

[image: Cover Image]




SULAIMAN AHMAD

AMAR AIYAAR
KING OF TRICKSTERS

Introduction by

Imtiaz Ali

[image: image]

[image: image]


First published in 2012 by Hachette India

(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)

An Hachette UK company

www.hachetteindia.com

[image: image]

1

Text copyright © Sulaiman Ahmad 2012

Introduction copyright © Imtiaz Ali 2012

Photograph of Imtiaz Ali (page ix) by courtesy of Imtiaz Ali

Photograph of dastangoi performance featuring Mahmood Farooqui and Danish Husain by courtesy of Dastangoi Archives.

Illustrations (section break drawings and illustration on page 294) copyright © Sana Ahmad

Sulaiman Ahmad asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system (including but not limited to computers, disks, external drives, electronic or digital devices, e-readers, websites), or transmitted in any form or by any means (including but not limited to cyclostyling, photocopying, docutech or other reprographic eproductions, mechanical, recording, electronic, digital versions) without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

This is a work of fiction, based on Hafeez Jalandhari version of Tilism-e-Hoshrubal Dastan-e-Ameer Hamza. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely incidental.

Print Edition ISBN 978-93-5009-547-8

Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5009-557-7

Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd

4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre

Plot No. 94, Sector 44; Gurgaon 122003, India

Typeset in Goudy Old Style 10.5/14.5 by
Eleven Arts, New Delhi




























































































































For the most precious child in our lives, Saadia Ahmad Rizvi, for whom this book was begun, and with the promise of a hundred, thousand, million stories in the days to come


Introduction

The other side was the land of Rakkas—demons that grunted fire. You could hear their distant howl on silent nights. If you listened. There were also submarine goblins, headless giants among other, less noteworthy mythical creatures. Easily, there was enough menace on the other side to put naughty children of this side to sleep.

This side was the Tedhi Ghaat, the havelis where the river curved in Old Patna city. The mythical creatures here consisted of aristocratic men and women practising the Art of Passing Time, children who were always busy, travellers who always stopped by and the always-in-demand storytellers. One such child and one such storyteller is Sulaiman Ahmad—Maani Ammu to me.

And in between was the water, ebbing half a kilometre sometimes, coming up to the window sometimes—Ganga—confidante, protector, entertainer.

I have been taken to Tedhi Ghaat once or twice as a kid, but I do not remember it from those visits. I remember it only from the tales of my uncles and aunts—the busy children of the living Tedhi Ghaat—busy creating tales to be told later to other children in lands far away from the Ganga.

Eyes open in the middle of the night and the sailboat is large and silent on the window. The boat is stationary as the entire room rocks on the high water of the Ganga. Then the room becomes stationary, the sailboat begins to rock and drift away as it enters the world of dreams.

Some nights the kids would play a cruel joke. They would make a baaraat and would dance down the terrace towards the ill-tempered widow, Makhola bua, who suffered monkey bites on her elephantiasis ridden legs. The youngest boy, perhaps five, would be forced to dress up as her groom.

Boys would troop to the garden below and, with cutlery knives, try to cut it off the land so that it could float away in the Ganga like a flying carpet and take them to faraway lands. But it was a tall order. Hours of relentless cutting of the land would make no practical progress.

These are stories I have grown up on. And the kids in these stories grew up on other stories, chief among which was Tilism-e-Hoshruba—featuring Amar Aiyaar, the Trickster. I have a feeling that Amar Aiyaar inspired a lot of the goings-on in Tedhi Ghaat. That kind of fantasy is necessary for the arduous intent of cutting the garden into a magic raft.

The nation lost Urdu as time went by. With that my generation and the ones to follow lost such soaring fantasy, such easy lessons of morality and culture as the Tilism-e-Hoshruba. We could not read Amar Aiyaar, and would never have known about his tricks if an extraordinary event had not taken place.

So the boys laboured at the garden with their knives. They heaved and hawed with the vision of floating away into strange lands of new stories. After years of labour, Maani Ammu finished etching the legend of Amar Aiyaar in English. He succeeded in cutting the garden out of Tedhi Ghaat, to float across the river of time and reach us. You have it in your hand now—a brand new tale of fantasy, that did not die in more than a thousand years. Enjoy it.
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Imtiaz Ali

Mumbai

September 2012
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The Transformation of Shahenshah Naushervan

A long, long time ago, Shahenshah Naushervan, emperor of emperors, ruled the great empire of Persia, which stretched further than a horse could gallop in a thousand days. The kingdom extended in the west even beyond the basin of the rivers Dajla and Firat to the river Sindhu in the east. In the north it stretched from Kazakhstan right down to the tip of the Arabian peninsula in the south. This vast terrain contained mountain ranges, dense forests and even great deserts, and many beautiful cities like Damishq, Baghdad and Basra. Naushervan was renowned for his justice and therefore also known as Naushervan-e-Adil, the Just Emperor. And yet, before he became the noble and righteous ruler he was known to be, Naushervan had been a great tyrant.

