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The News, October 2, 2004

I relish reading notices, announcements and sloppy, often crude introductions to shady merchandise. My favourite is graffiti around the Punjab introducing a panacea for male impotence. There is so much of it you would think most of the honchos in the Punjab are unable to perform. Then there are monotonous promotions of Jaranwala’s famous anti-opium tablets. A word of caution here: once you kick opium though, there isn’t a nostrum for Jaranwala’s elixir. It’s like finding a cure for baldness that gives you a migraine and a remedy for migraine that gives you an ulcer and a therapy for ulcer that makes the hair disappear. I strongly disapprove of such supposed miracle cures and placebos. They can act as an incentive for the not-too-wise to taste the forbidden fruit, presuming incorrectly that an antidote is available off the shelf.
Last year I accompanied a dear friend, who is Collector of Customs, to the Karachi Airport on an inspection. The Customs Hall is a nice, clean area with fancy scanning machines. The staff is neatly dressed, despite the white shoes, courteous and do not interfere with passengers walking through the green channel, even if they are carrying a Stinger. People returning from abroad have suffered far too long at the hands of unscrupulous customs inspectors known to relieve passengers of the Levis they might be wearing. Such was the treatment meted out to expatriates arriving home after toiling in sweatshops overseas. 

Anyhow, coming back to the inspection, there is a bank towards one side of the hall with a huge neon sign declaring its presence. Close to the exit is a small glass booth where we sat and kept vigil on arriving passengers and customs staff trying to be on best behaviour. There was a small sign on the door clarifying, “This is not a bank!”  I wanted to know why there was a sign on the booth explaining it was not a bank when any idiot could easily spot the lovely big bank not too far off. My friend laughed and said, “You would be surprised how many people come to us for change. An old lady once came to the booth and wanted small bills for a thousand rupee note. The Preventive Officer on duty changed it for her and when he was about to put the thousand rupee note into his pocket, he was nabbed by a magistrate for accepting a bribe.”

A friend of mine has a sprawling house encircled by a long boundary wall that people kept pissing against. Like others fed up by fellow citizens piddling against their property, he had a sign on his boundary wall saying: “Look, an ass is urinating!” I found it rather distasteful and said so. He then had the wall repainted and had his dog, Doggie, trained to chase away morons making indecent use of his wall. Doggie does a good job, but while he successfully chases people away that attempt to line up against his master’s wall and unbuckle their pants, I have often seen Doggie lifting a leg up against the very wall that he guards.

I have in my lifetime seen many strange notices. A senior colleague repeatedly invited me to his house. I declined politely quite aware he did not mean it. The only reason he came visiting every late afternoon was because he was out of a job and did not have a telephone and wished to misuse mine. I sit late, not because I cannot finish work during allotted office hours but for dear friends that keep popping in and interrupt disposal of official business. So, I am frequently condemned to burn midnight oil, so to say, and end up lighting the candle at both ends. 

After tolerating him wholeheartedly for two minutes the first time and thereafter reluctantly for a fortnight, I confided in a colleague. He took out his thesaurus for emphasis and said, “You can’t get rid of him with subtle hints, suggestions, innuendos and tentative approach. He is contagion, like the plague, a scourge, the Black Death itself. I would recommend an exterminator, a hit man or suicide.” I consulted another and then another and so on until I found it to be gospel truth. One day I discovered no one knew where the scoundrel lived. Even his salary cheque, as his severance pay would in good time, was delivered to a post box number. I got hold of a copy of his identity card. It showed Middle Earth as his residential address.

“He has done his homework,” my colleague wagged an accusing finger. “He knows you don’t go to anyone’s house fearing you may have to reciprocate.” And so one evening I decided to bite the bullet and accept his invitation when it appeared as if it would be the last he would extend. The cad was absolutely aghast. He asked if tonight was okay, armed with the knowledge from an overheard telephone conversation that it was my wedding anniversary. I said it was fine and almost put him on a resuscitator. 

And so we left a little while later for his home. We parked my little car by the Badshahi Masjid and walked gingerly to his house through the esoteric alleys of the Walled City. He lived in the Red Light District. Outside his house hung a forbidding, almost disappointing sign: “There are NO mujras inside this house!” The food that evening was far from writing home about and yet the florescent sign outside the house still resonates in my mind. 

Although there is still action around, it shall soon be gone. Perhaps the denizens of Shahi Mohallah who doggedly run the risk of drunks banging on their doors in the middle of the night, know one day that all the dancing girls and their retinues shall ultimately disperse around the city. Even now, one has to make a serious effort to find them because they cannot display a sign on their front doors announcing, “There IS mujra inside this house”. This is one thing I really dislike about the Punjab. In Karachi, no one cares what goes on inside the four walls you own. In Lahore and Rawalpindi, and even Islamabad, people call police when you organise a respectable little mujra, or have friends over for drinks.

One thing that baffles me is why road signs must be bilingual. Okay, we have English as official language, something that the Englishman left behind as punishment or recompense for independence, but is there really any need to have road signs in Urdu and English? Lahore is hardly Paris and we don’t exactly have a hundred thousand tourists romping around. We should at least get the spellings correct. There are spelling errors in both languages at various places. I spotted the sign for Mini Market on the Main Boulevard the other day. It wasn’t correctly spelt in Urdu. The “zair”, a diacritical mark essential for chaste pronunciation, was missing. If you read it in Urdu, it directs you towards Mini Market or Munni Market or Money Market or Semen Market, if you get my drift.

The notice that gives me the absolute shivers is “Rights of Admission Reserved” outside restaurants. I am sure it has no legal basis. What it essentially means is that if I go inside a restaurant, the management will not only accept my money for the food but will be well within their rights to chuck me out if I annoy them by complaining about quality. No such signs hang outside Pizza Hut or McDonald’s, for example. Employees here are scared of customers. The customer is the king. Elsewhere, customers are terrified of restaurateurs. Corporate America has brought us something good. It is high time we did away with reserving rights of admission for people who cannot deliver.

Election banners and wall chalking I dislike the most. A long time back when we were in college, a classmate everyone despised decided to contest election. His name was Akram Choohan. One fine morning, every wall on Murree Road from Faizabad to Flashman’s had “Vote for Akram Choohan” written on it. Rawalpindi suddenly discovered he existed. We turned blue. We decided to teach him a lesson and set out with buckets of white paint. The following morning, every wall on Murree Road had “Vote for Akram Chooha” written on it. Rawalpindi had a good laugh. Poor Akram Choohan got ten votes, probably from himself and nine cats.

Stealing Candy

The Nation, September 27, 2002


Winter has not arrived early in Hershey. What has people shivering prematurely, given them goose-bumps and forced them to take their woollies out is not a summer that has neglected to linger on through fall and instead lapsed straight into winter but rather a hostile takeover bid on the Hershey Food Corporation. Hershey denizens are actually out on the streets, protesting against Big Business that is intent upon taking away Hershey’s legacy and making it a productive part of Corporate America.


I visited Hershey in 1989. Driving grudgingly to Pittsburgh to call on an ancient friend who could not find time to visit me in New York, or his family in Pakistan for more than ten years for that matter, I took the New Jersey Turnpike in a borrowed Honda Accord and resisted the temptation of going all the way down I-95 South to Key West in the Gulf of Mexico, a memorable tour I undertook in 1986 in a rented Thunderbird with Tariq Bashir Cheema, the infallible Nazim of Bahawalpur.

That was the year of the temporary resurgence of the New York Mets, the lesser of the two baseball teams from the Big Apple. Tariq was an avowed Yankee fan but since the Yankees consistently failed to deliver under the iron, misguiding hand of George Steinbrenner, most New Yorkers rooted for the Mets that season. We lived in a cosy one-bedroom apartment in Flushing on Sanford and Kissena, barely a few minutes walk away from Shea Stadium, the home of the Mets, where the Beatles played live in 1965. We could hear the fans roar on match days whenever Howard Johnson and Darryl Strawberry hit home runs or Mookie Wilson and Lenny Dykstra stole base.

The drive to Miami and then to the Florida Keys was unending. It took far longer than it should have because we stopped to rent motel rooms twice a day, once to spend the night and once to watch the Mets step out to take on the Houston Astros in the National League playoffs. This was a rather tedious exercise because not all motels offered satellite television those days. It was then that I was introduced to baseball, a romance that survives intermittently to this day. When I came back to live in New York two years later, I often sat in the bleachers wishing the Mets would emulate that unforgettable form of 1986. Sadly, they never did and true to the character of my country’s politicians, I became a turncoat and switched loyalty to the Yankees in the early nineties. 

I was a mature student at Columbia University in the City of New York (yes, that is the full name and title of this wonderful seat of learning). On hearing I was headed towards Amish country, one of my young classmates suggested I must visit Hershey and feel the fragrance of chocolate in the air. The decision was made for me when my host despatched a frantic signal informing he was unavoidably detained in Detroit, along with the keys to his apartment. Wishing he had been detained by the men in blue, or better still the men in black, I took a forced detour towards Hershey, driving at the leisurely fifty-five miles per hour speed limit through scenic countryside, regretfully bypassing towns with enchanting, often intriguing names like Virginville, Mount Carbon, Moselem, Five Points, Birdsboro, Old Zionsville, Kutztown, Schuyllkill Haven, New Jerusalem, Lebanon, Sinking Springs and so on and so forth. 

Hershey is a small town, and the smell of chocolate does indeed hang in the air, almost like a clothesline. Hershey has a Chocolate Avenue and a Cocoa Avenue and streetlights shaped like candy. Milton S. Hershey, who built the chocolate factory and a town to go with it, is a typical American success story. Starting as an apprentice for a candy-maker, he set up shop in Philadelphia, followed by two ventures in Chicago and New York that proved to be similar failures. He returned to Pennsylvania in 1883 and hit pay dirt when he established a chocolate factory in Lancaster. He adopted German technology towards the end of the century, packed up his business in Lancaster and launched a new industry in Derry Church. 

In 1903, he began building what was to become the world’s largest chocolate factory. It was this success that enabled him to create a model town for his workers. The new town that he named after himself had comfortable homes, a subsidised transportation network, efficient schools, churches, dispensaries and hospitals and extensive cultural and recreational facilities to keep his vassals amused. A beautiful park in the new town soon brought visitors from all over. Unable to have children, Hershey founded a school for orphan boys, now known as the Milton Hershey School, which he endowed with his entire fortune soon after the premature demise of his beloved wife.

Hershey was a good man. They don’t make it like him anywhere anymore. It is sad that the people of Hershey have come out in protest against a hostile takeover bid on the Hershey Foods Corporation alone. It is not to remember the man himself or to preserve his legacy but rather solely out of fear for their jobs and a way of life underwritten by a unique system he devised for his employees that stands threatened by Wall Street brokers. The people of Hershey have never come out in protest against Viet Nam, the invasion of the Moon, an election stolen from Al Gore, the carnage in Palestine or even the dastardly attacks on the World Trade Centre. They have, however, suddenly been exposed to greed epitomised by Big Business and they are mad as hell.


It is essentially Corporate America that rules the United States. The events of September 11 were tragic and unfortunate. Unwittingly, they gave unbridled license to American powerbrokers to turn American rulers into cowboys and lay down amazing ground rules for the rest of the world. Having said that, nations across the world hard done by American policies should not really blame hard-core Americans. Americans are usually nice, simple folk. Sixty-seven percent of them don’t know the name of their Vice-President. More than half of them don’t even know they have a Vice President. A quarter of the population thinks Canada is just another state. Deep down in southern backwaters, the Rednecks think Jews actually have little horns on their heads. Many Americans firmly believe that people in the under-developed world live on trees. When an American is jostled abroad, intentionally or otherwise, his first reaction is: “Hey, you can’t do that to me. I’m an American!”
There are good and a great many bad things about the United States. Fortunately, some Puritanism remains. Despite corporatisation of the economy, monopolies are strictly frowned upon. The Japanese, who don’t let anyone in themselves, strolled in to manufacture in America everything that the Americans used to, starting with semi-conductors and then moving on to bigger nuisances, in greater numbers and at lower costs. Hell, sometimes the Americans are so fair that if the caveman who invented the wheel came along and asked General Motors for royalty, the courts will rule in his favour. Immigrants are welcome, never mind Carol Burnett saying “I say we should put an end to immigration! Look what happened to the Red Indians!” Americans tell jokes about their heroes shamelessly and never tire of recounting how, down to his last few men and surrounded by ten thousand Red Indians, George Armstrong Custer made one of the monumental observations of military history by exclaiming either “All right! From now on, no more Mr. Nice Guy!” or “Where did all these f---ing Indians come from?” 
There is a great big neon sign in New York keeping a tab on the national debt. It ticks faster than the ladies of the evening on Seventh Avenue and 42nd Street. Few people know what it means. And then of course there is chic California. Where else in the world can you see a hoodlum holding up a gas station with a patterned stocking pulled over his head? In the larger cities, no one notices anyone. Life goes on. Tramps die on the sidewalk and pedestrians just take care not to trample them. And yet they stop all the time to pick up dying squirrels and rush them to the nearest pet clinic. 

New York is so impersonal that if it were not for muggings, people would hardly come into contact with each other. Letters get delivered right on time, although there is every likelihood the mailman will spray you with bullets while delivering junk mail. It is the only country in the world where undertakers not only cremate your loved ones but also offer to convert their remains into artificial diamond jewellery you can wear. Away from the concrete jungle, people are real friendly. I once went to a rodeo with my wife and my three little boys in a small town called Cody in Wyoming. We got so much friendly attention that we were convinced we were from another planet. The boys left the rodeo with stone-bleach jeans, Black Appaloosa hats, little tan Cheyenne boots, Smoky Mountain bandanas, chaps and vests and Texas Ranger belts. While my wife selected a “My Barn My Rules” wooden sign for the front door of our government house, I picked up a Berry Edge Horse Head bolo tie.
Capitalism and free enterprise underline the American way of life. Competition keeps prices down and free enterprise allows businesses to charge what the traffic will bear. Gasoline stays more or less the same price as it was ten years ago, and if you travel twenty miles south of Manhattan it will almost surely be cheaper. In Oklahoma, it is only slightly dearer than tap water. You tell a shopkeeper you can get the same brand of cigarettes for ten cents less down the road, he will not be offended. He will invariably suggest you should buy it from there and shout, “Have a nice day” as you stomp out angrily. You stare at a $5,500 leather jacket in a Madison Avenue boutique and the salesgirl shall helpfully explain it is expensive because it is “made in Pakistan!” Of course she wouldn’t know if Pakistan is in Europe or Asia or Down Under or on the Dark Side of the Moon. When I told her I could buy exactly the same stuff in Pakistan for fifty dollars, she said, “Get outta here!” She did not naturally want me to leave. In America, they tell you to get out if they like you!

That is how America is. It is just too bad that Corporate America runs the United States the wrong way. It is not politics. It is all about the colour of money. And the colour of American money is green. Nothing else. The developing world bears the brunt of this charming hue. If the poor want an Airbus, they will end up buying a Jumbo they can’t fill nor pay for and for which they will have to build longer runways. If they think of peace, CIA shall ensure there is a flare-up. If they want to promote indigenous industry, there is always globalisation. If there are environmental concerns not affecting domestic industrial interests, the hammer will come down but if Big Business is annoyed, Kyoto will go out of the window. Sometimes I think that all those twenty-first century hippies and conscientious objectors who agitate against globalisation are actually doing our bidding. America needs more people like Milton S. Hershey. He gave America the gift of chocolate. More than that, he left values behind. George Bush and his posse of cowboys, the military-industrial complex and the issue networks that manage the riches of the world could use some of those values right now.

A Case for Capital Punishment

The Nation, October 6, 2002

I am ceaselessly amazed when I sit in the supposed safety of a decrepit PIA (Pakistan International Airline) aeroplane. Passengers and cabin staff are on strictly good behaviour. It is an uneasy, compromising atmosphere. Customers are circumspect and wonder whether the plane shall leave on time. The cabin crew sizes up people to identify those they can totally ignore. Pilots get an opportunity to brush up on their English and try out their American accents, or lack thereof. The machine itself sighs and prepares itself for yet another journey with minimal maintenance.  

Full marks for the naiveté and vulnerability of consumers and total indemnity provided to PIA employees by its management and union mafiosos. About three years ago, aching for a cigarette, and quite out of spite, I sent a complaint to the PIA Chairman of that time, quoting the flight number, description and all, about a PIA pilot smoking in open daylight in the Business Class. I got no acknowledgement. Perhaps the response is still on board a PIA flight seeking clearance to take off.

The travellers are the real losers. No matter how they strive and how patient they can become, they are destined to remain in the red. If they are rude, the crew can outdo them with remarkable aplomb. If you didn’t know already, PIA employees have carried brusquerie to the sublime. No matter if it is at the time of booking, or check-in or --- the most perilous part --- during the act of flying itself, they excel at it. If anyone complains, the cabin crew gangs up on him.

I don’t say all this in idle or misplaced jest. Ahmed Saeed is doubtlessly a swell guy and has superb ideas, but is pegged down inextricably by the mafias of PIA employees and senior management. I came across him a long time back and wanted to get to know him better. An irreversible age gap, his insatiable appetite for three no-trumps and a peerless tendency to turn his partner into a perpetual dummy on the Bridge table, and my own conspicuous peregrination proved regrettably to be an insurmountable impediment in what had promised to be a budding relationship of two men with possibly much in common.
Having said that, he is a break in the clouds, so to say. If anyone will turn this white elephant around, there cannot be a better choice. It is a long haul but he has already worked a few miracles. PIA is far better now than what we have endured in the past. There was a time when it offered little extras to humour us, such as, with 289 people in the plane one of the extras was actually a successful take off. 

I digress, as usual. Forgive me. The reason I am knocking PIA is because I often hear this eerie announcement every time I happen to be on board. Do they make this announcement when I am not travelling? Anyhow, the proclamation introduces frightened passengers to the rightfully Draconian law on drug trafficking and how such offences are punishable by death. I have no idea whether the warning works and whether any drug baron has been despatched to the gallows since the law was promulgated. It is ominous enough nonetheless.

When I was in school, I often travelled from Rawalpindi to Lahore. The mode of transport was the good old Ford wagon. It cost me ten rupees. Toll taxes alone put you back by a hundred these days. I am not trying to pin down the price index here. No, I am attempting merely to identify otherwise how far we have gone down the drain. I remember one such trip. A bridge over one of the rivers had either collapsed or suddenly become unsafe, catching planners by so much surprise that Bailey bridges had to be erected. There were two of these: one for southbound traffic and the other for those headed northbound. 

There was a long queue as we approached the southbound Bailey bridge. The wagon driver joined the queue and a few moments later discovered there could be a rather prolonged wait. He immediate broke out of the queue and headed towards the northbound Bailey bridge, which appeared to be under-utilised. No one followed us. We whizzed across the river but as we hit landfall, the chain-keeper saw traffic bearing down on him from the wrong direction and immediately blocked us off with the chain. He was a poor man, frail and weather-beaten, a petty labourer, employed at below minimum wage by the contractor.  He would not let us through. The wagon driver argued but the custodian of the Bailey bridge did not budge. We had to re-cross the river in reverse and rejoined the queue.

That was the seventies. In the twenty-first century, a traffic sergeant doing similar duty grins and waves such a driver through or backs down at slightest resistance. A generation ago, a common labourer stood his ground. Would he do it today? That errant driver has now multiplied by about a hundred and thirty-three million and that ordinary labourer who successfully enforced decency has been blown into oblivion along with many others of his dying breed. We have gone so far down the gutter that I often wonder if we can ever get out. We have lost proportion of right and wrong and seek to break laws and flout rules with impunity. Whether it is courtesy on the roads, or repayment of loans, or fulfilling responsibility in public office, or religious and ethnic tolerance, we have all made that extra effort to lose our way entirely. 

I would, therefore, propose that every crime, misdemeanour, misdeed, misbehaviour and incivility, or even the mere thought thereof, should be punishable by death. This should do the trick and transform us into good citizens. Accordingly, I have scribbled a public annunciation, or a warning notice if you may, for my fellow nationals that I have a mind to put up for the consideration of the so-called elected government that has good governance as the cornerstone of its political agenda. So, here it goes:

“All crimes and violations of law and rules, including jay-walking, shall henceforth be punishable by death. Please rest assured that this threat will be carried out.

“So, in case you are adamant and insist on being as difficult a Pakistani as all others, present company excepted, and have total disregard for authority and absolutely no good sense and revel in total indifference to civic and moral obligations, please go ahead by all means. Before you do so, please spare a few minutes to consider what you will miss should you select to cut dead the law and choose instead to break your neck around a noose:

“First of all, and most important, you will no longer be able to break any more laws or be a pest, since you will be dead. This, of course, suits everyone else because if you are dead well before your time, that is how the Good Lord so willed and how it shall be and there must be a very good reason for it, for the laws of the Lord are mightier than the laws of man. Stop to ponder also that the only way you will be able to take your money with you when you are dead is if it is fireproof since you are destined to burn in the fires of hell, considering the way you have carried yourself during the time you trampled the God Earth;

“Secondly, if you break the law, there will be one person less to break the law. And you can’t let that happen, can you? Why should others outshine you? Thirdly, if you are dead, there are 133 million minus one people romping around who will vie to break the law and violate rules with greater gusto than you. Why permit them to claim your glory? 

“Fourthly, rather than breaking the law and getting caught and ending up dead, you should take some time out, lay off crime, law-breaking and immorality for a while and instead devise ways of doing wrong in such a manner that you are not caught and do not devolve into the past tense. That will give a few moments of respite to the nation and you don’t want the good citizens of Pakistan to be comfortable, do you? 

“Finally, we need you. You must remain alive to keep up the immense pressure on our diminishing natural endowments. You are absolutely crucial for our efforts to add that extra punch to that great big bomb of people just waiting to explode and which is even more lethal than the ones we tried out in Chaghai and incurred the wrath of the rest of the world! 


I am not paranoid. I sincerely believe that as a nation we relish rejecting authority and abhor discipline. I was in the London High Commission some years ago. Maybe the only good thing that the High Commissioner of that time did during his questionable stint was to enforce queues in the Consular Section. Everyone had to line up. Anyhow, it was sheer discipline and everyone hated it. One morning I got a call from Reception that a certain gentleman wanted to see me. He did not have an appointment, but because he was related to a senior colleague, I figured he was important enough to dent my schedule. He was duly ushered in and offered a comfortable chair, a cup of tea, Danish cookies and a corner to pull on his huge cigar. He was a button short, if you don’t mind my saying so.


He explained he had lived in England for more than two decades and that he had an English wife and children and a British passport that did not mention his religion. Most significantly, he had obtained it from the Post Office. Attaboy! I exclaimed with stark delight. After I calmly took in as to how much more privileged he was as compared to myself, I asked him what brought him to see me. I had a pretty good idea, and yet I did not want to put him on guard. He explained he wanted to file a visa application. 

“No problem,” I said with wicked pleasure. “Go to the Consular Section, take a number and wait to be called.” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture and explained there was a queue. I took my machete out. I had a question for this well-dressed gentleman who had forsaken Pakistani nationality, chosen to live five hours behind us and taken up English values with all accompanying benefits and racial slurs. I went for the jugular. “You have lived in this country for donkey’s years. You stand in queues for a bus, to see a movie, to buy fish and chips, to buy stamps in the Post Office, to buy a pint at the pub, to receive unemployment benefits --- all like the typically so-called perfect Englishman! Tell me then, Sir, when you come to the High Commission, why do you suddenly become a Pakistani?”


That is truly what is wrong with us. I could quote examples right and left. For the time being, I would refer to drivers in the West, especially in the United Kingdom. While approaching a red light or a stop sign, Asian and West Indian drivers hop lanes quickly to get into the shortest lane. The white man drives on. He rarely switches lane. He follows the traffic, even if it will take him a month of Sundays to get across the red light. 

What does that tell us? The Brits especially are followers. They have a beautiful system that propels the bright folk straight to the top and the rest of the nation then just follows. In sharp contrast, we are all leaders, born and bred in that classic mould. We all want to be right up there and if anyone ever tries to reach the top on the dint of merit, all of us gang up to pull him down. We are true leaders and that is why we have a disdain for the law and rules. We insist on playing by our own laws and rules, and feel terribly offended when others also want to do the same thing. It is a strange place and times we live in.

Author’s note: Pakistan International Airline discontinued the drug trafficking announcement shortly after this piece was published. However, I would not wish to claim any credit! On the contrary, it is unfortunate that we don’t hear such warnings anymore.
Things have changed somewhat in terms of passenger complaints, especially if such complaints emanate from a passenger that the cabin crew can’t fool around with. I am an extremely light sleeper and don’t like to be disturbed after I have turned in. Just recently, I was woken up by a PIA cabin crew hardly five minutes into my slumber when he casually tossed earphones into my lap and repeated this skilful feat at the expense of my sleeping wife, who did not notice, and came around only when I started giving a piece of my mind to the startled steward, who was quite obviously unaccustomed to passengers retaliating at total absence of manners. I was awakened time and again during the flight by different crew members apologising for the innocence of the errant flight steward! 

Moreover, maintenance levels of PIA aircrafts may have improved after the European Union banned PIA flights for lack of air safety.
A Season for Horses

The Nation, October 14, 2002

It is a season for horse whisperers, horse traders, rainmakers and pretenders to the throne. If you ask for my opinion, mind you, those who declined to vote are the unsung heroes. There was a time when I was absolutely gung-ho about elections and the right to exercise my franchise. I was in the United States on a sabbatical during the 1988 elections and was thus unable to vote after enduring years of suppression. I ached to fly home and be a free man in my own country. I ordered my wife and servants and requested my mother to vote for Sheikh Rasheed and Qayyum Nazami, contesting from the constituency where I have lived since the mid-eighties in a lovely government house. 

This is not the Sheikh Rasheed of Lal Haveli, Rawalpindi, but rather Shaikh Rasheed the Bolshevik, as we used to say in our university days whenever we went calling on him for guidance and support during the dark ages of martial law under Zia-ul-Haq. A simple woman, my mother grudgingly agreed to vote for the PPP. She did register her resentment by clarifying that had my father been alive, she would have voted with him for the Muslim League. The good woman that she was, she added that since she now lived with me and considering I took care of her she would do as I say, without mentioning that she still paid for the upkeep of my house. It was duly reported to me on both the election days that votes had been dutifully cast by all, according to my wishes, despite long queues outside the polling station.

A lot of water has flown down the five rivers since then. The queues are much shorter too. I came back to Pakistan in 1990 and although there have been more elections as compared to the international average for a single country, I have not voted and never shall, even if an election is held after an eternity. Each election and referendum held in this country is after all really a circus and despite outcries from losing candidates, neutral observers and international community, the nation is forced to accept results concocted by callous intelligence agents possessing the IQ of a lamp-post. Voting is just not worth it. It now seems as if we have elections as one great big monkey on our collective back.

As compared to yours truly, the Swedes take their elections seriously and are quite creative about them. They hold elections on time, never early, never late. I lived for a while in Sweden. I chose the cold, dark and gloom of long Swedish winters basically to find my brother’s family. It is a large country with very few people. Out of a population of over eight million, more than six million people are eligible to vote. That should tell you something about what kind of a country it is. We are a hundred and thirty-three million people, and constantly growing. In addition to this, we also have a lot of people no one can see. They are the ones who come out secretly once in a while to vote in the referenda or for candidates that the establishment wants to win. We outdo a lot of enlightened societies, don’t we?
There was mass migration from Sweden to the New World in the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century. Many of them settled in Michigan and Minnesota. If you have seen that delightful Coen Brothers film, “Fargo”, you will see some of the descendants of those émigrés. Those left behind in Sverige turned a poor country into one of the richest and most civilised, never mind that the wealth came from neutrality during the two world wars and sale of arms to the Germans on the sly. The Swedes now have Ericsson, Electrolux, Volvo, Saab, ABB, Bofors, IKEA, Freddie Ljunberg and the Midnight Sun. We used to have Sunlight soap. Swedish Americans have also prospered, even though they are often referred to as simple folk who say “Ya” all the time, like in Fargo. Swedes living in Sweden also say “Ya” all the time, but they also say “No” and have the freedom to say so.

Swedes are educated people and yet the rest of the world does not interest them much. Not surprisingly, they don’t know much about Pakistan. When a lady at a diplomatic reception asked me innocently where exactly we were on the map of the world and how many of us romped around the planet, she was astounded by my answer. When positively certain I was not pulling her long, delectable legs, she exclaimed, “But why do you need so many people?” I did not of course tell her that we need all these many people to drive the country further into the ground. There is no safety in numbers here and we are hardly destined to find someone to turn things around for us. 

That shall remain an elusive dream. For the time being we must partake of another nightmare. Elections shall give us no Messiah. On the contrary, the writing is very much on the wall. Everyone knows what will happen. Political engineering and orchestration of voter behaviour was a visible menace through the election process and will be a larger one heretofore. A prospective chief minister of the Punjab has been calling the shots from the defunct Chief Minister’s Secretariat in Lahore for the last six months. When those who have lost by a mile start disputing election results, do bear with them. They have a point or two. Lesser parties and political leaders with dubious credentials will refuse to accept the outcome. Minor players will claim they can form a coalition and independents will become terribly important persons (TIPs). 

Curious alliances will be made, either to patch together a government or to threaten a shaky one. Ultimately, fragile governments will be formed. For the first few months, everything will be hunky dory with promises and complete resolve that the rather questionable reforms programmes shall not only be protected but shall also continue. Six months down the line, the Prime Minister and the Chief Ministers, one by one, shall come under threat. Cabinets will be expanded. A few months later, there shall be talk about no-confidence motions. Thereafter, there shall be moves for mid-term elections.

This is actually where the Swedes come in. For more than a year, I played Duplicate Bridge in Stockholm every Tuesday evening. My partner was Rasheed Ahmed, a former civil servant from the Sindh Civil Service who married a lovely Swedish diplomat, resigned from public service and roamed around the world with her and her equally delicious Pomeranian. As a part of a weekly ritual, I used to pick up Rasheed from his apartment in Djurgården and drive him to a club near Mörby Centrum. Neither of us was a Culbertson but being Pakistanis, we carried a certain pedigree. We rarely won, but invariably scored well enough to earn respect of worthy opponents. 

A husband and wife were also regulars. The lady was the Swedish Ombudsman, the gentleman a former member of the Riksdag, the Swedish Parliament. In early September 1998, while playing against them, I asked casually about the date of the Swedish elections. 

“The third Sunday,” I was told. “It is always the third Sunday of September.” 

I found the answer rather odd and almost put it down as a case of bad English. However, inquisitive that I am, I decided to get to the bottom of what he meant, if not correct his grammar. It turned out that Swedish elections are always held on the third Sunday of September, every four years. If the government falls, someone else forms a government. If no party is in a position to form a government, there is a minority government. 

Since Sweden adopted its present constitution in 1975, there have been no mid-term elections. Swedes consider mid-term elections a criminal waste of money. There is provision in the constitution for mid-term elections, no doubt, but these can only be held for the un-expired term of the parliament, not for a day more. Votes of no confidence are often tabled in Stockholm. In fact, there was one such vote against Goran Persson, the Swedish Prime Minister, barely a few days after the Swedish elections held last month. If such a vote had carried, even then there would not have been a move for a fresh call to the electorate. Civilised societies have got their acts together. If people in one of the richest countries in the world think mid-term elections are expensive, what are we doing holding and demanding mid-term elections every other day. In fact, with the kind of election that we have just held, we shouldn’t have elections at all. At least mid-term elections would then not be necessary.
Walking Anti-Clockwise

The News, November 20, 2004


I am rather accustomed to walking alone. The basic reason I didn’t ramble for some time recently was perhaps I was no longer entitled to solitary strolls, being back home with the family after being almost a gypsy for seven years. When I was living alone and doing my constitutional faithfully every evening, friends, acquaintances and total strangers often offered to accompany me. When I was certain they would not attempt to explain their cases pending before me for decision or seek to peep inside my head, I reluctantly granted their wish. Solitary walks breed monotony and it is useful once in a while to have an intellectual exercise. I look also for opportunities to delve into the darker recesses of someone’s mind. At times I let people tag along merely for comic relief. 


An old pal threatened to join me one evening in Clifton Park, where I walked in Karachi and which is otherwise affectionately known as Aunties’ Park. I am now told that the so-called aunties refer to it as Idiots’ Park. My friend and I agreed to meet by the skating rink and shook hands at the appointed time. He sized up my bohemian walking attire, made a couple of wisecracks and asked if I walked clockwise or anti-clockwise. That is a difficult one, I responded, and facing the direction I usually took, I had a good long look at my wristwatch. 

“Anti-clockwise,” I replied. 

“Let us be normal,” he announced. “We shall go clockwise.” 
And so we made our way clockwise, and expended exactly as much energy as we would have done walking anti-clockwise. I enjoyed his company as usual and we chatted about colleagues not doing well and those doing all right and cribbed about others doing too well. He extended his threat to join me again a few days later. Longing for my short spell of peace, I improvised and insisted he would have to walk anti-clockwise because moving clockwise made me giddy. As expected, it did the trick. I presume he walks clockwise elsewhere with better company.


I wonder why it is abnormal to walk anti-clockwise. The first time I entered Clifton Park, I did not even think which way I should proceed and made an impulsive right turn and that just turned into routine. The good thing about going anti-clockwise though is that it is the only way to beat the clock. I have established by visual audit that people usually head anti-clockwise, perhaps without knowing it. One wrong turn and you are branded for life, I would say. People point at you behind your back and say, “There he goes, the anti-clocker!” Why do peculiar folk deliberately take the trouble to choose a direction to walk? It is a curious thought. I do things on an impulse rather than ponder over innocuous decisions. Lately, I have tried to be inconsistent. I am not succeeding. Habits form naturally and they are terribly hard to break, especially the bad ones.

I have a lot of bad habits, many bred unknowingly by living alone with no one to regiment my routines, or interfere with them. The beautiful aspect of my bad habits is that I have identified all of them and am never ashamed to confess. I once disclosed to an inquisitive crony all my bad habits and he was kind enough to point out a few I had overlooked. I don’t mind being corrected, but I detest being outdone. I then told him of a few bad habits that I did not actually have and as I had hoped, my candid confession trapped him into revealing many of his own dark secrets that he would not ordinarily have shared with anyone. I am rather wicked. 

I am walking again now. Alone, just the way I prefer. It took a bit of doing. I had to be devious. Because the lady wife wanted to accompany me each evening, we walked the dog and I insisted she held the leash. It was comfortable for a few weeks when Riga, our lovely German Shepherd, was young but she has since grown into a powerful brute and dictates the pace and direction. Understandably, my better half can no longer hold on to the leash. Instead of being dragged, she stays at home while I supposedly walk the dog. I tie Riga’s leash to a fence the minute I disappear over the horizon so to say and then I walk alone. I relish my walks. They will I hope give me an extra few years, if the nicotine and other similar excesses don’t get me first. A hundred minutes of solitude, forgive the plagiarism, give me time to think and plan ahead for the following day. When I am done with fantasising, I observe people. It is a shameful thing to do, but it is tremendously good fun. 

I play games with the faces, a habit I picked up from that beautiful Simon and Garfunkel melody, “In Search of America”. I try and figure out what people do for a living, if they are happy or unhappy, whether they are good spouses, if the husband beats up his wife and vice versa, why beautiful women marry toads, why some women have eyes fixed to the ground and yet manage not to bump into lamp-posts, what men who should be on resuscitators are doing on a jogging track, why those afflicted with malnutrition deem it necessary to exercise, who is divorced and aching to be hitched, which couple is heading for a divorce, whatever makes people wear what they wear. There are strange people one comes across. I have seen people walking in public when they are presumably ready for the bed. And then there are women so fancily dressed as if they are headed for a ball straight from the park. 
There must be some ground rules to regulate a walk in the park. After all, there must not be anything to district the average clocker and anti-clocker. An evening walk should for example be more profound than endless gibberish on the telephone. A park is no place for conducting business, exchanging gossip and pillow talk. I have seen young men and women and old hags totally draining the batteries of their cellulars whilst walking in the park. There must be an upper cap on how much time one can take out of an evening walk to attend to a telephone call. I would say that a cellular call in the park should not be last more than fifty yards. And those that come to the park only because they have no place for a private conversation on the telephone should have their mobile telephones confiscated. 
I must also deign to suggest that there should be a uniform for an evening walk. I once saw a young man, probably a bank executive from his pre-maturely affluent look, making more money than he is entitled to at such an unripe age, walking in boxers at the speed of light. Maybe he was doing this incredible pace because he had finally noticed he had forgotten to pull shorts over his boxers. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe his shorts looked like boxers. Having said that, I haven’t seen very many walking shorts with little puppies on them trying to go to sleep. At times I wonder whether people actually know what is written on their sweatshirts. I walked briefly behind another young man who had “Keep distance --- I fart” stencilled on the back of his sweatshirt. I do the most ungodly things at times. I visited Bangkok shortly afterwards and stopped at a store that put all kinds of messages on clothing while you wait. I brought back a sweatshirt for the fart guy and actually presented it to him. It had “Keep distance – I’m a fart” written on the back. Don’t ask me about the look he gave me. 
I have an exquisite collection of sweatshirts accumulated over the last few years from shops in Greenwich Village and Portobello that specialise in such merchandise. They are hardly designer-wear but they don’t come cheap either. I wash them myself, strictly according to directions specified by the detergent and the clothing labels. People make abortive efforts to see what is written on my sweatshirts. When I suspect people are trying to read line by line each time I cross them, I frustrate them by making it as difficult as possible, by scratching my hairy chest, for instance! 

It was only in Ladies’ Pak in Karachi that I walked a circuitous track. I generally walk linear, on the hard shoulder. I walk six kilometres and then double back to my car. When my train of thought is intense and I forget to retrace my steps and end up doing twelve linear kilometres instead, I take a cab or thumb a ride to reclaim my car. So, I would admit I am more comfortable doing circuitous laps. But this has its pitfalls. I walk somewhat briskly and usually do twelve laps in an hour. Some jokers walk so fast I wonder why they don’t jog. It is frustrating as it urges me to want to go faster and try and keep up with them. When I can’t take it any more, I turn around so that they can’t overtake me. That creates another small problem. Each time they cross me at a different place, I have to figure out whether they are still going faster or have in fact slowed down. I am sure others have also devised some sort of a mechanism to measure their velocity. 
Talking about walking fast, there are few that can match the pace of the great Majid Khan at the Shalimar Cricket Ground in Islamabad. Mighty Hori, as my wife and I refer to him affectionately, moves anti-clockwise at the speed of light, full of concentration and totally oblivious of others. If you are unfortunate to face the same direction as Mighty Hori, he shall whiz past you every millisecond, like Mercury zipping around the sun at breakneck speed with the result that its year is shorter than its day. If he had been as assiduous, nimble and had concentrated this hard when he was playing cricket, he would have taken a thousand catches in the slips, thwarted a million boundaries and wracked up a century of test hundreds. Even the Mightess walks faster than most at this rather over-crowded walking track, which is rather embarrassing for those who have yet to perfect the art of brisk walking.
As for me, I try and confuse those who foolishly choose to time their walks at my expense. When I have the slightest suspicion that some moron is trying to outpace me or walking at just my speed, I wheel around. Or I don’t do the full lap. I also know when people don’t attempt to walk swifter than me. Sometimes when I suspect that everyone has decided to match my pace, or follow me at a safe distance, I feign fatigue and sit down on the nearest bench and watch people go by. At times I let myself go, close my eyes and relax. There are times when I can even hear the grass grow, under my very feet. It is nice to detach yourself as the rest of the world waltzes by, so to say. 

