily, and each day it tasted a little different, depending on which ingredients she had searched for and found.


Despite all shortage more was always cooked than we family members needed to be satisfied. Mother always tried to have at least a few fruits in the house.


After all, a neighbour or relative might drop in to see and hear the latest news. No guest was allowed to leave the house without eating and drinking something. That was our Punjabi kind of Abrahamic hospitality. Every guest always had more on his or her plate than the members of the family. Always “a little bit more”: that was imperative. When we went shopping the trader would add a little extra: a little milk, a spoon of flour, sugar or salt, or extra naan bread.


I will never forget the smell of the food that my mother cooked. That is why I like to cook every day: usually Pakistani dishes, hot, but not too hot. If necessary I cook just for myself, but I far prefer to cook when I have a guest, or several guests, who I can treat with my culinary skills. It is really true: the way to a Pakistani’s heart is through his stomach because we know how hunger burns its way into the soul.


All in all I had a very happy childhood despite our poverty, which we shared with all the other villagers. The village was like a huge family in which relatives and neighbours helped each other. Although there were lots of us, we children were the sweethearts of the village community. Everybody wanted to give us a little something. We didn’t have toys like they do today; but we made up for that by using small pebbles, sticks or nutshells. Our favourite playground was the village well. Usually the scoop wheel was propelled by donkeys or oxen, turning in circles; but when the animals tired, we boys had to take over. We had to try to have a bath, or at least squirt ourselves with water to cool ourselves, especially in the sweltering heat in high summer.


The seasons are very pronounced in north India. Although winter is not cold by comparison with German standards, to us it just felt cool. Although we knew no snow and no frost, in the annual cold period we were happy to gather together around the warm stove in the kitchen. In March spring arrives with a vengeance, and in a few days everything turns a sumptuous green. In the garden the jasmine bushes, hyacinths, dahlias, calla-and other lilies blossom in all sorts of shapes and colours. The roses begin to blossom a little later and their scent fills the whole house. It is followed by the heyday of the harvest. Cherry-, plum-, peach- and mango-trees grew all around our modest home. Cucumbers, water and honey melons and pumpkins so heavy that we children could hardly drag them on our own ripened in the garden. We used to stuff our bellies with fruit, sometimes until we were sick and finishing by vomiting.


Mother always tried to dry at least a few so that we also had something sweet to put in our mouths in winter. Our summers were boiling hot, bone dry and dusty. The thermometer regularly rises to forty degrees and on some days also well beyond. We longed for the monsoon to come. It comes at the beginning of autumn, bringing gales, storms, thunder and enormous downpours of rain. We children danced in the monsoon, trying to catch the big raindrops with our outstretched tongues. Humans and animals lived close together. My brother had a multitude of pigeons and two goats. Above all, we had chickens, the eggs and meat of which were very important for our nutrition. Another member of the household was a cat as well as our guard dog Mitru, my faithful companion. At home he always stayed at my side. Whenever I left home on my bicycle, to go to school or to work, he followed me for at least three kilometres along my way, and also picked me up later. I was deeply grieved when one day on the way home I found out that, while waiting for me to return, he had been run over and killed by a lorry. In my mind’s eye I can still see the vast, flat landscape of my homeland, where I used to run or cycle many kilometres every day. The extensive wheat, rape, carrot and corn fields looked a little like the marsh land along the Elbe down to the North Sea.


Even if the area between the Indus arms Ravi and Chenab, near which I grew up, is extremely poor, it still has the remainders of a rich, ancient tradition and diverse folk culture. Musicians performed at private and religious celebrations, putting everybody – from children to very old people - into a merry mood, and at times into a rather solemn and serious one. There was laughter, but equally there was a lot of weeping. We Pakistanis are world champions in both disciplines, laughing and crying, and sometimes we nearly do both at the same time. Travelling artists, magicians and singers, many of them members officially registered in India and Pakistan as the “third sex” officially, moving from village to village bringing joy and entertainment in their sometimes strident and weird way. They had a large, colourful repertoire based on traditions going back hundreds of years and which can be traced back to the time of the Moguls. The evidence of Punjabi arts and crafts which is visible everywhere is remarkable and amazing. The huts, houses and yards, as well as donkey carts, carriages and horse carts often bore beautiful, colourful and ingenious ornaments frequently bearing calligraphies. Today this ancient, inherited folk art lives on in the excessive ornamental painting of Pakistani truckers. Some of these works of art have even found their way into European museums, for example into the Pakistan department in the ethnological museum in Munich.