His court was famous for its opulence, glamour and style. The high vaulted ceiling was adorned with precious stones that glittered like stars in a cloudless night sky. To make the grand hall look spacious, only a few beautifully carved pillars, plated with gold and decorated with gems, supported the roof. Heavy velvet curtains, embroidered with silk, wool and gold thread, were draped all around. At the entrance, the floor was of shining white marble, but as one approached the throne of the Shahenshah, the colour changed to glowing black. There the floor shimmered in such way that dignitaries who approached the throne mistook the area to be covered by water. They would often lift their robes to save them from getting wet.

High on a platform there, the king graced his peacock-shaped gold throne, placed on a red, thick woollen carpet, under a domed canopy. On either side of him were the especially designated seats for his very important courtiers. The rest would stand when the court was in session.

It is said that Naushervan had two wazirs, or ministers, named Buzurjmehr and Bakhtak. Buzurjmehr was a good advisor. A gentle person, full of knowledge and wisdom, Buzurjmehr was devoted to his emperor and master, and tried always to guide him to act honourably. Knowing full well how Naushervan’s subjects were deeply unhappy because of his tyranny, he made every attempt to make the emperor change his ways. Bakhtak, on the other hand, was a true villain—mean, selfish and scheming. Whenever possible, he would give the king wrong advice and fill his head with lies to mislead him. Fortunately, Buzurjmehr knew of Bakhtak’s schemes and was always looking out for a chance that would, once and for all, make the king understand that he must give up his cruel ways.

And one day, finally, exactly such an opportunity came along.

Accompanied by his two ministers and other courtiers, Emperor Naushervan decided to go hunting. After a long and tiring day in the jungle, he sat down under the shadow of a large and leafy tree. His attendants made preparations hurriedly, and came forth with refreshments. As they were serving the emperor, a pair of owls came to perch on the branches of the tree. They were followed by many more of their kind, and within moments a raucous meeting of owls, hooting in agitation, began.

Now, it was believed that Buzurjmehr was so wise and learned that he could understand even the language of birds and animals. Of course, this was not true, but Bakhtak thought this might be just the right occasion for him to humiliate Buzurjmehr in the eyes of the emperor.

‘O Buzurjmehr,’ he said loudly, for all to hear, ‘you have boasted that you understand the language of birds and animals. If this is true, please tell us what this pair of owls is making such a noise about? They are disturbing us with their tu-whit tu-whoo!’

Bakhtak thought that he had trapped Buzurjmehr. But it was not for nothing that Buzurjmehr was known for his wisdom. He saw an opportunity coming and grabbed it.

Buzurjmehr pretended that he was listening intently to the owls’ debate. He closed his eyes as if he was trying to understand everything. This made everyone curious. Even Naushervan turned attentively to his wazir, and waited patiently for Buzurjmehr to come out of his trance. After a short while, when Buzurjmehr opened his eyes, the emperor asked, ‘Did you really understand what these birds were talking about?’

‘Yes, My Lord,’ said Buzurjmehr.

‘Then tell me all about it,’ said Naushervan.

‘I am afraid, My Lord, if I do that, you may not like what I report, and I shall incur your wrath,’ Buzurjmehr pleaded.

This had the emperor more intrigued. ‘What nonsense!’ he declared, ‘I order you to tell me everything. How could some chatter between owls possibly offend me?’

Again, Buzurjmehr pretended that he was in a tight spot, but finally he sighed and said, ‘Since it is your command, My Lord, I shall obey it even though I do not want to talk about it.’

‘Out with it, out with it now!’ said Naushervan impatiently.

‘Well, My Lord,’ began Buzurjmehr ‘two of those owls were negotiating the marriage of their children. The groom’s side wanted to know the dowry that the bride would bring. They wanted at least one large tract of uninhabited wilderness as part of the dowry.

‘“No problem,” said the bride’s party. “Long live Emperor Naushervan! After all, if he continues with his despotic ways, we shall give you not one but two large areas of wilderness. It is plain to see how people are leaving their homes in droves to escape from this tyrant.”’

Naushervan’s courtiers and attendants were stunned into silence, wondering how the emperor would react. But the wise Buzurjmehr had played his cards well. ‘Astaghfarullah,’ the emperor murmured softly, ‘I take refuge in Allah!’ for Buzurjmehr’s clever anecdote had made Naushervan reflect on his deeds. He felt ashamed that not only his subjects but even the birds in the jungle were talking about him in this manner. At that very moment, the emperor resolved to change his ways.

From then on, Naushervan became the kind, fair and just king he has since been reputed to be. He ruled with care, always acting in the interests of his people. As a result, his kingdom grew ever more mighty and his people happy and prosperous. Everyone loved him.

Everyone, that is, except the evil Bakhtak, whom the emperor now shunned. Naushervan would have nothing more to do with him. Buzurjmehr, of course, was delighted. His master was now not only a great and powerful emperor, but he had also become a decent man and a noble king. That is what the good wazir had always wanted.

So now you know how Naushervan came to be known as Naushervan-e-Adil.
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Naushervan Has a Strange Dream

Many years passed. Over time, Naushervan had become a popular emperor, beloved of his subjects, and his empire and his people flourished. All seemed well, until one day a strange thing happened. Naushervan had a dream and woke up a much worried man. When he came to the court in the morning, he was visibly nervous.