Where Have

All the Teddies Gone?

The Nation, November 4, 2002


A dear friend passes through Karachi frequently en route to trade fairs in London or Frankfurt and all those lovely places that are unfortunately beyond our threatened frontiers. Since he never crosses through on the way back, I suspect the only reason he flies down south is not to see me but because I am able to help him on to the plane with his excess baggage without having to pay for it. He takes the same flight, arriving around seven in the evening and leaving around ten thirty. This means of course that we cannot ride into the city for a decent dinner. 

And so I either have to pack a dinner or take him to that nice, great big McDonald’s across from arrivals. I am told it is one of the busiest in the world. I am not surprised. The number of people that come to see off passengers or receive them turn airports into great big concentration camps. With difficulties in getting airplanes off the ground or letting them down, on account of sheer incompetence, airport visitors in Pakistan can turn even Wimpy around. 

The first time I took him to McDonald’s for “dinner”, it put me back by a couple of hundred rupees and ninety-nine paisas. I paid my bill, counted my change and was appalled that McDonald’s still owed me one paisa. This is something unheard of, especially at McDonald’s, which is a jewel in the American crown. What Corporate American values practically mean is that if McDonald’s pack less for a takeaway than actually paid for, they are perfectly committed to pay through their McNose. A nephew of mine virtually lives off McDonald’s. He places orders in a hurry, pays in a hurry, grabs his receipt in a hurry and then waits ever so patiently for the salesperson at the takeaway window to get the order wrong. Sometimes he is rude when he orders, provoking the staff to spit into his burger before delivery or make a deliberate mistake out of spite.

He inspects his order, and once in a while, hits pay dirt. He rushes back to the window, quite impatiently, and kicks up a rightful fuss, and a little while later walks away with food not only for himself but also for a dozen freeloaders sniggering down the street. He knocks off Domino’s Pizza too. Domino’s excel at delivering on time. So, whenever he orders from different locations, he gives immaculate directions to ensure that the pizza reaches him well in time. The only problem is that he suggests the longest route, or sends the delivery boy down a one-way street to be flagged down by a squad car. 

Domino’s tell you how long it will take for the pizza to reach you. If it doesn’t, there is a discount for every minute of the delay. When I once ordered a pizza from a motel in a town called Springfield in Missouri, the delivery took a long time not because I gave oblique directions but because there were more than one motels of that franchise in the town. Busy with a six-pack of Bud Lights, I failed to notice that the pizza was an hour or so late. I was not asked to pay for it. On the contrary, Domino’s actually paid me. After I tipped the delivery boy, I still had enough for scrambled eggs, hash browns and an English muffin at McDonald’s the following morning.

Coming back to the event of my “dinner” at McDonald’s and not getting my teddy paisa back in change, I must confess I have always been extremely fond of the teddy. I was hurt as hell when I did not get my teddy, despite knowing it was demonetised and there are none in circulation. I registered my protest. 

“You owe me a paisa,” I said. The little girl at the counter brought her index finger down on a button on the till, held her breath so that the tray would not bump into her belly on release, scooped out a rupee coin and offered it to me. 

“We don’t have a paisa and have to offer you a rupee,” she said. 

“I don’t accept charity.” I countered. 

“Then please accept our apology,” she attempted. 

I can also make a fuss, and yet I am never unreasonable. I accepted her apology. I am told McDonald’s have changed their prices and can no longer be compelled to return a teddy paisa in change. 

As to why I loved the teddy paisa, I admit at the same time that it never paid for anything. However, if there were plenty of them in my pocket, I could buy a toffee or a kulfi. I used to collect teddies, put them in a small velvet bag given to me by my eldest sister, may she forever live in eternal peace, and would hand them over to my father at the end of the month. He would not count them. He would hold them, pretend to weigh them and depending on his mood, give me a five or ten rupee note in return. That was when I was a six or seven year old. When I was at college, ten teddies supported by a student identity card could get me from Dhamial to Chak Shahzad on a Punjab Urban Transport Corporation death trap irrespective of school hours. 

And then there are others who never approved of the teddy paisa. I went to a missionary school. We paid our fees and dues at the Bursar’s office. One rupee every month in cash was paid in the classroom as “utility fee”. We resented the utility fee, not because it wasn’t documented but for rumours that the collection was used for the upkeep of the school cathedral. Anyhow, willy-nilly we had to pay. A classmate, Ashraf Ahmed Ali, affectionately known as Triple-A, decided to show his partial defiance to the maintenance of the cathedral out of the pockets of devout Muslims. He paid his utility fee one fine morning with a hundred teddy paisas. There was pin drop silence in the classroom as Mrs. Albert, our form teacher, gasped at the teddies with visible horror, and yet accepted them because the teddy was after all legal tender. However, Triple-A was condemned to detention for a full one month and never got the grades he did not deserve. 

The last I heard he was in the Income Tax business and although he may not be as defiant now as he was then, he is the only other person I know who had a thing about the teddy. The teddy, the anna and the chawani have all gone and so soon shall the rupee coins and notes, or else they will turn into liras that have now turned into far-off decimals of euros. They say hindsight is always twenty-twenty. We really should have done all our shopping a long time back. The teddy, anna and chawani and even the rupee used to buy stuff. My salary now in thousands of rupees does not unfortunately buy what the teddy and the anna and the chawani used to. I really would pay anything to get back the teddy and those great days of yore.

Young and Old Turks,

Mongols and Mongoloids
The Nation, November 11, 2002
Student politics was fun. I used to be a perennial candidate, never a winner. I switched parties often, not for personal or political gain but to see what the other side of the fence looked like. I flirted with Jamiat for a while, in the good old days when the mighty Shaikh of Rawalpindi defeated the charismatic Pervaiz Rashid of the National Students Federation, which brought down the self-appointed Field Marshall Ayub Khan. The two had canvassed relentlessly, Pervaiz on his shining black 175 cc Honda motorcycle and the Shaikh on a borrowed bicycle. Those were the days of Zulifqar Ali Bhutto, and yet state machinery did not normally intercede on behalf of favourite sons. A few years down the line, of course, the entire state apparatus committed the cardinal sin of overkill with such reckless abandon in the 1977 elections that the nation has never looked back, or ahead! 

Despite such political divergence, it is utterly flabbergasting that the two of them ended up for a while as bigwigs in the same political party not too long ago. That is what politics does to you. I vividly recall when I met Pervaiz for the first time in his Satellite Town home. Posters of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, Josef Stalin and Che Guevera, as also the hammer and sickle, adorned the four walls. The impenetrable Raja Anwar sat silently in a wicker chair, dominating the room from an obscure corner. Chain-smoking from a packet of K-2 or King Stork or whatever, the bearded Raja, whom all of us held in absolute awe, asked me if I was good enough to render “Chhoti Jail Sey Barri Jail Tuk” into English. I was more inclined to make an attempt on “Jhootay Roop Kay Darshan” and said so, which did not sit too well with him. Anyhow, nothing came out of it. 

Everyone has since moved up in the world, or gone down tragically. That is what politics does to you. In all fairness to Pervaiz and other misguided proletarians, Lenin, Stalin, Che and the hammer and sickle molest walls no more. And whatever happened to Raja Anwar, may I wonder? Raja Anwar was accused of launching the movement for Bhutto’s release from the extreme of self-immolation by diehard followers, rather than building up momentum leading towards that extreme, as common sense should have dictated. He thereafter fled to Afghanistan and was rumoured to have been an intelligence agent all along and has since managed merely to write a column or two in the Urdu press. 

Similarly, the mighty Shaikh rose to heights he did not deserve and still manages to be up there. He lost his gift for hurling obscenities when Bhutto’s misguided Daughter of the East showed him what the chukki of Bahawalpur Jail feels like. Full marks to the Mighty Shaikh though, for defying gravity by returning from two constituencies --- not just one --- as an independent and then throwing it all away by scrambling upon an inept bandwagon. Pervaiz Rasheed I haven’t heard about in recent times but I am sure he must be lurking in the shadows. Considering the dearth of political talent, the artless scouts that roped in the mighty Shaikh shall soon enough require further political counsel. 

We did spells in National Students Federation, Peoples Students Federation, Peoples Students Organisation, National Students Organisation, Mazdoor Kissan Party and then helped a friend launch the short-lived Jinnah Students Federation under the patronage and financial support of that immaculately dressed firebrand of Baghbanpura, Shaikh Asghar. Bad grades and frequent beatings by Jamiat hoodlums under the watchful eyes of the Punjab Police convinced me that my fortune lay elsewhere and that politics was not my calling. I forsake politics to become an instrument of the state that is often maligned, and aptly recognised, for interfering with the electoral process and the so-called people’s verdict, and yet fails ever to benefit from what it allegedly does. What I did gain from my days in student politics is a healthy crop of friends, many of whom keep on contesting elections and debasing themselves when in power. They are all accomplished campaigners by now and lose elections only when there is creative accountancy by those responsible for counting ballot papers.
Events of 1977 institutionalised trickery and that has flowed down and saturated all levels of competition, whether it is elections or cricket or cockfights. I ran for office twice in the university, at the rather insignificant level of the Economics Department. We were all a bunch of enlightened students and Jamiat, the Mongols of the Punjab University, could not find winnable candidates. As events would have it, the two most liberal students in the department represented Jamiat, my friend the Collector and me. It was a close election. We lost by a couple of votes each. We did not mind. After all, we voted for our opponents just to make sure Jamiat lost. That is political expediency, and should remain the outer boundary of electoral manipulation. If someone can win and does not want to do so, he must have the prerogative to tamper with the process. Not otherwise. 

When it comes to electoral excess, one must throw in the towel and concede sheepishly that Saddam Hussain has outdone us all. In the recent Iraqi elections, which he did not need to conduct in the first place case, 11,445,638 votes were cast and each and every single vote was in favour of the Iraqi dictator. Saddam is a perfectionist. He scored just under a hundred percent the last time around and vowed not to go down in history as someone who missed by a whisker. 

On the other hand, this emphatic verdict means essentially that almost eleven and a half million Iraqi mongoloids want to be fettered, starved, remain subservient to a monster and are eagerly looking forward to another whacking from allied forces. I don’t buy that at all. There has to be something wrong with the count. And I strongly suspect that it is not for concealed weapons of mass destruction that George Bush wants to march on Saddam but for his audacious juggling with the ballot boxes that rightfully eclipses what happened in Florida two years ago.
What is even more ludicrous is a news item just a few days back that the Kuwaitis have absolutely no intention to invade Iraq. This should be the ultimate insult for the Iraqi people. The Iraqis must have sighed in relief on discovering Kuwait has no designs on the land to the north. All said and done, the Kuwaitis should instead be grateful that the rest of the world ganged up on Saddam during the Gulf War when he attempted, albeit sloppily, to put right a historical wrong. I often wonder why Bush Senior stopped short of a move on Baghdad. Perhaps the intention all along was to let Saddam live and prolong if not enhance the suffering of his people. To cut a long story short, it is quite unthinkable that the Iraqi people could have actually come out in such vast numbers and not even one of them dared to vote against the man who has put his entire nation at risk.
The Turks have also held elections recently too, and these turned out to be quite decent. The opposition won, though its leader will not be the prime minister and will have to sit it out for a while. The wise old Turks of the Turkish brass run things differently. They are subtle and yet firm. They have laid down ground rules, and what Atatürk envisioned for his nation is not to be interfered with. Whether it is the minor matter of invading Cyprus or abducting Öcalan from foreign soil or dismissing a prime minister or outlawing a political party or not permitting womenfolk to wear scarves, the old Turks move ruthlessly, without passion. The politicians know they are out there, and exercise due caution. And if they don’t, a tidal wave comes in, sweeps the shore clean and then recedes silently. 

Standing Tall --- 

But For How Long?

The Nation, November 18, 2002

Thingvellir, where Iceland’s tribal chiefs met around the middle of the tenth century and formed Althing, the world’s first parliament, is a few miles outside Reykjavík. The chieftains chose a natural amphitheatre on a hill to congregate, employ collective wisdom and manage the tiny island by mutual consent. Icelandic chieftains trekked to Thingvellir, or parliament plains, once a year over the next three centuries to resolve disputes and elect leaders. 

Irish monks, who selected Iceland for a sabbatical, were perhaps the first to discover the island, though the Irish rarely advertise this fact. Thus it was left for the Vikings to claim the land and colonise it, when political strife in Scandinavia caused many to consider migration. Those who fled must have been in such tremendous hurry that they neglected to sail south and instead followed the winds towards the northwest. 

Iceland is no Majorca and it is quite curious why the Vikings chose to live there considering it was a bigger refrigerator than the Norway of the time.  Had they travelled further, and in the right direction, they would have found Aruba, Jamaica, Granada and Bermuda, et al, where the descendants of all Vikings now wish to end up every summer to obtain well-earned suntans on their backs and on their legs and elsewhere. On the other hand, they were so hung up with their new acquisition that they did not want to share it with anyone. They crashed on Iceland shortly before they hit Greenland and because they did not want visitors, and wanted all seafarers to seek fortunes rather in the great island ahead, they named their own island after ice and the icy island next door after non-existent grass.

My own theory is that the longer they ventured the colder it got and they must have erroneously presumed anything beyond Greenland would be cold as hell, if you will pardon the expression. Thus the greedy Spaniards and not the adventurous Vikings eventually discovered the American continent. The Scandinavians still stubbornly maintain that the first European foot that trampled America belonged to Leif Ericsson, who must have stumbled upon Newfoundland in the middle of the winter and vowed never to return.  

The Vikings were once savages, the worst kind. The Scandinavians and the Nordic countries, their descendants, are possibly the most civilised nations on the planet right now. Where did the Vikings go wrong, I may ask. A few thousand miles to the southeast lies Moenjodaro, home to one of the oldest civilisations in the world, which had streets, sanitation, water supply, rubbish bins and a communal swimming pool. If Edison had chosen to plunge unto this wicked world around that time, Moenjodaro would even have had streetlights. We had a head start, with scant little to show for it these days. We lost our way a long time back and have been scared for far too long to find our way back home.

Forgive me for I have digressed. Coming back to the site of the oldest parliament in the world, Ingvar Thordarson, an Icelandic entrepreneur who now lives in London because he owns a bit of and follows that awful football club, Tottenham Hotspur, drove me to Thingvellir in the late summer of 1998, mostly across shingle roads. There are very few shingle road outside major urban centres. They wouldn’t survive because of the extreme weather. We did the sights in his beautiful Land Rover. I held a can in each hand throughout, one for myself, the other for Ingvar who would not touch it because he was driving, and I ended up rather inebriated by the time we completed the tourist rounds. 

Anyway, Ingvar and I observed the seat of the ancient Icelandic parliament from a distance, electing not to walk up. Iceland has made no attempt to build monuments or resorts around Thingvellir. Its beauty is in its chastity. If you ask me, Thingvellir stands the tallest, for its simplicity and above all for the tradition it set. For that reason alone, it is the most beautiful place I have frequented during my travels around the world.

I watch things from a distance. I lived in New York for a couple of years and glanced at the Empire State Building, the World Trade Centre and the Chrysler Building from a distance. I do not regret not having gone up the World Trade Centre in its rapid elevators, considering that the Twin Towers are no longer there. Maybe the extent of my interest was to put a safe distance between concrete and myself. 

I have similarly watched the Statue of Liberty from some seventy feet away. My eldest son, who was at that time a precocious six years old, looked at me with disgust and said “We have come all the way from Pakistan and you have brought us here and yet you will not accompany me to the top!” I bought him a bar of Hershey’s and popcorns to shut him up and to keep him company whilst he climbed. When he came back, huffing and puffing half an hour later, while I had ogled and smoked and ogled, he wanted to say, “Dad, you are clever! It was not worth it.” 

The Eiffel Tower was also nice, but even my stubborn host, who has the same first name and surname with an initial in between that he does not use, could not convince me to ride the elevators. Though it still stands majestically, it was actually to be torn down and has been sold at least twice as scrap by artful con artists. The fact that the World Trade Centre is tragically no longer there is not sufficient cause for me to attempt to scale buildings for a view from the top. I shall just look at them from afar knowing most shall outlast me and I shall ultimately die and then be unable to tell others I have been up there. Having said that, if climbing up the Petronas Towers promises a hug by Cameron Diaz, for example, I might be tempted to be reasonable and give it a shot. 

I am intrigued why people build tall extravagant structures and why others go to see them. Okay, Manhattan is a small island and the only way people can live there is by going vertical but I must ask why the Malaysians went vertical and built the Petronas Towers that rise 452 meters above street level. Was there any need? It is sheer vanity, nothing else. And of course there shall always be disputes about heights and floors and both. The Chinese plan to build two buildings, presently on the drawing board if I am not wrong, that shall tower above all skyscrapers in the world, and divert the attention of the universe until some other idiots plan something even taller. But at least it will all be an indigenous effort. On the contrary, the Burj Dubai being built by South Korean engineers with money from Arab oil, western technology, Bangladeshi labourers, Pakistani masons, Indian foremen and European designs is hardly a reflection of Emirate culture and genius. And yet it is something they shall be proud of.
The Shanghai World Financial Centre will soar around 500 meters into the city’s polluted air while the Bionic Tower, a similar fantasy, shall one day occupy 1,128 meters of the skyline in the same city. In the mad race to go high and stand tall, I am quite sure other countries will also join the scramble and attempt to set new records, if not attain new heights. There could be a tallest skyscraper, a tallest twin-tower, a tallest and widest skyscraper, a tallest and widest twin-towers and so and so forth. There shall be disputes about the number of floors, whether the basement and the mezzanines and the half-floors should be counted and whether height should be calculated from street or plinth or sea level. However, should there ever be any disputes countries of the world can always call on us. We may not reach for the sky, and yet we have expertise to help with recounts.

The King’s Tenth Folly

The Nation, November 25, 2002

Something inexplicable has happened in Swaziland. For those boneheads who do not know where it lies, let me tell you it does not abut Switzerland, nor is it a part or a colony thereof. In fact, Switzerland is one of the few European bloodsuckers that neglected to exploit those not blessed with a cold climate, so to say. The Swiss have since artfully colonised the marginalised people of the world by profiting from money that is consistently stolen from them by their leaders. Coming back to Swaziland, let me acclimatise you and say that it is placed carelessly in the continent to the south of Europe, cramped between the strife-torn Mozambique and the strife-ridden South Africa, inventor of apartheid, still rampant in South African sports whether it is cricket or rugby or tiddlywinks. 

Before I speak of what has transpired in Swaziland, let me relate as an aside that it has a lot in common with us as a nation and as a state and as a land of rogues, even though a great ocean named after our greatest adversary, and a piece of God’s earth, lie in between and should have been sufficient to divorce us forever. However, it is God’s will for the two of us to be eternally twinned. So, here it goes. First of all, the Swazis have a territorial dispute with their neighbour, South Africa, over lands that were historically a part of the so-called Swazi Kingdom. The claim shall never be settled, because Swazi tribes marooned fortunately inside the Kangwane region of KwaZulu-Natal province in South Africa are not too eager to be ceded to anyone let alone Swaziland. 

Secondly, just like us, it is an absolute monarchy and has a tribal society with the King as the Big Chief and little, morally insensible chiefs clustered around him. They genuflect before his supreme wisdom, dance to his tune, do his bidding and abandon courageous policies at the slightest behest of his advisors, factotums and enforcers. Thirdly, Swaziland presently has no constitution. some idiot proposed the necessity of one and a document of sorts was patched together in 1968. It was dispensed with less than five years later. There is something on the drawing board for quite some time and has yet to be presented to the little people subservient to the little chiefs. Because there is no constitution and thus no politics, the constitution that does not exist does not allow political parties.


Fourthly, Swaziland too has a semblance of a judiciary. The judges of the High Court and the Court of Appeal are appointed by the monarch, so you can well imagine how turgid they are when harrowing lawyers, and scared whilst announcing decisions. Fifthly, Swaziland has a sovereign legal tender like us, known as the Emalangeni that traded for 4.6032 per US dollar in 1997 and now converts at over twelve for that same, single greenback. Sixthly, as happened in pre-partition India, the British found the colony would soon become an embarrassment and decided to take the money and run. After all, Benjamin Disraeli had said, in a letter to Lord Malmesbury in 1852, “These wretched colonies will all be independent, too, in a few years, and are a millstone round our necks”. Finally, thanks to colonialism though, the two of us have a legacy of the English language, otherwise you would not be reading my drivel. 

The similarities do not end here. Swaziland’s King Mswati III is a class act too. He has been jolted recently by a legal suit filed in one of the courts he has himself constituted, to be adjudicated by one of the judges he himself has appointed, under a law he has himself enacted, for having abducted an eighteen year old and nominating her as his tenth wife. The suit has been filed by the chagrined mother of the eighteen year old. The reaction from the young damsel is hitherto unknown, but the mother has testily said, “One minute she was right here, the next she was gone.”  There are no comments from the girl’s father. It is quite possible he is reluctant to share his views on this travesty with the rest of the world for fear of being impaled on top of a coconut tree, considering the rather questionable customs of his homeland.

I must confess I have been unable to trace the genesis of this ancient Swazi custom empowering the King to make any woman his wife, in spite of the fact that I totally approve of it, being the rightful male chauvinist pig that I am. Maybe it is not a custom at all. It is conceivably divine will, or the law of the survival of the fittest, or he who has the gold makes the rules. Whatever! The bottom line is that the poor little girl simply participated in an annual ritual and was merely one of a crowd of thirty thousand to mark the harvest season. Perhaps she was not aware of the custom of being whisked away by All the King’s Men. Anyhow, to cut not too long a story short, King Mswati the Third saw her at the advent of harvest and decided she was ripe enough to be Queen the Tenth.  

The questions that remain to be answered are many. Could it be that she was there with an agenda? Was the King there to go into a double figure of consorts rather than just share an annual festival with the masses? Was the King there for the sole purpose of witnessing a parade and to the utter misfortune of his nine wives saw a face that was better than all of them put together? Having said that, the little girl has burdened Mother Earth for eighteen years and should have known what could befall her when she joined that spectacle and became a sitting duck for King Mswati the Third. Her mother has walked this planet for at least twelve years longer and should have been aware of the same hazard. At the end of the day, should anyone really be blamed? 

On the contrary, I sympathise with King Mswati as to why he should need more than one wife. I am as yet monogamous and shall not share my views on polygamy with you because my wife, quite amazingly, is a regular reader of this column, not knowing who writes it. The reaction from the King’s third wife, one of the losers in the process, is rather amusing. On the prospect of having to share her husband with nine women instead of eight, she has said that (sic) it is a custom that cannot be done away with the twinkle of an eye. Having been exposed to at least one spouse, I can claim on some authority that all wives are not so condescending. I am convinced the King shall soon be exhausted, physically as well as mentally. It won’t be long before he echoes the words of Sacha Guitry, the French actor and dramatist, that “The others were only my wives. But you, my dear, will be my widow”. 

Of Bounty Hunters

 and Misplaced Martyrs

The Nation, December 2, 2002

I shed no tears for Mir Aimal Khan Kansi. This improbable national hero, not mine, was tried and convicted in 1997 for double murder under the laws of Virginia, where the crime took place, rather than under federal laws that do not provide for speedy justice through capital punishment. The Mir breathed his last on a foreign soil that he gratefully adopted as his homeland, a curious substitute for Pakistan if you don’t mind my saying so. His remains have been readily accepted and revered by the country he so unjustly renounced to live in the land of the free instead of the land of the pure. Unfortunately, he was unaware that the only place a Pakistani could actually live in like a Pakistani is Pakistan alone.

Quetta witnessed one of the largest funerals ever when the body was transported home after execution. Prayers were offered almost everywhere else too, even in the National Assembly, which had little other business to transact in any case. One should of course pray for the soul of another no longer amongst us, especially to the Almighty to forgive the sins of the dear departed. At the same time, it is perhaps not my call to be alarmed by an unwarranted reaction to the supposed wanton slaying of a son of the soil. However, I must do my bit and insist that we should behave like responsible human beings and that we must not lose touch with reality. 

Almost a decade ago, Kansi shot dead two CIA operatives and permanently injured three others. There is nothing wrong with doing in the CIA though, only to prove our superiority over modern technology if nothing else. However, has anyone wondered why he killed the two Americans, rather than claiming it was a display of protest against American policies? It has been suggested variously that Kansi worked for the Iranians, or that he was a CIA source betrayed by the men he slew. Two years before he embarked upon an illustrious journey to the Hall of Fame of the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Most Wanted, he arrived in the United States on a business visa and immediately sought political asylum, claiming persecution on account of separatist politics in his own homeland. His request was granted, with a job carrying a salary of $700 a week that was not quite commensurate with his qualifications, or lack thereof. His employer had proven CIA connections. 

Let me be brutally honest here. The bottom line is that Kansi severed his ties to this country the day he applied for political asylum abroad for bearing difference of opinion over its integrity. He then went on to commit a heinous crime and came back home to go to ground. Doubt was never cast over evidence gathered by those probing the murders. The AK47 used in the shooting was found in his apartment. It was a thorough investigation, and once the Americans were sure of the identity of the killer, nothing would stop them from bringing him to justice. Though the Americans are somewhat deficient at preventing terrorism, they are pretty single-minded when it comes to hunting people down. This cold efficiency harks back to the Wild, Wild West and the days of bounty hunters. It runs in the American blood. Needless to add that if Jack the Ripper had mangled an American prostitute, there would have been one mystery less for us to solve. Kansi was marked and he knew the resilient Americans would catch up with him sooner rather than later. 

In the end, it was the town of Quetta and a fabulous bounty announced by the Federal Bureau of Investigation of not less than two million dollar bills carrying pictures of dead American presidents that proved to be Kansi’s undoing. It is commonly believed his avaricious Afghan sponsors or protectors or whatever, none less than the much-vaunted Taliban, dangled easy money to lead him into an ambush. On the other hand, the story goes that a junior government functionary in Quetta was nabbed by “sensitive” agencies a couple of years back to explain wealth much disproportionate to his known means of income. It is rumoured that he was the actual recipient of the head money. Legend also has it that this snitch returned a few months later, less rich but very much alive. Similarities with Kansi end there.

Kansi was hauled off by persons unknown and extradited to the United States, with the approval of the former prime minister. Confusion worse confounded, his removal from Pakistan did not have the sanction of the relevant law, in this case the Extradition Act of 1972, which lays down a specific procedure for apprehension and surrender of offenders. In fact, Kansi was abducted from the land he washed his hands of by the people who accepted him out of respect for individual liberty, quite in violation of laws of both the lands. 

The abduction was nothing new for the Americans. In a similar sting operation in 1990, Alvarez Machain, a Mexican doctor, was forcibly taken from his clinic in Guadalajara and transported to Texas to be formally indicted for the kidnap and murder of an American agent. The District Court and the Court of Appeals dismissed the indictment due to the illegal arrest. The decision was over-turned by Supreme Court on grounds that the US-Mexican Extradition Treaty was silent on obligations of the signatories towards forcible abduction from the territory of the other nation, never mind whether abduction of any sort in any country may be legal or otherwise. Kansi thus had little to really cheer about when his appeal lawyers claimed that his arrest by Federal Bureau of Investigation agents amounted to unreasonable seizure banned by the Fourth Amendment to the American Constitution.

Extradition treaties are good, if they work. Abductions are even better, quick and effective. It is rather ironic that we have so many suspects, offenders, traitors and criminals littered around the world and yet we are unable to bring them back home for trial or punishment. We must grudgingly accept that while the Government of Pakistan may be duly chastised for such act of piracy, civilised countries of the world shall continue to have a field day on our soil, trampling the rights of those of our citizens who possess scant disregard for the rights of others. 

Foreign nationals are punished and executed around the world all the time. Many hundreds of Pakistanis especially have been similarly executed in supposedly friendly Muslim countries, for far less crimes, and yet there has never been a murmur of protest, never hands raised in prayer to the Almighty. Although there shall be perpetual jokes over Turkish jails, intricate legal procedures and faulty judicial systems in developing countries, there is rarely a hero’s welcome for the remains of someone punished for a capital offence when brought back to his homeland in the western world. The west knows who its heroes are. We continue to search for one, never striving to be true heroes ourselves. 

A Dearth of Musketeers

The Nation, December 9, 2002


I miss out on fun when important events take place in Pakistan. I was settled in England when the controversial soldier from Rehana was kicked out in the late sixties. We stayed back because of uncertainty of the promised elections. Ultimately, we were one of the very few who got fed up of racial abuse and returned to live through bigger nightmares following the fairest election we shall ever see, ironically supervised by the worst man that ruled the country. During the treachery of 1977, too young to vote and not naïve enough to partake of political largesse that came the way of my mentors in student politics, I chose to spend the break abroad with my parents. 

When I came back to the university hostel, my friends and I were too embarrassed by the outcome to respond to finger wagging by our adversaries in the Jamiat. All educational institutions were shut down indefinitely a few days later, supposedly to take the sting out of an imminent mass disobedience movement. I went across the border and missed the July coup. During Zia’s referendum, where voters were asked to believe in the Almighty as much as in the General, and during the subsequent non-party elections of 1985, I chose to travel to China in an attempt to complete my education. When the skies lit up over Bahawalpur in 1988, I was in London en route for a sabbatical in the United States. 

Mercifully, I was yet again absent over the cataclysmic events of 1993 when I took some time off from work and went to rediscover Europe. This was when the un-elected ringmaster of that time realised his Prime Minister was not fit enough to run the country and there was sufficient cause to send him packing, along with his unassailable majority in Parliament, which he had personally engineered. I put on my walking shoes and was spared the circus, blissfully unaware of what was happening back home. As I have stated quite unashamedly in these very columns on an earlier occasion, I am not much of a tourist despite relishing new places. However, whilst in Paris, I could not resist enjoying the company of great men to whom the French are indebted and made a trip to the Panthéon on the Montagne St-Genèvieve.. 

This beautiful piece of architecture that has a commanding view of the city was never meant to be a monument. Louis XV happened to fall sick in 1744, never mind of what, and entered into a covenant with his Maker that he would rebuild the ruined St-Genèvieve Abbey to commemorate the patron saint of Paris, in return for quick recovery. I cannot comment on whether it was hypochondria or an able physician or divine intervention that revived Louis XV to expedite the temporary demise of the monarchy with his misrule. The inept French monarch fulfilled his pact with God nonetheless and reconstruction of the church started around the middle of the century. Its completion coincided with the French Revolution in 1789. 

Maximilien François Marie de Isidore Robespierre ordered its conversion to a mausoleum for national heroes. Although it reverted to being a church over the years, it has forever remained a temple to the great men of France. The necropolis at the Panthéon pays homage to the remains of Voltaire, Rousseau, Mirabeau, Marat, Victor Hugo, Emile Zola, and Soufflot, its architect, who died before it was actually completed by an understudy. Charles de Gaulle, one of the greatest men of the Twentieth Century, had the remains of Jean Moulin, a veritable hero of the French Resistance during the Second World War, transferred to the Panthéon. The most recent arrival at the Panthéon, are the leavings of Alexandre Dumas, the author of The Count of Monte Cristo and The Three Musketeers, who was honoured by the French Government last month with re-burying at the Panthéon. 

It is a pity we do not have such a monument, except the mazar of the only great man that we know, the Quaid-e-Azam, where none can ever qualify for burial, present company very much included. It is a misfortune we have not discovered a great man for celestial slumber at such a monument. Due to a conspicuous accident of colonial providence, we cannot lay claim to those that breathed their last prior to independence and are buried across the border in a land that continues to persecute the Muslims and yet stubbornly maintains that the dead ones are as much a part of Indian culture, history and traditions as is the Koh-i-Noor, which we foolishly laid claim to not too long ago and were coolly rebuffed by the House of Windsor without a comment. 

Coming back to my French sojourn, I crashed for a fortnight on the Left Bank of the River Seine, a truly cultural experience. Thereafter I bummed around the French Riviera with a former campus roommate laid off by an international bank due to past association and accompanying suspicion of fraud with the erstwhile BCCI. He had recently sung the French national anthem but was working a way out to lay off a wife who earned him that privilege. A good woman though, she had regrettably crossed her “sell by” date and clung to him like glue. In Cannes, while she was cleaning the windscreen of a slick BMW her father had gifted them, we caught the news on the short-wave radio that the President of that time had imported an expatriate to run the country and hold elections on a level playing field. 

I recalled from somewhere that the nominee did not even have a Pakistani passport. Anyhow, never mind the conduct of the elections, he did not turn out to be much to write home about either. Before he went back to the land of plenty, he promoted his brother and interceded on his behalf further so that he could retain his official residence, to which he was not entitled after becoming too senior to remain under a provincial government. So much for imports! Three years later, I was in England following Arsenal felling opponents at Highbury when the return of a former prime minister was contrived. It was while I fought the Swedish winter a couple of years forward that the incompetent upstart mucked it up and was shown the mat. I am now absolutely convinced that all this has something to do with my rather high propensity to travel. I must move permanently abroad. If it does not produce a good leader, it will at least ensure a steady turnover. 

A Few More 

Steps Backward, Please!
The Nation, December 16, 2002

I picked up three habits from a childhood spent in England. The first, which I shook belatedly, was not having a frequent shower. It was soon my undoing and I lost hair from scalp disease long before I could make my entitled share of emphatic statements with the fairer sex. The second is a mania for the genius of the Arsenal Football Club. The third is politeness. Thus as I submit a polemical proposition that the nation should continue backwards, please, it is as much out of acquired manners as it is with clasped hands and bent knees. 

Any sensible idiot can tell you it is not often you see real life regressions. One of two things I have seen going backwards is a wristwatch reluctantly gifted by my future brother-in-law. I spied it resting majestically on his hairy wrist. It was infatuation at first sight. He was home from Saudi Arabia, where he was an underwriter for one of those foreign multinationals that prevent indigenous businesses from nurturing and help local sponsors to flourish way beyond potential. It was a dress watch, whatever it means. I have never figured out what dress things mean, except that maybe they are stuff you wear when you dress up. I dress up every day, yet I do not have many dress things. 

The dress watch I contrived to take off my future brother-in-law because he knew he would otherwise encounter insurmountable obstacles in slipping a ring around the finger of my sister was made in Switzerland. It was not expensive but it was elegant as hell, if you forgive the expression. It did not have a predominant shape. That was its beauty. It had a graceful dial and a lovely strap once a part of some animal, now mercifully dead and yet alive for the sake of vanity. I wore it proudly for a couple of years and friends admired it. Events took a horrible turn one fine morning when it stopped ticking, probably because I chose to go to bed with it each night. 

I suspected the little battery had given up. In a dreadful hurry to have it fixed, I carried it when I went to fetch bread that very evening to one of those artisans that blight the narrow alley behind Shezan in the Main Market. I bought the bread and lost my wristwatch. I asked the wristwatch virtuoso to be careful. Grinning at my predilection, he was in all fairness thoroughly mindful. He wrapped his tweezers in chamois, removed the rear cap, plucked the battery out and replaced it with a new one after I inspected it for having been manufactured at least five thousand kilometres away. All said and done, there must have been an imperceptible action of an errant hand that went unnoticed. The wristwatch worked for a few days and then stopped. 

Accustomed to marital mood swings, I gave it a couple of days. It eventually spurted to life, backwards. I took it to all the watch doctors in Lahore but none could cure the ailment. I continued to wear it, despite its proclivity to run in reverse. It was only after I had already thrown my beloved away that I discovered Stephen Hawking et al and developed a taste for infinity. I learnt of the Big Bang and how the universe is expanding because of the sheer brute force of the Big Bang and how gravity is destined to catch up with physical matter being hurled carelessly through space and littering pristine nothingness, and how the Big Crunch shall set in and all shall fall back. During the Big Crunch, everything will run backwards. I cursed myself for having foolishly thrown my wristwatch away. That dress watch was way ahead of its time! It was meant to be the first to show the right time cometh the Big Crunch when the universe shall fold back and time shall go into reverse.

The other thing that runs backward is my homeland. We are in reverse gear yet again. The North West Frontier Province and Balochistan have banned alcohol. This was a rude awakening. I am a frequent visitor to the two provinces and was unaware it was served from the tap or off the shelf there. Shame on me! It transpires it was always forbidden but is now prohibited also for those whose God promised them nectar and ambrosia both in life and beyond. Ironically, this lesser evil is to be wiped out in places with the highest propensity for smuggling, abduction, sodomy and drug trafficking.

Friday may soon be a holiday, never mind it will cut us off from business with the rest of the world for half a week. Gambling remains outlawed, but horse-trading has been revived. Ministries in the federal government have been increased to create portfolios for would-be ministers. The process of devolution considered vital for the entire country except the cantonments and Islamabad would be reviewed. Politicians indicted and incarcerated for stealing are ruling the country as patriots. Mercifully, for fear of Asma and Hina, the two vigilantes who shamelessly bash Pakistan while on visits abroad, there has as yet been no inclination to wrap a chador around women or banish them from workplaces into redundancy. 

I like this movement backwards and want to it to proceed further, enough to take us to the sixties or early seventies and leave us there. This was when boy scouts could control traffic in a city like Lahore during a police strike, when a dollar sold for five hundred teddies and petrol was three hundred teddies a gallon. There was no astroturf and we were the Americans of hockey. The likes of Mushtaq, Majid and Zaheer delighted cricket fans and we cheered them even when the team lost, which was routine. We still cheer the likes of Shoaib, Waqar and Waseem though, even when they throw matches, which is also a routine. Sugar prices went up a notch and it was enough for the nation to turn against Ayub. Seventies was when we walked to Flashman’s from college in the midday sun and enjoyed a chilled beer when we had the money, or to Ishaq Brothers on Canning Road, when we had less. 

We used to sneak up Margalla Hills with chicks where young boys shepherding goats used to stand guard pro bono. Those young boys are now middle-aged men, and elected local councillors at the same time, and they mug visitors. I am reminded of the racecourse on Jail Road, where the so-called zinda-dilaan of Lahore rooted for favourite horses and goaded jockeys. I recall elders speaking of cabarets in Karachi and how Princess Ameena used to travel upcountry for a rendition of exotic belly dances on the strength of a snag in her contractual appointment with her Karachi employers. It was once a swell land, where the good lived in harmony with the depraved and debauched and everything was hunky dory. We were tolerant, compromising people. A few more steps backwards, please, and those good times can perhaps return. 

Only When They Are Gone
The Nation, December 23, 2002

I had written this week about the latest James Bond movie that has coincided with the generous grant of licences to kill to real life CIA operatives by George Bush. It is done and you shall see it in good time. You are condemned today instead to rambling about an old friend who passed away earlier this week. This is an obituary, of sorts, to remember someone who is no more amongst the living dead and who assured me the last time we met that we would not see each other again. I wept today after a long time. Sometimes you find out you love someone only when they are gone forever. Well, that is how life is. Now that Ashraf Shakeel has gone, all those funny little incidents, jokes and the pranks we played as adults have suddenly come back to me vividly. Maybe I can share one or two.

