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Munir Niazi recited a few lines and was confronted with deafening silence. He paused and put a question to the audience: “Why can’t you understand anything?”

A couple of years ago, Munir Niazi came to Washington for an Urdu mushaira. I went to see him and was saddened to see how age had taken its toll on him. We started talking about our common friends. When I said, “Khan Sahib, you met that person when he was long dead”, Munir Niazi was startled: “Yar pata vi nahin chalda aseen maray bandian noon mildeey rahnay aan” (We continue meeting dead people without realising it). Later on friends told me that he was so struck by this notion that he would mention it often. He did not forget to mention it when he appeared on the television program “A Day with Geo”.

Munir Niazi was struck by my description of that particular person because “the dead man” and I used to pick him up from his residence, which was near Shama Cinema on Lahore’s Ferozepur Road. After we were settled in a rickshaw, he would pull out his wallet, give us five rupees with the excuse that he had only that much to spare. “The dead man” and I would giggle and smile at each other, as if to say “Deewana bkar-i-khwaish hushiar ast” (The madman is bright enough to protect his own interests). 

We would reach Pak Tea House, drop Khan Sahib (Munir Niazi) and search our poor pockets for the rest of the amount. We would go and get ‘umm-ul-khabias’ (mother of all evils)—that is how Munir Niazi used to describe the forbidden drink. Then we would all use the pavement of Pak Tea House as our everlasting bar. More often than not, some car would come to pick up Khan Sahib and the ‘umm-ul-khabias’ would be spared for the ‘shagird paisha’ (the apprentices). Habib Jalib used to join the late evening party because fewer cars would pick him up.

On one such evening, the late Shaharyar Rashid (son of NM Rashid) invited Sarmad Sehbai, Saadat Saeed, Munir Niazi, and me to the Civil Services Academy for a mushaira. In those days, I used to seriously flirt with Urdu poetry. The only good thing that came out of that evening was that Munir Niazi didn’t have to depart with his five rupees nor we to search our tattered pockets. Otherwise, the mushaira was a fiasco. 

The Desi-Anglo audience was extremely non-responsive. Even Sarmad Sehbai’s tricks did not work. Being the senior-most poet, Munir Niazi came to the podium at the end. With ‘jin da bacha in his tummy’, Munir Niazi was in his element. He used to say “jin da bacha andar na howay te gal vi nahin hundi” (it is hard to talk unless the jinn’s kid is inside). 

Munir Niazi recited a few lines and was confronted with deafening silence. He paused and put a question to the audience: “Why can’t you understand anything?” A bright chap, somewhere at the back of the audience, shouted, “Sir, you recite your verses, we are listening.” Munir Niazi retorted: “Son, do you have listening ears to start with?” He refused to continue his recitation. There have been few people like Munir Niazi, who could say such a harsh thing to an elite audience.

Once, on our way to the Pak Tea House, we were all very depressed. Munir Niazi was unusually sad. Patting my shoulder, he murmured, “I know you are an ahal (competent) person from my hometown. Once power comes into my hands, it will be fine with all of you.” He used to say this quite often, and I have never been able to figure out what he meant by “gaining power”. I am sure he did not mean grabbing political power: he was far away from that.

To his credit, when he had a little power as a publisher he was very generous. He published NM Rashid and Ali Abbas Jalalpuri’s books in very handsome style. He paid good royalty to the authors. His wife asked him why he was paying others so much when he never received the same for his own books. His response was, “Then, [power to do] justice was in someone else’s hand. It is in my hands now and I can’t misuse it.” 

Munir Niazi could not tolerate even a compromising silence. Once he visited Sahiwal and was disgusted over the apathy of politicians and even Majeed Amjad — the great Urdu poet who spent most of his life in Sahiwal at the Stadium Hotel—over a matter relating to a public library. Munir Niazi was very upset with Majeed Amjad and said “Majeed Amjad is a bhiji hoi bhaid (damped female-lamb), who cannot scare off a crow from his shoulder.”

Munir Niazi was a master of nicknames. “Bhiji hoi bhaid” is but one example. Anyone who had crossed his way or undermined him in an article or book was “sat mahian” (pre-maturely born) or “sup da bacha” (snake’s offspring). He had a special expression for the decadent and self-promoting herd of writers. “These people put on a snake’s uniform in the morning and go out. In the evening they come back, take off snake’s uniform, and put on dresses more befitting for nalahp (worms).”

Munir Niazi was very confident about his own legacy. When he started selling his share of a transportation empire, the largest in Sahiwal during those days, his uncle lamented, “Munir you have destroyed us.” Munir Niazi replied, “Chacha (uncle), on your death, even the dogs will not cry. When I pass, the Five Rivers will shed tears.”

Whatever is left of the Five Rivers, must be bawling over his death. 

Random musing: Shaharyar Rashid was with us at the Punjab University and, besides studies, he was obsessed with teaching Judo and Karate to students. He wanted me to learn this martial art, but I always wriggled out with some befitting excuse. So it was when as a Foreign Service cadet he thought of arranging a mushaira in the Academy, perhaps to commemorate his father, the great Urdu poet Rashid. 
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