When his courtiers asked him what the matter was, Naushervan said that he had dreamt that a crow came from the east and flew away with his crown. Then, a great eagle swooped down from the west, killed the crow and brought his crown back to him.

Having told the story, the emperor turned to the wise Buzurjmehr and asked, ‘You are a master in the art of interpreting dreams, Buzurjmehr. Please tell me: what does my dream foretell?’

Buzurjmehr made a few calculations and turned to the emperor. ‘My Lord,’ he said, ‘the meaning of your dream is clear. In the future, a raider called Hashsham from the eastern city of Khyber will attack your capital city and will take over your throne and crown. However, soon after, a noble warrior named Hamza will appear from the city of Mecca. He will kill the tyrant Hashsham and restore the throne and crown to you, the rightful owner, O Emperor Naushervan.’
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Buzurjmehr Goes to Mecca

On hearing this startling news, Naushervan immediately ordered Buzurjmehr to travel to Mecca, a town in Arabia, with costly gifts. His mission was to find the father of the extraordinary child, Hamza, and to ensure that the boy was taken into the emperor’s care.

On the very day that Buzurjmehr reached Mecca, Hamza was born to the noblest family in the city. This was the house of Khwaja Abdul Mutallib, the chief of the tribes of Mecca. Buzurjmehr met this gracious man, offered him the emperor’s greetings and explained the situation to him. He gave Khwaja Mutallib the many gifts the emperor had sent and also persuaded him to accept thousands of gold coins from Naushervan’s royal treasury. ‘Please take this gold, Khwaja Mutallib, and let it be used for the best possible upbringing of Hamza. The child must be given the finest education and the most skilful training in martial arts.’

It so happened that Buzurjmehr’s astrological calculations had foretold that on the same day that Hamza was born, two other boys too would be born in Mecca. These two would be Hamza’s most loving and trusted companions, and would accompany and protect Hamza on all his adventures in the future. So Buzurjmehr arranged for an announcement to be made across the city—town criers marched up and down Mecca’s busy streets, calling out loudly that the father of any boy born in the city that day should come forward, to be rewarded with gold coins from the emperor himself.

Immediately, news came that another boy had been born to a close and loyal attendant of Khwaja Abdul Mutallib. When the boy was brought to Buzurjmehr, the wazir named him Muqbil Wafadar, because he would always be loyal to Hamza and grow to become a matchless archer of his times.

Meanwhile, Buzurjmehr’s announcement was also heard by a poor camel driver, whose wife too was expecting a child any time. He thought to himself, ‘If only a son were to be born to my wife today, I too would get hundreds of gold coins!’

Lost in these thoughts, the camel driver reached his house, only to discover that a baby boy had, in fact, been born just then! His joy was short-lived, for he found that his wife had died in childbirth. Still, respecting the royal announcement, he wrapped the newborn in cloth and took him to Khwaja Abdul Mutallib’s house. When he reached there, Buzurjmehr held the boy in his lap and broke into a hearty laugh. ‘Alhamdulillah! Allah be praised!’ he said loudly to all those gathered nearby. ‘Here is the boy who will humble the greatest emperors. All will bow low before him, trembling at the thought of his dagger’s sharpness, and pay him allegiance. He alone will conquer impregnable forts that have fazed valiant fighters and colossal armies. He will be a close confidant and faithful friend of Hamza, and the tricksters of the world will call him their king!’ So saying, Buzurjmehr named the child Amar.

While Buzurjmehr was speaking, the child started crying. He cried so loudly that it became difficult to talk. To keep him quiet, Buzurjmehr put a finger between the lips of the baby so that he would suck it and keep quiet.

As it happened, Buzurjmehr was wearing a jewelled ring on his finger. As he sucked it, the child quietly slipped the ring into his mouth, so smoothly that Buzurjmehr did not even feel it.

In the meantime, Khwaja Abdul Mutallib arranged for refreshments. While these were being served, Buzurjmehr noticed that his ring was missing. He looked around, then searched his pockets, but could not find it anywhere. Still, not wanting to embarrass his hosts, the wazir kept quiet and did not reveal the loss.

When a glass of sherbet was offered to Buzurjmehr, he put a few drops of the sweet drink into Amar’s mouth. To his great amazement, he found his missing ring gleaming in the baby’s mouth! At this, Buzurjmehr had a hearty laugh, scooped out the ring and told Khwaja Mutallib what had happened. ‘Look well, my friends,’ he said, ‘this is the first mischief of this future trickster without compare!’
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Bringing Up the Children

As everyone started laughing at the child’s prank, messengers arrived with tragic news. The mothers of both Hamza and Muqbil had died. Since Amar had already lost his mother, this meant that all three boys were now motherless.

Once more, Buzurjmehr consulted his astronomical charts to see what should be done next. He found that it was destined that a woman named Adiya Bano was the only one who could nurse these children. ‘She lives outside Mecca,’ Buzurjmehr told the Khwaja. ‘Someone must go to her and bring her here with due honour and respect.’ Khwaja Abdul Mutallib followed these instructions, and the three children were entrusted to Adiya Bano.

