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Mirza Farhatullah Beg:
Nazir Ahmad ki kahani (c. 1925)

Although Mirza Farhatullah Beg (1884-1947) spent his working life in
Hyderabad, where he rose to a senior position in the state’s judiciary, he
was born into an old Delhi family and it was in Delhi that he grew up. As a
writer, he is chiefly noted for the very attractive essays which evoke the old
Muslim culture of Delhi from his memory or his imagination.

The subject of the well-known essay from which this passage is taken is
Maulvi Nazir Ahmad (1831-1912), himself an outstanding writer of
narrative prose, who incidentally produced the official Urdu translation of
the Indian Penal Code (UL, pp. 104-5). In the last period of his chequered
career, he taught Arabic at the famous Delhi College. Farhatullah Beg was
one of his students, and his essay records his memories of his old teacher.

The prestige of Delhi College attracted students from places as distant as
Afghanistan, and the passage is a humorous description of the group of
Pathan maulvis who attended Nazir Ahmad’s Arabic literature classes. The
first paragraph describes their outlandish appearance, while the second
reports Nazir Ahmad’s caustic judgment of their ability, in spite of the
bright young Farhatullah Beg’s confidence that the hardest Arabic texts are
well within the reach of any decent student. There then follows an
anecdote, illustrative of the difficulties faced by all South Asian Muslims in
mastering Arabic, which tells of the howler in translation committed by
one of the pious Afghans. The story is nicely rounded off by the author’s
description of his fear that his amusement might provoke the Pathans to
attack him, leading him to a rapid exit.

Elsewhere in the essay, Farhatullah Beg is rather critical of Nazir
Ahmad’s style, which he regards — with some justice — as having been
adversely affected by his desire to show off his linguistic gifts. Farhatullah
Beg’s own style, by contrast, is comparable in elegance to that of Ghalib’s
letters (3), with which it shares a studied exploitation of all the natural
resources of the spoken Urdu of Delhi. This is literary Urdu prose at its
best, avoiding the excessive incorporation of weighty Arabic and Persian
loans on which so many Urdu writers rely for effect, and composed in short
sentences whose construction so often demonstrates both the clarity and
the subtlety of natural Urdu syntatic patterns. Although the date given for
the essay is to be regarded as approximate, it is to be noted that this is the
last of the Urdu passages included in this book whose style is not
transparently influenced by English modes of expression.

The text is taken from Maulvi Nazir Ahmad ki kahani kuch un ki kuch meri zabani (Aligarh:
Educational Book House, 1956), pp. 66-68. '

The finest of Farhatullah Beg’s evocations of old Delhi is available in the translation of
Akhtar Qamber, The Last Musha'irah of Delhi (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 1979), which
gives a vivid picture of the world of Urdu poetry in the age of Ghalib.
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Mirza Farhatullah Beg 13

1 sun cuke: ‘now you have heard’, a reference to the previous paragraphs describing the
author’s own classes with Nazir Ahmad.

2 tamam ke tamam: ‘absolutely all of them’. The use of reduplication (542a) in this
paragraph is a marvellous illustration of the possibilities it offers for ironic exaggeration in
HU.

2 sarhad-par: ‘across the Frontier’, i.e. Afghanistan. The adv. suf. -par has something of the
sense of the E pref. ‘trans-".

3 than: ‘bolt of cloth’, i.e. the full length of material sold by a cloth-dealer for the customer
to have made up by a tailor. The outrageously baggy clothes described here are still favoured
by orthodox Pathans.

3 $amla ba-miqdar-e ‘ilm: ‘turban-end in proportion to learning’, a P tag used to ironic effect.

4 paggar: the m. form of the familiar f. pagri suggests the colossal size of their turbans. Cf.
15 chura m., suggesting a more fearsome weapon than churi f., for another illustration of the
HU distinction of m. and f. pairs to indicate large and small varieties of inanimate objects.

4 ser: ‘seer’, the traditional Indian weight, equivalent to 2Ib. or about one kilo: 40 seers make
a man ‘maund’.