It was only a fortnight ago that I drove from Karachi to Lahore. The objective was not to save money or to test the response of my ageing body to a long haul drive but to meet Shakeel who was not keeping good health. He is an ancient friend. I met him for the first time in the early eighties and was delightfully surprised by his eloquence, despite being a riasti, a euphemism for sons of the soil of the erstwhile State of Bahawalpur. He had spent donkey’s years in Karachi, which perhaps explained the perfect Urdu and impeccable manners that placed him somewhere from Uttar Pradesh rather than Walhar, a dusty village slightly off the National Highway that locals call the KLP (Karachi-Lahore-Peshawar). 

Awarded a law degree by one of those seedy colleges that do not dispense accompanying academic credentials, Shakeel nonetheless knew a few things about the law. “I know enough,” he quipped. “In court, you have to play it by ear. I have got two of them that actually work!” He had two kidneys also, one of which had not functioned since before he could recall. He always joked the remaining one would eventually do him in, as it ultimately did. Anyhow, had he elected to stay in Karachi or move to Lahore, he would have been a little Shareefuddin Peerzada in his own right. As luck would have it, he chose to retrace his steps to his roots and was irreversibly imprisoned by untamed, claustrophobic small towns that invariably entomb people and prevent them from rising to their true potential. 

When we met for the first time, after he jostled through an army of bouncers outside my office, he assured me that I would need him because I would be quite unable to communicate with anyone else as long as I remained in that neck of woods. We had a few things in common. Most important, he had lived in Karachi, where I was born. We both played Bridge as well as Canasta. Both of us had a sense of humour. We both smoked and could handle our drinks. He wrote good Urdu and I wrote passable English. 

There were not many literary sittings in that particular back of the beyond and yet once in a while he would assemble an odd assortment that provided at least comic relief if it failed to arouse or cultivate our literary genius. He took it upon himself to brief me on all the people I would come into contact with. He was an encyclopaedia of information and updated me on all the landlords, politicians, rustlers, thieves, parvenus, those debauched and those cuckolded.

He was a vibrant figure around the courts, chatting up with judges, magistrates and their staff, cracking jokes at colleagues, organising farewells for transferred officers and welcoming newcomers. There was very little time he spent inside a courtroom. Shakeel had a clerk that attended to all court cases and it is rumoured he often argued one or two on behalf of his employer. But when Shakeel did make an appearance in a court, he would always score a point or two with his wit and gift of the gab.

A judge once asked Shakeel after an argument if he could quote an authority in support of his contentions and he explained that since he was making such a good argument there must be an authority somewhere and perhaps the judge’s reader could dig one up from somewhere before writing the judgement. He won few cases but was remarkably adept at prolonging litigation, obtaining stay orders and succeeding in requests for grant of bail on the strength of his good manners, beseeching smile and wit. It was then left for the more serious lawyers to take it from there. 

I once complained to him how boring it was whilst travelling to colony chaks in the desert. He offered to accompany me. It would have raised quite a few eyebrows if a practising lawyer were to string along with me as I conducted spot inspections to confer proprietary rights. However, there were so many pending cases that would carry me to all four corners of my jurisdiction that I decided to bite the bullet. He was thereafter a permanent fixture in the Jeep, sitting behind in the sweltering heat while I inspected the fields with the tenants and my staff, equipped with the land records and the jareeb.
One day he asked if we could stop at a funeral on the way back. “The man was a rascal of the highest order and everyone is happy to see him go,” he explained. “I just want to be certain that he is indeed dead!” And so, after conducting the inspection, we made a small detour to a small village with the enchanting name of Manthar and arrived just as the funeral procession was starting off. Feeling guilty that we had missed the funeral prayer, we joined the procession, offering our shoulders, talking along the way, neglecting to notice that people were disappearing from the procession, including the dead man’s relatives and finally his sons. The graveyard was still some distance away and soon there were only four of us left.  To cut a long story short, with sore shoulders and tired feet, we also had to walk back after delivering the dear departed to the ground, so to say. 

Shakeel was extremely upset and when the dead man’s sons requested us to come back for remembrance and prayers, much to my amazement and chagrin he said we certainly would. 

“I want my pound of flesh,” he announced. Thus we returned to Manthar two days later. There was quite a gathering, comprising mostly people who were owed money by the deceased. As an old friend of the family, Shakeel presumed he had a prerogative to speak on the occasion and insisted on a recital. He rendered a speech in his excellent Urdu, generously interspersed with Persian poetry. I understood some of the Urdu and later asked him what he had said in Persian. 

“Usual funeral stuff,” he chuckled. “I reminisced about the old goat and how he had cheated everyone during his lifetime and of course I also castigated him for not having taken his sons with him.”
And who can forget that dreadful deer hunt in Cholistan! I have not hunted since. We were a party of fifteen or so in six Jeeps. There was so much deer that we exhausted our ammunition in no time. It was then we realised we were probably poaching in the Sheikh’s reservation, considering the abundance of game. Before we could move out, the Sheikh’s gamekeepers and a posse of the Rangers surrounded us, not for illegal hunting but for striking down the animals with the fenders of our vehicles. They confiscated the animals we had slaughtered so callously and detained us till dawn. Shakeel was our chief negotiator and did a wonderful job. He played rummy with them until dawn. In the end they agreed to let us go after taking down our names and addresses. As we were leaving, Shakeel told us not to worry as he had given them the names and addresses of all the elected councillors of the Municipal Committee.

James the Twentieth

The Nation, December 30, 2002

I am a genuine movie addict. Until about a year ago, I could say not too inaccurately that I have seen them all. I prefer my movies in the theatre. However, the increasing size of television screens and a radical improvement in acoustics and the quality of pirated prints you can pick up from street vendors make it so much convenient for a connoisseur to relish jewels from Hollywood in the comforts of his castle. Despite all the brouhaha about WIPO and TRIPS and all those silly acronyms thrown up by globalisation that shall ultimately destroy more than one half of global economy, the lesser half, I would say that counterfeiters render an immense service to developing countries. At least the Third World is charged what it has the capacity to pay.

I now don’t have to, for example, take a flight to London as a standby passenger to see the new James Bond movie, which I once gleefully did, putting a fashion-designer buddy with the rather improbable name of Javed I. Javed behind by a couple of hundred quid when he foolishly invited me to accompany him to see “The Living Daylights” on opening day, quite unaware that my visa was valid. I asked him not to be silly and to first have two tickets in hand before inviting me to London. Javed called a few minutes later and said tickets would be no problem provided we arrived an hour before the performance. I rigged an excuse, obtained emergency leave for travel abroad and was on the plane that very evening. 

As I queued in a typical mid-summer London downpour outside the Marble Arch Odeon, the man paying for the cinema tickets and my airline fare skimmed through fashion-wear around the corner on Oxford Street, trying to find something he could spin-off. Once bitten twice shy, Javed has cleverly avoided the mention of James Bond over the last seven years, despite many sequels released since then. I have though never lost the opportunity to point out to him that he had promised while receiving me at Heathrow that day to pay for my airline and cinema tickets for as long as Bond movies are made. 

James Bond is back once again and the man for all seasons comes for the twentieth time, complete with extraordinary gadgets for all occasions and absolutely tingling dialogues describing his captivating penchant for sex for dinner and death for breakfast. Bond films are often witty and pump up the adrenaline, while the familiar and mesmerising signature tune keeps you jiving around in your seat. Amazingly enough, I saw an excellent print of the newest Bond flick, “Die Another Day”, on cable television in Karachi, before it was actually released in London, quite unexpectedly while switching channels at random. It was completely illegal though. Advancement in western technology has worked both ways for once. 

Whenever someone asks me what Bond movie I like the best, I always say the latest one. Bond just gets better and better. Even “On Her Majesty’s Secret Service”, with George Lazenby, the only one-time Bond, was excellent and I would go as far as to claim that it is the best despite the worst Bond. And so was “Casino Royale”, the delightfully silly spoof with David Niven as an ageing, semi-retired Bond. In fact, Bond was also played in that movie by the likes of Peter Sellers, Charles Cooper and a chimpanzee. There were other Bonds as well: Joanna Pettet as Mata Bond, the daughter of Sir James and Mata Hari, Woody Allen as Jimmy Bond, Sir James’s nephew, and Daliah Lavi as Jane Bond. Connery’s breakaway Bond, “Never Say Never Again” was almost like the real thing and I ached to see it when it was released. Except for the title music, it offered everything that the franchise promises.

Bond films are good. That is when the Brits are in control, rather than the gun slinging, shooting first and asking questions afterwards Americans. It is the only instance in modern history where British technology effectively outstrips American research by light years. Incidentally, the release of “Die Another Day” has almost coincided with the issue of licenses to kill to CIA agents. Thus there are presently two Bonds to choose from: “Die Another Day”, and perhaps an unending Bond, the real-life Bonds recently commissioned by George W. Bush out of CIA agents. 

We shouldn’t take anything away from the Americans though. If we go by western whistle-blowers, CIA operatives perhaps always had a license to kill. There was no carte blanche as such, and sanctions were first written out by the State Department to dispense with the likes of Patrice Lamumba, Fidel Castro, Salvador Allende and Moammer Gadaffi before the assassinations could actually be carried out. Fortunately or otherwise, those Bond-pretenders could not emulate MI6’s real stuff and all but the lesser targets walked. 

It all started in 1962 with “Dr. No”, and had more to do with the bikini-clad Honey portrayed by that Swedish delight Ursula Andress, just standing there by the sea with a shell, than with the MI6 secret agent or the actor who breathed eternal life into the fictional character on the silver screen. No one knew Sean Connery then, and barely a few had heard of Ian Fleming and the cool dude with a license to kill. Ursula immortalised Honey, so much so that the scene by the sea has been redone in “Die Another Day” by Halle Berry, a poor man’s Andress, who unfortunately later went on to be drubbed as Ursula Undress for a lot more explicit roles.

Bond sequels thereafter tended to diverge progressively from original script but have remained consistent in presenting thoroughly outrageous plots, edible heroines, seductive if not promiscuous femme fatales, ingenious villains and freakish factotums. A most pertinent question arises whether George Bush will ever be able to match those? Will his Bonds be as suave, witty and eloquent as the larger-than-life hero created by Fleming? Least of all, can George W. Bush, about possibly whom Nostradamus wrote in 1555 that “come the millennium, month twelve, in the home of greatest power, the village idiot will come forth to be acclaimed the leader”, be as composed, even-handed and chastising as “M”?  After all, he has said himself in so many words that, “people that are really very weird can get into sensitive positions and have a tremendous impact on history.” Bush, who has also stated that, “the vast majority of our imports come from outside the country”, should not realistically be allowed to export trigger-happy hit-men. 

Let us hope his very own words that “if we don’t succeed, we run the risk of failure” prove prophetic and the wrong people are not bumped off. Could Bush’s Bonds be up against mysterious organisations like SMERSH and SPECTRE or shall Al-Qaeda alone suffice? While Bond has a unique talent for jettisoning his enemies into deep space or dispatching them to hell for good, can Bush’s boys do better than putting a mere bullet into undesirable elements or incarcerating them indefinitely in Guantánamo Bay? 

Will Bush’s assassins encounter irresistible Bond girls like Mary Goodnight, Tatiana Romanova, Domino, Comtessa Teresa di Vicenzo, Tiffany Case, Plenty O’Toole, Solitaire, Major Anya Amasova and Jinx and seductive vamps and villainesses like such as Elektra King, Pussy Galore, Fiona Volpe, Miss Taro, Helga Brandt, Irma Bunt and Rosa Klebb? Can twenty-first century fiends possibly match the evil genius and calibre of Bond icons such as Auric Goldfinger, Blofeld, Emilio Largo, Hugo Drax, Mr. Big, Scaramanga and Gustav Graves and their inventive sidekicks like Nick Nack, Oddjob and Jaws? Most important of all, will Bush’s assassins mark the end of their assignments in bed with the most luscious women in the world? I doubt that very much. 

Doctored Doctors and Scientists

The Nation, January 6, 2003

Forgive me for being unpatriotic when I say I am absolutely ecstatic that the Federal Bureau of Investigation is active on our soil, daring to go where no man has gone before. However, it amazes me why everyone claims it is the Federal Bureau of Investigation and not the CIA. From what I know of American intelligence agency jurisdiction and protocol, the Federal Bureau of Investigation is chartered to operate within the USA mainland whereas the CIA is licensed to run riot elsewhere in the world. So, when we hear that the Federal Bureau of Investigation is up and doing in Pakistan, it is perhaps the CIA with phoney Federal Bureau of Investigation credentials having a field day in the Land of the Pure. Even better, I would stubbornly maintain that CIA helping out the domestic security agencies sounds so much more exciting, and looks better on paper too. However, for the sake of consistency, I shall refer to those innovative, well-equipped men from the Land of Opportunity as the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

There is no harm in importing detectives. After all, if Saddam Hussain, the so-called toughest kid on the block, has invited the CIA to inspect his weapons and reveal his badly kept secrets subsequent to a royal rumpus about Iraqi sovereignty and refusal to yield to infidels, there is little we can forsake by pinning a few badges on Federal Bureau of Investigation agents. When the Americans are allowed to assist us in capturing people known to the rest of the world as terrorists, maybe we will forever be rid of those who have during the recent past brought shame on us and taken us to the brink of being declared a terrorist nation. The Americans have brought in modern technology that can assist in prevention of terrorist activity and attacks on foreigners and non-Muslims. The good Inspector General of Police of Sindh, for example, may not be forced to say after a bomb blast ever again that “thank God that no American has been killed!”
The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s latest haul is a medicine man and his family members from the outskirts of Lahore. The story goes that they were aroused from sleep and marched off, gagged and bound, along with guests and servants and, for good measure, the stray dogs outside too. Pure cloak and dagger stuff, the real thing, the stuff one watches in fast-paced movies or reads about in frivolous page-turners by the late Robert Ludlum. The intruders came with laser lights and smart weapons and swept the house clean, taking even the garbage away. We are so accustomed to our own police work, or the lack of it, that we have not been properly exposed to real detectives at work. Better late than never.

The doctors and their families were caught totally unaware by the early morning swoop. So were those supposed to be running this country. The operation comes in the wake of the abduction of another doctor from that same town, educated in the West and de-educated on returning home. I have no call to hold anything against all those fellow citizens who have unrequited love for the Taliban and Al-Qaeda. After all, this is a free country and we are free to say so in so many words, though not allowed to exercise our rights when push comes to shove. Those who object to Federal Bureau of Investigation-sponsored operations on Pakistan soil should remember that when people violate the law of the land and hop off to Afghanistan without going through border controls and getting their green passports stamped, that is an offence and must be punished under the rather selective laws of the land. 

These doctors are alleged to have rendered professional counsel to the bad guys. Ironically, if these very doctors had been living in or been citizens of the West, which they apparently so much despise, they would at best have been thrown in jail and would not have been obliged to reveal details of their interaction with their terrorist friends and could simply have pleaded doctor-patient confidentiality. That would have been the end of the matter. There is also talk in the newspapers about some scientists engaged in hush-hush research who took frequent trips across the Durand Line and may also have shared privileged information with elements that do not have enough grey matter to have gathered such information on their own.

Doctors are supposed to save lives, not tend to those who blow people up without compassion. Scientists engaged in programmes to protect the state should not create a situation that can threaten its integrity. When conscientious objectors say one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter, I don’t buy that argument at all. The Almighty has allowed no man to unilaterally dispense with the lives of innocent people. It is evidently plain that educated, responsible people have allowed their emotions to override good sense, if they ever had any, and are placing the rest of the nation at peril.

I read a lot of gibberish from readers in letters to the editors of various newspapers about our sovereignty being violated with reckless abandon by the Western nations. The rights of nations are like the rights of citizens. There is a point to ponder here. Do we have individual rights and are those being protected? When there is nothing to protect the people of Pakistan from the organs of the state, why fret about sovereignty being threatened and violated by outside forces? 

When people are not free in their own homeland, why crib at all about external interference? Only a few days ago, a uniformed man, with able assistance from others who are actually supposed to guard the borders and are paid to do just that alone, reportedly carried off and tortured a Pakistan Telecom officer for refusal to restore a telephone line that was disconnected on account of non-payment. The local police took immediate effective action and arrested the local employees of Pakistan Telecom when they came out on the street in protest. Is that any worse than what happened to our doctored doctors? 

While the proud people of Pakistan have difficulty in entering the Diplomatic Enclave in Islamabad, it is absolutely mind-boggling how every Tom, Dick and Harry can simply keep on crossing the Durand Line into Afghanistan. It is my least favourite country in the world. It is a country that has forever laid claim to our territory. It is a country where we foolishly meddled and installed a government that became a pariah in the international community in no time and which had scant disregard for a neighbour that sacrificed so much for driving the might of the Soviet Union from its soil. 

We childishly laughed when the Taliban leadership in Kandahar humiliated the entire nation of Pakistan by shaving the heads of a football team from Quetta for wearing shorts. Why should we love Afghanistan? Why should we have a one-sided love affair with the rest of the Islamic countries when they have ignored the carnage in Kashmir? What has the rest of the Islamic world done for us that we should stick our neck out and be isolated from the rest of the world like the Iraqis and the Iranians? 

A State of Blissful Unawareness

The Nation, January 13, 2003


I don’t know why we called him Spinks but that is the moniker we gave him and that is how he shall forever be known, despite having a nice name bestowed at birth by ecstatic parents who did not have the vaguest idea how he would eventually turn out. Spinks has lived through a life of adversity interspersed with brief periods of content. The only time I ever saw him truly despondent was when he ran out of cigarettes during the month of Ramazan. Spinks was with us at the university and survived those torrid years donning just one pair of Jeans. I can claim on impeccable authority he never washed them during those three years.


I met Spinks five years after graduation. Breaking from a long embrace, we sat down and reminisced. I inquired of his maternal uncle, his pet aversion, who had cheated the rest of the family out of their inheritance. “Conked off three years ago,” he told me. I said I was sorry and he shrugged indifferently. I then asked about his mother. “She passed away a couple of years back,” he replied. I expressed regret that I was unaware and, to change the subject, asked about his stepbrother. “Died last year of a life-long romance with Comrade Smirnoff.” I repeated the condolence and, quite at a loss, decided not to hear of any tragedy that must surely have befallen Rukhshi, his kid sister, and demanded whether he had any cheerful news to account for the last five years. Spinks laughed and said, “Rukhshi got divorced!” I wish everyone could live through life like Spinks, cheerful and nonchalant, totally oblivious of the mayhem around us.


When you meet people after a long period of time, situations can get tricky or embarrassing. A former roommate once gave me a bear hug in a congested Shaheen Restaurant on Lexington Avenue and I absolutely failed to place him. I have attended twelve schools, lived in seven cities and five countries and you can well imagine how much baggage I have collected along the way. You can’t blame me for being forgetful at times. It is not easy to keep up with friends and family. 

To counter this affliction, I have developed the art of playing it by ear to perfection and do not let on that I have not recognised the people that hug and kiss me and get hugged and kissed back in return. Sure enough, the friend that I met in Shaheen Restaurant on Lexington Avenue had dinner with me and my poker party and later paid for the food and waved us goodbye without realising I did not know him from Adam. 

Last year, I met someone outside Nirala on Jail Road and he gave me a great big smile and opened his arms to embrace me. I beamed back and opened my arms in an embrace too. But by the time we were within range to know whether the other had bad breath, his expression changed and he figured out he had mistaken me for someone else. However, he was perplexed by my reaction and was wondering who I was and why he could not place me. After we broke from the embrace, he went straight to the point and apologised and asked me who I was and I said I am the person he smiled at and wanted to embrace. He said yes, but by the time he realised he had mistaken me for someone else I too was smiling at him and wanted to embrace him and thus I obviously had met him somewhere. “It’s an old gimmick, my friend,” I said, “to hide my embarrassment and to keep friends comfortable.”
For the last decade or so, I have either been abroad or lived in a shell. Friends and relatives have dropped right and left, if you will pardon the expression. I have shed the requisite tears and prayed for their souls. Sometimes I feel guilty of ignoring relatives and friends. It is good to remain in touch. You absorb the shocks bit by bit, partake of the joys as you go along and are not hit by surprises. I never learn. Only last evening, a niece dropped in with her little brats that I last saw as infants and toddlers in pampers and rompers. They all called me grandfather. Give me a break. I am not old enough to be anyone’s grandfather yet. My father was the youngest in the family by far and I too was the youngest and if relatives choose to get rid of daughters before they shed their milk teeth it is no fault of mine! 

Most of our elders have merged with infinity, so to say, and being the youngest, I just happen to be one of the oldest one around. I am thus condemned to play the patriarch for far longer than I am entitled or competent to. Despite my reclusion, my extended family gravitates around me. It is purely my fault. I had all my life heard of a family heirloom, a handwritten Holy Quran that had the family tree jotted down inside the cover. After finishing school and before joining the civil service, I went about tracing it and convinced a distant uncle to bring it down to Islamabad to allow me to copy family genealogy. 

I decided to update it. It took six months to track down long lost uncles and cousins. There were unfortunately no surprises. I did not stumble upon an issueless uncle settled in sub-Saharan Africa, for example, who may have held title to diamond or gold mines overlooked by Rhodes or De Beers. I then made copies of the family tree and sent it to all concerned for record and also sent one for good measure to the College of Arms in Queen Victoria Street, as one ancestor happened to be a rebel warlord in the good old days of the so-called Akbar the Great, recalled by some as Akbar the Heretic and loathed by others as Akbar the Ethnic Cleanser. The end result is that kids now point towards the family tree that I put together in 1980 and accuse me of being their grandfather. 

When you meet people after a while you find out all sorts of things you would prefer not to know. For example, my niece briefed me about those who have died, those who have moved up in the world, those gone bankrupt, those that have tumbled unto this wicked world and those that shall soon depart from it. She also filled me in on exactly what was happening to the rest of the kin. Here are a few savoury samples. A nephew finally got his Green Card and came back home to Pakistan to get married. He was transported to Peshawar by another cousin, introduced to relatives of his in-laws and shown photographs of their loaded daughter who had just got divorced and lived a few blocks away from him in San Francisco. The two got married and are living together happily, except for when she steps out with her Spanish boyfriend. That has, however, hardly diluted his love for her. 

A cousin has recently been dumped by a wife of over thirty years because his money ran out and she was not inclined to share hers. She is under the rather erroneous impression that her money is fireproof and will come in handy when she ends up in hell. Their children approve of what she has done and complain he called her a duck all his life, whereas he was actually being kind to her. Another cousin is happy that her husband has earned Canadian citizenship and shall be away for at least two years to earn his passport. People try to assure her she must join him because if he continues to make her his sparring partner, she can finally have him sent to jail. An affluent brother-in-law of sorts doggedly chases every piece of skirt and had to cut a sorry figure last month when he tried to pick up his grandson’s nanny. 

A nephew by marriage has decided to tie the knot at the ripe old age of forty-four, without completing his education and after squandering his share of the family fortune, and has had the temerity to reject every girl he has been shown, including the mother of one of the young ladies. There was much more. After hearing all that, I wanted to ask my niece if she had any good news for me, but I remembered my encounter with Spinks and dared not. Maybe it is not a good idea to be in touch. Perhaps one should remain blissfully unaware that the others are living a life just as bizarre as yours. 

Not Having the Foggiest Idea

The Nation, January 27, 2003

I travelled to London frequently when I lived in Sweden over two long winters. It was a maniacal romance with English football. The agony of non-smoking flights and uncertainty of being a standby passenger on charter flights was of no consideration. Those charter flights were dirt cheap, especially when you took a chance on empty seats offered to knowledgeable travellers at throwaway prices shortly before takeoff. I flew in November 1998 from Arlanda, north of Stockholm, to Stanstead, north of London, for the amount of money it cost me to get a seat on the Upper West Stand at Highbury, the beautiful ground where the Arsenal play beautiful football. The charters were efficient, invariably on time and worth every bit of the little money I paid. There was a glitch just once. 

Depressed after seeing Dynamo Kiev hold Arsenal to a one-one draw at their temporary Champions League home at Wembley, now sadly torn down for redevelopment, I made a beeline for Stanstead and was informed with profound apologies that the flight would be delayed and that they had been attempting to contact me at the given address and telephone, through frantic telephone operators and speedy motorcycle-mounted couriers who wear leather jackets and trousers with designer labels that are really manufactured in Pakistan. 

As events would have it, the inward flight was cancelled and an aircraft was commissioned out of Copenhagen to carry passengers to Stockholm. Unfortunately, it was a big bird that could not land at Stanstead and we were shuttled in comfortable coaches about thirty odd miles to Luton. To put it succinctly, I returned to Stockholm’s unimpressive but efficient Arlanda Airport about fourteen hours late. I could not understand why some passengers were actually ecstatic at the abnormal delay.

An army of airline attendants received us. I was accosted by a smart young lady with a clipboard who desired to know my address, which I conveyed not knowing why it was being demanded. Less than a week later, there was a cheque in the mail as full refund of the actual price of the ticket, not what I had paid. An accompanying note in Swedish, translated by Paula Väisanan, my Swedish secretary of Finnish descent, stated I could return the cheque in case I wanted to sue the company for that part of my life lost or wasted by the delayed departure. That is what capitalism, consumer societies and a regulatory role of the state are all about. The consumers are guaranteed the right to take businesses to the cleaners and sing all the way to the bank when there is a glaring breach of contract.

Years ago I called Flight Enquiries at Lahore Airport and a dog picked up the telephone. Yes, it must have been a dog, because there was someone barking on the other side. I did not like it at all and swore like hell. I have had good training. We used to hold swearing matches with students of Montmorency College of Dentistry outside their hostel whenever we visited the Old Campus to meet our friends. I then sent a letter to the editor of the leading English newspaper of the time and registered my complaint, innocently holding Pakistan International Airline responsible for the travesty. PIA arrogantly jibed I wasn’t aware it was the CAA (Civil Aviation Authority) that handled flight enquiries. The rejoinder was from someone quite appropriately named Butt at the PIA public relations desk. I let it ride knowing PIA would soon enough put its foot into its mouth and give me the opportunity to exact revenge. I have had ample opportunities in the past to pour scorn on PIA. 
Perhaps I am too presumptuous to expect consumers to be treated as friends. But businesses make money out of consumers and we should be priority. Not in my homeland where each of us is on his own and the state is too busy to protect its people against greed, inefficiency and disorder. I sat at Lahore Airport for eight hours last Monday and remembered the time I spent that night and morning at Stanstead and Luton and how passengers were pampered. The infamous Lahore fog kept hundreds of passengers marooned in the cold, congested departure lounge. No tea or lunch was offered. In fact, there were no announcements to let us know how long we would remain on death row. PIA ground crew danced around nonchalantly, shrugging indifferently if asked when flights would depart. 

After eleven, other airlines started operating right and left, but not PIA. It was not the matter of aircrafts arriving so that waiting passengers could be transported. There were airplanes sitting majestically on the tarmac. The Lahore fog has been around for ever. Atmospheric pressures, absence of wind, our distance from the sun and the angle of the Earth perpetrate the fog. In other words, there isn’t a thing PIA or the CAA can do to get rid of the fog and so the two must get their act together and learn to live with it. Life at Lahore Airport comes to a standstill during fog. The CAA or the PIA has over the years not considered the problem serious enough to warrant due attention. In the meantime, however, a new runway was added for a larger number of flights though the terminal was not big enough to service the passenger-load the two runways promised. 

Compare Lahore with Manchester, for example, where there were massive protests when a second runway was planned and ultimately built. People say Lahore is Lahore, and sound silly saying it because Lahore cannot be Moscow for example, and yet Lahore is no Manchester either and it often baffles me who thought Lahore had as much air traffic as that city and came up with the idea of a second runway while neglecting to upgrade the instrument landing systems to Category Three. I believe planes can land when visibility is 350 metres and take off when it is 250 metres. I could see as far as Wagah border last Monday morning. Airplanes of other airlines were coming and going at leisure whilst PIA planes gathered rust on ground. One may think there might be something drastically wrong with the eyesight of PIA pilots, but that is not the case. 

It is general policy for the PIA to let passengers rot. I was in the London High Commission a few years back when the High Commissioner kicked up a royal fuss on a PIA flight not being allowed to take off from Heathrow during curfew. For those unaware, Heathrow has curfew between midnight and seven in the morning so that there is no noise to disturb the people who live around the airport. Anyhow, he wanted to address a letter to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and file a formal protest. I recalled an incident of a few years earlier when I was returning to Pakistan on a PIA flight from London. It was late as usual and we were finally requested to board at one minute to midnight to beat the curfew. Once inside the plane, we had to wait for almost two and a half hours while engineers ensured the bird was safe to fly. I smiled and told the High Commissioner why the flight was not allowed to take off. PIA must have tried to beat the curfew once too often.
Making a Virtue of Necessity
The Nation, February 3, 2003

George Bush, the ingenuous American President, delivered the State of the Union address to the Congress a few days ago and was applauded from the start to the finish. These addresses are good stuff. We have something similar in our country too, only they are designed to explain why our rulers hang on to power without the permission of the people, why it is necessary to prolong the nation’s agony and why it is absolutely necessary for us to learn to live without our fundamental rights. The difference about the State of the Union of the American Presidents is that it too can contain a lot of lies, but if these don’t suit the people, the liar can be sent, for example, to Sing Sing. 


What Bush has essentially said though amounts to stretching the truth. At this time and stage of history, his rhetoric suits the American genius. In 1996, he is reported to have complained that “Verbosity leads to unclear, inarticulate things”. Accordingly, he has not soft-pedalled the issue of bashing Iraq for sponsoring international terrorism and has gone straight for the jugular. The sum and substance of the speech was that Saddam Hussain is a villain, that Iraq must be regimented, and that North Korea and Iran should await their turns to become punching bags for the American administration. Bush has stated that the civilised world faces unprecedented dangers. By that of course he speaks of the United States and the United Kingdom alone, having lost much of the audience in Europe. He has complete freedom to make statements on behalf of the British, who sadly take these lying down. It only proves that the UK is indeed a dog’s tail: if the dog says wag, it wags. More important, Tony Blair by now is an ISO-certified poodle of the American President, and can barely be relied upon. 


When George Bush stated in 1998 somewhere that “I believe we are on an irreversible trend toward more freedom and democracy - but that could change”, he was spot on and is doing just that. So much for someone else’s freedom and the sadly diminishing virtues of western democracies. This is New Age McCarthyism and typifies American xenophobia. I take exception to Bush’s tendency to call only his people civilised and am relieved that even in my homeland where the rights of the citizens are suppressed at leisure I have the right to express my displeasure. Fortunately, I do not have the privilege to speak on behalf of the rest of my countrymen but I can claim to be as civilised as they come, if you don’t mind my saying so.


Having said that, I am somewhat in sync with George Bush when he talks about Saddam. The Iraqi dictator has not been demonised for the wrong reasons. There is no doubt that Saddam has developed dangerous chemical weapons and used these to murder thousands of his own people and has for years wasted his country’s valuable resources in a frivolous attempt to amass an arsenal to fight the Mother of All Wars that has at least once culminated in the Mother of All Defeats. It is no fault of the Iraqi nation that the man is still there, firmly placed with his fedoras and cigars and Berettas and all, while his people bear the brunt of economic sanctions. Tragically, the Iraqi people are likely to suffer even more and look set to be punished for the whims of their leader. 

An alarming majority of the American people are in favour of the impending war. Perhaps they hope it will be as swift and businesslike as the Gulf War. No teenagers will be drafted into the American army. It will not be another Korea of the fifties or Viet Nam of the sixties and seventies, when the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China challenged and defied the might of the Americans. Saddam may not be a common enemy, though he is certainly a common nuisance and a constant source of embarrassment for friends and foes alike. As many as three thousand Iraqi émigrés are already undergoing military training in Hungary for the liberation of Iraq in case there is no allied participation from Europe. Thus when the chips are finally down, the Americans shall have their scalp, and even Iraq’s Arab neighbours at least will be on hand to assist in the campaign. 

I took a course in anthropology at Columbia and studied the causes of war. The professor grilled us for three months asking us to explain why countries go to war. His argument was that if more people die every day in the United States in automobile accidents than during the entire Viet Nam war, why they don’t ban motor cars or stop driving. The answer was simple. People drive cars because it is necessary. Likewise, countries wage wars because it is necessary. Thus it is not about the country or its people. It is a historical imperative that has more to do with an ocean of black gold than actually with Saddam and international terrorism. Iraq has the largest oil reserves in the region after Saudi Arabia, absolutely essential for the global economy. Once access to the oil is guaranteed, there will be a mad rush of western capitalists falling over each other trying to get into Iraq to participate in the reconstruction. It is all about money.

It is often suggested that Saddam is a CIA agent. I don’t buy that argument at all. Okay, he was talked into attacking the Iranians and thereafter double-crossed by the western powers and he was definitely encouraged into his Kuwaiti misadventure, but he is no one’s agent, other than that of the Old Serpent himself. I have stubbornly maintained so many times that George Bush Senior did not see the necessity of blitzing all the way to Baghdad during the Gulf War for the simple reason that letting Saddam remain in power served the American purpose.

Why do the Iraqi people adore Saddam and what does he say to them to make them love him and follow him? Or do they really love him and want to follow him at all?  This is hardly a conundrum. It is the sheer brute force of the man and his ruthlessness that keeps his people quiet and forever in awe. However, when push comes to shove, Saddam will surely go the Najeebullah route and most of the 11,445,638 voters who re-elected him recently will be more than eager to nail him to a pole outside the historic Wastani or Halaba Gates in Baghdad. On the other hand, catching Saddam might prove just as difficult as the Americans have found cornering Osama bin Laden. Western intelligence agencies are convinced that, in the tradition of Adolf Hitler and Winston Churchill, the Iraqi leader too has doubles and at least four have been spotted so far. They suspect that the Saddam who met with Jorge Haidar, the Austrian leader, during his visit to Iraq was not Saddam at all. One hopes that liberating Iraq does not let loose an army of Saddam look-alikes around the world, making life miserable for unsuspecting countries.

Bats in the Belfry
The Nation, February 10, 2003


I was intrigued to read in the newspapers that sedition charges have been brought against the Political Assistant of Rajanpur. What is even more entertaining is that the gentleman was not transferred by the slow-moving bureaucratic machinery before the complaint was filed. Confusion worse confounded, he even now holds his position at Rajanpur unless the Government of Punjab has finally stirred into motion between the despatch of this write-up and its appearance today. 

Surprisingly, instances of sedition are a rarity. There are only a handful of cases of lese-majesty I am aware of that actually went to court and culminated in a conviction. We know of course all about those treason offences made out against individuals who attempted at some time or the other to dislodge an unelected or an errant democratic government, but those of course are neither here nor there and don’t fit the classical mould. The charges of sedition in Rajanpur have been levelled against a person who is neither an agitator nor an ordinary government servant and rather one who has had judicial training and exercised magisterial powers and was presumably doing just that before being arraigned by the very police that was subordinate to him. The rather dubious case has been registered on the directions of the District Coordination Officer of Rajanpur District. 

It is quite mind-boggling in what capacity and under what authority the DCO has lodged this complaint. The Political Assistant remains one of the last surviving relics of colonial times and once provided a vital link between rebellious tribesmen and the Crown. The DCO on the other hand is the brain-child of General Naqvi and the retards he accumulated at the National Reconstruction Bureau, often affectionately referred to as the National Destruction Bureau. The general was considered absolutely the right man to alter the entire administrative structure of the country and the local government system regardless of the fact that he was never considered fit to lead a Corp of the Armed Forces.  In the general’s scheme of things, the DCO is actually the administrative arm of the District Nazim, a monster created by the NRB, now proclaimed openly by the only graduate legislature in the whole wide world. 

In a nutshell, the DCO is not an agent of the government, and has absolutely no role in maintenance of peace and upholding the law or coming down heavily on anyone acting seditiously. Whether the DCO was empowered to act as he did, the fact is that the unfortunate Political Assistant has been arrested and is set to be beheaded, nothing less. His crime is apparently that he left his post, travelled all the way to Dera Bugti and threw himself at the mercy of the great Nawab thereof beseeching that he may be taken into his protection. However, that was not to be and the Political Assistant was turned out and made to sweat back to civilisation where he was promptly arrested and taken into the protection of the state --- even better! 

The man is no murderer, nor a deposed monarch, which could perhaps have explained his inexplicable behaviour and flight to the adjoining kingdom in search of clemency and protection under the neighbouring king. We have of course in the best traditions of statecraft and misgovernment run away with a notion and come down heavily on a possibly innocent citizen without affording him an opportunity to explain his conduct, or misconduct or curious behaviour, call it what you may. What made him do what he did? What drove him to act in such a silly manner? Has anyone tried to figure that out? Did anyone stop to think for even a second that the moron may have become loony and that sending him to the jail would make him loonier still? 

Whatever happened to the man must have had something to do with the acts of sabotage against natural gas installations and pipeline from Sui to the north. Of course no action has been considered against the great Nawab whose brigands have blown up gas installations at his behest and disturbed supply of natural gas to the north. Doesn’t the great Nawab realise what disruption of gas supply and its sudden restoration can do to domestic consumers? It can kill. Perhaps the great Nawab isn’t aware that there is slightly more premium on a human life just outside his domain. Isn’t the great Nawab accountable? 

What right does this great Nawab have over the gas deposits in the Dera Bugti Agency? What rights does he have to be the unquestioned and unchallenged overlord of the people living under his tyranny? The great Nawab did not put the gas there. It was put there by the Almighty, and yet it is the great Nawab alone who benefits. Rent is paid for every inch of gas pipeline passing through his fiefdom. Transit payments are paid for every official entering the Dera Bugti Agency. When civilians are shot at or an official is abducted making it necessary for the army or the militia to move into the area to catch the perpetrators and procure the release of the victims, the Nawab is paid for rights of passage. 

The great Nawab thus actually gets compensated every time his tribesmen commit a crime. It has been said that the recent acts of subversion were designed to remind the federal government about the quantum of damage that can be done if the largesse being passed under the table is not rationalised and made commensurate with the current price level. Let us only hope that the acts of sabotage are just an ill wind that blows nobody good and the demands of the great Nawab are not met. It is indeed a misfortune that the Almighty has given us gas and oil and put it right under the land owned by the Bugtis, Mengals and Marris of this world. In other words, there is no way these can be exploited without turning these tribal leaders into Arab Sheikhs. 


The Government of the Punjab has not uttered a single word at this outrage that has cost the economy millions of rupees. The Government of Punjab has similarly not reacted to an inane statement from Choudhry Hamid Malhi, Coordinator of the Punjab Water Council, to the effect that the Punjab is sick of blackmail by other provinces and is mentally ready for the separation of Sindh. The Government of the Punjab has also never reacted in the past to statements from political leaders of the Frontier Province, and particularly Abdul Wali Khan, who threatened to blow up Kalabagh Dam and raze Islamabad to the ground if the dam is built. The courage of the Government of Punjab in proceeding against one of its own employees on charges of sedition must be lauded. It will send a very clear message to all those who are contemplating crimes against the state.