Having made all the arrangements necessary for the welfare of the three boys, Buzurjmehr sought leave of Khwaja Abdul Mutallib. Before he left, he said, ‘Please bring up these children in the best possible manner. After they grow up, they shall make you famous in the whole world. Now I must hasten to our capital city, Madain. I have many enemies in the court there, and I wonder what they have been planning and plotting against me in my absence.’

Back in Madain, Buzurjmehr told Emperor Naushervan all that had happened in Mecca and explained the arrangements he had made. The emperor was pleased and rewarded Buzurjmehr generously for his efforts.
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Amar’s Childhood

It was an old custom in Arabia that young children would live in their nurse’s home in the desert, away from the city. Life in the desert was not easy—it was a tough, nomadic way of living, and children learned how to deal with it by being taught about it right from the time they were born. Away from their own homes and at one with the vast expanse of the universe in the openness of desert, they would imbibe a range of expressions and thus gain the fluency in speech of which the Arabs were very proud. They would also absorb basic religious values, learn to face hardships, and become independent and self-sufficient. So it was that the three boys, Hamza, Muqbil and Amar, were brought up at Adiya Bano’s home.

Khwaja Abdul Mutallib visited the house regularly to keep a close eye on the boys. During these visits, he noticed that while Amar was growing quite plump, the other two children were getting thinner by the day. This worried him, but he could not guess why until, one night, he discovered what was going on. Khwaja Mutallib saw that while Adiya Bano was asleep, Amar pushed Hamza and Muqbil from the bed, and suckled all her milk!

Khwaja Abdul Mutallib laughed and thought to himself, ‘Such naughtiness from a baby! This boy will, indeed, become the world’s greatest trickster when he grows up!’ He then woke up the nurse and cautioned her to be more careful in the future.

When Amar grew up a bit and started crawling, he became even naughtier and a right nuisance to all. He would crawl quietly into the rooms of other women in Adiya Bano’s home, pick up small pieces of their jewellery and put them in Adiya Bano’s paan box—where she kept her stock of betel nuts. Of course, the women would raise a hue and cry, and a search would follow. Ultimately the ornaments would be found in poor Adiya Bano’s box, and the innocent woman would be deeply embarrassed!

The child Hamza too owned a jewel. This was a large and precious ruby that glittered in his cradle even at night. The wine-coloured gem was a gift from Naushervan. One day it went missing. This was a serious loss and Khwaja Abdul Mutallib was immediately informed. He had all the helpers look for it, but the jewel was not to be found. Finally, the Khwaja gathered all his helpers and ordered that whoever had stolen it must own up. ‘No outsider ever comes here, so it must be the work of one of you. Confess now, or the punishment for the thief will be doubly harsh!’ But they all swore they knew nothing of the ruby.

During the questioning, Khwaja Abdul happened to glance at Amar’s cradle and noticed that the baby’s left cheek was unusually swollen. The Khwaja was worried and asked the nurse what the problem was. ‘I don’t know, Sir,’ she replied, ‘He slept well last night. I wonder what could have bitten him in the morning?’

At this Khwaja Sahib forgot all about the ruby and began to examine Amar. He touched the baby’s puffed-up cheek, pressing it slightly to ascertain the problem. And lo and behold, the precious ruby slipped out of Amar’s mouth! ‘May Allah bless us all!’ cried Khwaja Abdul Mutallib. ‘We have never seen such a clever child before.’

Khwaja Sahib regretted his anger at the helpers and maids. He apologized to all of them and recompensed them with expensive gifts.

You can see how naughty Amar was getting. Everyone had to be very careful with him around.
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Amar Begins His Education

It was the custom in those days that when young boys reached the age of five, they would be sent to the maktab, a preschool where they would begin their education. There was a big mosque close by and adjacent to it was the local maktab, where a Maulvi Sahib taught the children of that area. On the fifth birthday of Hamza, Amar and Muqbil, Khwaja Abdul Mutallib organized a grand feast for the nobles of Mecca and distributed sweets to all the people of the city. After these formal celebrations, Khwaja Mutallib himself went with his helpers to the house of the Maulvi Sahib. He took the three children with him and entrusted them to Maulvi Sahib’s care for their early education.

This maktab was a small structure, with stone and mud walls, covered with a roof made of palm wood and leaves. There were three rooms in a row and a long verandah running in front of them. The largest room was used as the classroom. Here Maulvi Sahib sat on a takht or divan—a small wooden platform—while his pupils sat on a durrie on the floor. Their books, slates, writing tablets and inkpots were kept on a wooden shelf in a corner. The next room was used by the children to relax during their breaks, when they couldn’t play outside in the courtyard for some reason. The smallest room was for Maulvi Sahib to rest; it had a small cot and a chair.

