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WORD FOR WORD: Jinnah and the guava fruit — Khaled Ahmed
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In South Africa, guava also means backside. If someone is behaving in an annoying manner, you can threaten to ‘kick him up his guava’. But it is inappropriate and politically incorrect to issue this warning to someone who is not a good friend; it will be taken amiss

There is lot of this fruit in the market in spring. It is amrud in Persian and taken into Urdu as such: amrood. The guava from Sindh is still sweet, but in Punjab it is mostly of neutral taste. In India, the guava from Ilahabad is famous for its taste.

Pakistan should declare guava its national fruit because the founder, Quaid-e-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah, liked it. It appears that he liked this fruit exclusively. In a fond memorandum left behind by Begum Ra’na Liaquat Ali Khan, this is how it is disclosed:

“All by himself he was human — but that wasn’t very often! His eyes were sharp and searching and only the honest could look him straight in the eye or even to attempt to argue with him. He was very English in his manner and way of living. Breakfast meant marmalade!

“He was very fond of an oriental fruit called guava — he swore that it purified the blood. Whenever he stayed with us I made a point of having guavas in the house. He didn’t know much about food, and often what he termed good I thought was rather poor.”

Was guava an oriental fruit? This is where Begum Ra’na had got it wrong. The name is from the defunct Indian Tupi language of the Amazon in Brazil. The fruit is spread out in the Caribbean region. It even grows wild there! The Portuguese must have brought it to India.

The Portuguese got it from the Tupi as guaiabo. The Spanish spread it further along till it came into English as guava. In the Caribbean it is supposed to have medicinal value. It is undoubtedly good for aging people with pulled muscles.

Guava is like chillies, it is not indigenous. The Persians knew guava and thought it had excellent health effects. They called it amrud (deathless?) perhaps because it was ambrosia to them. The Arabs today think the same and eat a lot of it.

They eat guava a lot in South Africa too. A BBC website has an interesting entry. “Everybody knows that guava is a fruit. It is especially nice stewed and served cold with smooth custard, as lots of boarding school students will affirm.

“Guava juice is refreshing at breakfast. But, in South Africa, a guava is also a backside, a butt, a bum. If someone is behaving in an annoying manner, you can threaten to ‘skop (kick) him up his guava’. But it is inappropriate and politically incorrect to issue this warning to someone who is not a good friend; it will be taken amiss.”

In Thailand, the Portuguese must have been the agents once again. But the Thai pasted the Persian word for foreigner on to the fruit, calling it farang. But if a foreigner misbehaves they call him kee nok (bird shit). This is now also the name of a variety of guava found in Thailand!

Guava was brought in by the farangi and is so called. But since the farangi was a bit of a bird shit, guava too is called bird shit!

If you are ever in South Africa don’t ask for guava! You might get laughed at. Any Punjabi and Urdu speaking person would know that gu means dung or shit. (Cow-dung is called goa!) In Persian too guara is something that you can digest.

In Urdu we use Persian guara (tolerable) as against naguar without knowing that it refers to (digestible) excrement. In Spanish and English guano means bird-shit. We don’t know how in South Africa they have arrived at guava as human backside, but the connection is there with excrement.

And guava is good for digestion! *
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