Author’s note: The Great Nawab finally bit the dust in a Kohlu cave on August 26, 2006 after going underground the previous year. His offences were not a lifelong saga of extortion, exploitation of his tribe and subjects, sabotage, sedition, raising a liberation army and maintaining principles once in a while. An attack on the President’s entourage proved ultimately to be his undoing. Offences can’t get ay worse than that. 
Lahore is a Crummy Place
The Nation, February 17, 2003


I shall this morning stir up a hornets’ nest and affirm that while I continue to disapprove of most things to do with Lahore, it was cool to be in the heart of the arrogant Punjab over the basant weekend. I grew up there, but have had the occasion to live in better and more civilised parts of the world. Perhaps I remain away without sufficient cause and turn up again and again like a bad penny, as my dear Yale-educated friend, Nasir Aziz the Consultant, never lets slip an opportunity to quip. 


I have friends and roots in this city from the sixties and for that reason alone I shall not forsake nor renounce any of such. For the last few years or so, many of these friends and acquaintances despatch invitations and air tickets. I use the tickets, display my bald head at silly kite flying bashes and hurry back to anonymous towns of my temporary abode where I am vastly comfortable. I usually decline basant invitations, explaining shamelessly that Lahoris do on basant what I do every day of the year and there is thus little inducement to be called away from wherever I choose to escape. Because I keep coming back, I notice the changes. People who have lived there forever don’t feel how much the ethos have plunged over the years.


I actually flew a kite last week, though it was my friend the Collector who did the donkey work and got it off the roof. Keeping the kite afloat is no easy task mind you, especially at basant when there are more kites in the sky than vultures or crows, almost outnumbering their kin on the ground. All said and done, it was great to see people having fun, letting their hair down and having a whale of a time. There was Murree’s best being downed from Pakola bottles bandaged with Rose & Petal, Russia’s best being mixed with 7-Up and none was generally unconcerned about having one too many and being seen in public having had that much right in the middle of the day. The nights were another matter. Basant eve and night of course are for party-hoppers. These are the only two nights of the year that no one is embarrassed to be seen in public with prostitutes and dancing girls, where the rich huddle with the nouveau riche, old money mingles with the parvenus, the generals tolerate foot soldiers and rulers consort with the public they persistently rob. 


Lahore was in a celebratory vein. I think the world of Kamran Lashari, an accomplished impresario and dear friend, for his innovation and the way he dresses the city up like a doll cometh basant. It is just too sad what he does in bits and pieces for a day or two disappears soon with dust, smog and heat when the show is over. One would prefer some permanent development rather than mere lipstick and rouge to do up a slattern. The city government must put money in slum development, provide basic facilities to backward localities and spend a few bucks in the process on brushing up the manners of its people. Really, when you talk to a Lahori, don’t you sometimes get the impression that he is going to reach for your throat? 

There was no activity after basant. Streets were deserted over Eid, except for social workers, political activists and would-be terrorists collecting hides and skins of sacrificial animals that breathed their last to allow us to renew our pledge with God. What will happen when basant falls in the month of Muharram, one wonders, or God forbid some catastrophe precedes it! Perhaps we will skip it for a year or two. Maybe the Government of Punjab will bite the bullet and let it go ahead and thereafter precipitate something to ensure basant is never celebrated again, leaving nothing for Lahoris to cheer about. What would life be like without basant? One place where basant has been shunned is up the Motorway. Tariq Kiani has banned basant festivities. No big deal. What do Rawalpindi’s hill-dwellers know about kites? Let there be just another disastrous Basant Mela around Melody or one more ogling event at the Islamabad Club and we can say that the twin cities have done their bit in partaking of the festive season. The mindless embargo clamped by the Nazim of Rawalpindi is unfortunate. He has imposed his will on the people of Rawalpindi, forgetting he himself has been imposed on that very city, quite like the Nazim of Lahore who is mercifully checked by the might of the Punjab bureaucracy from doing things silly. 


Despite all the shemozzle, Lahore has hardly been licked into shape. Step off the avenues and it is one big slum full of the unfriendly and the uncouth.  There are though parts decidedly presentable. The Shareef Brothers are needlessly lauded for the improvements. Hey, when I become the Chief Minister, you can bet your bottom dollar my Gujranwala shall put Seattle to shame! The Shareefs only took a lot of government money and spent it. In fact it was their benefactor, General Jilani, who started it all. He had of course been rewarded with an undeserved gubernatorial position by a bigger general whose traces of DNA have yet to be found, for his indispensable contribution in the dismissal of an elected government that elected to have itself re-elected without actually allowing the voters to freely exercise their right of expression. 

Jilani had the hideous walls around the Bagh-e-Jinnah torn down and replaced with a fence to create a feeling of spaciousness and liven up the beautiful avenues encircling the gardens. The park that came up at the former Racecourse Ground was similarly his brainchild, despite the travails of one of his cronies, a retired brigadier who made many a fortune out of this accompaniment, who advocated carving out residential plots for people notorious for wearing heavy boots from the grounds that had previously been accustomed merely to the clip-clop of horses’ hoofs. Likewise, the Model Town Park, completed much later, was the same general’s idea. The general wanted also to move the zoological gardens and the civil secretariat out of the city but was scared off by avaricious candidates for residential plots who invariably begin their application stating they don’t have a residential plot anywhere under the sun. It was he who vetoed the tearing down of the Freemasons’ Lodge in Charing Cross and saved the future Manhattan of Lahore when he skilfully procrastinated on a proposal to construct something religious on the plot that now plays host to the frightful Aiwan-e-Iqbal. 


I don’t want to take anything away from the Shareefs though. Having said that, I must at the same time profess their contribution was largely concentric. Model Town Park, roads in Model Town, underpasses along the canal, pedestrian bridges across the canal, removal of speed-breakers along the canal to permit unhindered traffic flow --- were all designed specifically to make life comfortable for Aba Jee et al on visits to Raiwind. It is whispered that the Cavalry Ground Flyover, known affectionately as the Honey Bridge, was built in such a great hurry so that the younger Shareef could get to his girl friend’s house by the shortest route. The Mall, Main Boulevard, Jail and Ferozepur roads are of course a sight for sore eyes, but all those gas stations and private businesses bulldozed with reckless abandon and in violation of restraining orders from the courts left a bad taste in the mouth. Less tongas blight the city roads, which are now blighted by space-age Qinqi motorcycle rickshaws, manufactured in sheer disregard of all laws of aerodynamics as well as aesthetics. Daewoo and New Khan franchise buses shall hopefully drive vans with improvised seating capacities out of business. And of course, some wise guy at some time will get up and do something about frequent power outages caused by metallic thread used on kites that stream across the skyline as soon as fog lifts and basant beckons.

A Long Shot
The Nation, February 24, 2003


The nation is bonkers about the World Cup these days. South Africans, often referred to as the Proteas or the Springboks and mercifully no more as the worst racists civilisation has ever seen, are good at organising events. No matter if it is a Miss World contest in Sun City or a sporting spectacle or safaris in the savannahs or poaching in the Kruger National Park, they are great hosts, most particularly when they also lose matches. The name of the game so early this year is cricket and it brings plenty of thrills for clowns who have nothing better to do than watch eleven players protecting a small ball and a same number of opponents trying to beat the living daylights out of it. This extravaganza is taking place in another continent, in another world, and we don’t have a chance of a snowball in hell of winning. And yet life comes to a standstill when our ill-disciplined young men take the field to get walloped. 

There are giant screens at many places, creating noise pollution and interfering with work. At the Karachi Airport Departure Lounge, for example, there is a mammoth eyesore suspended from the roof that shows you matches whether you are standing in front of it or behind it or below it or above it. Eyes of Pakistan International Airline employees at check-in counters remain glued to the screen, while waiting passengers who may have no interest in the game at all frown impatiently, trying to attract attention to obtain boarding cards. Even the pilots and cabin crews linger in the lounges, desperate to grab a part of a match, as if they might miss the show of the century. The only way you don’t get a bit of the World Cup is if you are deaf and blind. 

Hotel lobbies, restaurants, banks, shopping centres and the like are decked with televisions and giant screens, preventing people from doing their jobs. The economy loses a ton each second an aficionado spends in front of the idiot box to see whether the big-mouthed Shoaib Akhtar manages to chuck the fastest ball at the speed of light or if Saeed Anwar will get more runs as a result of acquisition of a healthy crop of facial hair. Whether his full beard proves to be an ingenious mechanism to prolong his spell at the crease and score more runs remains to be seen. On the contrary, we know that it will certainly prove instrumental in denying him a visa for non-cricket playing nations. The Burewala Express having already been forced into the shunting yards, the World Cup may yet see the Rawalpindi Express being derailed for good.
I am totally ambivalent about cricket. I once loved it passionately. However, the likes of Wasim Akram, Saleem Malik and others, so-called national heroes who have thrown matches in consideration for personal gain, have driven me away. Perhaps I should thank them for preventing me from wasting precious time of my life so that I can spend productive moments elsewhere, at fantasising for instance. I cannot ever forgive Waseem Akram for shamelessly stating he felt no qualms after his team lost to Bangladesh during the last World Cup explaining they had lost to brothers. Incidentally, the Bangladeshis were ecstatic at having embarrassed a nation that exploited them for almost a quarter of a century! Many of our stalwarts have more than a passing acquaintance with bookmakers and there is not much premium on patriotism or a duty towards millions of misguided supporters. 

Accordingly, I grinned with wicked pleasure when bookies in the west placed Pakistan at twelve to one to lift the trophy early last week, almost a long shot, never mind that our brash young men did a double whammy on Namibia a couple of days earlier. The nation did not get a proper account of how the Aussies humiliated them in the opening fixture due to newspaper holidays over the Eid break. I was amused thereafter to read what a big thing was made of India’s crushing defeat at the hands of the same cricketing geniuses. A game is a game, nothing less and nothing more. We should act like sportsmen. Games are won and lost on the field and are best forgotten. The fact that the Aussies whacked India should not have been a source of pleasure for us considering we received more or less a similar treatment. It is no comfort that India’s defeat was worse than ours.


A majority of our cricket fans are ignoramuses. They may be smitten by the game but when it comes to knowing its finer points, if there are any that is, they don’t know a bail from a bat. People who cheered Pakistan’s drubbing of Namibia and punched the air each time Waseem or Shoaib took a wicket probably haven’t the vaguest idea where Namibia lies on the map of the world. Those who are aware it is somewhere in Africa presume it is around the corner from Libya. I can bet you the idiots who saw Holland playing for the first time think that Holland, the Netherlands and the Dutch are three differing things. Critics of the game who have nothing better to do and needlessly rave against it are no less enlightened and often claim that Hitler banned cricket in Germany when he found out a match ended in a draw after five days of contest. Of course there is no empirical evidence to confirm Hitler did any such thing. On the contrary, I can assure you nonetheless that considering the devil that he was, had he known it existed and that England was good at it, he would not have bothered about breaching the Maginot Line and would instead have raised a great German cricket team and undone the English at their own game.


Whatever the outcome of the World Cup, and mind you I would not be displeased at all if we carried the trophy, we should be really be the favourites because we are possibly the only combatant willing to play on any ground in any country and will never even think about forfeiting matches if forced to play in Harare or Nairobi or Hades. Home advantage is good stuff. Having said that, I am happy though that cricketing nations have stopped coming to play in Pakistan for security reasons. I don’t follow cricket anymore but I am aware we have in the recent past been humbled on home ground by England, New Zealand, Sri Lanka and even Zimbabwe. We must, therefore, be thankful to Saeed Anwar’s brothers-in-arm who have driven tourists away. At least we will not see our cricketers being humiliated on home turf. It is better to lose to the Aussies in Australia, where we can accuse them of sledging, or on neutral grounds in Sri Lanka or the Emirates where there is not a soul to see us being hammered at leisure.

Pestle and Mortar
The Nation, March 3, 2003


Staten Island is in the news again this week for the wrong reason. Those of you who happened to visit the Big Apple and neglected to touch Staten Island or did not hear about it could not possibly have missed the East River and the Hudson that flow into the Atlantic on either side of Manhattan, once a property of the Red Indians or ethnic Americans as they are now euphemistically spoken as. Barges full of refuse and dung speeding down the two rivers are invariably headed to Staten Island, which boasts one of the largest landfills on the Atlantic seaboard. When the wind blows in the right or more appropriately the wrong direction from Staten Island towards the other four boroughs of New York, it is then that newcomers to the Big Apple can’t fail to discover there is something smelly out there.


There was a fire in an oil refinery on Staten Island last week, causing oil prices to shoot up. The cause of the accident has yet to be determined. A few days before the Staten Island inferno, there was another fire in West Warwick in the state of Rhode Island, which like our polder Bath Island in Karachi is not an island at all. It is nonetheless a scenic part of the American northeast with beautiful lighthouses and picturesque harbours full of lovely yachts and sailboats. There were almost a hundred fatalities and forty of the eighty seriously injured are in a critical condition. The victims had assembled in a makeshift arena for a performance by Great White, not a shark but a rock band that even my music-demented teenage sons quite fortunately have not been exposed to as yet. Pyrotechnics went haywire during the concert and before the crowd could realise the fire in the roof was not an integral part of the promised spectacle, it was too late for many to attempt to escape.

A few days before the Rhode Island tragedy, a stampede in Epitome, a Chicago nightclub with a big question mark over its safety and moral standards, left more than twenty dead, most of them young people out for a night on the town. The accident happened when a bunch of Speedy Gonzales club bouncers used Mace to disengage a group of brawlers on the dance floor. Considering it was a nightclub, the bouncers in all probability employed scented and flavoured Mace and used too much of it because the unfamiliar odour made patrons think there was a terrorist gas attack. I have lived through a number of near-death experiences and believe me panic can undo anyone.

What is common about the three incidents is that supposed involvement of protégés of Osama Bin Laden, nicknamed as Ozzie Bin Liner by comics on television and tabloids in the West, was ruled out almost instantly. The Epitome misadventure at least one can ascribe to the present hysteria and dread of terrorist attacks generated by the American government and those who shape domestic and foreign policies. The Epitome stampede could well have been precipitated by a general alert put out by the American Government. Anticipating a terrorist attack, American citizens were advised officially last month to stockpile food and water and select a safe room in the house for securing with duct tape and plastic sheeting against an imminent germ and gas attack. The warning was heeded and shortages of food and water were reported from across the country.

Rather accustomed to adversity and totally indifferent if not callous governments, developing countries view these precautions and security measures as extreme paranoia. However, western governments are inexorably concerned about potential loss of life and damage to public and private property in the event of such an attack. They are thus going to extraordinary lengths to eliminate terrorist acts or at least minimise possible damage. There is a needless hue and cry, especially in Pakistan, against registration of aliens, deportation of illegal immigrants, tightening of visas, strict passport controls and tedious security checks at airports, all perceived as discriminatory sanctions. Interestingly, these cut both ways. These are much more than a minor inconvenience for those citizens that these governments want to insulate against unfriendly forces.

Travel restrictions and evacuation of nationals from regions where they may be under threat have obviously interfered with economic interests abroad. Not just illegal and questionable aliens, innocent people have also no doubt suffered. As a result of mistaken identity, a seventy-two year old British pensioner remained in jail in South Africa for almost three weeks under instructions of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Whether such an attack can or will take place is quite another matter and is in fact a rather futile debate. There may or may not be suspicion of such attacks, just as there may or may not be evidence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. However, as the age-old axiom goes, it is better to be safe than sorry. No one could have imagined before the September 11 tragedy how the New York skyline would appear without the Twin Towers standing tall.

Can this last indefinitely? I would think not. What is happening in the United States these days is new-age McCarthyism, if not absolute government. Forgive me for falling back on a dog-eared cliché but it is often said that in the land of the blind the one-eyed man is the king. There is no land of the blind in the twenty-first century and though George Bush is a textbook example of the mythical one-eyed king, Americans are speaking up. So is the rest of the world. True democracies fight absolute government. People in the west who treasure their rights and freedom and the privilege of dissent and are aware of the obligations and duties of the state to its citizens are displaying their displeasure. Peace rallies in Melbourne, Rome, Madrid, Los Angeles and London are a clear indication that few people in the west want a war. This doesn’t mean of course that they want Saddam Hussain to remain in power and strangulate his people even further. 

There is an anti-war coalition in Europe. The new democracies of Eastern Europe, more keen on the European Union rather than joining up with NATO, may well rally around the French-German-Belgian axis and provide an impetus to international opposition to American obduracy. In the United Kingdom, Tony Blair has witnessed a Labour rebellion. Well over a hundred Labour MPs voted in the Commons against the government on the issue of war. Such a major revolt was last witnessed in the days of top hats and frock coats almost a hundred years ago. The interesting question, however, remains unanswered: if there is no war, who or what will take care of Saddam Hussain? For the moment, Iraq remains a mortar filled with dangerous conventional, biological and chemicals weapons or at least the ingredients thereof. Anti-war demonstrations across the globe may mean that the American pestle will not be permitted to ground all these into useless pulp, along with Saddam and a few hundred thousand enslaved Iraqis.

Being Well-Connected
The News, November 13, 2004

I have a non-connectivity phobia. This condition is unfortunately not listed in any medical dictionary. Perhaps it can be termed the Motorola Syndrome or the Ericsson Disease. It is an affliction nonetheless. I must have access to telephone at all times. I usually have two in my office and a direct line without a ringer that is concealed in a drawer. I am entitled to a residential connection. Should it go out of order or be disconnected for late payment, there is a private line that we plug back in. As an abundant precaution, I have a mobile telephone that is rarely switched off. In case I cannot be tracked lest I wander out of coverage or get trapped inside blind spots, there is a wireless set in my car. I am thus rather well connected, so to say. 

I carry my mobile whilst overseas, never mind the prohibitive roaming charges. In countries where my mobile service provider does not have reciprocal arrangement, a friend or his factotum is invariably present at the airport with a local connection. I go to bed with my mobile. Doctors caution that cellular sets emit hazardous radio waves and should be kept away from the body. And so when I go to sleep, I put the mobile on the floor by the bed. Last year when there was a fire in my apartment and my servant and guards woke me up and dragged me out, we went back inside ten minutes later to get my cigarettes and mobile. I still can’t get the soot off my cellular. 

One would presume, therefore, that I am enamoured with telephones. Quite on the contrary, I absolutely hate them and deem the ringing bell an annoyance. My phobia harks back to the days of the landlines and excessive use of the telephone by my better half, which once forced me to climb up the telephone pole and disconnect it from the mains. It remained dead for days because the telephone company found out what I had done and warned me it was an offence and out of sheer wicked pleasure, refused to repair it. Consequently, there was delay in communication of bad news. People dread bad news. I can handle it. If there is any, I should be there to receive it and be done with it. Good news can wait but bad news should not. 

I choose to ignore incoming calls on my cellular. I have set distinct tones for my family (serenades), dear friends (waltzes) and work (dirges). Other callers share the horrid Nokia signature tune. Yet caller line identification cuts both ways and is a rightful nuisance. You punch in a wrong number and realise you have made a mistake and hang up in good time. The next thing you know is that the idiot on the other side rings back demanding why you hung up. In some countries, you can block own number sending. And of course, there are numbers you cannot reach for that reason alone. In the United States at least, you can be denied access unless your number is identified. Suspicious subscribers insist on knowing who calls and don’t accept calls otherwise. 

Some people spend a lifetime glued to the telephone. No, I am not talking about telephone operators or nuisance callers or bookies or on-the-edge punters who need to hedge and re-hedge their bets constantly. I have heard people generating the most useless drivel on the telephone, perfectly aware someone needs to talk to them or use the phone. I am intrigued, however, by people who have telephones and extensions around the house and don’t bother to take calls. A couple of years ago I had to visit someone thirty miles away because he just would not respond to the ringing telephone or call back even after I left countless messages on different answering machines. When I demanded to know why he had four telephones and four answering machines and yet did not use them, he shrugged indifferently as if that was explanation enough. 

Just as I was about to leave, an American diplomat arrived, huffing and puffing, having dodged and evaded police pickets, possible abductors and snipers. The Karachi Consulate had been trying feverishly to track him down for days and wanted to evacuate him immediately for security reasons. “Yes, I was wondering what idiot had got hold of my unlisted number,” he commented nonchalantly. The next time I needed to pay money I owed him out of a joint investment, I left a message on his answering machine. He hasn’t returned the call yet. It has been months. The money lies there in my account lazily like him, accumulating profit. I wonder if he is entitled to the interest! 

It is said the best telephone connection is a free connection. There were friends and acquaintances that visited my office frequently to misuse my official line. They wasted my time, drank my tea, ate my biscuits, read my newspapers and came back again for a little bit more of the same. I have figured all of them out by now and trained my attendants suitably. They jinx the lines whenever these parasites step in. I have taken care of those friends also who thought they were privileged to harrow and bully my staff and misuse my telephones in my absence. I send them a copy of the bill, underlining calls they had made. Although I have not been reimbursed, we have at least parted company, which is quite fine by me thank you.

And yet there are often genuinely free telephones. A former friend used often to spend two dollars, four hours and risk his life in the subway to travel all the way from Flushing to Manhattan to buy illegal telephone access codes. These were sixteen digit codes that were vended in open daylight outside Penn Station in New York City. People thronged Penn Station from all over the state to buy these codes for five dollars apiece. My friend was an expert. He maintained a small diary containing codes that no longer worked and was thus could not be conned with dud access code. One of his acquisitions was a goldmine. It worked for two months. Turned out it belonged to the Bell Telephone Company. 

Public telephones in New York malfunctioned and went toll-free frequently. You could call anywhere without putting a quarter into the slot. There was one such payphone near Whitestone Bridge that was splendidly generous for weeks. I used to spend evenings playing cards with Tariq Cheema, presently the Nazim of Bahawalpur, in his little office behind the counter of his thriving store on Northern Boulevard. Friends would stop by all the time to say hullo and grab a complimentary Bud Light and then rush off explaining they were headed towards Whitestone to call home. We were told of a Chicago payphone from where you could call Faisalabad --- nowhere else --- at all times without paying. There was a glitch in the satellite and correction was too expensive. Because it was reportedly a good site and the telephone company did not want to give it up, it stayed as it was. I doubt whether the error has since been rectified. 

My friend Khalil Khawaja lived in the irish Republic before moving to New York and fondly recounts hearing of a free payphone just outside Dublin. That is where he went when he next wanted to call Sialkot. He stepped behind the long queue but the gentleman ahead of him assured him it was moving swiftly. An Irishman carrying a briefcase was the next to join the queue. When he saw more people lining up, he announced that the people ahead of him could remain in the queue and those behind him would be well advised to leave. Someone behind him wanted to know why. “I have come to fix the telephone,” he explained.

Ugly Americans in Disguise

The Nation, March 17, 2003

Travelling abroad is often comfortless, especially for unfortunate first-time travellers. It is thereby only natural that when you plan an overseas trip, friends, relatives and tour operators chip in with helpful tips, downright silly at times, to cope with foreigners, food, languages, cultures, peculiarities and common idiosyncrasies. These suggestions range from having to drive on the wrong side of the road, which way faucets turn, manage electricity voltage and deal with units of currencies to counselling on weather, social taboos, transport system and what and where to eat and to ensure that you carry a sewing kit around.

Americans though are a privileged people, born in the purple, and have a Travel Advisory Service run by the government. During the recent past, foreign travel has become especially onerous for Americans in view of government restrictions. The Travel Advisory Service thus has to burn midnight oil to ensure that Americans let in by other countries are not inconvenienced in any way and vice versa. Life in general is difficult in any case for the Americans these days, both at home and abroad. Last month, the American government put out a moronic general alert requiring everyone to be well-equipped to meet an imminent terrorist threat by stockpiling food and water and securing a safe room against possible germ and gas attacks.

Further to the earlier warning, American citizens this week have been instructed not to act like Americans when travelling abroad. While Americans responded rather promptly to the first words of caution and precipitated countrywide shortages of food, bottled water, beer, popcorn, peanut butter, toiler paper, pet food, duct tape and plastic sheeting, the second travel advice would be a shade difficult to abide by with true observance because Americans cannot be anything but Americans. Their big mouths, distinctive accents, pompous demeanour, baseball caps worn backwards, constant referrals to “back home” (which just might be a trailer), sheer disregard of foreign cultures and traditions and inherent stupidity are straight giveaways. Therefore, the Travel Advisory Service is absolutely spot on to realise that an American out of his environs may not be out of his elements but would invariably stick out like a sore thumb and must be prevented from making an out and out ass of himself. I say this because given the slightest provocation, an American presumes he is within his rights when being jostled or maltreated or kept waiting by lesser mortals to exclaim: “Hey, you can’t do that to me! I am an American!”
I have scoured the web during the last few days on words to the wise spelt out variously to Americans who might bring upon themselves untold misfortunes by insisting on putting a foot on alien soil. Travel advice circulated is somewhere good, somewhere daft and then somewhere there is stuff totally out of this world. Americans have been advised to keep vital documents such as passports, birth and marriage certificates, and records pertaining to medical, school, insurance and bank in a secure and accessible place. However, it beats my imagination why Americans should keep all these documents on their person whilst temporarily overseas. A passport is understandable and perhaps a birth certificate is important to establish age so that a sixty-year old American for instance can be granted admission to a Triple-X rated movie in Copenhagen, but why should bank statements and a marriage certificate be carried around? 

A few similar tips are absolutely inane, such as turning the cooking range and oven off and locking the doors while leaving home, making suitable arrangements for pets, children and grandparents left behind. Another is not to carry warm clothes, hot water bottles and skis, if it is a summer holiday, and that a driving license is not essential for surfing abroad. I came across one web-site that said “Don’t carry electrical gadgets to countries where there is no electricity”. One would tend to question the wisdom of those bureaucrats who have compiled travel instructions or should it be classified simply as a case of atypical American obtuseness. For example, the lead off advice is to not act like Americans. This is a non-starter, for reasons already explained. The second advice is not to display behaviour characteristic of Americans. This tells us of course that American behaviour abroad is unique and perceptible. In other words, it is not normal behaviour insofar as it draws needless attention. 

The third tip is not to wear white socks and tennis shoes. Aha! I never knew that white socks and tennis shoes are worn by Americans alone or that tennis is specifically an American sport. Non-Americans don’t wear white socks and tennis shoes and may never have played tennis or even known about it. This is perhaps because Bjorn Borg, the Swede who was the best tennis player mankind has ever produced, never won the U.S. Open. Most Americans are unaware that Ivan Lendl was in fact a Czech and chose to opt for an American passport so that like Martina Navratilova and later Monica Seles and Martina Hingis (for different countries, of course), he could hold on to his winnings from tennis rather than share them with the oppressive government that invested heavily in promotion of sports. Tennis is, therefore, believed largely to be an American domain. Thus anyone espied wearing white socks and tennis shoes by an Al-Qaeda fanatic is likely to be blown into smithereens. Good riddance, I would surmise.

Least of all sports records, Americans don’t like to share anything. I am reminded of an old Communist-era joke of a Soviet dignitary walked around New York doing the tourist round. He sits down on a bench in Central Park complaining he is tired. “Yes, I also need to rest,” his American escort says and slumps next to him explaining, “I am not accustomed to walking. I usually drive.” The Soviet dignitary looks at him in amazement and states, “You have a car?” The American smirks and says, “Sure. In fact I have two, one for myself and one for my wife.” The Soviet dignitary asks, “Why you have two cars, Comrade? You don’t get along with your wife?” In the true spirit of the mystified Soviet dignitary, the legendary Wild, Wild West rarely shares and has been asked to stop complaining about sharing a bathroom while abroad. Let me enlighten the uninformed and reveal that Americans never need to share bathrooms. We know that all the bedrooms in the United States have en suite bathrooms and Americans are thus placed at a serious disadvantage when travelling abroad where some locals don’t have bathrooms at all and are forced to squat by the roadside. Americans can share wives and girl-friends and perhaps share a car once in a while to go to office but sharing bathrooms is a massive degradation. 

Don’t sue over bad service, the warnings continue. Everyone knows that Americans will sue over anything no matter what it is or where they happen to be roaming. An American could be lost in the Sahara and yet complain about lost luggage, damaged baggage, airline delays, bad television reception and forced to be unaware of basketball scores, or there being absolutely no rain and too much sunshine. In fact, travel advice specifically tells them not to complain or sue anyone about the weather. Back home in the United States, the government controls the weather. The number of days and hours and minutes that each state and county shall have clouds, rain, snow, sleet, fog and sunshine are carefully worked out and citizens are perfectly aware of what is in store cometh the new year. Thus when Americans travel abroad and find that it has started raining in Fiji whereas the tour operators promised unlimited sunshine, they get real mad and start calling their lawyer back home to sue. What can one say? As the saying goes, boys will be boys and Americans shall be Americans, no matter what the travel advice warns against.
Ideal Conditions Permitting

The News, December 11, 2004


I wrote in this very column a few weeks about my obsession with telephones. And yet there are still ignorant folk out there unaware of my condition. When I lived in Karachi, I was asked why I carried three cellphones. I had to explain I have a non-connectivity phobia and must be available at all times. Grilled about having a trio of mobiles, I explained the three connections were necessary because while I was based in Karachi, I was actually residing in Lahore and looked to Islamabad for my future, where I was previously stationed. I had obtained local connections for people that may need to contact me for the cost of a local call. The money I was compelled to pay as roaming charges was excessive but I didn’t complain. Anyone wishing to speak to me should not be placed at a financial disadvantage. If I am keen that friends should call me, I must accept expenses of taking their calls. 

Mobile phones are now a byword. There was a time when these were ugly and unwieldy. The first I saw was in New York way back in 1988. My friend Tony Cheema ordered one as his work kept him on the move and he just would not carry quarters for payphones. His mobile phone arrived with a backpack and a manual as thick as an encyclopaedia. Tony was a lovely sight on construction sites with his tresses falling down from under his safety helmet and cascading over the backpack. 

The second one I came across was while working for a rascal Chief Minister who stole everything in sight. He managed to live through years of supposed imprisonment in the comforts of a VIP suite on the strength of doctored ECG reports and political expediency. This mobile telephone was the size of a grand piano. The one that came my way had a dead battery and I thus needed to have it plugged at all times.


Mobile telephone sets are now smaller, sleek, trendier and come in all shapes and sizes. In the west, an ordinary set usually comes free with a connection. Expensive varieties are available at a concession. Or you can travel to the east and pick up hot mobiles for the price of a cigarette packet. These are cleaned up in beauty shops and repacked and sold as new by Hafeez Centre vendors. Cellular sets can last a lifetime but the batteries are dead before you say cheese! You buy a new battery that otherwise appears to be new and it turns out to be a dud. Take it back to the vendors and you are accused of trying to con them or calling them a cheat. 

Although mobile telephones are convenient, some people find them a nuisance and doggedly refuse to be connected. In time I too was fed up of the mobile. On my way back home after living in Sweden, we took out the duty free catalogue for last minute shopping. I fell in love with a Japanese cordless telephone that was a cool substitute for the cellular. Knowing I would be smitten, my wife wanted me to turn the page over. When I argued there was now something more important in my life than marital bliss, she pointed out the darned cordless was far more expensive than the wristwatch she had fallen in love with a few pages earlier. However, my love at first sight persevered.


The cordless had a lot of features such as intercom, pager, extension units, answering machine, calculator, calendar, infinite memory, caller identification, flash button, speed dialling, speed redial, speakerphones and whatnot! Most significantly, it promised a range of twenty-five miles under ideal conditions. The Swedish mile equals eight ordinary miles and for a moment I thought it would cover Lahore to Islamabad. Suffice it to say that I dished out a cool fourteen hundred dollars. When my household effects arrived in Lahore, I knew the exact location of the cordless in hundreds of cartons that my servants gawked at. The cordless was the first thing out of the container, well ahead of the Mercedes, much to the chagrin of my three sons and displeasure of my wife who had failed to get her wristwatch. 

I set it up at once and nervously survived the obligatory ordeal of a twenty-four hour wait to allow the batteries to charge fully. I took the little family car out the following morning and drove west to test the range. At twenty-five miles, despite total absence of ideal conditions, it delivered beautifully as reluctantly promised in small print. Deciding to push it, I drove towards Multan. I was thirty-five miles away from the base unit when I ultimately lost signal. I complimented myself for the greatest purchase of my life. I was ecstatic. A week later, it would not perform even at the front gate of my small house. The cordless telephone’s first close encounter of the fourth kind with voltage fluctuation was the factor responsible for its premature demise.

I have had many cordless telephones. My favourite though was a gift from the AT&T to Tariq Cheema, the jewel among the District Nazims. Tariq chose to leave the country when the government coerced him to testify falsely against his peers in politics. He bought a store with a great location on Northern Boulevard in New York. Other than supervision of his staff, he had little to do. Sitting in his tiny office, he was constantly on telephone to remain in touch with friends, family and politics. In due course, he became the Champion Telephone Subscriber. His monthly bill averaged fifteen to eighteen thousand dollars. AT&T was so pleased with his custom that they decided to present him with a state-of-the-art cordless telephone. One fine morning, AT&T technicians arrived unannounced at our front door to install the telephone and run us through a tutorial on how it was to be used. 


It was a great set and had Tariq’s name stencilled at the base. The house was always full of friends and there were constant fights over use of telephone and choice of television channels. Tariq and I often exercised the hosts’ prerogative and would carry it around the house along with the television remote control and key to the drinks cabinet. When Tariq returned home on announcement of limited amnesty following the merger of General Zia-ul-Haq with the infinity, so to say, I lived alone in his big house, drove his Honda Accord, managed his business, used his credit cards and had the cordless telephone all to myself.


I brought it back to Pakistan with me and delivered it to Tariq, along with his favourite electronic can opener. Since I had taken the trouble of carrying it across nine time zones, he wanted me to keep it. I suspect also that this was because Bahawalpur at that time did not have touchtone dialling and it wouldn’t have worked across the Sutlej anyway. The pride of the AT&T that was a source of constant pleasure in New York did not deliver back home. For starts, I had to plug it through a voltage converter since it used 110 volts rather than the wasteful 220 volts. However, AT&T did not account for power outages and overland power transmission lines and katchi abadis and kite flying. It had to be plugged back in after each power breakdown.

There is a katchi abadi a stone’s throw away from where I live in a small oasis of prosperity. Children and young men from the katchi abadi either play cricket on the streets and cause accidents while chasing tennis balls totally oblivious of oncoming traffic, or they fly kites. A zillion kites soar from small rooftops in the katchi abadi and mar the skyline. There is a mesh of metallic wire in the skies throughout the year where I live that constantly makes contact with electricity lines and light goes out with a big bang at least ten times a day. AT&T’s custom-built cordless telephone was not fabricated for less than ideal conditions. Each time we lost power, we had to scramble to my small study upstairs to touch the set with the base to reactivate it. When I put on a few pounds by living away from home recently, my wife suggested I should come back to Lahore, open up the cartons, take out the AT&T cordless and re-plug it. The number of times we lose power each day multiplied by the number of steps up the stairs thus explain why I was so fit in the early nineties.

The Babylon Conspiracy

The Nation, April 21, 2003

Robert Ludlum wrote trash. Even after the resounding success of “The Bourne Identity”, a page-turner with a predictable ending about a scheme to snare Carlos, Ludlum continued to write trash, only it sold much better. Ludlum’s books were largely about conspiracies, of incredible policies framed by powerful elites and non-stop action for either the attainment or defeat of these goals. “The Babylon Conspiracy” would, therefore, be an apt title for a Ludlum thriller and indeed what has happened in Iraq recently also appears to be a plot straight out of that novelist’s repertoire.

The ease with which Saddam Al-Husayn Al-Tikriti, his top brass and civilians dressed up as generals have literally disappeared into thin air raises the rather intriguing question as to whether one should stop marvelling at the ingenuity of American technology or look for a satisfactory explanation elsewhere. Only a handful of Saddam collaborators have thus far been rounded up: two half brothers, one senior Ba’ath Party leader and a technical advisor who surrendered voluntarily. American satellites in orbit around the planet have the ability to spot a needle idling on the ground. It is thus incredulous how Saddam could have transferred all his weapons of mass destruction, for example, to Syria as is being presently alleged or how his team could have crossed the border into that neighbouring country without being espied by numerous eyes in the sky. 


So should we also consider the conspiracy theory and brand Saddam as an American agent all along? The war for Baghdad makes out an extremely strong argument. Despite his extremely dubious background as an official Ba’ath Party assassin, Saddam started off rather well as the leader of Iraq. As second-in-command under Hassan Al-Bakar, he led negotiations for a resolution of the Iraqi Kurd issue and concluded satisfactory talks with the Shah of Iran’s government for a peaceful settlement of most of the border disputes. On assumption of power and consolidating his power base after purging the party of functionaries with questionable loyalties, he turned his attention to the economy and launched a successful state-sponsored industrial modernisation programme. 

The programme increased social wealth, improved education and health care and redistributed land. Most significantly, Saddam introduced a mandatory literacy project for all Iraqi citizens with failure to attend punishable by three years in jail. Hundreds of thousands of Iraqis learnt to read and write, an achievement that earned the Iraqi maverick a UNESCO award. Not one to be left behind on the diplomatic front, Saddam emerged in regional politics by advocating Arab unity against foreign intervention. The denouncement of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat’s signing of the Camp David Accords achieved regional and international prominence for Saddam. 


However, the Iran-Iraq conflict is stated to have been triggered at the behest of an American administration highly critical of clerics ruling their former stronghold in the near Middle East. Relations between Iraq and the United States soon began to warm, with official talks on matters such as trade and regional security. During the war, the United States extended credits to Iraq for purchase of agricultural products. According to a report published in Newsweek last fall, these purchases were of a wide variety of “dual use” equipment and materials including chemical analysis equipment for the Iraq Atomic Energy Commission and numerous shipments of “bacteria/fungi/protozoa” that could be used to manufacture biological weapons, including anthrax. 

Western nations were concerned about attempts by Iran to export its revolution to other regions in the Middle East. Sure enough, the Americans viewed Iraq as a bulwark against the spread of Iran’s militant Shi’ite extremism. American support for Iraq is enshrined in a 1983 National Security Decision Directive. Though still classified, it is believed to state that the United States would do whatever was necessary and legal to prevent Iraq from losing the war with Iran. The directive was issued even though George Shultz, the American Secretary of State, was briefed by a senior state department official that Iraq was employing chemical weapons against the Iranians. 

Nevertheless, full diplomatic relations between Iraq and the United States were soon restored, enabling the American administration to provide Iraq with additional aid to fight the war. Aid included battle-planning assistance and officers of the US Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) secretly supplied Iraq with detailed information on Iranian deployments, tactical planning for battles, plans for air strikes and bomb-damage assessments. Satellite photographs of the war front were also provided by the Central Intelligence Agency. It is on record that the Pentagon “wasn’t so horrified by Iraq’s use of poisonous gas as it was just another way of killing people --- whether with a bullet or phosgene, it didn’t make any difference”. 


And it is often said that the invasion of Kuwait was a “honey trap” and that Iraq actually walked into Kuwait after inducements by his western mentors. It was a part of a well-orchestrated plan to crush the might of a rising Islamic country, deploy American forces in strategic locations in the Middle East and thereafter emasculate Iraq. Was thus Saddam really a CIA agent? The Gulf War, more than a decade of economic sanctions against Iraq and finally the ouster of his regime through a comfortable military action appear somewhat to prove the point. 