When Khwaja Mutallib had left, Maulvi Sahib turned to the young boys, asked them their names and enquired after their families. On learning that Hamza was the son of Khwaja Mutallib while young Amar was born to an ordinary camel driver, Maulvi Sahib began to shower special attention on Hamza while treating Amar with obvious contempt. Though Amar was young, indeed, just a small boy, he was astute enough to understand his teacher’s bias. He resolved, right there and then, that he would soon teach Maulvi Sahib a lesson.

The maktab was the place for elementary education. There the boys were taught the alphabet, the basic principles of language and reading, and recitation of the easier parts of the Quran using a primer—the Yas’sar-nal Quran. They were also taught essential arithmetic. There was great emphasis on the art of writing. Good handwriting was considered to be an important requirement of educated and cultured people. A takhti was used for this—it was a wooden tablet, about an inch thick, and of varying length and breadth, but usually about three hand-spans long and two hand-spans wide. It had a knob at one end to hold. Students had to smoothen its surface by rubbing wax on it and then cover it with a paste of chalk. On this they would practise writing with a special reed pen and ink made from burnt rice. While a slate would be used for everyday writing work, the takhti was for developing a good and steady hand. It was also used for practising an abstract collection of words—abjad, hav’waz, hutti, kaleman … where each letter was assigned a numerical value. This was used for various purposes, such as giving names to children based on their dates of birth, or to come up with a couplet in the event of a death or marriage, which would convey its date and year.

The boys’ first day at the maktab was a simple one. They began by reciting a dedication. The young voices filled the school room as, along with Maulvi Sahib, Amar and his new classmates called for the grace of God in their lives:


‘Bismillahir Rahmanir Rahim

I begin in the name of Allah—the beneficent, the merciful.’




Afterwards, they all went home. It was on the second day that all the boys in the class started their lessons in earnest. This was when the trouble began.

Amar, who had not forgotten Maulvi Sahib’s partiality, started strange yet very clever arguments to which Maulvi Sahib could not reply. So, while the other boys would read exactly as Maulvi Sahib taught them, Amar would contest each of his statements. So much so that Maulvi Sahib would be forced to wonder out loud, ‘You are a peculiar boy, Amar. Have you come to learn, or to teach me?’—and all the boys would start laughing at Maulvi Sahib’s helplessness.

So, for example, when the time came to start learning the alphabet, Maulvi Sahib began with the first letter, ‘Alif’. To this, Amar responded by saying ‘Al Huq’ which means ‘the Truth’. Surprised, Maulvi Sahib said, ‘Boy, I say one thing and you say another. What is wrong with you?’ Then Amar argued back, saying ‘Why, Maulvi Sahib, you said Alif, which is One. But only Allah is One. So, of course, I replied with “Al Huq”, which is the Truth. What can you possibly find wrong with that?’

Somehow, with great problems for Maulvi Sahib, the first lesson for the class was finally completed.

Little did Maulvi Sahib know what trouble awaited him. On the day of the second lesson, the class was tackling how to write the Arabic alphabet. Maulvi Sahib bent over the large, wooden writing slab on his lap as the boys gathered around him and began: ‘This, boys, is called Alif, and it is written thus.’ At this, Maulvi Sahib drew a line like this:
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‘Now,’ continued Maulvi Sahib, ‘this is how you must write the next letter, Bey, which has one dot below:’
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‘Next comes Tey, with two dots above, and after that Sey, which has three dots on top of it.’ Again, Maulvi Sahib bent low and drew the two letters, like this:
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As their teacher was still writing the letters on the slab, Amar suddenly banged his takhti and dramatically put it back in his satchel. Reaching out decisively, he took Hamza and Muqbil by their hands and said, ‘Come along, brothers, let us go home. We shall not take any more lessons from this teacher. Look, he seems to be a real busybody, searching for dots and lines in other people’s pockets and distributing them as he pleases. What kind of unfair addition and subtraction is this? Are we here to learn how to look for dots here and there? No, come—let us leave quickly before we find our own pockets empty!’.

At this, all the boys started laughing loudly. Furious, the Maulvi strode up to Amar, grabbed him by the ear and pulled him to the front of the class, where he beat him with his cane. But our hero Amar grinned wickedly through the punishment, and showed no fear of either the Maulvi or his cane. He continued playing his pranks until, finally, Maulvi Sahib went and complained to Khwaja Abdul Mutallib.

‘Khwaja Sahib, this boy Amar disrupts all my classes and makes it impossible for me to teach anything to the other boys, who are eager to learn. Please, I request you, send him to some other more worthy teacher, for it is beyond my talents to force learning into his stubborn head’.

Khwaja Mutallib expressed his sorrow and embarrassment at this state of affairs and resolved to entrust Amar to the care of some other teacher. But when Hamza heard of these plans, he began crying, and wailed that he would study only where Amar did. Helpless in the face of his son’s pleading, Khwaja Sahib sent all three boys back to the same Maulvi.
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A New Prank

All the boys at the maktab brought their own lunch from home. It was often very hot in the day, and after the first round of lessons, Maulvi Sahib—and sometimes, his pupils too—would doze off. They would have their food at midday, after a brief nap.

