Life of Mehdi Hasan as narrated by him (Part 1)
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By Dr Amjad Parvez

It was to Yasmeen Tahir in a radio interview, maestro Mehdi Hassan stated that he would not mind being showered with many questions about his life and works. About the 'khatab' (title) of 'Khan Saheb' given to him, and not as Gernail (General) for example, Mehdi Hassan responded that it was to the classical singer Ali Bukhsh, that the title of Gernail had been given for his excellence in classical vocalisation. Mehdi Hasan was of the view that it should be at least in three successive generations that there should be singers of great repute that one can accept the title of Khan Saheb, whereas in his family or tradition there have been singers since 12 generations. So, he accepted this title and that too when he had turned 40. About his family's tradition in singing he stated that all the successive Maharajas of Rajasthan gave bread and butter to all their employees; poets and singers. Mehdi Hasan's grandfather Inam Khan was one among them. One fine day he took permission of the Maharaja of Rajasthan to visit other States to perform like in Nepal, Indore and Barodha. On one of such visits, the grandfather of the present Maharaja of Nepal became his pupil. Maharaja of Rajhasthan appreciated the fact that his Kalawant (artist) would also be tutor of Maharajas of Nepal, Indore etc. Maharaja of Indore was also pupil of Shah Mir Khan, father of Ustad Amir Khan who was great in 'Shudhwani'. In UP, Mehdi Hasan's father Azeem Khan and uncle Ismail Khan took care of minor States such as Mankapur, Mehsur etc., and Chatarpur, Channa, Bijawal States in CP, revealed Mehdi Hasan.

About the query as to when Mehdi Hasan started singing, he informed that he was made to perform at the age of eight years. 'I sang classical in front of Maharaja of Barodha for 40 minutes. I rendered Raag Basant. In 1952, while in Pakistan, I shifted towards light classical genres of music because my 'Akaars' were more attuned towards thurmri or Ghazal singing. 'Akaars' means the apt use of nose and throat to create right sounds of words. For example the word 'Kahan' has to have nasal tone in the end while rendering it', stated Mehdi Hasan.

Mehdi Hassan informed that he was born in a village Luna in 1934. Many years later he visited his village in 1978 wherein Governor of Jaipur, an adjoining State hosted dinner in his honour and when Mehdi Hassan complained about lack to road and electricity facilities in his village, he was promised help. Electricity was provided in three days, stated Mehdi Hasan but road needed more time and funds to be built. In order to help in this regard, Mehdi Hasan performed in a music programme in his village Jhunjhunoo attended by about two hundred thousand audience and all the proceeds were left for making the road. 

When Pakistan was about to be born, Mehdi Hasan shifted to Chichawatni in 1946 and stayed with his paternal grandmother. He was only twelve then. His family had been invited here by Mehnt Ghrdari Lal Das, a landowner who was a music lover. Khan Saheb Pyare Khan was his employee who was father of Ustad Umeed Ali Khan. Meanwhile Mehdi Hasan's brother Pandit Ghulam Qadir became an employee of Radio Pakistan Karachi. None else among Mehdi Hasan's brothers and sisters opted for music. Mehdi Hassan was in Pakistan on August 14, 1947. His father had gone back to bring his family to Pakistan but had to leave all his belongings in the now India.

Mehdi Hassan kept his struggle alive to become a great artist. From 1947 to 1952, in order to earn his bread and butter, he became a foreman in some auto workshop. In parallel, he used to do exercise in Akharas (Gymnasiums) of Pehelwans (wrestlers). It was a prelude to become a great singer, his father always told him as for singing, one needed to have strong lungs. This was the routine his forefathers had followed also. Running in the morning and doing exercise in the evenings or vice versa became Mehdi Hasan's routine till 1952. He used to eat lots of meat, drink milk and eat nuts. Exercise had kept Mehdi Hassan slim instead of becoming fat. Mehdi Hassan stated that all of his contemporary singers did not follow any exercise pattern and left this world at an early age. Unfortunately his children have not followed suit. 

Time came when his father informed him that all what they had brought from India was finished so they had to start earning from a wood stall (Taal) that needed to be started with the Rs. 10,000 left with him now. Mehdi Hassan felt very bad that his father, Azeem Khan would now be called 'Taal Waalla'. Mehdi Hassan asked for some money from his father for doing business instead. Jokingly Azeem Khan gave ten rupees to Mehdi Hassan. A shop had been allotted to them on the roadside; Mehdi Hasan started a motor/bike repair shop. He bought an air pump, old tires, some tools etc. After few days he started earning twelve to sixteen rupees every day out of which he would give five rupees to his father. That is how Mehdi Hassan saved his father to become Taal Waala, contended Mehdi Hasan. After a few years, he had saved Rs 34,000. Mehdi Hassan went to Sukkur and joined a private company