I am infinitely grateful to my parents that they made it possible for me to go to school early on. That was anything but a matter of course; it was a great exception. God certainly had his hand in that. First I went to the primary school four kilometres away in the next village. Our teacher came from the village, and he often carried a thick book on his head instead of a hat or turban. That was as it were the register office for the area, in which he registered the name and date of birth of the new-born member of the human race. He was extremely strict, and as if we were all going to become soldiers, he set great store by discipline.


Each morning our tuition began with physical training. I certainly didn`t lack athletic qualities, but there was one exercise I never learned correctly: a somersault. Because of my awkwardness I had to bear a lot of nasty mockery. We had to do sporty exercises and repeatedly march left-right, left-right. I probably owe my fast walk and upright stance to that drill as I am still said to have. He also taught me punctuality, a virtue which was not regarded as particularly important in Pakistan and still isn’t. Above all, I learned to read and write in the primary school exceptionally early, in Urdu, which at that time in India was a kind of administrative language, and also in English. But it was a hard school. We had to sit on the hard stone floor throughout the lessons, and we had to withstand hard punishments. Beating was part of the order of the day.


One time I raised my hand in the religion class and said: “I have a question”. The teacher bade me to come to him and gave me a beating. The reason: There are no questions in religion! And I didn´t find the homework easy. I was often unable to settle down to it in the evening - by the flickering light of an oil lamp. And nobody could help me with it.


However then it continued for me in a big step forward. After an extremely difficult and comprehensive entrance examination involving many subjects and fields of knowledge I had a much longer way to school: now over six kilometres both to the High School as well as back to home. Our teachers were graduates of the famous Aligarh University and they were highly educated and bursting with educational eagerness. I owe my comprehensive language skills and knowledge encompassing two cultures to them: England as well as India. We were taught in seven main subjects: in English, Arab and Urdu, in history, geography, mathematics and natural sciences, in addition there was geometry, drawing, and Persian as optional subjects. I was one of the few pupils, who could translate Urdu into Arabic fluently and also the other way round.


Each morning before school began we sang the Indian national anthem, ‘Hindustan Hamara’ – “our India” at the top of our lungs.


In our class Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs sat peacefully side by side with each other without any kind of controversy. The celebrations of the different religions took place together. We children had the most fun from the Hindu sacrosanct ceremonies - especially because gifts were dropped for us all. The school calendar was full of holidays. Sunnites, Shiites, Hindus and Sikhs: each religion had its own holidays, and we celebrated them as they come along.
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Niaz as a 19 year-old together with his brother Inayait





The head master liked me and was so convinced of my achievements and my eagerness to learn that in the last two years he even waived the school fees that my parents were unable to pay for me. I realised at an early age that my education was a special honour for me. I tried to teach my youngest sister to read and write to show my gratitude for that. At that time it was not considered right for girls to learn anything so they had to do it secretly. At that time in Pakistan education was a precious and expensive thing. That is still so today. The country still has one of the highest illiterate rates in the world, more so even than most African countries. Less than half of the men can read and write, and only twenty percent of the women can read. That is why, together with all my relatives who live here, I send money to Pakistan every month to enable three girls belonging to our family to attend school.


I even became a proud Scout wearing the uniform, the multi-coloured, slit Scottish kilt during trips and performances. I played the bagpipes and was a member of our school band. There were twelve of us: four bagpipes, four drummers and four flutists. We played in the whole neighbourhood and received lots of applause. My most strongly pronounced characteristic was probably my imperturbable self-esteem. In 1952 I turned 17 and our band was invited to the International Jamboori Festival in Karachi, a huge city in southern Pakistan.


We performed in the huge sports stadium and in many places in the bustling city. It was the longest journey I had experienced up until then and the highlight of my life at that time.


For the first time I travelled in a tram and I saw big palaces and high-rise buildings. I breathed the air of a big city and saw more people at a single glance than in my whole life before it. As a sign of my gratitude towards Him who guided me, wherever I went I strove to bring a small gift for each member of our large family. My small sister got a harmonica from me and was overjoyed that she could now make music. At sixteen years of age I was able to leave the High School.


I had to write several final examinations which were sent to the university in Lahore to be assessed. I had to wait for over two months for the result. One day we school leavers were called to go to the station. When the train arrived in Lahore a sealed post sack was handed over. Our head master opened it solemnly and presented each pupil with the school-leaving certificate. I was second to last and was as happy, as if I had won the jackpot. My certificate, which I have kept until today, bore the certification number 23085 and it entitled me to attend the college at the prestigious University of Lahore.
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