One day, while everyone was asleep, Amar woke up and secretly took out everyone’s food. He very quietly tucked these packets of lunch under Maulvi Sahib’s pillow and, well pleased with himself, he went back to sleep comfortably.

When the boys got up and found their lunch packets missing, they started fighting among themselves, each one accusing the other of having taken them. Finally, they went to complain to Maulvi Sahib.

Maulvi Sahib said, ‘This sounds like it must be Amar’s doing. I have learnt that even as a small boy he used to steal gems for Hamza’s cradle!’

Amar was woken up. ‘Where are all the lunch packets?’ asked Maulvi Sahib.

‘How would I know?’ said Amar. ‘I was fast asleep, didn’t you see?’ He then went to look for his own lunch and howled, ‘My food is missing too! It’s clear that one of us is responsible for this. Let everyone be searched. We shall find the culprit soon enough.’

Maulvi Sahib agreed, ‘All right,’ he said, ‘go ahead.’ Amar made all the boys line up and searched them and their satchels, but, of course, he found nothing.

He then turned around and announced dramatically, ‘Obviously, Maulvi Sahib cannot be the thief, but he is the only one left. And a rule is a rule, so it will be necessary to search him too!’ Amar made a great show of looking around, randomly picking up a few of Maulvi Sahib’s things, and finally he reached for the pillow. He lifted it up and found all the lunch packets under it.

At this, he started to shout, ‘Just see! You yourself did this, Maulvi Sahib, and then you berate us!’ Amar carried on loudly and reproachfully, provoking all his schoolmates into a state of excitement.

A few gentlemen who were visiting the school noticed the commotion and started laughing at Maulvi Sahib’s embarrassment. Maulvi Sahib felt deeply ashamed. Angrily, he checked with the other boys about what they had been doing in the meantime. Realizing that he must have fallen asleep, he figured out that it was all Amar’s doing. Furious, he resorted to the customary punishment and caned Amar till Hamza intervened and got Amar excused.
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Fatiha for Baba Shimla, or Prayers for Father Turban

A few days later, Amar once again woke up during nap time. Walking quietly on bare feet, Amar picked up Maulvi Sahib’s turban and went off to a sweet shop in the nearby market.

‘Our Maulvi Sahib wants a basketful of sweets,’ he told the shop owner, ‘and he has sent his personal turban to be left with you as security. On his way back in the evening, he will pay for the sweets and pick up his turban’. Naturally, the shopkeeper let Amar choose a large basket of delicious sweets, which the young prankster took back with him to the school room. He kept the sweets in a corner and went to sleep.

When Maulvi Sahib woke up, he saw the big basket of tempting sweets. Amar was still sleeping. Maulvi Sahib woke him up and asked, ‘What are these sweets doing here?’

Amar replied, ‘My father had come to visit while you were sleeping. He wanted to request you to offer special prayers, or the fatiha, distribute these sweets among the boys, and take some for your family too. He asked me to convey this to you since he had some work and could not wait.’ Maulvi Sahib was very pleased, and said, ‘Of course, of course. But for whom should I offer the prayers?’

‘For a great saint, Maulvi Sahib,’ replied Amar without blinking, ‘his name was Baba Shimla, Father Turban, and he died sometime ago. Please offer prayers in his name.’

‘Ya Amar! What kind of name is that?’ asked Maulvi Sahib, very surprised.

‘Why?’ said Amar. ‘That is how important god-men name themselves, don’t you know?’

Tempted by the sweets, Maulvi Sahib didn’t argue. He performed the prayers, gobbled a good part of the best pieces, gathered up many more for his house and left the few small pieces that remained in the basket. Amar brought the basket to Hamza and Muqbil, but Hamza invited all the other boys to join them, and they shared what remained.

When the maktab was closed and all the boys had left, Maulvi Sahib too got ready to leave. It was then that he discovered that his turban was missing. How could he go out in public bareheaded like an uncouth ruffian! But now, all the boys had left and there was no one to ask. Having no choice, Maulvi Sahib wrapped a long cloth around his head and proceeded towards his house.

When he crossed the sweet shop on his way, the owner called out to Maulvi Sahib. Handing over the turban, he said, ‘Sir, what was the need to send your turban to be kept as security for sweets? Please send for sweets whenever you need. The money can come in due course, at your convenience.’

Now Maulvi Sahib understood who this Baba Shimla was, as a small turban was also called shimla. He quietly paid the money to the shop owner, took back his turban and proceeded home, boiling with anger.

The next day Amar came to class very early, cleaned and swept the room, opened his book and started reading the lesson aloud. When Maulvi Sahib arrived, he found the place spick and span and saw Amar studying diligently. He thought, ‘Perhaps Amar regrets his action and will behave well from now on. Let me not say anything to him today.’

That day, Maulvi Sahib was also planning to visit the hamam, the hot baths that were a weekly ritual for the teacher. As Amar was the son of an ordinary camel driver, Maulvi Sahib would often send him off on small errands and odd jobs, which he would not ask the sons of noblemen to do. So, that day, Maulvi Sahib asked Amar to take the khezab, his hair dye, to the hamam. Maulvi Sahib meant to go there later for his hot bath and massage.