Perhaps Saddam was all along being innocently manipulated by CIA agents. The decision of George Bush Senior to abandon the march on Baghdad following the Gulf War and permitting Saddam to continue in power has baffled the rest of the world for years. Maybe the intention was to let Saddam remain in power to drive his country further into the ground. Maybe it was a part of a grand design in the Ludlum tradition. The recent war is also an enigma. While for the Americans and the British it was an open war, it was merely a war of words from the Iraqi strongman. Constant briefings from Allied headquarters and reports from journalists embedded with allied troops on the war front relayed exactly how and where the war was headed. 

At the same time, there were only a few shots fired by Iraqi soldiers in defence of the homeland. Instead, there was usual rhetoric from Saddam’s stooges, with threats of a non-conventional war and a struggle unto death. As events turned out, not a single bridge leading to Baghdad or elsewhere was blown up to delay allied advance, not a single minefield was laid to catch them unaware and no Iraqis ultimately agreed to give up their life by blowing up the infidels in suicide attacks. The oil fields and oil refineries have been surrendered. Quite predictably, the Iraqi President was the first to bolt from the scene of the crime and Baghdad fell as tamely as Kuwait did when Saddam decided to march south in 1990. If this was all a conspiracy, Saddam has served his masters well. American forces have a permanent foothold in the Middle East, Iraq and its rich reserves of oil are in American control and of course being in a position of advantage, the American President need not deliver on his promise of a road map for peace in Palestine. Well done Saddam Husayn!

Pistols for Two

and Coffee for One?
The Nation, April 28, 2003

In an exclusive interview with a national daily a few days ago, Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain has laid bare General Aslam Beg’s advances to opposition leaders in 1991 to keep Benazir Bhutto on the political fringes and appears in the process to have shot himself in the foot. As if we did not already know, the interview is yet another testimony to how national politics are manipulated by vested interests and that mainstream politicians are actually puppets on a string. As a sitting member of the National Assembly of the time, Shujaat was reportedly summoned to the Army House and offered a massive amount of money out of a slush fund set up by the Mehran Bank to finance an election coalition against the PPP. 

The only good thing about this plan of course was that it targeted the arrogant former premier and her avaricious husband. Democracy and political stability did not suit the general and quite clearly did not fit in with a grand design for the nation that is doggedly pursued at the highest level. There is no level playing field for politics in Pakistan and goalposts are moved around at the convenience of powers-that-be. The Constitution is there only to be molested and errant if not independent politicians rarely co-exist with the grand design. General Beg was not dishing money out of his own pockets. It was other people’s money’s, national wealth being plundered with reckless abandon by those who have the responsibility to protect the nation. 

Casually dressed in shirtsleeves and slacks, Beg offered Shujaat a cup of tea and expressed his resolve to interfere with the electoral process. It is brutally evident that the General was confident he could talk candidly with the politician without fear of being rebuked or exposed. Shujaat was clearly not snow white and there was every possibility he would jump at the offer. Shujaat says he did not walk out, presumably because the general’s offers and veiled threats came straight out of the barrel of a gun. In sharp contrast, Shujaat then talks also about a similar meeting with Mian Asif Saeed, the sanctimonious former Chairman of the NDFC, who advised that it should be either politics or business. In this case, the PML(Q) godfather insists he walked out without accepting the tea. However, there was sufficient license to make the offer or deliver the threat to the politician otherwise skeletons in the closet would have been suitably rattled.   

Neither Beg nor Shujaat are certified angels. Beg is just another creepy character out of one of many grisly chapters of our unfortunate history. The gutless general lacked the grit to stage a military coup despite his avowed desire to do so. Perpetually full of hot air and verbiage, Beg’s futile roving in the political wilderness and appearances in ill-attended seminars since his retirement is proof of his incompetence and unemployability. The only thing that could possibly go to his credit is having embarrassed the superior judiciary that tried so naïvely to string him for contempt of court. It would however be interesting to see how Beg responds to the allegations. In the nineteenth century, it would have been cause enough to order pistols for two and coffee for one --- though men of honour the two are clearly not.

One would be well advised to take the startling disclosures with a pinch of salt. Shujaat does not have it in him to make such incredible statements and it is rather obvious he has done so at someone’s behest. Strangely enough, full contents of the interview released the day after did not allude to the contentious conversation with the then Army Chief. There is every possibility that Shujaat will issue a firm denial, if not already done so, claiming misrepresentation or that he never uttered the words attributed to him. 

Perhaps it is an orchestrated political gambit. With rumours flying around of overtures to the former two-time prime ministers by the éminence grise, it could be a ploy to further malign fellow politicians that he was himself at that time in bed with, such as Nawaz Shareef whom he alleges to have accepted the money, along with former president Farooq Leghari, Altaf Hussain, Jam Sadiq Ali, Liaquat Jatoi and countless other thieves. 

Shujaat’s political pedigree is as dubious as the credentials of the government over which he overtly presides to the visible chagrin of the unempowered prime minister. The PML(Q) godfather states that Beg expected his offer could not be refused and naturally it was not. While Shujaat claims he delicately declined the invitation, he admits to having pledged to pass the word around so as not to annoy the general. The truth instead is that he was not man enough to give the general a shut up call. 

When he states he uses his own money to fund political campaigns and careers of his political cohorts, what this means essentially is that he has sufficient money to purchase political loyalties. At the same time, his own money poses a conundrum. Where did all this unexplained wealth come from? Much of it is other people’s money comprising tax evasions, co-operative scams and written-off or rescheduled loans. The Chaudhries are no Rothschilds and are a base product of the grand design. It is only because of this grand design that the Chaudhries were permitted to offer a cousin as the fall guy and temporarily escaped the selective wrath of the National Accountability Bureau.

We know of course that the late Chaudhry Zahur Elahi started off as a police constable. The legend goes that the first permit to set up looms came through courtesy of a fellow Jat parliamentarian from Bahawalpur in the early fifties. Thereafter, the Chaudhry did not need any patronage until General Zia arrived fortuitously on the scene. With money came influence and influence brought in more money --- other people’s money, of course, and it has piled up over the years at the expense of the nation. 

At the helm of the District Council and District Government of the Grand Duchy of Gujrat and from within the federal and provincial cabinets and governments, the Chaudhries have silenced political opponents, grabbed lands, set up joint ventures with dubious foreign investors, dished out valuable public lands, including parks in Lahore to these questionable joint ventures, granted landfill rights throughout the province to a consortium that exists only on paper, amassed a personal fortune and for good measure, abducted a Secretary of the Provincial Assembly to influence a court decision. The younger Chaudhry, as a confidant and political advisor of Nawaz Shareef, made countless attempts to dislodge his mentor. Not one to desist from stabbing his very own in the back, Shujaat played possum in London while the younger Chaudhry made a premature bid to gather Jat legislators under one roof and stage a palace coup against his Chief Minister, a move that backfired and humiliated the clan. It is not understood how Shujaat can in this day and age assume a holier-than-thou posture and call another thief a thief. In any civilised country, Shujaat’s voters would disown him or he would be barred from politics and Beg would be in jail many times over. Unfortunately we live in a land that is not ours to rule or manage and these are once again interesting times. As the ancient Chinese said, Shujaat too would be well advised to beware of interesting times.

A Moment of Madness

The Nation, May 5, 2003


Makhunchu is not a gunslinger. He is a hunter. Makhunchu travels all across Pakistan chasing birds. Birds that fly, not the other kind. Real game is hard to come by, with all the Arab Sheikhs and princes possessing pre-emptive right over select gaming areas in the country and expensive licenses affordable only for the extremely affluent having been prescribed for endangered species. Little is left for lesser predators. Makhunchu is good with guns. He can handle any sort of game. Being a hunter, he does not falter in a moment of weakness when it comes to shooting a few people that interfere with his way of life. And that is why he carries a handgun all the time. 


Makhunchu bought a new car and like many denizens of Karachi he went out for paan and to restock his supply of cigarettes after having had a royal bout with the best export of Scotland. Most people in Karachi go to PIDC to settle their evening scores with their health and that is where Makhunchu happened to be while driving his new Corolla. Slightly overtaken by Johnny Walker but not entirely done in, Makhunchu took the keys out and left his car unlocked as he staggered out to buy paan and cigarettes after failing to spot his favourite chhotta. When he came back to his car a few minutes later, there were two teenagers lounging in the back and another trying to hot wire it from the driver’s seat. 

They were amateurs otherwise it would have been gone in sixty seconds if you will pardon the plagiarism. Makhunchu realised his latest acquisition would be lost forever. He thought about blowing up the tyres to thwart the theft. It was a new car with new tyres. He then considered putting a hole in the windscreen and rejected the notion outright. It was a new car with an original windscreen and it was his own, not anyone else’s. If it had been someone else’s, Makhunchu would have offered the keys to the rascals and perhaps even given them money for the gas too. He then weighed the option of firing a few shots in the air and decided rather then scaring off the carjackers he would instead be hauled in by the police mobile loitering meaningfully a hundred meters away.  

So Makhunchu did the right thing. It was a moment of madness. He pulled his Beretta out and shot through the head of the young man trying to hot wire the car and then for good measure, he presented a fatal memento each to the two young men trying to scramble out of the back seat. Three shots and three taken care of, he would have done any hunter proud. Makhunchu pulled the dead jokers out of the car and drove off casually. As he looked in the rear view mirror, a couple of “cleaners”, immortalised by Harvey Keitel in “Pulp Fiction”, materialised out of nowhere, dragged the bodies, dumped them in a Suzuki Carry and disappeared in the wink of an eye under the watchful scrutiny of the police mobile. No complaint was lodged in any police station in Karachi. No one came looking for the man who had shot three teenagers at point blank range. Makhunchu tells his story all the time and glasses are raised to commemorate the occasion. 

Daylight robberies, carjacking and hold-ups were a norm in Karachi in the heydays of the MQM. Karachi Police was a silent observer, if not in cahoots with the law-breakers. We have heard so many times of that incident of a gentleman being stopped at a police check-post for a search of his car. When he was stopped again at another check-post a few hundred yards down the road, there was a dead body in the boot. It had been put there at the previous check-post. Those criminals and their protectors are now in action once again.  All the DSPs, inspectors and sub-inspectors run out of Karachi under Naseerullah Babar are now back on their beats and manning plum posts. MQM enforcers too have reopened their shops. These are scruffy young men you can spot from a mile. And you would think that a gust of wind from the Arabian Sea that we choose not to call the Indian Ocean could simply blow them away. They derive their strength from the Karachi police, the agencies and of course the government, because the MQM is the strongest element of the coalition and holds everyone hostage. 


The incumbent Governor of Sindh was one of the most wanted MQM operatives, accused of having shot an army major on both the knees in addition to a horde of other charges. The President of Pakistan and the Station House Officer of the police station opposite the Governor’s House in Karachi both claim that there are no flies on him and that he is not a criminal. It is on record that he was a wanted man when he had already landed in Islamabad and was being accorded a royal reception prior to his installation as Governor. Criminal cases pending against him were withdrawn by the provincial government afterwards. Ironically, his very first act in office was to issue an ordinance to ban bhatta collection, without obtaining prior approval of the Chief Minister, just to demonstrate that he does not believe in bhatta any more.  

Virtually all the demands have been met to allow the MQM a run of the city. The Chief of Capital City Police was removed because he refused to head the operation to open up the so-called no-go areas. MQM enforcers thus have access to all of Karachi. The Haqiqi MPA who was allowed to win his seat with the blessings of the agencies has been in jail on trumped-up charges since the day the coalition came into office. The murderer of Shahid Hamid would have been out on parole had his wife not rushed to the Sindh High Court. The City District Government has been virtually paralysed with constant interference from the provincial government. The most important provincial government portfolios are with the MQM and civil servants and officials tagged as MQM loyalists stand reinstated and elevated to higher and sensitive posts. MQM Ministers may have cabinet positions but each of them has a coordinator who decides what is to be done and at the same time he also keeps an eye on his minister. Frequent visits to London by the provincial ministers and high party officials are no briefing sessions. They are there to make deliveries.

When Naseerullah Babar and his inept prime minister decided enough was enough and that order had to be restored in Karachi, that too was a moment of madness. And it paid off. While the rest of the country idles, the good days have returned for the MQM. The boys are back on the street, collecting bhatta, kidnapping people, collecting tributes, murdering dissenters within the party. Makhunchu rose to the occasion. He pulled his gun out and expressed his displeasure. We also need to take our guns out, the sooner the better. Moments of madness beckon.

The King of Writs

The Nation, May 12, 2003

John Grisham’s latest bestseller is “The King of Torts”, a highly successful novel that unfortunately loses the thread more than once about a young lawyer sucked into the riches of torts litigation. It is an interesting exposé of how avaricious, trigger-happy lawyers solicit clients and try and get their dirty hands on some of the money that Corporate American makes at the cost of gullible consumers. Though we also do have torts legislation, there is little concept of torts in this country. People get wrongfully arrested and defamed all the time and there isn’t a darned thing they can do about it. There is virtually no torts litigation in Pakistan. There are no rights either. 

One man waging a lonely crusade against the institutions and is often accused and much maligned for having a vested interest is M.D. Tahir. Recurrently in the news for filing writs against the government, politicians and the system, M.D. is the King of Writs in Pakistan. He runs the gamut fearlessly, sparing none. I paid a visit to M.D. a few days ago, an expedition or a pilgrimage --- call it what you may --- that I had contemplated for quite some time. Fresh from a suspended sentence for contempt of court after questioning the eligibility of the Chief Justice of the High Court to occupy the chair where every Chief Justice just shakes a leg, M.D. was in a jovial mood, having enjoyed another brush with higher judiciary and emerging unscathed after scoring yet another point or two.

M.D. is a legend amongst litigants. There are people prone to litigation, especially abroad, who will sue anyone or anything in sight. Hardly selective, M.D. is of the same genre, though he has the added advantage of preparing his own briefs and pleading his own cases. However, rarely shall he ever settle a plaint without a judgment, ruling or relief. There are plenty of copycats around now and it is indeed M.D. who has bred a cult that grows steadily across the four provinces. Unlike issue networks such as the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan and may other leading NGOs, for example, that knock the country for personal glory and gain of their patrons, these vigilantes strive to uphold citizens’ rights by challenging the legality of laws and irrevocable licenses assumed by rulers under protection of higher judiciary. 

A single-minded, bohemian character, he can perhaps be excused that his interventions at times range from the ridiculous to the sublime. M.D. claims to have filed between ten to fifteen thousand pro bono writs in the High Court over a period of twenty-five years or so. He started maintaining a log of his pro bono judicial recourse only a few years ago and thus we shall perhaps never be able to closely scrutinise the mix of his interventions in the higher courts. M.D. cannot remember the first writ that he filed or what prompted it. It must have been around the mid-seventies. The first one he recalls though is against the government’s hair-brained scheme to put helmets on the heads of all motorcyclists, never mind that most of them don’t have driving licenses and move straight from tricycles to motorbikes. 

In the late seventies, he challenged the federal government to fix responsibility for the break-up of Pakistan. Yahya was bed-ridden and could not attend the court in person and M.D. was deputed to record his statement for the completion of the court record. It is no surprise that Yahya held Bhutto culpable for the army debacle in East Pakistan. Quite predictably, findings of the court and its verdict were never announced and neither has the court record been made public. There may have been a bare few landmark decisions or rulings from the judiciary on M.D.’s initiatives but he has consistently made his point. The ban on pillion riding that is arbitrarily enforced by provincial governments each time a berserk mullah sprays bullets at mosque congregations in the name of Allah has in fact been struck down by the court as violative of individual rights. 

Why does M.D. do what he does? Filing bulk pro bono writ petitions is hardly run of the mill stuff and takes a heavy toll in terms of time spent on preparation of plaints and expenses. Many of us would look askance at some of the writs that M.D. has added to the workload of the courts. For instance, being a diehard fan of Saddam Hussein and having made a handsome cash donation to help Iraq in the war imposed upon it by the U.S.-British coalition, M.D. also sought judicial support to compel the Government of Pakistan to arrange right of passage for fedayeen to fight for Iraq against the invaders. M.D. maintains doggedly that Saddam is perhaps the best thing that could have happened to the Iraq, second only to the gift of oil put in the deserts by the Almighty. 

He recently filed a writ on the appointment of more than a hundred and thirty senior officers of the armed forces against civilian posts that the court literally forced him to withdraw. Another writ against the use of metallic wire in kite threads is presently gathering dust due to intransigence of court clerks delegated with the formidable responsibility of judging what writs are admissible. These writs bring him publicity sure enough but definitely do not bring him more clients, as many would have been led to believe. In fact, his crusade against the system pits him against the unbridled might of the judges that in fact costs him more than a client. People often reject his services as a lawyer outright, presuming correctly that their cases would be prejudiced with their lawyer being on the wrong side of the presiding officers. His reputation as a Good Samaritan brings in clients all the same and they come in droves. M.D. never charges exorbitant fees, and often ends up doing pro bono work when a client turns out to be too poor to pay anything at all.  

M.D. is a man of many parts. A simple and shy man never afraid to speak his mind, he lives a life of his own, a life of virtual self-denial. A reasonably affluent man, he has never set a foot outside Pakistan. It was only a couple of years ago that he visited the Pearl Continental in Lahore to attend a seminar as a reluctant guest speaker. He has spent his life fighting for justice, providing legal aid to the poor, working in aid of prisoners, acting as a pro bono bailiff for courts and clamouring for jail reforms. When he is not busy preparing writs, he writes poetry or gets into his old banger and is driven around the country visiting shrines, saints, fortune-tellers, fakirs and faith healers --- a great passion, second only to litigation. M.D. is a crusader, a lone ranger, and an unsung hero always willing to fight another man’s war. An uncut diamond, there are only a few made in his mould.

Comfortably Numb, Unfortunately

The Nation, May 17, 2003

The News, September 4, 2004


The latest news from the political minefield is that Malik Ehsan Ganjial has been appointed as Vice President of the Lahore PPP. We don’t know whether this particular PPP is the Real McCoy if you may, brought unto this earth by a certain Z.A. Bhutto or whether this exalted office pertains to a nest egg in the PPP Parliamentarians, Patriots, Prevaricators or Piss-offs or whatever. However, we do know that giant streamers have suddenly appeared across this arrogant city thanking Bhutto’s daughter for the sagacious decision to elevate Ganjial to such a grand position within the party hierarchy.


The city and the inefficient people who run it slept, snored and broke wind while these monstrosities were hoisted. These eyesores were hung up on electricity and telephone poles owned for the time being by a government, not the state, correct me if I am wrong, that is diametrically opposed to all the physical as well as spiritual remnants of the supposed visionary who drove this country into the ground in the seventies. It was this very aberration that gifted us Zia, without suspecting even remotely that his selection of a rightful moron as commander-in-chief would plunge the country further still into a heap of dung and also prove rather fatal for himself. Good riddance really, I would say and add that the Americans did it, both when Bhutto was despatched to commune with Machiavelli and Cesar Borgia, his role models, and also Zia when his plane blew up along with his stained teeth over the lovely desert town of Bahawalpur. 


Forgive me for I digress while indulging your patience. Excuse me also for sounding racist or overbearing but people with names like Ganjial et al used to sell milk, hawk newspapers or knit charpoys not too long ago. Doubtlessly it is a good thing they have come up in the world but I am frankly shaking with fear that they form an integral part of a team that can shape future policies. I wonder if Ganjial will ever read this or whether an educated crony, if he has one, shall translate it for him. As an aside though, I am reminded of a comment from a former Chief Justice of Pakistan who visited the Lahore Bar and enquired about the judges of the High Court. On being informed of the names of some of the sitting justices, he quipped that in the days of yore people with names like that used to be proclaimed offenders in rural police stations of the Punjab.


The lady making the decision to thrust Ganjial on the rest of a nation that continues to sit comfortably numb under repression imposes her will arbitrarily from seven oceans adrift. Once in a while she comes to a handshaking distance with handcuffs in order to stay in touch with her chief cook and bottle washers to retain her grip on the party. Hosting a luncheon for parliamentarians in Dubai recently to assess implications of the much-lamented Legal Framework Order, she was horrified to learn she was not the only one to know nothing about it and that her inarticulate surrogate in the so-called educated parliament was equally off-the-rails. It is reported that the session was rudely interrupted when a bouquet of flowers from the Sultan arrived with a polite message to take her politicking elsewhere. Little do these legislators and their artless leader know that despite having been amended so many times, believe it or not the Legal Framework Order sets off with a defective preamble, thus raising doubts over its very basis. 

Our mainstream politicians prefer to live abroad rather than pay for their crimes in local jails. Then there are the clever turncoats that do small spells in the slammer or return some of the money they have stolen from the people, patch up with those who put them in jail on promise of good behaviour and eternal allegiance, and then become ministers and advisors. However, having leaders in exile though is good in a way as it creates economic activity, with all their factotums having to travel abroad frequently for consultation and to seek advice, never mind that some of the financial windfall from such excursions goes to foreign countries. 

There was a sizable bevy of émigrés chased out of the country during the dark ages of the Zia government --- most of the PPP leaders, for example, found a safe haven in London where they begged, borrowed and stole from unwitting expatriates. There are not many abroad now and they should in fact be beyond mortal ken. Benazir is one and then there are the Shareef brothers, the retard and the malformed, living off the wealth they amassed from public office. They are properly gagged and not a word shall be uttered from their ineloquent mouths until the right signal comes and helps them find their tongues. And yet Shahbaz has been let loose recently, more so I suspect to put the fear of god into those allowed the privilege to rule this country without having earned it. And then of course there is that fascist Altaf Hussain whom even the mighty GEO Television is too scared to caricature. 
Not too long ago, opposition groups in the National Assembly, while boycotting election of the prime minister despite nominating a joint candidate, announced a resolve to work together for restoration of democracy in the country. These jokers included the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal and component parties of the Alliance for Restoration of Democracy, which are otherwise quite diametrically opposed to each other. 

It was an extremely confusing situation.  Many stalwarts, especially of the Alliance for Restoration of Democracy, presently sit in national and provincial assemblies whereas some either participated in elections and lost, mainly due to creative accounting by those supervising elections, while the rest were excluded from the process by virtue of the ludicrous and extremely discriminatory graduation clause that was good enough to let in illiterate mullahs, but which disfranchised a number of seasoned parliamentarians.


I fail to understand how members of assemblies can demand restoration of democracy. It is a ridiculous scenario, a typical Catch-22 situation.  What this means essentially is that if the present opposition had been in power, everything would have been hunky dory, and there would have been democratic environment in the country. All this fuss is simply because they are in the minority. It is rather mind-boggling. If assemblies do not comprise representatives of the nation elected under a democratic process, the opposition should first resign their seats and then would have perfectly valid grounds to demand restoration of democracy. 

 
The call was another transient union of the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal with the Alliance for Restoration of Democracy. It is a love-hate relationship, so to say. Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal is curious specie. These people claim to have a contract, or a theka if you like, over the meaning and interpretation of our religion, and yet hop into different beds all the time. When the mullahs wish to appease the government, they conveniently absent themselves from parliamentary proceedings on one pretext or the other to display their solidarity with the brass. When they desire to become a part of the combined opposition, they simply enter into temporary alliances to boycott parliamentary proceedings in complete unison. Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal leaders don’t really have their work cut out, do they! 

As far as responsible opposition parties go, the Alliance for Restoration of Democracy is an extremely poor performer. It does not appear to have a mind of its own. While it chooses consistently to disapprove of every decision of the government, whether right or wrong, it continuously persists in patronising the mullahs whenever they suspend their illicit romance with the establishment. That the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal is a brainchild of the establishment is beyond any shadow of doubt. The Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal is as much a creation of the agencies as have been the Mohajir Qaumi Movement, the Anjumin-i-Sipah-i-Sihaba, Lashkar-e-Tayabba, the Taliban and all those frenzied fundamentalist movements that continue to bring an extremely bad name to this country and stuff the wallets of a few who are no friends of this nation.


A day after the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal promised a dangerous liaison with the Alliance for Restoration of Democracy to restore democracy it announced a countrywide protest on September 11 to coincide with the third anniversary of the World Trade Centre incidents, to convey indignation over American aggression and the government’s anti-Islamic policies adopted at the behest of the Bush administration. Anti-American demonstrations on a day on which the American nation was jolted by terrorist attacks was rather in poor taste and the Alliance for Restoration of Democracy was understandably silent on this issue and did not announce whether it was a part of the promised spectacle.


There is something terribly wrong about the people running this country and those that literally ache to do so. The less said about the rulers the better. They have no identity and shall fade into obscurity in good time when push comes to shove. They are a product of the establishment and are basically large chunks out of mainstream political parties cobbled together to exclude popular vote from shaping national policies. They shall disperse at the drop of a hat at an appropriate time. As for the motley crew comprising the current opposition, it is a rather pathetic story and means simply that we do not have much to look forward to. 

Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal mullahs, for example, used to openly visit Afghanistan in the heydays of the Taliban, without passports and visas, and in perfect knowledge of the government of that time. The mullahs will do this today only at their own peril. If they are not hung and lynched from every lamppost from Jalalabad and Kandahar to Kabul by the very Pashtuns that they so proudly identify themselves with, I will willingly offer myself to whatever punishment the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal prescribes. It is unfortunate that we passed on an opportunity during the strife in Afghanistan to make that nation a friend of Pakistan and instead we further alienated the entire Afghan nation, perhaps forever, by creating a monstrosity that was the Taliban.

Where have all these mullahs come from, may one ask? There have been many elections held in this country, especially since the mid-eighties and this nation, despite being devoutly religious, has repeatedly refused to grant religious parties the right to form a government. The graduation clause should have been enough to ensure that only one or two mullahs could contest the last election and yet bogus, meaningless certificates issued by unknown madrassahs were sufficient to declare them as enlightened enough to canvass for votes. While the establishment was busy ensuring that Pakistan Muslim League (N) and the Pakistan Peoples Party candidates did not win, the mullahs cruised into assemblies without sufficient mandate from voters. I am sure this unfortunate nation can do without all these crooks and cheats, running amok in assemblies or calling shots from afar, just as we can do without generals who refuse to take off their uniform claiming a divine right to reign supreme. Perhaps we can only hope. In the words of Shakespeare’s Claudio in “Measure for Measure”, “The miserable have no other medicine”.

The Mother of All Addictions

The Nation, May 24, 2003


I am not a compulsive gambler but must confess to having spent a major chunk of spare time on the card table. It started in the childhood, while making up the number for elder siblings. I was a fast learner and soon had the privilege to select a partner rather than burdening the one drawing the short straw. It began with Snap, Trumps and Rummy. I moved on to Bridge at college and was firmly hooked for good when lured to Canasta --- the Mother of All Addictions.

Despite being a taxing mental exercise and test of patience, Canasta is a pleasure, especially when there is good company. For the conscious gambler, knowing fellow players is important. It is an asset for the shrewd gamester to be aware of what kind of people they are. Camaraderie develops quickly on a table, if you are fortunate to end up with a good crowd. Joining a table of strangers, it is not long before you are welcomed as a regular, sharing the jokes and cracking one or two. Humour at the card table adds to the fun. During the brief war for Baghdad, I overheard a player being admonished by a frustrated onlooker for his bad play. “I am playing with a strategy,” the embarrassed player explained. The kibitzer quipped, “Strategy? Hah! You have as much strategy as Saddam!” Sessions with a bad crowd, or erratic players, can prove to be the major factor for consistent losses.

Card players are curious people, always hungry for more and some never cut losses. Even the most seasoned are superstitious and occasionally fret about kibitzers peeking over their shoulders. All gamblers have quirks, strong likes and dislikes, favourite and bogey cards, and good luck charms. Some pick up their cards one by one, others all at once and then take an eternity unfolding them. Some players draw cards from the deck in a flash, others in a circular motion, some with recoil, others with a crisp crackle of the card as it leaves the table. There are those who pull the card to the edge of the table, lift it up a millimetre before deciding if it is to be discarded straightaway or is it valuable enough to be retained. It is often said that those who take an eternity arranging their cards at the start of a game do so by design to unnerve opponents. Some opponents do lose their cool, especially when they are holding cards that may or may not be playable.   

On a bad day, players will request to be dealt out for a hand or two and you would see them pacing the floor or chatting up the most boring person, waiting for bad luck they left behind to embrace someone else during their absence. Chairs are often switched to bring good luck, cushions thrown away and ashtrays placed on the left rather than the right side. I have seen the chair of a persistent winner being changed whilst he was temporarily away, ostensibly to influence the flow of the cards. There is rarely a normal card player on the table no matter he may be the sanest person on the planet outside the clubhouse. Gamblers play with the cards, against the cards and against others on the table. It is as much a test of skills as a match of nerves. 

The naïve punters will join the hand on the mere strength of having seen an exposed card in the other player’s deal, thinking he can pick it up on discard. More often than not, the exposed card is retained as strength, even if not needed, just to frustrate the opponents and to keep them guessing as to what use is it is being put to. Some card players expose a card or two deliberately. Some arrange their cards methodically, with possible discards one side, prime cards in the middle and jokers and other assets on the far side. Then there are others who do not arrange their cards at all until some have bowed out and actual play begins. It is then that they bring out their honours and move them to wherever they are to be placed. If you have peeked at a crafty player’s cards and were tempted to play after thinking he was on a bluff, you would be horribly surprised when he rearranges his cards and pulls out the honours from under the duds. 
Even the most experienced player can have a tell. The amateur often sweats when holding a good hand, holds his cards tightly to the chest, scratches the side of his nose or chin and laughs nervously at innocuous remarks, just to try and divert the others’ attention. The sharpest player would not give anything away, except perhaps disinterest and the weaker players might play anticipating that it would appear as if the guru is not happy with his cards and will fold, only to discover that the guru is very much in the game. Time spent at the card table and undivided attention is crucial. Those holding a weak hand will not call out to a fellow player standing only a few inches away to return to the table and would be eager to start play so that he misses his turn. 
There is honour among thieves. Once play starts, those standing outside are never reminded to return to the chair. If you are away for a while and your dealt hand turns out to have been the Holy Grail, the gambler will not be able to sleep for a month of Sundays. I once stood next at the urinal to Iftikhar Khan, whom we all knew as Lala Mian, an old friend sadly no longer with us. Lala Mian was struggling with his zipper. When he was finally done, I asked him if everything was all right. “I was in such a great hurry to reach the card table this morning that I wore my underwear backwards,” he explained. “Why don’t you go into the toilet and put them on properly?” I asked. “I can’t. The next hand is probably being dealt,” he said, hurrying out.

Gunners Blew It!

The Nation, May 31, 2003


Friends have tapped on my shoulder recently demanding a satisfactory explanation as to why I flew to England a couple of weeks ago merely to see a football match. I correct them and point out it was not just a match, it was the F.A. Cup Final that Arsenal won. I have accordingly sought my editor’s permission to write about my Arsenal obsession. My enslavement to football mystifies all. Perhaps I need to quote Bill Shankly, Liverpool’s most successful manager, for his understatement that “People say football is a matter of life and death. I believe it is much more important than that”.
Football is life in many countries. There is something unique about football as compared to other sports. Football supporters are crazier than others. The level of a fan’s involvement is directly related to how well his country or team performs and patriotism is not necessarily the major factor. While the national team in Brazil draws a much larger following than all clubs put together, fans in England gravitate around the clubs. A supporters’ base is essential for a sport to prosper. Sure enough, football is an industry and many clubs around the world are listed on stock exchanges. 

Football is an integral part of British culture. Clubs have history and traditions dating back to nineteenth century. The fans relate as much to a team as to the ground where the game is played and have an ethos of their own. They tattoo their bodies, chant football songs and slogans, wear club colours, revere club mascots and style their hairdos in the fashion of form players. Club shirts are virtually compulsory at matches, even if the match is viewed in front of the television or at the local down the street. Pubs fill up across the country when top teams clash. Special trains are run to carry supporters to away games. Fixtures are rescheduled to prevent two derby matches being played on the same day. More recently, globalisation has brought war paint, war bonnets and war dances from across the Atlantic.


Football is addictive. Understandably, it was love at first sight when I moved to England as an eleven year old. Leeds United was the hottest team of the time, with all first team players being first-choice internationals, and I rooted for them briefly. Friends suggested I should support a local team so that I could actually go and see a match live. I chose Arsenal because they were in the First Division longer than anyone else. Despite being the biggest club in London, the Gunners were the least exciting in the late sixties, not having won anything for years and years. I did not despair when they promptly lost the League Cup Final to Swindon Town, a Third Division side in the spring of 1968. Soon after we returned home, Arsenal left pundits gasping for breath by doing the double, lifting both the League Championship and the F.A. Cup for the first time in over a decade. They have done it twice since and only Manchester United match that record. 


At school, the school’s biggest bully stopped picking on me when he spotted my Arsenal schoolbag. We developed a friendship that survives to this day. Peter White took me to my first match at Highbury, paying for the tickets and journey by tube, explaining Arsenal were the only team with an underground train station named after them. I have now followed Arsenal for almost thirty-five years. It is a mania, an obsession. I have often been accused of being harsh with the children and fighting with my wife when Arsenal lose a match or drop points, and being on the edge until a match is over. I worked in London for two years during 1996-97 and often used to go straight from office to a favourite seat in the Upper West Stand to see the Gunners play. When I moved to Stockholm, I would often time my London visits to coincide with Arsenal fixtures. It was expensive but it was fun. Incredibly, match tickets were dearer than cheap seats my secretary shopped for me on Ryanair charters.

Arsenal was a club legendary for mean defence, preventing goals rather than scoring, prepared for strong tackles without fear of cautions. It was a club notorious for one nil wins and goalless draws. Each time Arsenal went ahead, supporters sang “One nil to the Arsenal”, if that was enough. Fans of teams playing against Arsenal often taunt “Boring, boring Arsenal”. My greatest thrill was intoning that very line with the Arsenal faithful at Highbury during the 1996-97 season when Arsenal went up 4-0 against West Ham United at halftime. It was never a pretty club until Arsene Wenger took over as manager and transformed it into an exciting, attacking outfit. When opponents score first against Arsenal, sports commentators shrug indifferently that if they can score one, Arsenal can score more or quip that this is just what Arsenal need to get started. No team has played the kind of football that Arsenal plays these days since the Dutch played Total Football in the seventies and the eighties. 

When Arsenal did the double last season, they broke and set up so many records that they were favourites for a sweep this year. Nothing worked out. Injuries and suspensions, fixture congestions and travels across Europe played their part. Arsenal was knocked out of the Champions League after securing an edge in the group. Soon afterwards, a nine-point advantage over Manchester United was squandered and they finished a less than respectable five points behind. It was sheer arrogance, nothing else. Arsenal almost did a back-to-back double of winning the league and the cup two years in a row, something that has never ever been done in English football. Maybe that was precisely what propelled Manchester United, who turned out in the end to be England’s best, for the time being that is! 

Author’s note: This article did not sit too well with some readers and there were protests in the Letters to the Editor. One idiot actually said that the readers could now expect write-ups on a cock-fight in Kabul! Everyone is entitled to his or her opinions of course, but I must point out that this column was not about the Arsenal but of a passion about the most beautiful game and a club that has survived all tests of time. 
The Wheel is Coming Full Circle

The Nation, June 7, 2003

Two dozen Nazims of the Frontier Province have put the proverbial cat among the pigeons by addressing a missive to the President containing a collective resignation. Knowing the law for the time being in force, I am constrained to say this is in rather poor taste. The good President of Pakistan, uniformed or otherwise, may be the person holding the biggest gun in the country but he is definitely not the one authorised under the law to consider such resignations. 

While the action of the Nazims signals a summary rejection of provincial authority, it falls rather shy of both a show of defiance or surrender. The Nazims wear the same stripes as the bigoted mullahs trying to divest them of lawful powers. There is a glaring element of intellectual dishonesty here. As I have said, the President is not empowered to refuse or accept these resignations. The competent authority to decide such a matter is the Chief Minister who would not only accept the resignations merrily but also have the collective resignation framed and hung above the place of ablution. Accordingly, the President is quite unlikely to forward this contentious correspondence to the Chief Minister for disposal as may be deemed fit.


The Nazims’ gambit is just a tip of the iceberg. Curious events are taking shape up north and the Frontier Government appears headed for the trashcan. When the liberal Durrani grew a beard as reward for elevation as the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal Chief Minister, it should have been seen as an ominous sign of the times. Instead, it has been the largely ridiculous campaign of painting over and removal of billboards that has really stirred everyone’s stumps and bile. Perhaps there is a case for an intervention before matters come to a head. In the words of William Blake, “Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse un-acted desires”. 

Otherwise, cinemas will soon be shut down and television shall go off the air. Beards will become mandatory, trousers and neckties will be outlawed, women will be shunned in the workplace and compelled to wear veils. There shall be no kites in the sky, all clubs (except the Services Clubs) shall close down, cricket will be tolerated in the so-called national attire alone and anyone attempting football in shorts shall end up with shaven heads. In short, wide-ranging individual rights are doomed for extinction. Eventually, the mullahs shall turn out their womenfolk and bring in little boys to tend to household chores. And more! 

The question arises whether provincial autonomy should be interfered with and whether the rest of the country and Islamabad in particular as the saviour of the last resort, has the mandate to intervene in the absence of a widespread public reaction. Let me also point out by the way that the only time there was widespread public opposition to reactionary laws was in this very same province during the times of Syed Ahmed Shaheed Barelvi. What transpires in the Frontier Province has implications elsewhere. We are coming full circle, a price we have to pay for complacency about mullahs who have taken it upon themselves to interpret religion the way they perceive. Having only recently been welcomed back by the international community after participating in a war against fundamentalism, there is little room for error. This is exactly the starting point when the Taliban took over in Afghanistan. Surely we cannot afford to lose our way again and take the Taliban route. 

The Nazims though have a reason to be agitated and may have a few sympathisers left in Islamabad who are still convinced that devolution and decentralisation are the best thing that could have happened to this country, other than the diverted airline flight that led to the fall of the last elected government. The people unhappy with the new-fangled local government system, now that the bureaucracy has reluctantly accepted it as an irreversible fait accompli, are the politicians who are absolutely livid that the pie has shrunk horribly and they find themselves at the lowest rung of the ladder when it comes to sharing the spoils of democracy. 

It is an irony that the warring factions are all creation of the same master. It is a pity that electoral engineering considered expedient elsewhere was not exercised where it really mattered and the establishment neglected to foresee what the cat might be dragging in up north. Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal has shown its might and bared its teeth. There is a need to figure out the source of money that enabled religious parties to amass thousands of people against support to the western coalition in the Afghanistan War, how the mullahs financed election campaigns and the billions spent to organise “million marches” across the country. There is little doubt that donations made by the faithful have been grossly abused and misappropriated. Even the Prime Minister, no angel himself, has gone on record and alleged that the mullahs steal money from the mosques. 

Funnily enough the madness is not confined to the Frontier alone. Under the able guidance of a retired general commanding the Punjab University, plans are reportedly on the anvil to revise the English curriculum. Accordingly, words like “rape”, “virgin” and “cocksure”, for example, shall soon be expunged from text. F. M. Cornford, the British philosopher, opined that, “Every public action which is not customary, either is wrong or, if it is right, is a dangerous precedent. It follows that nothing should ever be done for the first time”. Nothing needs to be done for the first time in the twenty-first century. We only need to ensure that our heads are screwed on the right way. 

