Umer Mohajir — a distinguished orator, broadcaster 

By Rauf Parekh 
Monday, 28 Sep, 2009 | 01:44 AM PST 

IT is an oft-repeated lament that our society is suffering from falling standards in every domain. We almost daily hear someone or other bemoan that standards are in a free-fall, be it art, literature, sports or education. I cannot say for sure to what extent it is true, but there is definitely a factor that is contributing to a marked absence of excellence from our society: the absence of giants. We have stopped producing giants. What we now have instead is a wagon train of dwarfs, not knowing where they are headed, but they run the show and are touted as giants. Public relations and manoeuvring is the name of the game. Get yourself connected to the right persons at the right place, cast your charm, and lo and behold, you are a celebrity! 

Until a few decades ago, in every sphere there used to be some towering personalities who did not only show finesse in their relevant fields but had multifaceted talent which gave them an insight and a certain exquisiteness which today the rest of us can only strive for. And what must come as a surprise to today’s publicity-hungry literary dwarfs is the fact that these giants shunned publicity. 

Muhammad Umer Mohajir was one such personality. He was a writer, orator, administrator and, above all, a broadcaster. 

Muhammad Umer Mohajir was born on Aug 2, 1917 in a small town in Raichoor district of what was then known as Hyderabad Deccan. His ancestors were Arabs, who had migrated to the Southern coasts of India in the 10th century. As there were other Arab migrants, known as Nawaet, who had been living there long before them, they took the name Mohajir, or migrants, to distinguish themselves from the Nawaet, and ultimately Mohajir became their family name. 

Umer Mohajir showed a natural talent for oratory in his early childhood and later earned many an accolade as an orator. Having joined Usmania University after passing his high school examination at 14, he won a gold medal at a speech contest there. Later, Umer Mohajir delivered a speech at a ‘Seerat’ meeting. Bahadur Yar Jang, who happened to be there, was so impressed by his oratory that he invited him to work with him. Umer Mohajir’s speech won him the first prize at an All-India declamation contest held at Aligarh University, where he was representing Usmania University. At Usmania University, Mohajir was elected president of the student union also. 

After earning his Master’s in Urdu in 1941, Mohajir Sahib joined government service as ‘tehseeldaar’. In 1948, Indian forces launched a military action and annexed Deccan to the Indian Union. As Mohajir Sahib had worked with Bahadur Yar Jang and supported ‘Majlis-i-Ittehad-ul-Muslimeen’, he had to leave Deccan. 

He migrated to Pakistan in 1949. 

Here he joined the rehabilitation department and was posted at Tando Allahyar, Sindh. But soon the public service commission selected him as programme organiser and posted him at Radio Pakistan’s Dhaka station. During a training course, Mohajir developed some differences with Z. A. Bukhari, the then director-general of Radio Pakistan, and suffered a lot. He was transferred to the Rawalpindi station. However, he soon rose to eminence due to his hard work and some fine musicals and plays that were widely appreciated. 

At a later stage, he was transferred to the Karachi station, where he worked with Z. A. Bukhari and both struck a friendship that lasted till the very last. From the Karachi station, he produced some unforgettable programmes and plays, many of which were written by him. 

Having proved his mettle, Mohajir was entrusted with varied responsibilities and was posted at the Election Commission of Pakistan for a few years. Later, he returned to his mother organisation and served in different capacities, finally becoming deputy controller before his retirement. 

He excelled in running commentary. His talent for oratory, vast reading, command over language and a beautiful voice played a vital role in it. Mohajir Sahib broadcasted live programmes on several important national and international occasions, including Haj and the Islamic Summit at Lahore in 1974. 

Muhammad Umer Mohajir was a man of letters, too. He knew many languages, including English and Persian, and translation was his forte. Aside from plays, sketches, features, critical essays and research articles, Mohajir Sahib rendered several literary works into Urdu from English and Persian. But he did not value his writings much and did not care to preserve them. Many of his works were published either under pennames or someone else’s name. One of his pennames, as mentioned by Fareesa Aqeel in the introductory note to her book ‘Adab aur adeeb’, was ‘Abu Rehan’. Some of the translations were published with the initials ‘Meem Ain Meem’. A translation of a famous Russian novel was rendered by Umer Mohajir, but when it came out of press, it bore somebody else’s name. Mohajir also translated G. Allana’s book ‘Our freedom fighters’ into Urdu. 

One of the much talked-about works of his is ‘Panj ahang’, published by Idara Yadgar-i-Ghalib on Ghalib’s centennial in 1969. It is a racy translation of Ghalib’s Persian letters. Though there have been at least two other translations of ‘Panj ahang’, Mohajir’s is a translation that feels the closest to Ghalib’s Urdu prose. 

His posthumously published works include ‘Adab aur adeeb’, a collection of critical essays, and ‘Urdu afsanay ka tashkeeli daur’, a critical survey of Urdu short-story, both compiled by his daughter Fareesa Aqeel. 

Muhammad Umer Mohajir died in Quetta, where he had gone to broadcast a radio programme, on Sept 29, 1977. He was buried in Karachi. 