As Amar walked towards the hamam, carrying the dye, a new mischief dawned on him. He mixed some hair-removing lotion in the dye, and stirred the two well together. He kept this dangerous mixture carefully in the bath. When Maulvi Sahib reached, Amar helped him apply the dye all over his long beard and moustache. Then, with much show of duty, Amar prepared hot and cold water for Maulvi Sahib and left. Maulvi Sahib started his bath, but as soon as he poured hot water over his head and face, all his hair started falling out. The next thing he knew, his beard and moustache were in his hands!

Poor Maulvi Sahib! He was completely baffled—and worried. How could he go out looking like this, his face resembling a peeled wrinkled turnip? What would people think when they saw him like this, with no beard and no moustache? Finally, he put on his clothes, covered his head and face with cloth and, in this disguise, he hurried straight to Khwaja Abdul Mutallib. There he angrily threw off the cloth covering his face, to the floor, and cried, ‘Sir, this wretch Amar has brought me to this state. Now, you must punish him.’

Abdul Mutallib consoled the Maulvi and sent him away. Amar was summoned and given a good thrashing. Khwaja Sahib was livid. Not content with the beating, he ordered Hamza never to talk to Amar again and turned Amar out of the house.

At this, Hamza started crying. Not only this, he refused to eat. So Abdul Mutallib was forced to call Amar back and forgive him. And, once again, the three boys went off to the same maktab.
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Mischief Galore

One day, a tray of food was delivered as a present to Maulvi Sahib in his classroom. He said to Amar, ‘Put this tray on your head and deliver it straight to my house. But I’m warning you: do not uncover it on the way. There is a cock inside. If you take off the covering, it will fly off.’

‘What strange things you say, Maulvi Sahib,’ said Amar innocently. ‘Why on earth would I do that?’

But, of course, on his way to the Maulvi’s house, Amar stopped at a secluded corner. He took the tray down from his head, placed it on a platform and removed the cloth that covered it. A spread of delicious food was arranged on the tray. Amar was already hungry and the aroma of the dishes was too tempting. He started eating, gobbling up the food. He finished off as much as he could in a hurry before giving what little remained to the stray dogs who had gathered around hungrily, wagging their tails. He then put the empty plates back on the tray, tied the cloth over it as before and took it to Maulvi Sahib’s place. Here, he told the Maulvi’s wife, ‘This food has come from our maktab. Maulvi Sahib has said that it should not be opened till his return and there will be no need to cook anything else today. The food here should do for everyone.’

That evening, after finishing for the day at the maktab, Maulvi Sahib reached home and was surprised to see the hearth cold and the cooking stove unlit. ‘Why, has nothing been cooked in the house today?’ he exclaimed.

The wife replied, ‘But you had sent a message that the food in the tray would be sufficient, that nothing more need be cooked.’

Then, remembering the gift from the morning, Maulvi Sahib asked for the tray of food. When it was placed before him, he took off the cloth hungrily, only to find all the plates wiped clean. He fumed with rage, but what could be done at that time! The Maulvi’s entire household went hungry that night. In the morning, he had some breakfast and reached the maktab, still furious.

As soon as Amar arrived, Maulvi Sahib grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and shouted, ‘What happened to the tray that you took to my house yesterday? It was empty!’

‘Eh! Nothing? But, Maulvi Sahib, you said there was a cock in it.’ Amar paused as if in some deep thought. Scratching his head, he said, ‘Right! Now I see what happened: that cock must have torn off the cloth cover and flown away.’

Thoroughly incensed, Maulvi Sahib ordered the other boys to tie up Amar with a rope and began giving him a frightful beating, until Hamza intervened and pleaded for mercy on Amar’s behalf.

Then Maulvi Sahib asked again, ‘But why did you tell my wife not to cook anything?’

‘That, I must confess, was my mistake,’ said Amar meekly. ‘But the tray was so heavy that it sprained my neck. So I thought there would be a big cock inside. I wanted to spare the gentle lady of the house the trouble of cooking it so late in the day.’ Though Amar’s logic was sound, it did not save him from some more caning by Maulvi Sahib. Finally, Maulvi Sahib said, ‘Now, pull your ears and say you will not repeat such acts!’

‘Oh yes, Maulvi Sahib, never again, never again,’ said Amar, very obediently.
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One Last Prank in the Maktab

Amar continued harassing his hapless teacher, but with his last prank, perhaps Amar went a bit too far. From the maktab, Amar went to the nearby corner shop in the market. There he leaned across the counter to the shopkeeper and whispered in his ears, ‘You are sitting here without a care, and at home your wife has taken seriously ill.’ Naturally, the shopkeeper rushed to his house, leaving the shop to his assistant. Amar went with him part of the way, then turned around and ran back to the shop, where he told the assistant, ‘Your master has asked for a packet of needles—quick!’. Since the assistant had seen Amar talking to the owner when they had left together, he handed over the packet without question.

The next day, Amar reached the maktab early and spread the needles under the sheet of the divan, the comfortable seat on which Maulvi Sahib would sit and conduct his lessons.