A Gem of the First Water

The Nation, June 14, 2003

I feel a part of me has died whenever I lose a friend. Friends start to die and you know you don’t have much time left either. Another dear friend has passed away. Zahoor-ul-haq Shaikh reached his final destination this week, leaving us with a broken heart and moist eyes. 
Zahoor was an integral part of the Punjab Government for over twenty years. When he arrived after serving early years of his career in the Frontier Province, he was an instant sensation in the Finance Department. Those were the days when the federal government picked up provincial deficits after cursory examination of accounts and Zahoor taught the Punjab how his former province, under the patronage of Ghulam Ishaq Khan, had squeezed money out of the federal government.
Zahoor was a confident, brilliant and industrious civil servant. Scrupulously honest, he met impossible people and tricky situations head-on for the simple reason that he had nothing to lose. He was the quintessential conscientious objector. No one had Zahoor as a role model because none had his courage and disregard for possible if not apparent consequences. He had a solution for all difficult problems, an answer to all conundrums, never mind that his straight-talk was unappetising for those seeking counsel merely for the sake of seeking counsel and not to actually act on good advice. He had this unique quality of being ready with arguments for and against any issue under discussion at any time, and sometimes wickedly took a stance merely to kick up a fuss. 
Zahoor often had differences of opinion with peers and superiors alike. His critics accused him of being aggressive and unable to complete tenure, something that is in fact a hallmark of civil servants prepared to let good governance fall by the wayside for the so-called sake of posterity. Zahoor relished taking a principled stand and never backed down. He battled on throughout his illustrious career, emerging bruised and yet beaming from every brush he had with higher authority and naïve political bosses, a fact that would account for his frequent transfers. It was for this reason alone that he was never made a part of teams negotiating with the federal government and/or the other provinces on issues with political ramifications. It would have been impossible to rein him in during dialogue. 

A man of many parts, the civil service was only an insignificant facet of his life. He was an avaricious reader and a prolific writer, though he refused to publish and would merely flash his characteristic half-smile whenever we got curious and inquired of his ongoing projects. Zahoor was at the top of the list of the usual suspects when the pseudonymous Prometheus, suspected by all to be a civil servant, ruffled the Punjab Government’s feathers in the early nineties with his exposés for the Frontier Post. However, Zahoor was not the one to make use of privileged information for personal gain or glory. 

He played the stock market for years and was tickled rather than delighted by gains from an intelligent study of share price movements. He took up sheep and goat farming and would often be seen around the province scouting for the best breeds. However, goats were hardly his forte. He was an authority on canines. Though he had pedigree dogs, his favourites were mongrels and he took pride in training them to be gentlemen. The dogs had the run of the house and were devoted to the master. He remembers one so attached to him that when his newly-wedded wife joined him in Chakwal and would let the dogs out of the house the minute he stepped out, the dog became so jealous and furious that he looked for an opportunity to display his displeasure. Zahoor told us how on returning home he found him in a threatening posture, growling with teeth bared and his wife standing on top of the dining table, too scared even to scream for help. 

When Moeen Qureshi came with his so-called level playing field, there was a massive bureaucratic reshuffle in Islamabad and the four provincial governments. Some civil servants who had been in the past ignored for important assignments for the simple reason that they were weak, indecisive or inadequate, suddenly discovered there was premium on incompetence and landed plum jobs. Then there were the very few that were left out in the cold by successive governments on account of their irreversible penchant for exercising independence. Zahoor was one of those and was asked to take over Housing, Public Health and Physical Planning, as part of the team of ablest bureaucrats put together by A.K. Lodhi, himself a fearless bureaucrat undone in his twilight years by the guile of Wattoo, the eventual chief minister and the greed of the man who replaced him. 
My friend K.B. Nasir was working as the Technical Advisor to the Secretary of that department and I requested Zahoor that he be looked after. I met Zahoor a few days later and he said, “I like that friend of yours. The only problem with him is that he has too many suits!” It was widely accepted that Lodhi and his team would not survive under Wattoo. Quite predictably, Zahoor was one of the first casualties. When I informed him Khush Akhtar Subhani had become his minister, he roared with laughter and I laughed with him. We both knew he would not last very long on that assignment either. Ironically, it was because of K.B. that Zahoor had a run-in with his minister, who wanted to bring in a tout.

He was a workaholic and burnt midnight oil even on soft postings or sinecures. K.B. served with him also in Planning and Development and once warned him he was killing himself by virtually living in office. Amused and hardly offended, Zahoor quipped that if work was going to kill him it was a good way to go. I had the privilege of being perhaps the only colleague that he ever approached for advice, though Nadir Aqeel Ansari, a younger colleague, shall positively contest this claim. He would of course listen with his head down, puffing at a cigarette, and then express his resolve to do things the way he wanted to, explaining, “Yes, you have a point there, but the little man inside of me holds a different opinion”.

Farewell Zahoor, may you forever rest in eternal peace. You have left this mortal world but you shall forever live on in our heart and mind and we shall cherish those beautiful moments spent together, those endless debates about life, occupational hazards, morals and scruples. You are truly worthy of Robert Whittington’s tribute to Sir Thomas More: “As time requireth, a man of marvelous mirth and pastimes, and sometimes of as sad gravity, as who say: a man for all seasons”.
Hardly Queensberry Rules!

The Nation, June 21, 2003


The superior judiciary has held that the President can remain in office while on active military duty. In other words, army uniform or for that matter any sort of uniform is perfectly suitable attire for the President. It can thus be safely presumed that a police constable or a postman or a boy scout can occupy that august office, never mind that boy scouts have done just that during the course of our history. 


Justice must not only be seen to be done, but has to be seen to be believed. It has not been done and is rather beyond belief. Verdicts handed down in landmark cases are never much to write home about. The judiciary’s endorsement of the Army Chief being qualified to wear two hats and thereby have the power to appoint or remove himself comes as no surprise at all. It is the sheer audacity of the authentication that leaves all gasping for breath. 


Quite incredibly, the court has failed to observe anything in the Constitution that would debar the president from holding two offices that could hinder smooth conduct of government or impede the state’s functioning. The judges are spot on. However, they are not up to par or snuff in presuming it does not contravene the Constitution.


The custodians of law are oblivious or unconcerned about some of the fundamental constitutional provisions. For the sake of brevity, I shall refer merely to a couple. Article 41(2) stipulates that the President must be qualified to be a member of the National Assembly. As he is in the service of Pakistan, he is emphatically precluded from contesting election. Article 43(1) states that the President cannot hold office of profit or any other position carrying the right to remuneration for rendering such services. It is not understood how the President can hold positions that entitle him to multiple sets of privileges. 


It is amazing that the court has validated the two offices. To tell you the truth we don’t really mind but this could have been done subtly or with conditions to protect future generations against abuse of such license. The public does not have a problem with the President. We hardly bother that he continues to head the army, considering especially that he is a cool guy and capable of delivering us from the rabid mullahs and keep parliament in line. Of course, if we are unworthy to have any other person qualified to be President, quite clearly the army doesn’t have one either, so what is all this fuss really about? The people who do have a grouse are in parliament and are suspicious of a uniformed President on account of the artillery that he wields and which can be employed to send them packing or into jail, or both! 


Speaking of the Constitution, the Supreme Judicial Council provided under Article 209 to monitor courts for dereliction of duty might have something to ponder on. However, who will take the bull by the horns and invoke this provision? Easier said than done. During the thirty years that the Constitution has been in force or in suspension or suspense, the Council has not met even to read the morning newspaper so to say. It is a matter of record that the most notorious of the judges was advised by his peers to resign rather than be arraigned before the Council when a government indictment became imminent. Fools rush in where angels fear to tread and, therefore, anyone wishing to make a plea before the aforesaid Council would be well-advised to be watchful of the draconian Article 204 designed to regiment contemnors.

The lawyers claim to have prepared a white paper on dubious decisions and miscarriage of justice. If at all released, it will at least score a point for freedom of speech that scares the living daylights of everyone under the sun in this neck of the woods. We mustn’t come down too heavily on the judges though. They are after all only human and have not exactly descended grudgingly from the heavens above. In any case, the frivolity of fresh oaths after repetitive provisional constitutional orders has effectively accounted for the cream. 


How can one forget the High Court Judge that issued a contempt notice to a Deputy Commissioner when he was held up due to traffic diversion? Only recently a member of the superior judiciary coerced a senior patrol officer of the motorway police to apologise for awarding a ticket to his driver for over-speeding after slapping him with a notice to show cause for not extending protocol and showing respect to a flag car. I am reminded unfortunately of that former Prime Minister rumoured to have an attention span of almost nine minutes who was fined for over-speeding. That was naturally a badly orchestrated drama but it conveyed a message to all and sundry that laws apply to all and sundry. 


Should we really seek justice or just chuck our plaints out of the window? A long time ago before the commencement of the Gregorian Calendar that is recognised even by the Constitution under Article 262, the Athenian historian and general Thucydides wrote that “into the discussion of human affairs the question of justice enters only where the pressure of necessity is equal, and that the powerful exact what they can, and the weak grant what they must”. Shall the day ever dawn when we surmise that the weak have granted beyond what they can willingly give? Isn’t it also high time that we started to figure out exactly how we can empower the weak? After all, the weak do form almost one hundred percent of the country’s population minus the armed forces, the politicians, the judiciary and a few bureaucrats, and this silent majority should be given the opportunity to direct their own fate, at least once in a while. 
Now You See Them,

Now You Won’t
The Nation, July 5, 2003

When a beaming nephew received his bachelor’s degree last year, I congratulated him and instead of instructing him to prepare for the competitive examinations for which he had become eligible by virtue of the aforesaid degree, I quipped, “Aha! Now you can contest an election!” It later transpired that a graduate degree was not necessary after all to run for parliament. Ironically, it now appears as if those that sneaked into the assemblies without being veritable graduates have a bumpy road ahead.   

Consistent with the spirit of dubious legal traditions that continue to eat into the foundations of the institutions that hold up the country together, an Election Tribunal of the Peshawar High Court has unseated Mufti Ibrar Sultan, a Muttahida Majlis-i-Amal member of the National Assembly, for not being a bona fide graduate. The high point of the arguments before the Tribunal was a statement by the Attorney General, appearing on behalf of the federation, that sanads issued by the Wafaqul Madaris and the Tanzeemul Madaris are not the real McCoy. 

The Mufti has been sent packing on a petition filed by Iftikhar Gilani, an influential PML-Q leader notorious for switching political loyalties. The only good thing about the verdict is that it has mercifully ordered a fresh poll and not awarded the election to the plaintiff. However, the question arises at the same time whether the same verdict would have been handed down if someone less resourceful had challenged the election. 

This decision is indeed a cause célèbre that will have grave implications for those elected on the basis of phoney certificates issued by phoney madrassahs. It may be a defective judgement but it can still have a bearing on a pro bono plaint pending before the Supreme Court against a bulk of sanad-holding Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal legislators. The Tribunal’s verdict is not the final word. There are avenues for appeal that the Mufti shall surely avail. I don’t foresee any fireworks though. The order will be contested and even if it is not stayed, the very fact that an appeal has been admitted or is pending shall provide sufficient grounds for the pro bono plaint to be a sword of Damocles dangling across the collective necks of the troublesome mullahs. 


This contentious sanad called the Shahadat-i-Alamia Fil Uloom-i-Arabia Wal Islamia is recognised by the University Grants Commission as equivalent to a master’s degree in Arabic and Islamic Studies with the caveat that such equivalence is merely for the purpose of teaching Arabic and Islamiat. Accordingly, someone holding a sanad that is otherwise equivalent to a master’s degree cannot compete for the civil service let alone land a job in the public or private sector where the minimum qualification criteria is a bachelor’s degree. In a nutshell, it is not much to write home about is it?

Most significantly, the sanad is available off the rack, so to say, and it is not the mullahs alone who have used this questionable qualification to earn the right to represent the people. Moreover, a large number of parliamentarians are romping around the assemblies on the basis of equally counterfeit degrees doled out by diploma mills abroad that were deemed absolutely kosher by the Election Commission. Some of these degrees conferred by overseas institutions can actually be obtained even without completing ten years of high school!

It is a mystery why the Chief Election Commissioner of Pakistan in his profound wisdom decided to let in the mullahs on the strength of such humbug academic credentials.  This of course is the same gentleman who was not perturbed when elections results from constituencies in the back of beyond were collated and announced well before midnight on the day of the election whereas results from certain constituencies in Lahore and Karachi could not be compiled well into the second or even the third day after polling. The same visionary similarly had absolutely no explanation when Imtiaz Shaikh was declared elected by his staff even though the Shikarpur Returning Officer, who is not a faithful if you permit me to point out and if you get my drift, had pronounced his opponent as successful. The notification was quietly rescinded when the brave Returning Officer made a public statement the following day that the official notification was quite inconsistent with the votes cast and counted. 


The guilty party is thus the Chief Election Commissioner alone for issuing an edict that the sanads were sufficient to contest election. It has created a huge mess. All those people likely to be disqualified would thus be well advised to file a suit for damages against the Chief Election Commissioner for gross incompetence that has caused so much suffering and brought short-lived joy and now needless consternation for the victors. The public is a loser too. The Chief Election Commissioner has robbed us of the services of a large number of mainstream mullahs. If they had not contested elections, they would now be roaming around preaching and making honest and good mussalmans out of us. Most important, the money that the people gave to the mullahs for building and improving mosques and spreading the word of Islam would not have been misappropriated and diverted towards financing election campaigns. 


I wonder if anything will really come out of this landmark decision or is this just a bargaining chip for the establishment to lean on the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal that has increasingly become anathema for Pakistan’s critics abroad. The verdict is an instrument in the hands of the establishment to keep the clerics in line and if they do not it will at least be the tool necessary to kick them out of the assemblies and bring down the governments in the Frontier and Balochistan. 


One wonders also why the courts have not responded to suits assailing the legality of the graduation clause as it is against the very spirit of democracy and considering especially that the so-called graduate parliamentarians are as incompetent and worthless as any we have seen over the last fifty-six years. The bottom line is that Bhutto and his enlightened daughter, graduates and diploma-holders from Oxford, Harvard, Berkeley and Lincoln’s Inn, are not the kind of educated people one would want in the assemblies seeing how they have along with that semi-educated weasel from Kakul, General Zia, and that graduate ironmonger, Nawaz Shareef, have run amok over this country.

An Eye For An Eye

The News, October 16, 2004


Militant Sunni sects, armed to the teeth over the years under the watchful and often patronising eyes of people that are supposed to protect the nation, have made up their mind to blow up sectarian minorities. The carnage in Sialkot a couple of weeks ago was not the first and is surely not the last. It was more than a year ago that almost seventy innocent worshippers were brutally murdered in a similar brutal suicide bomb attack on a Quetta imambargah. The Sialkot tragedy perpetrated a retaliatory strike at Multan earlier this week against a gathering of a banned Sunni religious movement that had assembled to not only commemorate the death of one of its own assassinated leaders but also to renew pledges to avenge his death and wreak havoc in the country. 

This was followed almost immediately by assassination of two Sunni leaders in Karachi, which soon enough led to an aborted suicide bombing on a Lahore imambargah in which two Shiite guards died. What is all this leading to and will these tit-for-tat attacks ever end? Is there another suicide bomb attack on a place of worship imminent in the immediate future? If so, exactly how many such attacks will it attack before each side is thoroughly exhausted and assured that enough damage has been done? There have been massive public protests in Sialkot, Multan Karachi and Lahore against maniacs bent upon killing each other and failure of the state agencies to end this menace. Needless to say that it is this very hatred for fellow men that Islam forbids in no uncertain terms. But who will preach this to people convinced that the best service for Islam is elimination of those that do not believe in it? 

Peace-loving citizenry is shocked and horrified despite being more or less accustomed to recurring sectarian violence. However, enough is enough. It should now be rightfully demanded of the government why it fails to control this dangerous trend of religious extremism and intolerance. Pakistan has become the only country where policemen are posted outside mosques. Ironically, non-Muslims appear to be safer than Shiite Muslims in this so-called citadel of Islam and Muslims are decidedly safer in non-Muslim countries.


Why do the mullahs do what they do? In order to understand mullah mentality we need to look where most of them come from. Most maulvis are products of madrassahs and grow out of children given up by parents basically for food that cannot be afforded at home. From the day a child enters a madrassah to the day he walks out of one totally indoctrinated and convinced he will go straight to paradise when he blows up a few kafirs and that the Almighty will thereafter provide for his family, it is a tale of indigence and denial and abounding hatred for those that might have a different or divergent way of life and set of beliefs. The fact of the matter is that if such a maulvi had not been a maulvi, he would most probably have been a village “kummi kameen”. 


The foremost duty of the state is to protect citizens and guarantee freedom to practise religion. Unfortunately, the state itself is largely to blame for recurring tit-for-tat retribution and much of the sectarian violence now accepted as a part of life. It would be too simplistic to lay the entire blame on Zia alone for promoting fundamentalism during the Islamisation process, which in fact was a device to perpetuate him in power. Extremists groups have since been allowed to prosper often at the behest of the establishment to fight proxy wars in Afghanistan and Kashmir and possibly to counter rising prominence of the two mainstream political parties as a possible third force. Little did anyone know that only God Almighty can control that possible third force and rein it in.

Consequently, attacks against minorities and other sects are viewed indifferently instead of being recognised as a lethal by-product of state policies. Successive governments had foolishly discounted the distinct possibility that pampering reactionary forces can isolate the country from the rest of the world. The situation came to such a pass that religious extremists even spread their brand of fanaticism beyond the Oxus, thus ruining all possibilities of tapping the immense trade potential of the Central Asian republics. Confusion worse confounded, relations with the Chinese government soured briefly when fundamentalists thought the Sinkiang Province was fertile ground to propagate their skewed brand of religion. Religious parties’ sympathy if not alignment with international terrorist organisations has been manifest in their public protests against American action against the fundamentalist Taliban government in Afghanistan and the armed forces’ campaign to eliminate remnants of the Al-Qaeda in Pakistan’s own backyard in the tribal territories.

The same successive governments have watched helplessly when wayward judicial officers have indiscriminately handed down inane sentences under the questionable blasphemous laws, sending shock waves across the world. And it is not ending. Sure enough, Pakistan has over the years been labelled a failed state, became a pariah within the international community and drifted dangerously close to imposition of international economic sanctions. The nation itself has been dubbed as irresponsible by western think tanks and Pakistanis abroad today are eyed with suspicion and subjected to humiliating treatment. 

The case against past governments is a potent one. It must be explained, for instance, why Maulana Masood Azhar and Sheikh Mohammad Omar, released by the Indians in exchange for captives aboard a hijacked Indian airliner, were not only accepted but also welcomed with open arms. The government was characteristically impassive when Maulana Azhar was received and paraded in a motorcade across Karachi by Kalishnikov-bearing maulvis. Thereafter, he was permitted to traipse unchecked around the country until an American edict led to temporary incarceration. Sheikh Omar was arrested in India for allegedly kidnapping American and British tourists although his claim to fame regrettably is the gruesome murder of Daniel Pearl, the American journalist who exposed Al-Qaeda’s smuggling operations. Curiously enough, it was Federal Bureau of Investigation information that led to Omar’s conviction for the Pearl execution. During Omar’s trial, presiding judges, prosecutors and witnesses remained under constant threat and ultimately proceedings had to be shifted from Karachi to Hyderabad as a safety precaution.  


None can be allowed to kill innocent citizens. There is a call for drastic and desperate measures. This is not a challenge for the government. It is the duty of the government to close down madrassahs that brainwash innocent young boys to kill with misplaced promises of eternal life. Fundamentalists deserve the very punishment they mete out to minorities and those not considered true-blooded Muslims. I say let us blow them all up too as this perhaps is the only way to dispense quick justice. And while we are at it, let us despatch those also that have encouraged these monsters to grow. They are equally culpable for naked aggression perpetrated against people they are supposed to serve and protect. Forgive me for quoting the Bible when I sermonise against Islamic fundamentalism with a quote from a book that we believe in but do not follow: “And if any mischief follow, then thou shalt give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burning for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe”. 

Transgressing

Diplomatic Privilege

The Nation, July 19, 2003

Pakistan’s embassy in Kabul holds the dubious distinction of being ransacked under successive Afghan governments. Whether it was a royalist regime, a series of Communist-backed governments or a quasi-nationalist coalition cobbled under the patronage of western powers, Afghan people have consistently found a pretext to picket the embassy and express exactly what they think of the people to the east and south. It thus effectively proves either that the Afghans are no friends of Pakistan or that we have a disastrously defective foreign policy. 

True to form, the embassy was attacked again last week, followed by a rather restrained demonstration a few days later. The assault was reportedly spearheaded by no less than Afghanistan’s State Bank Governor. Though not entirely a professional affair since the Afghan have yet to acquire expertise necessary to carry anything through efficiently, except for smuggling and theft, it was quite organised nonetheless. The protestors brought along a truck full of stones to pelt the embassy just in case projectiles were not readily available at the roadside. As would have been expected, Afghan guards detailed to protect the mission actually assisted the miscreants. It is funny to think that only last year almost half of Pakistan came out to deplore the American-led invasion of Afghanistan.

Unfortunately, we never have authentic official reports. Government spokespersons lie consistently not only to us but also shamelessly to the rest of the world, as was manifest particularly during the Kargil misadventure. We have been told that the attack was a reaction to alleged incursion of Pakistan troops into Afghan territory. I am amazed though why this has created such a fuss. There wasn’t really any call for the Afghan to express displeasure by violating the sanctity of a diplomatic mission. After all, Afghanistan is occupied by foreign troops, something that escaped the attention of the mob. Consequently, a minor raid from neighbours supposedly in hot pursuit of terrorists on the most wanted lists right across the world was hardly sufficient cause for the umbrage. Having said that, international boundaries must not be violated either. If there has been trespass, decency demands that an apology is in order. The Government of Pakistan cannot treat other countries the way it manhandles its own citizens. 

Our recent role in Afghanistan is not radically different from Indian operations in East Pakistan that culminated in the break-up of Pakistan. It is clearly a foreign policy debacle for which the blame shall surely be laid at the doorstep of dim-witted, slack-spined foreign office mandarins. In actual fact and under duress, the foreign office simply fine tunes policy directives of vested interests within the establishment that need a constant situation on most borders in order to justify their existence and safeguard their influence. Tragically, the nation has come to accept with silent regret that these vested interests alone know what is good for the country. 

At the same time, our frenzied religious leaders who directed the faithful to join the Taliban in the Afghan jihad are also to be reproached. While unsuspecting young men rushed to participate in the so-called jihad, the mullahs stepped outside their mosques only for offers of free food. We must not hold this against the mullahs of course since the most productive thing they can do is perhaps shake a mountain with belching after a feast of complimentary food. Anyhow, perhaps the saddest aspect of the entire affair was total indifference of the government when misguided young men were lured with pledges of riches in the hereafter as they left their homes never to return. 

While mullahs presumed incorrectly, much to their own convenience, that sending people off to jihad is a part of jihad itself, one wonders what has happened meanwhile to religious zealots who thought the Almighty had summoned them to Afghanistan. They have either died, not gone to paradise as promised, and they may even have ended up in hell for killing or attempting to kill fellow Muslims. Many have perished in Afghan jails or are currently enjoying a free overseas trip and indulging American hospitality in the comforts of Guantanamo Bay. Thousands are still being held for ransom by gleeful Afghan brethren in the best of the tribal traditions. 

Over the years, Pakistan has possibly lost all friends across the border. When General Zia requested the Communist-backed regime in the early eighties to close down Al-Zulifqar camps and operations, Kabul obliged immediately and the Bhutto brothers were packed off as of yesterday. A few years down the line when Kabul was ruled by a Pakistan-sponsored Taliban regime, the Taliban government refused to close down madrassahs and camps imparting military training to Pakistanis ostensibly to participate in the Kashmir freedom movement but actually to install an Islamic state in Pakistan. When the western coalition threatened to attack and invade Afghanistan if Osama Bin Laden was not surrendered, Pakistan’s emissaries were discouraged by the Taliban from visiting Kabul to mediate. 

Afghanistan was strategic as a buffer against the evils of the former Soviet Union. We must now see it as a vital threshold to Central Asia. There is an ancient Hebrew proverb that once a man repents he should not be reminded of what he did. It is high time the government reviewed its Afghan policy and apologised for having inflicted the Taliban on Afghanistan, sending that country centuries back in time. Maybe we will then win back a few friends and there will someone be in Kabul to stand up for us and prevent future assaults against the Pakistan Embassy. 

As Wild As It Can Get
The Nation, July 26, 2003


I spent a couple of months in Bajaur Agency in 1980, bivouacked near Nawa Pass along the Afghan border. It was the back of beyond. There was neither water nor electricity and of course there weren’t any roads either to get us there quickly and get us out quicker. Nawa Pass provided an escape for thousands of Afghan refugees rendered homeless by Soviet troops hunting down anti-Communist resistance. It was a steady trickle, interrupted only when refugees were forced to take cover from awesome Soviet gun-ships. The gun-ships flew low, even inside the Pakistan border and the pilots often waved at us. However, they were not too friendly and hardly shy of strafing women and children in the hunt for the mujahideen. 


Bajaur Agency lies across from Mohmand Agency, from where the Pakistan Army allegedly intruded into Afghanistan, precipitating an attack on the Pakistan Embassy in Kabul. Most agencies in the Frontier Province and Balochistan abut on Afghanistan, providing an unnecessary buffer between the settled areas of Pakistan and Afghanistan. It is an extremely porous border, popularly known as the Durand Line, which is in fact a watershed line on the hills and mountains dividing the two countries. 


The Pashtun people live on either side of the border, thereby providing an inane basis for Afghanistan to claim territories right down to the River Jhelum. Pakistan could of course by the same token exercise a right over the useless tract of land on the other side of the Durand Line. Fortunately, we have enough problems of our own as it is. Cross-border movement is the norm. Except for meaningless border posts at Torkhum and Chaman, there are no border patrols to prevent the Afghans from crossing into Pakistan and vice versa. Tribes are scattered on both sides of the border with the result that there is constant interaction involving marriages, tribal counsel, common jirgas, cultural events and even feuds. Interestingly, the Afghans are much more at home in the agencies as compared to any ordinary Pakistani desirous of visiting the tribal areas.

The Afghans thus enjoy all privileges in the tribal areas, with access to roads, electricity and such other amenities that the tribes have over the years permitted the Government of Pakistan to extend. Civic facilities are hardly something to write home about and yet there are no user charges. Tribes enjoy complete freedom with the bonus of unrestricted ingress to settled areas and all other benefits that can be enjoyed by any Pakistan national, such as national identity cards, passports and representation in the National Assembly. 


In the complete absence of employment opportunities locally, crime remains the predominant vocation. Since there is an amazing inter- and intra-tribal honour, crime is perpetrated mainly in settled areas. The agencies are also a safe haven and yet the tribes are not known for extending unrestricted hospitality. Fugitives from settled areas are provided protection, usually in return for monetary consideration. All types of criminals and people on the run are known to have fled to the tribal areas to escape the rather short arm of the law. Having said that let me also point out that protection often ends when the people chasing the fugitives raise the ante. 


The most popular crimes are car lifting, abduction and smuggling. If stolen vehicles are not broken down for spare parts in Peshawar, these are invariably driven into the agencies and put on display for eventual sale back to rightful owners. Those abducted are released on payment of ransom. Although there have been instances when the militia moved in to recover kidnap victims, the success ratio is somewhat on the low side, often resulting in tribal unrest that forces the government to promise additional largesse and concessions. 

Smuggling is mainly the forte of the Afghans and the agencies provide a convenient route for goods imported as transit trade to be funnelled straight back into markets throughout the country. The increase in demand for drugs in the west accompanied by the incredible rise in prices in the seventies saw the tribal agencies become fertile ground not only for poppy cultivation but also for drug trade from Afghanistan. It was not long before state-of-the-art heroin processing factories sprouted under complete protection of tribal chieftains and patronage of the militia.


The terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre followed by the western coalition’s invasion to remove the Taliban and capture Osama Bin Laden has unfortunately rocked the boat, so to say. Taliban warriors and Al-Qaeda operatives, instead of fighting unto death as they had threatened, have escaped largely into the safest haven of all, where they have been provided complete protection. Consequently, what we could not accomplish in fifty-five years, we are finally achieving on directions of the Americans. The Government of Pakistan has finally moved to establish the writ of the state with the result that the authority of the Maliks has been challenged and none is safe any more. 


While attempts at establishing the writ of the state is infringing upon the freedom of the tribes, there has been a devastating impact on economic interests of the Afghans. The Afghans have suddenly found they are no longer able to loiter around in the tribal areas and are sore as hell. The armed forces, equipped with logistical support from the Americans, may not have been in hot pursuit only of the Al-Qaeda and Taliban, but are now also preventing the Afghan from venturing into Pakistan, perhaps a major factor explaining why the embassy in Kabul was stormed.

Big Trouble in a Little Jail

The Nation, August 2, 2003

One of the most interesting bloopers associated with politicians is attributed to Malik Hakimeen Khan when he was elevated as the Minister for Prisons in the good old days of Awami Hakumat. Asked about his policy agenda, he promised to establish a network of jails around the province and to make them so comfortable that the public would prefer to live in jail rather than at home. Though Malik Sahib denies the statement vehemently, it is recorded history and willy-nilly he will have to live with that.

Had the Hakimeen Initiative come to fruition rather than become a faux pas, prisons today would surely have been a better place to live in. As it is, prisons are over-crowded, unhygienic and unsafe. Some would scoff at making life homely for those that commit crimes against society. After all, people in prison are not nice folk and that is precisely why they are there and we are where we are, never mind that an appreciable number amongst us should rightfully be there. But because those incarcerated are a questionable lot, high and fortified walls encircle jails to ensure no one steps out. These precautions are designed at the same time to prevent adventurers getting into jail so as to let out those kept inside. Forgive me if this gets confusing but that is how it is!

Anyhow, you would tend to think none in his right mind would be enamoured with prisons. Well, let me warn you not to be so presumptuous. There are thousands who make considerable efforts to get inside a jail once in a while. Boarding and lodging is free, for example, and there are certain fringe benefits. A long time ago, Naveed Chaudhry, a dear friend contrived to have himself arrested to take his examinations under supervision of jail staff. Those were the days of the Zia martial law and we were active in the pro-democracy movement. As events would have it, when Chaudhry was being deposited in Camp Jail, those deputed to process his case in the Punjab University were hauled up by the agencies and taken to Choona Mandi, which is not exactly a certified jail but something much more horrid. To cut a long story short, Chaudhry was lucky in the respect that when he was ultimately released, having missed the opportunity of taking his exam, the others were hanging upside down in Choona Mandi where he would also have ended up if not arrested for vagrancy. 

There are thus certain advantages of being in jail. For instance, people actually fall over each other trying to become non-official visitors, appointed at the pleasure of the Home Department. NOVs can be social workers, keen to help inmates and enforce rules of confinement, or they may be exploiters trying to make a few bucks out of prison wardens. Prisons are a great, big mafia. Although the budget is never enough, very little of what happens to be there is spent on prisoners. Those that can afford have gourmet food brought in not only for themselves but also for friends or prisoners that become their factotums. All facilities, including even visitation, liquor and drugs, are available provided the price is right. 

The incident at Sialkot Jail last week is therefore an eye-opener. Unless the Jail Manual was rewritten overnight, only the District Judge, the erstwhile District Magistrate and NOVs can ordinarily enter a jail. Even a trial cannot be held inside a jail without government sanction. It may sound terribly cruel and callous but I have not been able to figure out just exactly why those eight civil judges went calling on denizens of the Sialkot Jail. One of the unauthorised visitors was carrying a mobile telephone, a contraband item in all jails, which was used to summon help. This was a total collapse of government machinery. During a crisis situation in pre-devolution days, the Deputy Commissioner provided guidance, advice and orders, irrespective of the fact that these were not always of impeccable standards. However, since the Deputy Commissioner is no more, government consistently feels the absence of authority at the local level in times of crises. 

It has been reported that the kidnappers were afraid they might be victims of extra-judicial killing by police the next time they were taken out for court appearance and were looking for a ticket out. It is thus quite possible they were lying in wait. Bereft of sufficient brains to cause even a headache, the entire bunch of police officers messed it up. The negotiator was actually swearing at abductors. It has also been alleged that he threatened to shoot the abductors’ relatives if hostages were not released. I should not go as far as to say that the abductors were forced to kill the first hostage but the garbled events certainly point towards that direction.

At the end of the day, the desperate prisoners who wanted to escape extra-judicial killing died in an actual police encounter, taking with them three unfortunate civil judges felled by indiscriminate firing from the police. To top it all, the mandatory legal requirement of post-mortem was dispensed with and we shall never know which of the victims died from police firing. Responsibility must be fixed. The concerned police officers, especially the Deputy Inspector General and the Superintendent of Police, should be charged with murder to send out a clear signal that law enforcement is serious business that is not a matter of trial and error. It must simultaneously be established under what authority and dire need the District Judge took his civil judges into forbidden territory. There should be no cover-up. Most important though is that the Government must take the Hakimeen Initiative seriously and not only broaden the jail network but make prisons so safe and comfortable that all those millions of criminals roaming around the country should not dread going to jail.

No Place Like Home

The Nation, August 9, 2003


The judiciary has given Shahbaz Shareef a unique opportunity to score a point or two. A court in Lahore recently issued non-bailable warrants for the arrest of the former Chief Minister. Full marks to the judge for being blissfully unaware that the warrant would not be and could not be served. Quite obviously, the objective of the exercise was essentially to remind the public that Shahbaz is just another scoundrel. 


Whether Shahbaz is a scoundrel or not is another matter and I shall address that presently. However, coming back to the aforesaid judicial wisdom, the warrants prompted the so-called exiled politician to write to the presiding judge to not only deny having ordered the slaying of a few hoodlums in a police encounter but also that he is perfectly prepared to appear before the court to defend his name and honour. Unfortunately the only problem, he added, was that the Government of Pakistan is unwilling to allow him to return home. This cheeky missive from the comforts of a penthouse in Washington D.C. goes on further to request the court to have him serviced through the Pakistan Embassy in the United States. 


This brings us to the matter of the forced exile that has rather become something of a beaten track. There is of course no law for the time being in force under which a Pakistani citizen can be banished and restrained from coming back to his homeland. On the other hand, it is common knowledge that Nawaz Shareef struck a bargain with the government and agreed to leave the country on assurances of best behaviour and total silence. The agreement took them out of jail and a couple of years down the line, not only Shahbaz Shareef but also Nawaz Shareef have started claiming there was no such agreement and that they are being unlawfully prevented from serving the nation. 


If there is a written agreement, now is as good a time as any to put it in the open so that the public finds out that the two brothers are not only thieves but also liars. It would, therefore, follow that no pen was put to the paper and it was a gentleman’s agreement underwritten by the Saudis. Moreover, the reason that Shahbaz is romping around the United States, making provocative statements and professing he never intended to leave Pakistan of his own volition is that the agreement has possibly lost its validity.


The court wants to string Shahbaz for the alleged extra-judicial killing of a few young men responsible for the extremely brutal murder of a bureaucrat. If indeed they lost their lives in a staged police encounter, I would actually go as far as to state that they had it coming. However, the fact remains that while police encounters especially in the Punjab are more or less standard procedure to control crime, these were far more frequent when Shahbaz was Chief Minister. In fact, Ghulam Haider Wyne is reported to have been gunned down by the enraged relatives of a man wrongfully killed in a police encounter whilst Wyne was the Punjab Chief Minister, so it is hardly curious that Shahbaz should merely be accused of one. 


The forcible deportation of members of the Shareef family recently may be a shameful act on the part of the government but it is just another corollary of that mysterious covenant between former and present rulers. It was not the first instance of people being deported from their own country though. When Murtaza’s clumsy Al-Zulifqar guerrillas hijacked a Pakistan International Airline flight, the hostages were ultimately returned in exchange for a number of PPP activists being victimised by Zia. Most of these people, whether in jail or otherwise, did not wish to leave the country at all and were forcibly put on a plane and deported from their own country. That was an extraordinary situation as hostages had to be brought back home, whatever the price. 


Not so in the case of the Shareef family and frankly I would again go as far as to say that the Shareefs too had it coming. Pakistan’s political culture underwent a drastic transformation during the eighties when a boycott of the party-less elections propelled street-corner level politicians into the assemblies. Zia awarded Nawaz Shareef a license to employ vast resources of the state to ensure that PPP never returned to power. The Shareef brothers are thus largely responsible for the sad decline in politics and the mid-eighties onwards shall always be a dark period of our history. It was the age of allotment of plots, award of jobs and civil contracts, use of public funds to finance pro-establishment election candidates, manipulation of election results, and the gradual wrecking of institutions, whether it was the civil service, the press or the superior judiciary. 

Shahbaz acquitted himself well in more ways than one and has made a name for himself as perhaps the best Chief Minister of the Punjab ever, regardless of countless police encounters, private properties bulldozed to beautify urban centres in sheer disregard of restraining orders or helpless government officials handcuffed in full public view merely on the strength of finger-wagging. If Benazir and the Shareefs had introduced politics of decency and tolerance and learned to live with each other, they would today not have been clamouring to return home. Time is both a healer and a great leveller. Perhaps now is finally the moment they will learn and find out how it feels to be at the receiving end.

Pervaiz is no Platini!

The Nation, August 16, 2003

Mian Muhammad Azhar, perhaps the only true gentleman in Pakistan’s political minefield, has been sadly on the slide for quite a while. As the mayor of Lahore, as the Governor of the Punjab and as a quiet member of the National Assembly, Azhar has proved time and again, without actually making a conscious effort, that he is a politician in the classical mould. As Governor of the Punjab, Azhar was never ashamed to refuse dispensation of undue favours by spreading his hands in a helpless gesture and explaining that civilian governors are merely figureheads and should not interfere with official work distributed to others under the Rules of Business. 

It is an established fact that Azhar’s star soared above the horizon only because of patronage from Nawaz Shareef and that he has more or less become a fringe player ever since his estrangement with his benefactor, despite his integrity, promise and strength of character. Few people are aware, however, that the Shareefs were not Azhar’s benefactors at all and that Azhar’s strolls in the corridors of power were actually a debt repaid. A long time back when the Shareefs lost their foundry as a result of Bhutto’s nationalisation frenzy, Azhar bailed out the ironmongers with financial support to re-establish their businesses. The parting of ways with the Shareefs was definitely far from an act of disloyalty or ingratitude.


Azhar thus dominated the political scene last year purely on dint of merit. However, being the gentleman that he is, he never suspected he was the fall guy nor what hit him when push came to shove. After abusing his credibility to truncate the PML(N) and after parading him as the most potent candidate for prime minister, the Chaudhris of Gujrat did him in by ensuring he lost the election while everyone around him won. It was no surprise that he was thereafter asked to surrender the PML(Q) leadership, which he did without creating a fuss. 


The latest setback for Azhar is that of being asked to relinquish the crown of the Pakistan Football Federation. This is not a minor divestiture of authority. After all, Azhar has been forced to vacate the office to make way for the Punjab Chief Minister to occupy the seat. One wonders why the mighty Punjab Chief Minister, the most powerful man in the country after the President and the Prime Minister, would want to preside over the football federation. Despite producing all those millions of footballs that are kicked around right across the world, Pakistan is virtually at the bottom of the barrel in the ranking of football playing nations and has never reached the final stages of any international football competition save one or two organised at home where we had the host’s privilege of not having to qualify. 