4  batdson ki gali: ‘Sugar-puff Lane’, the name of a street in Old Delhi.

5 mihnat ki ye halat ki. . .: like the following thoth aise ki. . ., the omission of the verb in this
pointed phrase is a nice example of the economical possibilities of HU syntax.

7 moti ‘aql: ‘thick head’. This is not a loan-translation, but one of those cases where U and E
idioms converge.

7 bhai: a familiar term of address, not to be confused with bhai, and which is used to both
men and women. Here the rough sense is ‘my dear boy’.

8 mullahon: ‘mullahs’, the obl.p. of mulla.
8 javab dena: ‘to dismiss’ here, vs. the basic sense of ‘to answer’.

9 allah miyah is a familiar term of address to men, also used as a pref. or suf., e.g. in miyan
mitthi ‘Mr. Sweetie’ a pet term for parrots. The set phrase allah miyan is characteristic of the
way in which women talk to their children about God, but can hardly be translated directly
into E.

10  hazar samjhata hizh: ‘however much I try to explain’.

10 bhala: regularly used in HU to introduce questions expecting the answer ‘no’, and thus
similar in sense to the E formula ‘I ask you...".

10 The Hamasd or ‘Verses on Bravery in War’ is an early anthology of A poetry compiled by
Abu Tammam (d. 849), and is a regular part of the traditional syllabus of A literature, like the
notoriously difficult poetry of Mutanabbi (d. 965).

11 hihg: ‘asafoetida’, used as a flavouring in many Indian dishes. The asafoetida trade in
India was traditionally carried on by Afghan pedlars, hence this addition to the traditional
Pathan occupations of soldiering and labouring.

12 ap bhi gazab karte hain: ‘surely you are too going too far’.

12 ragar se patthar bhi ghis jata hai: ‘even a stone is worn by rubbing’, a proverbial
expression.

14 lo: in its common sense as an intj. ‘well. .., look...".
14 rang: lit. ‘colour’, but here in its wider idiomatic sense, i.e. ‘see what they are like’.

12 The Magamat or ‘Stations’ of Hariri (d. 1122) is one of the standard texts of classical A
prose, pored over by generations of Indian Muslims.

18  a‘tizu billah: ‘1 seek refuge with God’, a common A formula (743).

18 Zaid the son of Haris (d. 629) was a famous hero of early Islam. The A bin ‘son of* also
appears in U as the PA ibn-e in personal names.
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13 Mirza Farhatullah Beg

19 fI an@’ il-lail: ‘in the time of the night’, an A prepn. phrase of the same construction as
bismillah ‘in the name of God’ (742). The point of the anecdote is that A ana’ ‘time’ looks just
like in@’ ‘pot’ in the script.

20 gamis: ‘dictionary’, an A word derived from the Greek okeanos ‘ocean’, thus suggesting
the unfathomable depths of the A lexicon. The al-Qamis al-Muhit by al-Firuzabadi (d. 1415)
is the classic A dictionary, used for centuries throughout the Muslim world.

20 $amat-e a‘mal se: an ironically grand way of saying ‘unluckily’.

21 alldh de aur bandi le: ‘God proposes and man disposes’, another idiom introduced for
ironic effect.

23 parhne-vale sahib: ‘the gentleman who was reading’. As often, the HU inf. ptc.
corresponds to an E relative clause.

24  muskara-kar: ‘with a smile’. The cj. ptc. is here syntactically an adv., like the following
bure bure didon se modifying the final dekha.

26 kahin: when followed by a negative subj. regularly has this sense of ‘I hope they don’t.. .".
26 ijazat cahi: ‘begged permission to leave’.

22 zard aur kuch sun jao: ‘listen to a bit more before you go’. Both the abs. sun and jao have
independent meaning.

28 sar par paon rakh-kar bhage: ‘ran away as fast as my heels could carry me’.

28 ghar pahuncte pahuicte: ‘as I was getting home’, a typical reduplication of the adv. ptc.
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