A little later, Maulvi Sahib came and found the boys sitting together in a circle, playing a rhyming game. One of them was reciting an old folk song while the others sat with their palms to the floor. As the boy recited the rhyme, he counted along the others’ knuckles with his forefinger. The rhyme, recited excitedly and somewhat breathlessly by the boy, sounded like this:


Ha’dar Ja’amadar

Ja’am-e-kul-e A’neesaar

Ja’aye Fatima bint-un-nabi

Khudi ke zer-e-tanzalee




Frowning at their games, Maulvi Sahib walked to the divan and sat down. ‘Aah-oooooo!’ he shouted as the needles pricked him and all the boys got up from the floor hurriedly and stood around him, worried and perturbed. Amar rushed to him with a bottle of oil and started massaging him all over. After a while, when Maulvi Sahib felt better, he sighed, ‘Boys, I do not know who among you is such an enemy of mine. I wonder who could do such a thing to me.’

‘Sir,’ said Amar, ‘if I ever come to know who is to blame, I will jab these very needles into his body in such a way that he will remember the experience all his life.’

Maulvi Sahib said, ‘Amar, for now please go and get a tonga to take me home. The rest of you boys, continue with your lessons and go home in the evening.’

Unluckily for Amar, as the tonga passed by the corner shop, its owner happened to see Amar with Maulvi Sahib in the tonga. Seeing him, the owner shouted, ‘You there, you naughty fellow! Yesterday you made me leave the shop and then ran away with a packet of needles! Let me catch you and I’ll teach you a lesson!’

When Maulvi Sahib heard about the needles, he was curious and began questioning the shopkeeper who, in turn, told him all about the previous day’s incident. Amar knew that soon his mischief would be out, so he quietly slipped away, while the Maulvi and shopkeeper were still talking, and ran straight to the maktab. Hamza and Muqbil were sitting together, studying.

Amar ran to them and said, ‘It will be difficult for me to stay in this town any longer.’ When Hamza asked why, Amar only said, ‘I cannot talk now, but I must leave you.’

‘Amar, you know I can’t bear being separated from you,’ said Hamza. ‘Wherever you are going, I too will come with you.’

Thus, Hamza, Muqbil and Amar, all three left together. Some other boys in the class who also adored Hamza joined them, and the whole gang left the town and climbed up a nearby mountain called Abu Qabees. It was a high mountain, without any greenery. Amongst its barren rocks were many hidden caves. It was into one of these that they went, sprawled on slabs of stone, and soon fell asleep.
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Amar’s First Trickery, or Amar’s First Aiyaari

The next day, the boys rose early, bathed in a spring and offered morning prayers before discussing what they should do next. First, of course, they were all famished. Hamza said, ‘Amar, we are starving. You must think of some way to get food for us.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Amar, ‘wait here, I’ll be back soon.’

Amar ran towards the town and, on his way, picked up a long piece of animal intestine that the butcher had thrown away after cleaning the meat he kept for sale. Now, Amar proceeded to a small chicken farm. He hid in a back lane of the farm and waited for a chicken to wander over near him. When one stray bird came by, Amar tied a knot at one end of the intestine and pushed it towards the chicken, keeping the other end of the intestine firmly in his hand.

Sure enough, the chicken swallowed the knotted end. Immediately, Amar started blowing air into the intestine-tube from the other end. As the tube ballooned, it got stuck in the chicken’s throat. Neither could the bird escape, nor could it make any sound. Quickly, Amar picked it up, slaughtered it in a corner with a pocket-knife, and wrapped it up in piece of cloth after cleaning it in water.

Next, Amar threw some pebbles into the farm house. When the owner came out to see who was doing this, Amar went inside the house and picked up all the eggs that the hens had laid that day, and then he ran away. From there he sprinted to a famous kebab shop in the town and told the man there, ‘There is an order from the house of Khwaja Abdul Mutallib for your shop. Please prepare kebabs of this chicken that he has sent, and make omelettes of the eggs. Also, pack some special naan bread for which your shop is famous. I have to take this back in a hurry, so be quick! You can send the bill for all this to Khwaja Sahib later.’

The shop owner was very happy to hear this. Khwaja Sahib was an important man in town and to get his custom was an honour. So the shopkeeper quickly prepared the order, packed it well, and handed the hot and fragrant bundle to Amar.

Amar ran to his friends with all the food. They were delighted to see the soft, flavourful kebabs, the warm bread and the spicy omelettes. Everyone ate well and then started exploring the area.

In the meantime, the kebab-shop owner sent his man with the bill to Khwaja Sahib’s house. The chicken-farm owner also reached with his complaint, as a neighbour had informed him that he had seen Amar entering his house. Maulvi Sahib was already sitting there, holding forth on his grievances.

Khwaja Sahib was getting increasingly angry. He paid off the kebab and chicken-farm man and then turned to Maulvi Sahib, ‘All of them are saying that Amar was seen going towards Abu Qabees Mountain with the food. Please collect all the boys of your maktab, go there, catch Amar and his friends and bring them to me.’
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