There are distinct advantages of heading sports bodies. Hafiz Sulaiman Butt, student leader turned murderer turned parliamentarian, reigned over the football federation for years until some wise guy figured it must carry some sort of a premium. Look also at General Tauqir Zia, the non-delivering boss of cricket in Pakistan, for instance. We are being warned for months of an impending disaster in the shape of the initiation of Tauqir Zia’s son at the national level. Unlike Tauqir Zia though, Pervaiz does not have a son he intends to groom to squeeze into a football squad. However, Pervaiz is no Platini or Pele or Charlton who have the pedigree to contribute to the sport. So why indeed would Pervaiz want to get his busy neck into football affairs? 


The reason why Pervaiz is sweating to become the football don is that the federation is set to receive more than a million dollars from FIFA for development of the sport. FIFA’s grant is a bonanza of course but everyone knew there would be a windfall sooner or later. FIFA makes tons of money out of sponsorship for the tournaments and matches it organises and must share some of it even with nations that have absolutely no footballing credentials. The money has arrived and it may be a mere pittance as compared to what the football giants in Europe and South America receive regularly, yet it is a handsome amount nonetheless. 


I am not insinuating that Pervaiz Elahi is likely to embezzle this money, mainly because it is small fry as compared to the billions that the Chaudhris are accustomed to stealing from the nation. Having said that I must point out it is still a substantial load that can be conveniently used for political purposes. Pakistan Football Federation money will doubtlessly be dished out to favourite or sympathetic members of the national and assemblies so that they can feign to promote the sport and thus claim to have done at least one more thing for constituents. Because this money shall certainly be misspent, we are destined to remain rock bottom on the football horizon.


It should not be too difficult for Pervaiz to become the Pakistan Football Federation boss. It involves a small election and everyone knows that the Chaudhris are adept at influencing the outcome of any election or manipulating a count should electoral engineering fail to suffice. The Chaudhris are artists par excellence and we have endured their ingenuity over the last twenty years or so. The herding of Jat members of the provincial assembly to stage an abortive palace coup, the brazen abduction of the Secretary of the Provincial Assembly to prevent him from deposing before the High Court, total subjugation of political opponents in Gujrat and incarceration of pliable members of parliament in the Islamabad Marriot and ensuring that they do not flee are just a few of their outstanding achievements. Pervaiz does not need any luck or good wishes to carry the election. Whether his latest candidature qualifies for propriety or if it will do anything to promote the game is quite another matter.

Author’s note: In all fairness to Pervaiz Elahio, let me place on record that the Punjab Chief Minister did not after all contest the election, after being warned off and advised to concentrate on the province. Mian  Mohammad Azhar, however, had to bow out.

Struck Oil, Finally!

The Nation, August 23, 2003

Though it is strictly not a gusher and the flow won’t last forever either, we appear finally to have struck oil. It washed up relentlessly on the Clifton shore for a few days, with credible threats of hordes to follow. For some odd reason, policemen and rangers stopped public from venturing close to shore for a hands-on experience of the spill. Perhaps they were afraid someone might throw a cigarette butt into the water and set the entire Arabian Sea alight. Anyhow, it has stopped Good Samaritans and volunteers from cleaning up the beaches. 

Proliferation of concrete monstrosities along the waterfront steals the majesty of the Arabian Sea from those unfortunate enough to be placed away from Seaview. However, a few bankrupt builders have mercifully left a gaping hole in the skyline to provide a vantage view from my balcony of the Tasman Spirit, the only oil tanker in the world that is now known to us by name. Accordingly, friends have dropped in ceaselessly and taken their glasses out to my balcony to have a look at this mess. 

We can’t tell from this distance whether oil stills spills and we can’t say either if the tanker is listing more than before. What we do know and can see for ourselves is that it remains out there and that is where it is going to stay until one half breaks up and is claimed by the sea. The other half shall remain rooted to the seabed until towed away because it has already hit ground zero and can’t go anywhere by itself. It is not a pretty sight and yet it is not truly an eyesore either. However, what spews from its belly stinks like hell. 

There was no advance warning about a possible outflow and no calls went out to take precautions until too late. The first couple of days were rather bad. Luckily, the direction of the wind and some fortuitously placed rocks spared us from the fumes. Most blew east towards the more opulent parts of the seafront. Port officials peeked obliquely at the tanker, never imagining the havoc it could wreak. Perhaps they thought it might free up cometh high tide or the next high tide or so on and so forth. Maybe they presumed the moon might decide to increase its pull on the earth and lift the waves higher still and enable the stranded ship to break loose. 

Anyhow, there were just a few curious reports in the newspapers for the first few days and the port authorities were hardly alarmed. Similarly, the Environmental Protection Agency failed to swing into action to mobilise support to contain the impact of a possible disaster. Thereafter there have been some very interesting if not irresponsible statements from government authorities. The big boss of the Ministry of Communications stated that the worst was over at a time when only one-eighth of the oil had leaked into the sea. Someone else quipped, though quite accurately I must confess, that there has not been any adverse impact on marine life and the beaches because there was hardly room for any further environmental degradation around the affected area. 

Another wise guy suggested that the oil should be burnt. The best reaction of course came from the good old naval mandarins who refused to lend their little tankers to port authorities claiming these were on standby for vital national defence duties and could not be spared to offload the oil from the Tasman Spirit, never mind that delegations from India and Pakistan have been visiting each other incessantly over the last few months in an attempt to finally end decades of hostility and bring about peace to this region. 


The Tasman Spirit lies at the mouth of the channel and the seabed should not really have risen to the occasion, if you pardon the expression, to cause the incident. The shipping company should be sued and the captain indicted, no doubt, but it raises other questions also. Should we really interfere with nature? Granted that land reclamation is an ongoing process in many parts of the world but reclaiming land from sea is a serious business and should not be left to boy scouts alone. We already know that the construction of the Mai Kolachi Bypass, and more recently the land reclamation project of the Karachi Port Trust Officers Cooperative housing Society, has interfered seriously with the Boat Basin and caused massive damage to a number of jetties in the Karachi Port by disturbing the motion of the sea. 


Similarly, land reclaimed by the Defence Housing Authority, surrendered by the provincial government only after the Defence Housing Authority forsake all future claims to land reclaimed from the sea, may also be creating future threats to port operations. The Karachi Port Trust has a mandate under the law over lands within a specified area to ensure that land usage is controlled so that it does not conflict with port operations. In fact, these properties have devolved upon the Karachi Port Trust specifically for the purpose of development and management of the port. On the contrary, the Karachi Port Trust sits majestically over property worth trillions of rupees and instead of putting it to good use often dishes it out to its employees for development of a housing estate on the Mai Kolachi Bypass, for example, and for clubs and other recreational facilities. 


Most ironically, the Karachi Port Trust has tons of money itself that just sits there lazily, accumulating interest, and there are a mere few plans to buy machinery and equipment, add or strengthen jetties, clean up the harbour and dredge shipping channels. Karachi Port Trust inaction, coupled with irresponsible land reclamation ventures, are perhaps the only reason that the Tasman Spirit is visible from my balcony and I wonder how soon it will be joined by a few more sea-faring vessels. 

A Bricklayer Too Many!

The Nation, August 30, 2003

The News, August 21, 2004

 
Whenever I am at an airport to see off friends proceeding abroad, I have to explain patiently why it is so difficult to fly. I was at Karachi Airport last night to see off a buddy who is now settled in Senegal with nowhere else to go except France, which met its Waterloo for a second time when it gave him a passport. He frowned at the security and demanded an explanation, as if he had never noticed the over-armed, unfriendly gendarmes sniffing around at every suspicious person, animal and flowerpot throughout France. I obliged and he commented wryly that considering there are too many of us, the government should not really create such brouhaha over keeping people in. “Let everyone go,” he suggested. “Good riddance! Drive them across the border. Push them into the sea.” Living away from home, he is unaware that the way we are going, we’ll finish ourselves off sooner or later so there is no need for extreme measures just yet.


I travel overseas frequently. The ease with which I am let into across the world contrasts magnificently with the rigmarole of leaving my own. There is indeed so much security at our airports that it is stifling. Anyhow, the proliferation of arraignments at the airport last night got me thinking and I started counting. There are so many obstructions that it is absolutely mind-boggling. The first hurdle of course is at home and has nothing to do with state controls. It’s the lady wife who demands to know where and why you are going as you start looking for your spare toothbrush. 

I noted as many as twenty security checks thereafter, where passengers are either obstructed or checked. The ordeal begins with speed-breakers and barricades that everyone has to slide over and zigzag through short of the airport. After this, one is confronted if not jostled by two impolite ASF (Airport Security Force) officials that have a prerogative to decide whether anyone should be permitted access to the airport. ASF policemen have something in common with the Federal Bureau of Investigation: they work in pairs. The similarity ends right there and it is NOT the good guy and bad guy routine, by the way!


 The paranoia at airports is so intense that these jokers demand to see your ticket. I once handed them a used Greyhound ticket that was lying around for some inexplicable reason and which I chucked into the glove compartment. I do these silly little things often to derive pure wicked pleasure and to tell stories afterwards. Einstein looked at the Greyhound ticket and waved me through lazily without even noticing the missing vouchers inside. So much for security! The most advanced nation in the world was caught with its pants down almost three years ago when four airplanes went missing. This only goes to show that no amount of security is enough to eliminate mischief. If not caught already, the terrorist is more than likely to pull off whatever he aims to accomplish. If he thereafter remains a nameless terrorist, he will surely make his point yet again one fine day and the world will become more repressive for the rest of us. 


I was particularly distressed once when I saw a passenger in a rickshaw being turned away by these idiots. He was ordered to walk with his luggage from the check-post to the airport because for some odd reason rickshaws pose security threat. I tried to intercede on his behalf and one ASF rogue told me to mind my own business otherwise I too would have to walk to the airport. It was when I introduced myself and told him that I could, after making a telephone call or two, make him escort us right to my seat on the aircraft without his clothes that he backed down and let the rickshaw through. I do these things often also, arguing on behalf of underdogs, usually at my own peril, and I never regret attempting to do my bit.  


If you manage to throw off the first two imbeciles, you will come across a few traffic policemen deputed to make sure you don’t park your car for too long outside the terminal. These ninnies have no problems with army and police vehicles that can rust there for all they care. Entering the departure hall, you renew your acquaintance with the AFS in the form of a second pair of clowns. Unfortunately, only one is allowed to inspect the ticket even though the other might be fully-trained to do so. I suspect he stands there just to keep you guessing why he is there and whether he can read your lips or delve into your mind. 


Once inside, you must have your baggage scanned and walk through the security gate. Thereafter you wait for a quick frisk by an AFS moron, after he is done sharing a joke or two with his colleagues. Next, you must lift your heavy luggage and place it on a contraption to have it security taped. The taping is complimentary, fortunately, and is designed to ensure that PIA loaders don’t nick your stuff. A PIA official then tells you how to queue up and another one tells you which counter to approach for check-in, where your travel documents and ticket are examined for the first time by a trained operative and you are officially certified as a valid passenger and decertified as a joy rider. 


The funny thing here is that while the airline official scrutinises the ticket and inspects your passport for visas, you are also supposed to hand in a photocopy of the relevant pages of your passport, never mind that the original is there for everyone to see. The reason is that the PIA does not trust the FIA (Federal Investigation Agency), who let people out on forged visas and passports all the time and many of these Johnnies are subsequently deported at PIA expense. And yet these Johnnies are first cleared by PIA for travel so I fail to understand the logic behind placing passengers under the restrain of having photo-copies handy. There is no rule or law of the land that empowers a PIA official, or for that matter anyone else, that can compel passengers to furnish passport photocopies. But what can one do! This nation is subjected to such acts of state terrorism all the time.


You are then required to genuflect before an FIA moron who studies your passport while holding it upside down. He or she must look at the photograph in the passport at least a hundred times and then look at you to establish minimal likeness. Once he is finally done, you walk through where his supervisory officer checks the passport to see whether it has been stamped correctly. This dodo must also ask you one or two totally irrelevant questions like, “Why are wearing red?” The exit control list counter, which used to be part of the natural progression in harassment, seems to have been removed recently but has been replaced by a gentleman who must demand to be acquainted with your passport.


It is now time for your hand-baggage to get scanned again and you walk through the security gate for another quick frisk. An ASF buffoon stamps your boarding card and hand baggage tags. You are in the departure lounge finally but it doesn’t end there. As you attempt to board the plane, a PIA employee tears up your boarding card and permits you to walk on. An ASF jackass then verifies whether his colleagues down the road have stamped your boarding card and hand-baggage correctly. Another ASF mooncalf re-verifies that very fact just before the passenger tunnel. 


Inside the plane, PIA cabin crew welcomes you aboard and desires to know your seat number. That is of course the last you will probably see of them because no matter how many times you call a steward, none will appear. Anyhow, I never tell them my seat number, being the difficult person that I am and instead assure them I can find my seat. I am often tempted to comment I know my way around a plane. Maybe one day I will jest that I was born and raised in a plane and that I have crawled under every seat and been inside every overhead bin and that the only thing I haven’t done as yet is attempt to procreate in an airplane.


There is an ancient Chinese proverb that too many bricklayers make a lopsided house and having read my diatribe you will perhaps agree that there is an over-abundance of security. Security is necessary no doubt and yet too much of it is obsessive, inconvenient and intrusive. Some idiot somewhere in the appropriate or inappropriate part of the government must sit down and try and sort this mess out, because so many security checks are extremely upsetting. This is all I have to say about state-imposed controls. The last security check like the first is at home when you return from a lovely trip abroad. The lady wife looks at you and remarks, “What took you so long?”
Stairways to Heaven

The Nation, September 6, 2003

Reverend Paul Hill could be dead if there has not been an unlikely last-minute reprieve from the Florida Governor, who is as rigid on principles as his dimwit elder brother, the American President. The forty-nine year old former minister was to be executed by lethal injection in Florida on Wednesday evening for multiple murders. Reverend Hill had a cause he believed in and did not appeal against his conviction. There is perhaps glory in becoming the first person put to death in the United States for anti-abortion violence. The Reverend is my kind of guy, not for the slayings, but for sticking to his guns, if you don’t mind my saying so. 

In 1994, Reverend Paul Hill, in a perfect state of mind, murdered an abortion doctor and his escort to register his protest against abortions. In a press conference on the eve of his execution, he stated he expected to proceed straight to heaven to be duly rewarded. We would, of course, await further evidence to such effect. While abortion-rights groups suspect that Hill’ execution could encourage anti-abortionists that violence to stop abortion is justified, those against the death penalty apprehend that Hill’s call for violence could excite any person that seeks God beyond reason. It is a rather tricky, confusing situation. There are people out there who say go ahead and kill those who kill babies and at the same time, there are others who say that those who kill people that kill babies should not be killed. 
Accustomed to prolific religious mania in our own backyard, we are oblivious of religious extremism in the developed world. Whereas our extremists blow up other people and invariably get away with it, extremists in the west are not afraid to die for their beliefs, often misplaced, and do it in style. Hill’s action is thus not far removed from religious paranoia witnessed over the last two decades or so. In March 1997, thirty-nine members of the Heaven’s Gate cult committed mass suicide, dying in shifts. Some members helped others take a lethal cocktail of phenobarbital and vodka before taking their own doses of the fatal concoction. The only good thing about the drink was that it left no hangovers.

Members of the Heaven’s Gate cult were convinced that the Hale-Bopp comet was a message from the heavens to escape from their bodies, which they referred to as “containers”, and jump aboard a spacecraft cruising behind the comet that would transport them to a much higher plane of existence. These were not ordinary people. They were crazy as hell. Several cult members underwent voluntary castration in the months leading up to the event to demonstrate the futility of worldly pleasures. As events turned out, there was either no spacecraft in the comet’s trail or it ran out of fuel in deep space. Next time that the comet returns to near earth, if not burned off, there will still be no spacecraft in its busy trail. However, there is every possibility there would be loonies waiting, convinced it is going to deliver the second time around. 

The most violent form of religious extremism in recent times took place in 1978 when more than nine hundred people drank cyanide-laced punch at a jungle settlement in Jonestown, Guyana, and perished in a mass suicide. First, poison was squirted with syringes into the mouths of the babies. Then the adults followed, though a few had a change of heart and were able to escape into the bush. Armed guards ringing the camp shot some of those attempting to escape from heaven. 

Interestingly enough, the mass suicide was preceded by a visit from Congressman Leo Ryan, who took a taste of Jonestown to investigate complaints from constituents that people were not there of their own volition. Ryan convinced a few to quit but the group was ambushed at the airstrip, resulting in the death of the congressman and four others. These unfortunate fanatics were inspired by messages of racial harmony and social justice preached by Peoples Temple leader Jim Jones, who moved his church from San Francisco to the South American jungle when stories of violence and extortion broke in the tabloids. 

The massacre of 924 people linked to a Ugandan doomsday cult, the Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God, which had predicted the world would end on December 31, 1999, went largely unnoticed and under-reported, though the fatalities exceeded those who sipped their last in Jonestown. This was maybe because most of those who died in Uganda did not actually commit suicide and were murdered by cult prefects. Credonia Mwerinde, a former liquor shop owner who claimed she talked to the Virgin Mary, and three other suspected cult leaders have yet to be arrested and just might pull off something similar soon. 

The most recent form of religious extremism that comes to mind is that of the Branch Davidians and its leader David Koresh, responsible for the infamous siege of Waco, Texas, where a hundred or so cult members and federal agents died. This incident happened when agents of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms attempted to execute arrest and search warrants against David Koresh and the Branch Davidian compound. The cult was so deeply obsessed that the seven-week siege proved totally insufficient to convince them to surrender to authorities. One wonders what they treasured so much to want to give up their lives for that cause. I wouldn’t, not for anything under the sun. Having said that, I am not a religious extremist, am I? My heaven is right here.

They Will Not Go To Multan!

The Nation, September 13, 2003

A gentleman accused me a few weeks ago of not knowing a thing about cricket. Little did he know! For years I drank and ate and breathed cricket. It was life and everything else was mere detail. I had a small television set I carried to the office, a smaller one that I plugged into my car and a Watchman that I would carry around to stay in touch with the game. I was forever affixed to the idiot box even on the last day of a test match with the first innings not having been completed. It was sheer madness.

Cricket pumped my adrenalin. You cannot imagine the thrills it gave me. As an eleven year old, I sat mesmerised in front of our small black and white as the British Broadcasting Corporation and the Independent Television repeatedly showed Nash whacked for six sixes in an over by Sir Gary. I have applauded Majid get a century before lunch, seen Iqbal Qasim taking a lovely catch at deep fine leg to dismiss Vengsarkar and precipitate Pakistan’s famous defeat of the Indians at the Qaddafi Stadium. I listened faithfully to the radio commentary while driving from New Delhi to Aligarh regardless that Pakistan looked set to go down at Melbourne. Sure enough, I cheered and hooted crazily on enemy soil as Sarfaraz ripped through the unmannerly Aussies with seven wickets for one run inside thirty-three dangerous swingers, ending with nine wickets and an unbelievable victory (at that time!) We all know now it was a bottle top and Sarfaraz that did it together. I was often at the Oval to cheer as Inti bamboozled the Englishmen with his Chinamen. I was at Lords when Charlie Davis got a century and a duck in the same test match. I vividly recall our memorable tours of England with the British press predicting Pakistan victories because “once they taste blood, they are like sharks!”

I wanted to fly to Calcutta (or was it Bangalore?) and hug Saleem Malik when he won the one-day single-handedly even though I was never his admirer. I got up from my armchair and saluted Aqib who of all the people took a spectacular catch to dismiss Graham Gooch in the World Cup Final. I went crazy when Miandad hit a six off the last ball at Sharjah to defeat India. Never mind that it was poor old, much forgotten Tauseef who took that vital run off the penultimate ball to provide Miandad the opportunity to condemn Chetan Sharma forever to the dustbin of dubious achievers and which became the cause célèbre for endless dirty jokes about his sister. I wept, as did my boss sitting next to me, when knocked out at Lahore by a weak Aussie squad that was ultimately handed the crown by Gatting’s attempt to perfect his reverse sweep at a World Cup Final.    

Zaheer, Majid, Asif and Mushtaq never won matches because they were artists who performed individually. Yet we followed the team. The glorious days of Pakistan cricket when Miandad, Imran, Waqar and Waseem soared to new heights built up such frenzy that momentum shall never be lost. Miandad undoubtedly was a better tactician than Imran, though he lacked the grace, finesse and self-control that Imran picked up at Oxford and lost after politics. Unfortunately, match fixing, betting scandals, indiscipline, constant ball tampering and persistent appeals gradually drove me away. 

Finally, when the stars threw a match and lost to Bangladesh and Wasim Akram stated shamelessly he felt no regrets because we “lost to brothers” I parted ways with the game. I have not followed it since then, not even when those very enterprising young men were clobbered by the Aussies in the finals. I was spared though of Ejaz acknowledging Warne’s wizardry while at crease, and thereby encouraging him to tighten his noose. Such was the lack of professionalism and common sense!
Pakistan’s lacklustre performance in the first two tests against the brothers was reason enough to suspect anything was possible at Multan. It would have been a questionable distinction of having lost to every cricketing nation under the sun. There are plenty of such distinctions already. Kumble got ten of us out.  Sir Gary hit us for 365. Although Lara broke that record, it was only the first act of graciousness in recorded history from an Aussie of not to eclipse Sir Don that restricted Mark Taylor to an unbeaten 334 against us and going one better than the West Indian with a surname from Dr. Zhivago. Zimbabwe probably won their first away series against Pakistan, so why not a win for the brothers? Ever heard them calling us brothers, by the way?

It looked dangerously close to a charade. Afraid that the brothers’ test status could be downgraded, the series appeared to be a junket to save the brothers. It was a painful experience, with Pakistan struggling most of the time and finally coming out on top, as if it was agreed in advance how events would be orchestrated. The Multan Test that the brothers almost clinched was an episode out of Pulp Fiction at one stage, where Butch Coolidge, played magnificently by Bruce Willis, reneged on his commitment to throw a boxing bout and decided to make more money by betting on the bookies. Had it not been for Inzi, our brothers just might have done a Butch Coolidge on us! 

Irrespective of his propensity to be involved in run-outs, I have always been fond of Inzi. He is a class act. I did not watch the match, expecting us to go down in the mother of all defeats! It was a delightful surprise when I found out by accident that Inzi had done it, despite getting two run out in the best of his own traditions. Inzi is the King and he reawakened the joy. Those who like dirty jokes could not have missed the one about a cuckold not wanting to go to Multan. The brothers will also not go there after what Inzi did to them. Thank you, Inzi! It was a delight to see you punching the air like the great Jimmy Connors on achieving a victory that the Pakistan Cricket Board tried its utmost to prevent.

A Tale of Water on Ice!

The Nation, September 27, 2003


While toting the Minister for Information to New York, the President announced that Shaikh Rasheed has been detailed to develop consensus on all those problems of not being able to manage all the water that we don’t have. In short, the Rawalpindi parvenu will referee the Kalabagh imbroglio. Now why didn’t anyone think of this before? Better late than never, because now we shall surely have a dam for the Punjab. After all, the General has picked the right man for the job. The Shaikh it seems is the only person with the courage to dare to go where no man has gone before.

 
I would say in my most erudite Latin court manners, res ipsa loquitor! Being the difficult person that I am, I shall not rest my case here. I really do smell a rat. The Shaikh of Banni Mohallah has been handed this job just to throw another spanner in the works and increase mistrust between the four provinces and the federation. The Shaikh may be the sharpest and wittiest of politicians, he is also the most uncouth, uncivil and of a questionable integrity Then again his questionable integrity could be the perfect qualification for being selected for this onerous task.

Maybe he will come straight to the point and spread a few bucks around. If he fails and has to defend his position of having tried to bribe his peers, he can surely wriggle out with his vulgar humour. We must not forget, and yet how could we since so few people know, that the donors, sick with procrastination and foot-dragging by the federal government and Punjab’s needless fear of the smaller provinces, offered in the eighties to fudge the funding structure of the project so that critics of the project could be silenced and appeased for a bit of financial consideration.


A mere handful is aware that General Fazal-e-Haq wanted four stars on his epaulets and a mere Rs. 20 million to back down on Kalabagh. General Zia laughed it off, saying he was prepared to give him fifty million but would not put another star on his shoulder. But there have indeed been deals on the dam and believe it or not, the Punjab ended with the short end of the stick. Nawaz Shareef cites the Water Accord and the National Finance Commission award as two of his greatest distinctions. These were no mean achievements indeed. The bottom line is that the Water Accord apportioned water that did not exist while the National Finance Commission award promised revenues that could not be raised. 

The most famous deal came in shape of the agreement on payment of net profits from bulk generation of power at a hydroelectric station guaranteed to a province in which the power generation takes place under Article 161(2) of the Constitution. Bhutto inserted this provision in the Constitution thinking he would later on fiddle with the formula to calculate net profits. It was a concession to Wali Khan to obtain consensus on the oft-molested Constitution. Unfortunately, the Constitution has never been worth the paper it is printed on and while going about rewriting the constitution, Bhutto and those that followed never cared to rationalise Article 161(2).


When Nawaz Shareef agreed to pay net profits to the Frontier Province, he thought he was merely complying with a sacred provision of the Constitution that successive amendments did not interfere with. There was a caveat though. Ghulam Haider Wyne, the Punjab Chief Minister, was lured into accepting the payments as the deal brokered by President Ishaq promised that if the Punjab allowed net profits, the Frontier Province would accept the dam. Sindh at that time was not a vocal opponent of the dam and jumped on the anti-dam bandwagon later. 

Thus the Frontier Province was guaranteed windfall from Tarbela that had already been built whereas the Punjab could derive future income from a dam on the drawing board. The Frontier Province agreed not to oppose Kalabagh provided its height was brought down marginally to save Nowshera from flooding in the event of unprecedented rains not experienced since the beginning of that century. Being the good man that he was, Wyne was sceptical about the deal and wanted it in black and white. However, President Ishaq made two very interesting observations: first, that Punjab was allowed to build reservoirs (a euphemism for dams) under the Water Accord and secondly, that such convergence of opinion is always a gentleman’s agreement and need not be reduced to writing between friends. 

Shahbaz Shareef (Bobby Kennedy of the time, in Punjab bureaucracy parlance!) was absolutely gung-ho about the deal and assured profits of Kalabagh, well aware that the A.G.N. Kazi Report that devised the formula to determine net profits had got it all wrong. The bulk of profits would accrue to the province rather than the federal government, which owns the Water and Power Development Authority. Unfortunately the three Shareefs (including Abba Jee) are not even a tiny patch on the Kennedy clan and the only thing they can ever have in common with Joe, Jack and Bob will be when none of them are alive. Bhutto worked on a much higher plane and would ultimately have winded, un-winded or re-winded the conniving pathans whereas the Shareefs thought they could not never be undone by a khocha, even though the khocha in question happened to be the president of the time and had helped them sneak into power.

Ultimately, by their sheer naiveté, the Shareefs did the Punjab in. To cut a long story short, President Ishaq was no gentleman and actually turned out to be the tehsildar that he really was. The Frontier Province laughed all the way to the bank and the Punjab never got a dime or a dam.  The disputes shall continue until Kalabagh sees the light of day, which now appears rather improbable considering that the task of laying the groundwork for the project has been entrusted to the worst mediator. The water shall remain on ice unfortunately. Or should I say on the rocks?

The Martians Did It!

The Nation, October 11, 2003


The assassination of Maulana Azim Tariq in Islamabad on Monday was hardly a surprise. It was a matter of when it would happen. Azam Tariq was the leader and founder of the Millat-i-Islamia Pakistan for the sake of appearances alone. It was a sloppy cover to put a bit of distance between himself and the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan  in order to concentrate on mainstream politics after the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan was banned and declared a terrorist organisation the world over. It was common knowledge that he was the Fuehrer of the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan, previously known as the Anjuman-e-Sipah-i-Sohaba (ASS) and renamed to escape the organisation’s rather apt acronym, as also the Lashkar-i-Jhangvi, the radical breakaway faction of the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan. 

There is a very strong rumour that the Maulana was one of a group of missionaries from the settled areas of the country who was recently apprehended in a clash between the army and tribesmen near Bannu while attempting to run down Al-Qaeda operatives, and was allowed to go. However, he was doomed when the Americans learnt what he had been up to.


Since the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan was formed in 1984 at the behest and with the blessings of General Zia to counter Shiite militancy and suppress opposition to his mostly Sunni Islamisation programme, it has unleashed a wave of terrorism against the Shiite community and its leaders. Even though it has been a case of serial murders from both the sides, the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan has been absolutely brutal and merciless, unconcerned about possible consequences and unafraid of retribution. Thus it is only natural that while there have been constant assassinations of Shiite leaders and attacks against that community, the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan too has bitten the dust time and again. 

Maulana Haq Nawaz Jhangvi, the semi-educated Khateeb who founded the organisation, was killed in 1990, leading to the retaliatory slaying later that year of Sadiq Ganji, the Iranian diplomat. Maulana Zia-ur- Rehman Farooqi, Jhangvi’s successor, perished in a bomb explosion in 1997. There have been many other high profile murders. During its twenty-year history, the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan has left behind a thick trail of blood and the victims have not been the Shiite community and its leaders alone. The Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan has also targeted non-Muslims, particularly the Christians, as also prominent leaders of other Sunni sects, notably the Barelvis. A very large percentage of bomb attacks against churches and foreign missions, including even the attack on the Egyptian Embassy in Islamabad, are a part of the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan craftwork. 

The Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan’s army of three to six thousand trained activists has participated in the war in Afghanistan to establish and perpetuate the Taliban in power, fought with Osama Bin Laden against the allied forces, participated in the Kashmir freedom movement and helped the agencies crush the Shiite movement in the Northern Areas. Most recently, the murders of police recruits and the bomb attack on an Imambargah in Quetta, and the assault on a bus carrying SUPARCO employees in Karachi have further embellished the Sipah-i-Suhaba Pakistan’s gory scrapbook. It has proven links, amongst others, with the Al-Qaeda, Ramzi Yousaf (responsible for the bomb attack on the World Centre) and the murderers of Daniel Pearl. 


There is no denying the fact that the Tehrik-i-Fiqa Jafrai and the Sipah-i-Muhammad have often struck hard at their tormentors. This is a vendetta that shall continue until the government establishes its writ and strikes at the root cause of this menace. For years the government has been aware of stockpiles of weapons and paramilitary training imparted at different madrassahs and camps around the country and yet elects to turn a blind eye for the sake of a larger end. The agencies know exactly what goes on at these training camps but nothing is ever done. Instead, innocent Pakistanis fall victim all the time to the religion of violence preached by bigoted mullahs.

Which brings us to the murder of Azam Tariq, who was of course no innocent Pakistani at all. What I would like the government to explain is why the Maulana was riding in a car carrying green government registration plates and a blue revolving light by the rear windscreen. The registration number (ADV 333) is highly suspicious --- it could either be an Abbotabad or a Karachi registration. If so, why was this government vehicle car in the possession of a terrorist? Perhaps the Maulana used fictitious plates as a decoy to prevent an assault. It was obviously not a recent precaution and the law enforcement agencies must have known that the Maulana rides around in a car with fake identity. Confusion worse confounded, there has not been a single official word about the true identity of the vehicle!


The Minister for Interior has blamed the law enforcement agencies and yet insists he shall not resign. That is nothing new of course. Only those people resign in this country that are aware their resignations will not be accepted and they will be asked to continue the good work they were doing. The least said about the law enforcement agencies the better. It is none other than the Ministry of Interior and the National Reconstruction Bureau, now sadly deprived of the supreme wisdom of General Tanwir Naqvi, the Einstein of Pakistan, that have given such massive autonomy to a police establishment that continues to fail consistently in preventing violence and apprehending perpetrators. 


With so much blood on his hands, the Maulana had it coming. So, who exactly was responsible for this professional hit near Golra or was it just another ploy to put the National Assembly in recess and provide a bit of respite to its members who are facing an unending session? The Maulana’s factotums have quickly held some Shiite leaders and an Iranian diplomat responsible for the attack but to tell you the truth, anyone could have done it. It could have been anyone under the sun --- the Christians, the Barelvis, the Shiite, the Iranians, the Egyptians, the Saudis, the Americans are only a few of the usual suspects. I would however say that the Martians did it. Because we shall never ever know actually who pulled it off, we might as well credit it to the Martians. 

A Land Grabbing Capital

The Nation, October 18 2003


Lahore is often quoted as a fine example when people knock Karachi for being an ill planned, dirty, congested city. It is an unfair comparison, considering that Karachi is almost the double the size of its northern counterpart and serves as a lifeline for the rest of the country. Karachi has been in the dumps for quite some time now. Gone are the days of bars, cabarets and nightlife, days at the races, wild parties at the Sindh Club and the Gymkhana, ballroom dancing at the Metropole and black tie dinners at diplomatic missions. 

The slide began unfortunately like most of Pakistan’s woes, with General Zia’s attempts to create situations both inside the country and on the borders to perpetuate his regime in power. Bhutto wanted the city to become the Beirut of the east, and a casino in Clifton was the first step in this direction. That casino would have brought the city and of course the rest of the country an enormous financial windfall, just as that small duty-free area at the Dubai Airport has catapulted that tiny desert nation into an economic miracle. 

However, Bhutto’s dream of a casino on the Karachi seafront went to the dogs with his sloppy attempt to retain power by succumbing to demands from religious parties that such parties would themselves have found rather impossible to implement had they somehow sneaked into power. And then Zia did the rest. The creation of the Mohajir Qaumi Movement and thereafter orchestration by the agencies to tip the balance of power one way or the other has devastated the country’s most promising city and wrecked its industrial and commercial growth with disturbing ripples everywhere else. No one cares though.


The city suffers from terrific disorganisation. Zia broke the metropolitan corporation into five districts and those have now degenerated into eighteen small towns, thanks to the sheer brilliance of General Naqvi and his National Reconstruction Bureau dunces. Thus there are now almost two dozen different civic bodies running amok in the city rather than rebuilding it. One city district government, eighteen towns, five cantonments, the Defence Housing Authority and also the Karachi Port Trust, which has a tendency to assume municipal functions, are the major players in the city, and none of them manages to get off the mark. 


The result of this total confusion is that there is a royal mess over jurisdiction. A perfect road suddenly becomes a land of potholes when you move out of the jurisdiction of an efficient or an affluent administration into one that needs to be lined up and shot. There may be skyscrapers on one side of the road that falls into one administrative unit whereas properties across the road can’t go above even one floor because of different zoning restrictions. The water and sewerage networks, which run through different administrative divisions of the city, are a textbook example of a lack of planning and absence of standardisation. 


And yet every inch of the city is worth a ton of money. Just as there are a lot of different agencies running the city in isolation and seldom in tandem with each other, there is a horde of land owning agencies. The City Government is left merely with the amenity plots or cancelled allotments, almost all the residential plots having been doled out by the erstwhile Karachi Development Authority under successive governments. The five cantonments, the Defence Housing Authority and the Karachi Port Trust own the rest and do whatever they please with the properties, never mind that the provincial government had given them the land for a specific purpose, and nothing else, to begin with. 


Bits of provincial government land still survive, mostly in suburbs. Carefree chief ministers and regents appointed by the federal government over a period of thirteen reckless years starting in 1985 dished out some sixteen thousand acres of prime property at throwaway prices. This property, valued at almost sixteen billion rupees at the time of allotment, has hung in suspense for almost three years, much to the chagrin of buyers who never thought for a moment they were buying stolen property. These cancelled allotments are now finally being regularised and there is promise of recovery of up to twelve billion rupees of lost revenues.    


Then there are more than a hundred katchi abadis, with squatters on state properties as well as private lands. The katchi abadis still sprout, even though a cap was placed on regularisation in the mid-eighties. Karachi’s so-called rivers, Lyari and Malir for example, which remain dry four hundred days a year, are there for the taking and only the recent monsoon, quite uncharacteristic for this part of the country, has made people wonder whether it is worthwhile to put up tenements inside the river-bed. The Boat Basin, the most beautiful gift that any modern city can hope for, is a sewage pond and the oil tanker mafia has usurped much of the land around it.

The Karachi Port Trust is one of the biggest land grabbers. Based on a badly drafted notification of the 1890s that defined port limits, the Karachi Port Trust assumes quite incorrectly that it owns all the land within. A housing society of the Karachi Port Trust officers is developing reclaimed land along the Mai Kolachi Bypass, which promises to be the most expensive housing estate in this part of the world. Thanks to a recent initiative by the Board of Revenue, which claims that reclaimed land vests in the province, land prices in the estate have nose-dived and speculators are running for cover, afraid that the provincial government could walk away with title to the property, bulldozers, land-levellers, dykes and all. 

Honourable Policemen

The Nation, October 25, 2003


A constable has been handcuffed and senior police officers reportedly transferred, for interfering with the driving pleasure of a general’s family. I fail to understand why this causes such a rumpus. I am amazed that the constable is being accorded attention and invited to deliver speeches and share his recent experience. The constable is no hero and has no business to be a celebrity. He is instead someone who has mishandled a situation he was barely prepared to encounter. 


This incident is nothing new. Only recently, a member of the superior judiciary coerced an officer of the motorway police to apologise for awarding a ticket to his driver for over-speeding. Young army lieutenants gallivanting on their 100 cc motor-cycles often have run-ins with constables at night, thereby bringing about a standoff with the armed forces. And how can we forget that wondrous incident when a Punjab legislator stormed into the provincial assembly crying blue murder and almost brought down the Wyne government when his car was checked right outside the assembly building. In the end, the traffic sergeant was suspended, the Superintendent of Police for Traffic was removed and the Inspector General too had to go for good measure. 


The generals are not the only holy cows. However, while people are visibly aghast at the outrage, it is an indication of declining respect for the armed forces. A policeman who would otherwise be viewed with contempt and distrust by the general public should not become an overnight sensation at the expense of someone who guards the borders. The general should get some flak, of course. We know officers being denied promotions for lesser offences, and this must go down as a blot on a career. The general’s chauffeur should be court-martialled to set an example. 


What I don’t understand however is what compelled the Additional Inspector General of Police to accompany the handcuffed constable and parade him before army authorities. Was there really too much at stake for this officer, who is otherwise known both for his integrity as also a medal for receiving a bullet in his posterior? Incredibly, just like the constable he chaperoned, he has unwittingly become a part of a defining moment in the history of the Punjab Police. 



The police have not a single friend in this country and what we hear about is actually a case of selective policing. I wonder how many people have seen police in hot pursuit of offending vehicles, or checking an over-crowded minibus breezing down at breakneck speed or violating a one-way or gleefully overtaking stationary traffic in the wrong lane. The police deserve no sympathy. If the police anywhere in the country cannot put traffic straight on a single road, you might as well out-source maintenance of law and order. 


People question why police is inefficient, indifferent and corrupt. I am afraid I can’t answer this question but I can certainly point you in the right direction, so to say. The basic problem is that even the senior most police officers are as inefficient, indifferent and corrupt as the ordinary constable. Police bosses invariably cite shortage of manpower as the primary factor responsible for poor delivery and quote the horrendous policeman-public ratio to prove their point. This is no excuse, mind you. The police-public ratio in Sindh, for instance, is the highest in the country and yet it has the highest crime rate. The fact remains that half the strength of a police station is invariably detailed for duties elsewhere, usually at the residences of police officers serving, retired, suspended or awaiting posting. 


