Going down the memory lane
By Anwer Mooraj

LAST week in Karachi there were two ceremonies in which a number of people were given awards, presumably for performing meritorious services to the country. This writer did not present himself at either ceremony because he didn’t see the point of attending a function where people were being honoured for doing a job they were being paid to do.

It wasn’t as if they had substantially contributed to the nation’s welfare, or had overnight become rocket scientists. There was, however, one exception, one name that was common to both lists: Akhtar Hameed Khan — the grand old man of Comilla and Orangi. It was a posthumous award and richly deserved. Had this writer been there he would have bowed his head in reverence. They don’t make people like Akhtar Hameed Khan any more.

A number of years ago, The Readers’ Digest used to devote a page or two to ‘The most unforgettable character I ever met.’ They probably still publish the feature. The problem is that one doesn’t get to see the Digest as often as one used to unless, of course, one goes to the dentist; and what with charges being what they are, and petrol prices going up, the visit keeps getting postponed.

The people who surfaced in these columns were not presidents, sportsmen or movie stars. They were ordinary people who could be living down the street or whom one met at the ball game or the soda fountain. Nevertheless, they had some distinguishing characteristic, some small trait or feature that set them apart from the herd.

This writer has often been tempted to write a piece on some of the unforgettable characters he has come across in this country during the last 40 years. There weren’t too many. But they had one thing in common. They led full lives and there was more than one anecdote connected to what they did, what they said — or what is more likely — what people thought and believed they said. Today’s column focuses on the actions or sayings of three such people.

One of the most interesting characters that the city of Karachi has known was the late Squadron Leader Safdar Kureishi, a swarthy, slim airman who stood a little over five feet. He flew for the RAF during the Second World War, repeatedly engaged the Japanese over the mosquito-infested swamplands of Burma and was later decorated by the British. Addressed and referred to by friend and friend alike as Satoo, (it has not as yet been established if he had any foes) he was generous to a fault, helped anybody who needed his help and held open house at his residence in Phase One. Every evening a small band of troubadours with an insatiable thirst, who had more than a nodding acquaintance with Earl Haig, William Teacher and Sons and J. Walker Esq. turned up faithfully at his home to discuss the latest sensational disclosures in the evening papers.

Satoo was a great raconteur. He and his friends swapped anecdotes of the more risqui variety. Their humour was awash with camp and jokes of the dubious kind, often given to outraged facial distortions as though suddenly exposed to a leaking drain. However, the incident that many people remember him for which still produces a chuckle in his old club, was the visit he undertook to the old country many years ago. He landed at Heathrow Airport and joined the immigration queue.

After submitting his passport to the immigration official, passersby later reported that Satoo had suddenly gone hopping mad and had broken into what could best be described as the subcontinental equivalent of an Apache war dance. A supervisor promptly surfaced out of the woodwork and wanted to know what the fuss was all about and why the gentleman in the blazer and regimental tie insisted on performing a one-man cabaret. The squadron leader who had risked his life for King and Country for five long years stroked his moustache and said, ‘This fellow here wants to know how long I intend staying in the United Kingdom.’

“But that’s his job. He’s supposed to ask foreign passengers how long they intend staying in this country.”

Satoo was incensed. ‘Did we ask Clive how long he intended staying in India?’

The supervisor’s face dissolved into a huge smile. He disappeared behind the counter and re-emerged a minute later with Satoo’s passport. ‘We’ve given you a one year visa, Sir — with the compliments of Robert Clive.’

Few politicians evoked such diametrically opposed emotions as Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. My wife and I once had the privilege of dining at his residence before the 1970 election. The dinner was of special importance because it gave those present a glimpse into a fascinating yet inscrutable mind. There were 13 people at the table, 12 guests and the host. It was a long time ago and the only guests this writer can remember being there were the late Anwer Hussain Hidayatullah and the Belgian ambassador.

Suddenly, in between the grilled salmon and the roast veal, Bhutto struck his glass with a spoon and the sound reverberated through the room. After all conversation ceased and the host was sure he had the undivided attention of the guests he said, ‘What is the basic difference between the Holy Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, and Jesus Christ?’ A few seconds later he repeated the question. One of the guests ventured an answer. The difference was six hundred years. Another guest said they belonged to two different faiths — one was a Jew and the other was a Muslim. A third guest started to say something, and then decided against it. To this day this writer has never understood exactly why Bhutto asked this question and why he chose to repeat this query when he addressed a huge crowd at Bhatti Gate in Lahore.

This writer had the honour of meeting and exchanging views with the great Z.A. Bokhari, the first director-general of Radio Pakistan, who belonged to that prehistoric era when men still believed that principle mattered and that people should act according to their conscience. He reminded me of the school master in Oliver Goldsmith’s poem ‘The Deserted Village’ especially that passage which went: ‘While words of learned length and thundering sound/ Amazed the gazing rustics ranged around,/And still they gazed , and still the wonder grew/ That one small head could carry all he knew.’

There must have been something about the man that persuaded singers of both sexes to want to switch careers so that they could sing. One name that comes to mind is that of Shamim Ejaz, an attractive girl who in 1957 gave up her 500-rupee a month job as an airhostess to sign on in Radio Pakistan for a measly 175 rupees a month. She never regretted her decision.

The story which placed Mr Bokhari among the greats was the one about the car that had been sent to pick up two people who were due to appear at Radio Pakistan. There are many versions of this story, and it might well be apocryphal. But it is such a good one it needs retelling. The version which was narrated to me by the late Dr Salimuzzaman Siddiqui has stood the test of time. One morning Mr Bokhari received a call from Khwaja Nazimuddin the prime minister. The latter sounded terribly upset.

Apparently a car had been sent to collect a very important religious leader who was due to deliver a homily at Radio Pakistan. When the vehicle arrived at his residence the man of the cloth discovered to his horror that he had to share the car with Umrao Bundu Khan — a mere musician. Khwaja Nazimuddin asked Mr Bokhari to immediately make amends by apologising for this “outrageous display of inconsideration.” The next morning the director-general telephoned the prime minister and said that he had apologised to Bundu Khan. While the prime minister was about to have an apoplectic fit, Mr Bokhari said, ‘Religious leaders are born every six months. But it is only once in 50 years that the world produces a man like Khan Sahib Ustad Umrao Bundu Khan.’ I have yet to come across anybody who would disagree with this statement.