The malaise is also explained away by budgetary constraints, insufficient transport and equipment, lack of training and total absence of incentives. If an increase in salary and incentives can transform a policeman into an efficient machine, let me quote Robert Peel, the father of the modern police force, who is reported to have said that “I am very far from being prepared to admit that the improvement of the situation of a common police constable by giving him more money would increase the efficiency of the establishment”. As far as training is concerned I would state on authority that a cop is only as badly trained as his superior, if not less. 


Police budget has increased manifold over the years, but the focus has mainly been on purchase of vehicles, mostly staff cars that are grossly misused. When Junejo stupidly put the entire bureaucracy into small cars, surplus limousines in the Punjab were placed at the disposal of police as squad cars. These were later withdrawn when it was discovered that a Superintendent of Police had seventeen such vehicles parked outside his house.


Recent police reforms have unfortunately centred on creation of top-level positions in the hierarchy, rather than correcting the system. The “interfering” and “intrusive” district magistrate has been gone for more than two years and yet police fails to prove its efficiency in this aura of autonomy. Regrettably, the senior bureaucracy has very few icons. I am not saying that the force is full of scoundrels, but only that the few good men that do enter the service soon merge with the locale. We often see police officers driving around with escorts and more protection than George Bush. I once saw a young police officer sitting in the car outside the Karachi Airport as his driver changed a flat tyre. A senior officer is known to have fainted before the prime minister. The Inspector General of Balochistan managed to get himself promoted rather than using his great influence to exonerate himself from a murder charge. When senior police officers die or are removed from service, the younger officers open up the gradation list to see how many notches they have moved up in seniority. I could go on forever. But for the time being, let us not cry for that handcuffed policeman. Every policeman in this country needs to be handcuffed. Our misfortune is that we have no one to protect us from the police.

The Fine Art of Thievery

The Nation, November 8, 2003


I wrote a few weeks back about Karachi as the land-grabbing capital of the world. It is also, outside of Colombia, the abduction and carjacking capital. This dubious distinction has not come easily. Kidnappings and vehicle theft are not unknown to the public though. For most part of our history, this used to be the forte of the tribesmen. While the rest of the country has limited access to the tribal areas, these tribesmen have been perennially free to walk up and down the Punjab and Balochistan, nick a car or two or abduct a young child or an affluent businessman and then bargain from the safety of the tribal belt.

I once attended the wedding of a minor tribal warlord in Bajaur Agency. He was the cousin of a classmate and often visited us in Rawalpindi. We were amazed by his intrepidity and total indifference towards law in general and good manners in particular. His marriage was a lavish affair. Considering he must have spent a lot to purchase his beautiful bride, as the custom goes in that neck of the woods, so to say, I commented that the act of holy matrimony must have put him back by quite a few rupees. “Oh! Not much,” he quipped. “A couple of abductions, four cars and three motorcycles. That’s it.” 

Although tribesmen still dabble in the fine arts of abduction and vehicle theft, the centre of gravity has moved down to the south since the eighties, essentially to that great big port city on the Arabian Sea. It is unfortunate that this has all happened directly under state patronage. Refugees who still continue to call themselves as such even if they are third generation Pakistanis launched the Mohajir Qaumi Movement with sincerity and enthusiasm. However, party bosses soon realised that money must be made elsewhere as there was a limit to how deep the faithful could dig into their pockets for contributions to the party cause. 


According to police statistics not shared with the general public, almost ninety percent of abductions and vehicle theft in Karachi are sponsored by the Mohajir Qaumi Movement, its splinter groups or by people once associated with them. It is commonly known that a bulk of revenues raised from organised crime is funnelled to London to provide for upkeep of the supreme leader and the party’s two headquarters. Add to that extortion from the street and big businesses and we are looking at great big numbers. We already know there was a rightful furore over extravagant claims raised against a leading courier company earlier this year and a federal minister has recently been asked to move on for having tried to extract speed money from a major motorway contractor, no angel by the way. 


The recent abduction and release of the son of a leading pharmaceutical multinational has Karachi abuzz these days. The story goes that the youngster was kept in captivity under sub-human conditions in Balochistan. Ransom was initially pegged at around a hundred million rupees and ultimately finalised at about seven million. The perpetrators appear to be the son of a Sindhi District Nazim with an accomplice who is the son of a senior police officer in that very province. The two have been caught, but the people who actually pulled off the job, people with a local accent in this great city, have been mysteriously whisked away from police custody under pressure from the provincial bigwig. Full marks to the young Chief Minister though, who refused to intercede on behalf of the Sindhi connection.


According to legend, roguery runs congenitally in the two families. The man who is now a senior police officer started his police career with a similar abduction whereas the Sindhi youngster’s grandfather is known to have held up a bus on a lonely road in the Sindh interior during the days of his youth and was ecstatic with booty of two hundred rupees. Asked to comment on his grandson’s exploits, the family patriarch is reported to have shrugged nonchalantly and merely stated, “You never can tell what young people will do these days!” 

In another high profile abduction a few days ago, a senior executive of a foreign bank has just been released by his captors, obviously in exchange for a handsome tribute. Funnily enough, it is not the police that cracked these cases. The Citizen Police Liaison Committee, which is fast becoming an outfit that will put the Federal Bureau of Investigation to shame, was instrumental in spearheading the two investigations and it is for that reason alone perhaps that the two main perpetrators and protagonists have not been permitted to walk free. 

Sindh Police often claims its recovery rate of stolen vehicles is one of the best in the world and compares most favourably with statistics for major metropolitan cities such as New York, Chicago, London and Tokyo. However, the fact is that because vehicles are invariably insured in the developed part of the world, little effort is made by police to recover stolen vehicles and these usually turn up abandoned on the street after youngsters have had their joyrides or after the vehicles have been used in crime. Therefore, any figures put forward by police anywhere in this country should be taken with more than a mere pinch of salt.

Unlike those refugees, I was born in this city and chose to come back and live in the city that is the lifeline of this country. I bleed for Karachi. It is condemned to lead the rest of the nation in an uncalled for manner. It is at the mercy of powerful political people, vested interests in government and a police force that is almost always in cahoots with criminals. The government of course is fully aware of the people that hold this city hostage, and yet never is a finger ever lifted either to rein them in or bring them to justice. I am on my own. And so alas are you! 

A Great Man on the Net

The Nation, November 15, 2003


Those imbeciles who were unaware that Mian Shahbaz Shareef is active on the Internet now know that a hacker has invaded his privacy and is allegedly impersonating as the former Punjab Chief Minister. Thus everyone is presently armed with Shahbaz’s former e-mail address because he has been advertising the event through advertisements in every newspaper under the sun for the information of fans, well wishers and those curious to know him better. The public has also been apprised it will be advised in due course about Shahbaz’s new cyber abode. The e-mail account that has been violated was greatman75@hotmail.com and one can safely presume that the new one will be greaterman75@hotmail.com, or something equally conceited if not absurd. 

I have not written to Shahbaz and neither shall I when he comes back into action on the wires. I do wonder though what idiots correspond with people who choose to leave the country of their own volition and then endlessly claim they are being prevented from returning. The bottom line for now is that there are two conundrums that demand immediate attention. The first is whether he is indeed a great man and if so, just who are the seventy-four other great men that precede him. The second conundrum is that of the significance of the number seventy-five, in case it means something else. 

I shall first attempt to address the matter of greatness, or the lack thereof. Shahbaz is indeed a great man in a certain way because even at his ripe old age, he still listens to his abajee. That of course makes abajee the greatest ever. It is a universal truth that the two brothers could not have succeeded, or faltered for that matter, without the omnipresence and divine wisdom of abajee. It is commonly acknowledged that men obedient to their father can do no wrong, and that maxim applies likewise to the progeny of Attila the Hun too. 


When Nawaz Shareef did the right thing for once and got rid of Jehangir Karamat, a sycophant that constantly called on abajee for blessings reluctantly expressed an apprehension that this singular act of intrepidity was rather in haste. Abajee took no offence. On the contrary, he commented without any trepidation, “Well, we can’t tolerate criticism from the domestic help, can we?” A man who thinks that the commander-in-chief of the country’s army, even if he is has gone astray, is nothing more than a hired hand of a sitting prime minister thus deserves to be acknowledged as the greatest man that ever lived. 


Even on his own steam and without abajee, Shahbaz can lay something of a claim to greatness. However, it is absolutely incorrect to suggest that seventy-four great men preceded him. I may not be as knowledgeable as I feign to be but he does appear to be the only one who has called himself great in his own lifetime. He was a workaholic no doubt, and he was result-oriented, and he delivered. Punjab has perhaps never had such an energetic chief minister. He turned things around and tamed the rather powerful and intransigent bureaucracy of that province. Most significantly, he ignored personal appearances in the larger interest of matters of state and it is only recently that he had the time to spare for a hair transplant to match his looks with his brain. 

His methods though are hardly worth writing home about. Bumping people off in police encounters to establish the writ of the state, having civil servants handcuffed on mere suspicion or the strength of a pointing finger to create an impression of an enabling environment, bulldozing over private property to widen the roads of Lahore, initiating development projects without the necessity of paperwork or lining up resources through the budget, making dubious deals to make Kalabagh possible, are just some of the examples of his rather unconventional methods of achieving results. 

The newspapers are full of Shahbaz’s defence to the allegation of sanctioning extra-judicial killings by the Lahore police. He has requested the High Court to permit him to return to prove his innocence. Shahbaz was silent under Saudi gags but ever since he was allowed travel westwards, he has taken every opportunity to demand permission to kiss Pakistani dust. Nobody has really stopped Shahbaz from returning. All he needs to do is get on an airplane and take it from there. Like that so-called Daughter of the East, it is the dread of a Pakistani jail that compels the great man to remain stranded in the comforts of the west. 


The significance of the magical figure of seventy-five is not clear. It is just possible that Shahbaz became a cyber-buff the year abajee turned seventy-five and the e-mail address was a birthday present for his father. If not, we have a serious problem trying to solve this riddle. Seventy-five is clearly not Shahbaz’s age and it is also not yet the number of wives he has acquired nor is it the date year of his birth, unless he is an extremely precocious twenty-eight year old. It is possibly a conservative estimate of the number of billion rupees he and his family have amassed whilst in public office. I shall not make too big a fuss about the magical figure of seventy-five except to sigh with relief that he has tolerated seventy-four others ahead of him.


If abajee is the greatest man and Shahbaz is a great man, the question thus arises as to where Nawaz stands on the honours list. Though the two brothers have one thing in coming --- they are known as chotti tind and wadi tind (small baldy and big baldy) in Punjab bureaucracy parlance --- they have little in common except for a penchant for food and the fairer sex. Alas there is no room for a moniker for Nawaz. One can say perhaps he is the man who blew it, like the great man surely will, given his track record and given the chance. 
An Ace in the Hole

The Nation, December 20, 2003

Saddam Hussein doesn’t keep very many promises. The only promise he has kept in the recent past was that of proving he was the most popular man in his country by receiving one hundred percent of the votes cast in the last election. As events would have it, he is rather quite past the stage where he can make a promise let alone deliver on one. It all began in the eighties with a disastrous war waged on a post-Shah Iran with a pledge to redeem lost honour. The promise to build up a nuclear arsenal and an impregnable defence was shattered by an effective Israeli attack. The Kuwaiti misadventure to undo a historical wrong soon ended in a fiasco and the promise of the Iraq’s battle-hardened army to mount the Mother of All Wars too came down like a house of cards.


Saddam lived up to his reputation by stubbornly defying United Nations weapons inspectors. Playing an inane cat and mouse game, ridiculing his tormentors in the west, and then backing down time and again, he ultimately set the scenario for a second invasion of his country by allied forces. There were few who believed that Saddam would be able to withstand an allied onslaught. The outcome of the war was rather obvious and the only question that remained unanswered was exactly how many days or weeks would the Iraqi dictator be able to hold out. Quite on the contrary, the speed with which the Iraqis lost the war and in fact failed even to wage a defensive war showed that Saddam was a bigger idiot than generally perceived. In fact, there has been a continuing argument that the number of fatal errors of judgement that he has accounted for over the years can only be rationally explained by the fact that he has all along been an American agent. 


And now Saddam has broken another promise. The former Iraqi dictator, one of the strongest men ever to rule a country as rich and militarily strong as Iraq, had warned that well, okay, his country has been over-run and occupied, but he would not be taken alive. Not surprisingly, Saddam disappeared into thin air as Baghdad fell. There was some outrageous speculation about his whereabouts. There were rumours that Saddam had brokered a deal with allied forces and was whisked away to a secret hideout in Russia or France or that he may even be chilling out on a ranch inside the United States. Given that there were so many Saddam doubles hovering around the country, there was also the argument whether the real Saddam could indeed be caught.


Instead, Saddam has been pried out of a spider hole burrowed deep into a farm cellar. Look at the bright side though. Armed merely with a couple of Kalishnikovs, a pistol, a quarter of a million cash in hundred dollar bills and a couple of confidants, he has at least been summarily acquitted of orchestrating the resistance movement and bomb attacks against occupation forces. It is said that hindsight is always twenty-twenty, but the fact remains that Saddam should have taken the Idi Amin route and accepted a safe refuge offered by Saudi Arabia and other Gulf nations, and even Austria. His sons would have still been alive and he would not have suffered yet another indignity of being captured while hiding like a frightened animal. 


Saddam has in the end turned out to be the rat that he really is. This is no way to go down for a man who ruled his country with an iron hand and mocked the civilised world. This is the man who epitomised state terrorism and along with Osama Bin Laden, rallied the rest of the world against Islam. If any man deserves to be executed in public, we need not look any further. Saddam’s balance sheet is one of extreme horror. He has accounted for almost two million deaths, including around 340,000 Iraqis and 730,000 Iranians killed during the Iran-Iraq War. Over 100,000 Kurds, including innocent women and children, have been murdered indiscriminately or have “disappeared”. . There are no dependable figures for the number of Iraqi lives lost during the Gulf War, with estimates varying from as few as 1,500 to as many as 200,000. And it would not be wrong to hold him responsible in advance for all the possible deaths of Iraqi resistance and civilians during Allied occupation.

Similarly, there are no reliable figures for the number of Iraqi dissidents and Shi’ite Muslims assassinated killed during his reign of terror. Approximately 500,000 Iraqi children have died because of international trade sanctions clamped after the Gulf War. On the economic front, the country that Saddam ruled is almost an economic basket case, never mind the wealth of its oil reserves. Iraq presently has an estimated foreign debt of over $120 billion, driven up by massive arms purchases and black market transactions due to economic and military sanctions. 


Within the comity of nations, a liberated Iraq may not be as much of a pariah as compared to before and yet there is still massive distrust of the Iraqi nation amongst neighbouring countries. Iraq will not have very many friends to call on during the process of reconstruction. The country is an economic disaster and it will take years to repair the havoc caused by meaningless, needless warfare and isolation from the rest of the world. Most significantly, there is no guarantee as to when the Americans will elect to leave, meaning that resistance to foreign occupation could well create further disorder and civil disobedience, thereby adding to economic woes and uncertainty. 

I Wanna be in Wana

The News, July 16, 2004
I don’t buy all this stuff about tribal hospitality that is reportedly extended totally regardless of possible consequences. Hospitality is good, especially for guests. However, do look at the foolish Taliban who went out on a limb and carried the fine art of hospitality to the highest plane when they protected and humoured their gun-slinging, grenade-bearing, mortar-firing terrorist guests from the Middle East. When the rest of the world beseeched Mullah Omar to turn Osama in that curt refusal too was typical tribal hospitality and the Taliban got rightfully whacked for it. Perhaps it would have been better if Mullah Omar had been man enough and lived up to his vow of dying to the last mercenary, rather than running like a rat and hiding like a rat when push came to shove.

I don’t understand what our chivalrous tribesmen upcountry have in common with foreigners that everyone else is hunting down. A common explanation is that tribes on both sides of the Durand Line have family, tribal, ethnic, religious and cultural links, strengthened frequently by marriages, and that many of the terrorists wanted by the west have taken local wives, thereby earning the right of protection on both sides of the border. Hospitality aside, is there really so much at stake that the tribes should mount a mutiny against their own country? The answer is very simple and one should pause to ponder before rejecting it outright summarily. True to time-worn tribal traditions, a lot of money has been spread around by remnants of Osama’s terrorist network. Thus it is not completely tribal hospitality that keeps Al-Qaeda operatives under tribal protection but promises of oodles of greenbacks. Naik Mohammad, the precocious tribal warlord bearing a name he did not deserve, is dead and gone. He too was essentially a mercenary and never a martyr by any stretch of imagination, and has been suitably despatched for rising against his own people. But is that punishment enough to set the house in order in the agencies?

I am, therefore, totally for this concerted army action against foreigners holed out in Wana and its environs and the crackdown on outlaws providing shelter and sustenance to terrorists who are no friends of Pakistan. For good measure, it is high time that the good people of this country should do something about the tribal menace also. However, it amazes me that despite vast resources of state and all forms of technological and logistical support from the most advanced war machinery in the world, this eradication programme is taking far too long. More needs to be done.

With the American elections only a few months away and the incumbent idiot savant trailing the front-runner, there is wide speculation that the Osama factor can play a decisive role in the outcome of the presidential race. The privileged amongst us have suspected for months that Osama is already in custody and will be “sprung” and arraigned before the international community just in time to make appropriate headlines and win over voters sitting on the fence. If that is not the case and if Osama is indeed one of hundreds of Arab warriors hiding out along the Afghan border, the tribes are not doing anyone a favour by incurring the wrath of the rest of the world and bringing a bad name to my country.

My rambling today is about the tribal areas and why I am simply ecstatic that the tribal rascals are being dealt a royal hiding. The tribes have been living on us for quite some time now and rather than being grateful they have the temerity to challenge the writ of the state and attempt to turn my country into a pariah in the eyes of the international community. There are more than a hundred good reasons to commend continuing armed action up north. The tribesmen are a curious lot. They are in the habit of taking, and never giving. They enjoy all privileges in the tribal areas, with access to roads, electricity and such other amenities that the tribes have over the years permitted the Government of Pakistan to extend. 

Civic facilities are not really something to write home about and yet there are no user charges. There are no taxes, no rents or fees and the electricity is free. A bulk of Water and Power Development Authority’s line losses of twenty-one percent or so are on account of non-payment of electricity dues by consumers in the tribal belt. The tribes enjoy unrestricted freedom within the agencies and also have the bonus of unrestricted ingress to settled areas and all other benefits that can be enjoyed by any Pakistan national, such as national identity cards, passports and representation in the National Assembly. 


There is no question of industrialisation of the agencies for the simple reason that the tribes treasure their freedom and would not permit investors to put up factories or businesses. Forests were denuded decades ago and thus there are precious little natural resources left to create economic activity. In complete absence of employment opportunities locally, crime is the predominant vocation, never mind that the religion of Islam that the devout Muslims of the tribal areas follow so rigidly forbids it expressly.  

Since there is a mind-boggling inter-tribal and intra-tribal honour, crime is perpetrated mainly in settled areas. Therefore, the tribes steal from the rest of the country over and over again. The agencies are also a safe haven and yet the tribes are not known for extending unrestricted hospitality. Fugitives from settled areas are provided protection, usually in return for monetary consideration. All types of criminals and people on the run are known to have fled to the tribal areas to escape the rather short arm of the law. Having said that let me also point out that protection often ends when the people chasing the fugitives raise the ante. 


The most popular crimes are car lifting, abduction and smuggling. If stolen vehicles are not broken down for spare parts in Peshawar, these are invariably driven into the tribal area and put on display for eventual sale back to rightful owners. I am reminded here of a provincial minister from the Punjab who ventured into the tribal belt recently to buy a smuggled vehicle and was instead detained for ransom. Those abducted are released on payment of ransom. Although there have been instances when the militia moved in to recover kidnap victims, the success ratio is somewhat on the low side, often resulting in tribal unrest that forces the government to promise additional largesse and concessions. 

Smuggling is mainly the forte of the Afghans and the agencies provide a convenient route for goods imported as transit trade to be funnelled straight back into markets throughout the country. The increase in demand in the west for drugs accompanied by the incredible rise in prices in the seventies saw the tribal agencies become fertile ground not only for poppy cultivation but also as a smuggling route from Afghanistan. It was not long before state-of-the-art heroin processing factories sprouted under complete protection of tribal chieftains and patronage of the militia.

These are thus the people that are currently defying state machinery merely for unlimited amount of money from known terrorists. These terrorists come from countries where Pakistanis are treated like dirt and deported home on the flimsiest of grounds. These terrorists, most of them misguided and brainwashed zealots who think they are on a mission for God and shall be redeemed for killing other human beings come judgement day, deserve to die. The tribes and their supporters in the settled areas, most particularly the bigoted mullahs, don’t deserve to be a part of this country. Therefore, I wanna be in Wana to lend a hand and help bring this menace to an end.
A Head Not Screwed on Right
The News, August 28, 2004


Frogner Park in Oslo occupies hundreds of acres of prime property. In a large country that has less than five million people, you would tend to presume there is not much premium on real estate. However, Frogner Park is a unique parcel of land almost in the heart of the city and it is this magnificent landmark that almost every tourist and every Norwegian must frequent at least once for the experience of a lifetime.


Frogner Park is also known as Vigeland Park and Museum, in remembrance of Gustav Vigeland (1869-1943), one of the greatest sculptors of modern times, who carved out almost two hundred provocative sculptures that breathe life into the gardens. These sculptures are all nudes, spread across the park, right from where you enter the premises to where you can leave, unless you wish to come back the same way to understand the meaning of it all. 

The centrepiece of Frogner Park is the monolith, a sculpture that has a hundred and twenty-one figures climbing in a spiral towards the very top. Situated on a small hill, the monolith is forty-six feet high and chiseled out of a single block of stone. The figures stand on top of each other, perhaps striving to reach the sky. The figures at the extreme top are small children, which could possibly indicate that Vigeland held hope in the future generation to achieve what his generation may not have.

What one likes about Frogner Park and its sculptures is the uninhibited and unbridled feeling that overpowers you as you stand and marvel at the monolith and clusters of statues on three ascending platforms surrounding it. These complementary statues depict life from birth to extreme maturity. What you will marvel at even more is that all sorts of people come and see Vigeland’s masterpieces, from all over the world, including small children, trying to understand what it is all about. 


Norwegians are so much enamoured with Vigeland’s statues that when a statue of a crying baby boy was stolen some time ago, it was virtually a national calamity. No one talked about anything else. It was eventually recovered and restored, because the thief could not have kept it in a private collection, let alone attempted to sell it on the black market. It is a beautiful statue and epitomises that unique art and unrestrained expressions of Gustav Vigaland.

Parents do not hesitate taking their children, boys or girls, big or small, to see Frogner Park and Vigeland’s creatiobs. Youngsters are rather encouraged to stare at the statues and try and figure out exactly what Vigeland meant to convey. It is a part of a child’s education, if you like. It also teaches a child to be open and tolerant, quite unlike us. People in the west open up their minds to everything. They do not deny their generation an insight into independent expressions, contrary thoughts or the mystique of art. If Frogner Park had been in Islamabad, let’s say, it would have been vandalised if not destroyed many times over by people who have assumed the responsibility to make decisions for the rest of the nation.


The Vikings were the most vicious and barbaric people in the history of mankind. The descendants of the Vikings, today’s Scandinavians, are doubtlessly one of the most civilised people in the world. And we don’t really have to look far to find the answer. They have had so much of violence, war and strife that nothing other than peace could make sense. Scandinavia in the nineteenth century was so poor that almost half of Sweden’s population emigrated. And these three countries today, as also Finland that chooses not be a part of Scandinavia but does recognise itself as extended family within the Nordic Countries, are amongst the richest nations of the world.


The three countries have a combined population that is less than that of the greater Karachi area. They are wealthy nations and although there is still a gross deficiency of human resources, they do not let immigrants in easily and do not at the same time encourage their people to procreate. One sees some extremely interesting things in these countries. The Royal Palace in Oslo does not have a boundary wall. One can walk up to the windows and attempt to peek inside. I am told of a pornographic movie that was shot in the grounds of the Royal Palace. The Queen’s quarters in Copenhagen are located in a small quadrangle that has no security at all. The Danish prime minister is often seen in the city centre roaming around on a bicycle. There is a semblance of security, however, in Sweden but we know of course that it came about only when Olaf Palme was assassinated while walking home after seeing a movie. Modern Sweden has never had mid-term elections. Even the minority parties deem mid-term elections a criminal waste of resources.


When the Danish prime minister convened a press conference to announce his country’s decision to despatch a small contingent of soldiers to participate in the war against Saddam Hussain, a protestor who threw paint over the prime minister was punished merely with a short imprisonment on charges of disturbing the peace and nothing else. People throwing eggs on politicians in most European countries are rarely charged. There is total freedom of expression and license to display rather peaceful dissent. Think of what can happen to someone in our country should he choose to express his resentment in such a manner.   


These nations who had no religion when they were savages have little religion now and yet they are superbly civilised. I have never been unduly swayed by the openness of the west, but I am convinced that it is this tolerance which really sets the west apart. In stark comparison, we do not have even an iota of tolerance. We have rape. We have honour killings. We prosecute if not kill those who question our value judgments and religion. A woman getting raped in our country has an extremely good chance of being charged for infidelity. A young girl eloping can rest assured that her beau and his family would immediately be booked for abduction and abetment of rape. We consistently have rulers who allow criminals to leave the country and tell everyone repeatedly how bad they are and then don’t let them back in when it seems they might rock the boat or become a visible threat. A mosque in the town centre of the country’s relatively enlightened capital can become an arsenal of latest weaponry and safe haven for terrorists right under the very nose of the local police and probably under the patronage of intelligence agencies. There is no premium on life and it has got everything to do with the lack of tolerance. 


Our religion teaches us to become perfect human beings and instead we blow up people congregating in mosques. We leave bombs at bus depots and in trains. We provide shelter to terrorists and law-breakers. Rather than becoming good Muslims, we demand that those of other sects should be declared non-Muslims. We are a hundred and sixty million and rising, extremely poor and we keep on producing children that we can’t feed. We don’t really have our heads screwed on right, if you don’t mind my saying so. We often boast of our nuclear capability that does not put food on anyone’s table and which has quite on the contrary distanced us from the rest of the world. And those who should be setting an example for the nation and leading it in the right direction make life miserable for the public at large. Perhaps we have earned the right to be miserable. We shamelessly abide by the inadequacies and caprices of inferior men that we elevate to high office due to sheer inaction. 

The Importance of Being Poor

The News, September 11, 2004


Marvelling at the number and description of federal ministers and ministers of state sworn in last week by Pakistan’s newest prime minister one wonders whether we are indeed a poor nation with one of the lowest per capita incomes in the world. Perhaps not! I think the cat is out of the bag at long last. It was a closely guarded secret but finally the time had arrived to reveal it all to the nation. We are not one of the poorest countries of the world at all. Instead, we are quite well off and it is none other than Shaukat Aziz, the best Finance Minister that Pakistan ever had (and I will come to that later), who has decided on becoming the prime minister of this supposedly impoverished country to disclose to us that we are quite rich and that is why we can afford this huge posse of ministers that he has inducted to help him run the country.


It is often said there is safety in numbers, especially for wider counsel. However, I would tend to believe that Shaukat Aziz is a few buttons short, so to say, otherwise he would not need so many morons to help him run affairs of state. Having said that, since the former banker has been handpicked by the President, the Saviour of this Nation, Shaukat Aziz cannot be anything but an administrator par excellence. So why would he need such a huge cabinet, one may ask? Because we can afford it as a nation and the rulers don’t have to pay for such conspicuous consumption in shape of this huge bevy of freeloaders. 


This poverty thing is a sham, if you ask me. What is amazing is that the rest of the world is on it too. People right and left across the world have given us money, mostly to buy arms and ammunition, by the way, and so have so many of the multilateral agencies, albeit to ensure that we do not collapse financially and take a few banks down with us into the gutter. It has been a great big charade, played skilfully. Okay, okay, I will not take this opulence argument any further and needlessly belabour the issue. 

I should instead point out that the oversized cabinet is not peculiar to the federal government alone, as we already have over-stuffed cabinets in almost all provincial governments. This is political largesse at its worst. Ministers are rarely appointed on need basis and invariably fail to match demands of assigned responsibilities. At the end of the day though, large cabinets mean there will be more ministries at the federal level and additional departments in provinces. This is a positive externality of abuse of power by politicians and rulers, I must explain. Ministries and departments are rarely created on need basis, mind you and bureaucracy grows in tandem with political considerations rather than with the intention of improving service delivery. 

One of the major initiatives of the Musharaf era was a review of the size of government following the army takeover in October 1999. An economy drive was launched with unprecedented gusto. Contractual employees were laid off and told to go home and rest and subsequently die in perfect conformity with the laws of nature. A massive exercise was carried out to identify and weed out corrupt and inefficient government servants, and mainly came to nought. Misuse of transport was discouraged and vehicles in unauthorised use were retrieved and either allowed to rust or placed at disposal of uniformed officers detailed to supervise civilian affairs. It was generally alleged that bureaucracy had grown haphazardly and wastefully. Accordingly, ministries and departments were amalgamated to reduce government, rather in haste I may add. 


All that has been swiftly undone over the last few years. Each government servant with questionable integrity and political connections sidelined prior to transition to so-called civilian rule is very much back in action and running amok unchecked. Bureaucracy has grown and now we know the reason why. More ministries and departments are necessary to carve out cabinet positions and keep those fringe politicians happy who would not settle for anything less. I recall stepping in to see a colleague who headed the Forests, Fisheries, Wildlife, Youth Affairs and Sports Department in the early nineties and found him laughing his head off, which was rather out of character. On enquiring as to what he found so hilarious, he explained he now had five ministers. I laughed with him and warned he would have a sixth minister soon. “There is still room for a Minister for And,” I quipped and he laughed even more and we hollered also at the total helplessness and impotence of the bureaucracy to put an end to this stupidity. 


Thirty-three federal ministers and twenty-six ministers of state in the federal government are quite unheard of. And that is not the end of the story. It is only the beginning. We are starting off with three advisors too and that number will grow steadily. Then there are people with special assignments carrying status of federal and state ministers. We have two of those too. Then there are parliamentary secretaries for each ministry and chairmen of Standing Committees of the Parliament. Think of the number of vehicles that will be allocated officially and several commandeered unofficially from various government formations as second and third cars. Vehicles will also be snatched for staff officers, private secretaries, public relations officers and private factotums. 

There will be demands for replacement of furniture, curtains and carpets, printing of calling cards at government expense, provision of computers and photocopiers, additional telephones and most important, parking spaces outside federal secretariat buildings. What a nuisance! It will be a rightful circus up there in Islamabad, with government departments hiding surplus vehicles and wondering how many offices will have to be vacated by senior civil servants to accommodate new ministers and their retinue. Storekeepers and Section Officers will be fired right and left to bring in people that are more compliant and responsive to demands from the minister’s office.  


It is often said that too many cooks spoil the broth. But then again it is said that many hands make light work. I am at a loss for words. Huge cabinets don’t necessarily mean that correct decisions will be made and government’s performance will move up a notch or two. Whether it is a small or a large council of ministers, the important thing is to have the right attitude and a positive approach towards governance. A few years back the new prime minister was declared Finance Minister of the Year by a magazine no one knew about. It later transpired that the magazine was rewarded with an avalanche of advertisements from public sector corporations in this country. I will not hold that against him though. However, the man who somewhat enforced financial discipline as finance minister and kick-started the economy has made a perfectly rotten start by inducting one of the largest cabinets ever. 

There may not be sufficient time for Shaukat Aziz to learn the ropes and move in the right direction. He should be wary of the average tenure of the last nine prime ministers and know that he is as expendable as anything one finds in the lavatory. Every idiot in this country knows exactly why so many people have been selected to become a part of the prime minister’s team. This country is not there to be ruled. It is there to be led by able men and the prime minister’s decision to start his tenure with a wasteful cabinet leaves an extremely bad taste in the mouth and little hope for the future.

A Nation of Mobsters

The News, September 18, 2004


Three employees of the City Government were injured last Saturday when the district administration raided Hall Road to confiscate pornographic videodiscs, apparently in consultation with office bearers of the relevant Shopkeepers’ Association. It has been reported that although a large number of pornographic digital videos were impounded, the raiding party had to beat a hasty retreat when shopkeepers got their act together and started pelting them with stones and bricks and everything else they could lay their hands on, except of course televisions and stereos.

Mobs chasing away law enforcement agencies and government functionaries have become a norm of late. Only a few weeks ago, the Lahore Development Authority made an attempt to demolish illegal construction along the Model Town Link Road and was met with exactly the same reception from people breaking the law with reckless abandon. There was public protest and government had to back down. These incidents in Lahore and others that go unreported make one wonder what has happened to the authority and writ of state. The situation is endemic and recurs everywhere in the country. 

There have been numerous incidents especially in Karachi when the administration was prevented from demolishing illegal plazas constructed by the builders’ mafia in connivance with Karachi Building Control Authority inspectors. In Peshawar, madrassah students were mobilised by the political groups in power to tear down billboards and hoardings showing female models. Officials of the Water and Power Development Authority are often beaten up or obstructed when proceeding against illegal electricity connections. We know that no one pays for electricity in tribal areas but there are villages upon villages in interior Sindh that are lit up illegally. Areas around Peshawar and settlements around Narang Mandi, hardly twenty miles from Lahore, free electricity because enforcers know they are likely to be gunned down if they attempt to close down illegal connections. Water and Power Development Authority teams have been abducted and manhandled many a time when attempting to disconnect illegal electricity supplies and recover electricity dues, even in urban centres across the country. 

There are a number of things that both flabbergast and amaze me about the Hall Road fracas. First of all, the raiding party comprised city government employees, civil defence volunteers and “district government police”. The presence of civil defence volunteers would suggest that police was either missing or too small in number to cause sufficient deterrence if at all it is capable of creating such effect. Secondly, I am not aware of any enabling law or regulations under which the district government can depute officials to accompany or supervise raids. The right thing would have been to leave it to police to mess it up. 

But then again, perhaps police would not have responded, given that there is no longer the nuisance of the district magistrate. Police now runs amok totally unchecked and doesn’t give a hoot about powers invested in the District Nazim to maintain law and order courtesy of the extremely defective Police Order 2000 that makes police as big a menace for the general public as other uniformed forces. The district administration possibly presumed, rather incorrectly as it turned out, it still had some teeth and could manage without police assistance. If that is so, it was extremely foolish vigilante adventurism by the district administration. A head or two must roll. 

Thirdly, did the raiding party or those that ordered the swoop think for even a moment that it might turn ugly and that suitable backup should be on call? Finally, a warning could have first gone out to vendors that the administration would enforce a crackdown on pornographic material if it is not taken off the streets within a certain time period. It always pays to take people into confidence or warn them of possible consequences should they persist in wrongdoing. There is a mobster inside each of us and the only reason he is permitted to grow into a major threat is because government always acts too late or in a disjointed manner. 

What this fiasco has left in its aftermath is once again general belief that there is no law and that if there is, every one can defy it and get away with it. The fact remains that the writ of state is not worth the paper it is written on. In a country that is virtually a police state you would tend to expect that the nation would be afraid to break the law but that is not so and we cannot police the public. Unfortunately, the thrust of government policies has been towards repression to instil a fear of the government rather than fear or respect for laws. Successive governments imposed on the unruly people of this country are essentially status quo regimes that do not wish to make waves. Needless to say that law-abiding people that have managed to survive suffer the most at the hands of notoriously irresponsible citizenry and government complacency. 

A couple of months ago, there was massive protest from Punjab University students when speed-breakers and pedestrian bridges spanning the canal were removed within campus limits. These were removed I may add to allow free flow of traffic that has become possible because of underpasses built along the canal. These underpasses, of course, are architectural wonders that are our answer to the Egyptian Pyramids, the Great Wall of China, a tower gone wrong in Pisa, the funny little statutes creating confusion on Easter Island and Stonehenge et al. 


Actually, the pedestrian bridges were to be torn down a long time ago when Nawaz Shareef decided to build a freeway that would carry him unimpeded to his estate on Raiwind Road. Overhead pedestrian bridges were built in a great hurry for convenience of students commuting from hostels to academic blocks. Student unrest dented the grand design then. Pedestrian bridges were eventually not only allowed to stand but numerous speed-breakers were also put in place to ensure that students using pedestrian bridges would not be run over by speeding drivers enthralled by removal of traffic lights. Overhead bridges meant for healthy young men and women sent to the university by their parents to become civilised and successful in society were rarely used.


Parvez Elahi succeeded where two former bald-headed chief ministers failed and the pedestrian bridges have not only finally been demolished but the speed-breakers have also disappeared. But this too seems to have been a trade-off. There appears to be a commitment to build pedestrian underpasses to appease students, an agreement that was not consummated and which recently prompted female students of the Punjab University to demonstrate only last week against the failure of the government to deliver on its promise. 

These things happen more frequently these days because there is no longer one single person to tackle tricky situations. In the good old days of the Deputy Commissioner, the area magistrate or at the most the Assistant Commissioner were enough to ensure peace. A few years ago a retired schoolteacher from Khushab threatened a march on Islamabad for enforcement of Shariah that would have been easy meat for the local Station House Officer and yet a serving Brigadier had to be despatched from Kharian to calm down the crazy cleric. Such has been the erosion of state authority over the years.


Unfortunately, we are all aware that state authority does work and it is a pity that when it does, it militates against ordinary citizens. There is a lot of hue and cry these days about VIP movements and how these devastate working schedules of the common man. Road blocks, diversions and suspension of traffic lights are just a few of the measures taken by law enforcement agencies to ensure that the man on the street does not interfere with schedules of people running affairs of state. If the state can suddenly spurt into life to protect worthless people who run the country there is no reason why the state should not make an honest effort to protect the public from those that elect to break the law with impunity. 

Towns Totally At Sea

The News, September 25, 2004


The latest crook all set to defraud the gullible people of this country of their lifelong savings appears to be the Bahria Town robber baron. Contrary to common belief, Bahria Town has absolutely nothing do with the navy. By the way, the navy, which should in fact be patrolling our territorial waters, has its own housing scheme that goes by the rather charming title of Anchorage. Anyhow, Bahria Town is the brainchild of a certain parvenu from the Potohar, who teamed up with a former naval chief, possibly still in prison, to borrow the navy’s name and launched a housing scheme in Rawalpindi some years ago. 


Bahria Town schemes are generally of high quality and that was why hundreds of people lined up outside a private bank in Lahore last week to buy forms for Bahria residential plots. It has been reported that many of those that managed to get these forms immediately sold them at a handsome premium. I am delighted by the entrepreneurial acumen of those that were able to procure the forms and off-loaded them quickly but feel extremely sorry for those that bought these forms because they may just have been sold a pup, so to say. 


Government agencies right and left have placed distance between themselves and Bahria Town, in sharp contrast to its earlier role of willing facilitator. The Board of the Revenue of the Government of the Punjab has withdrawn notifications whereby it proposed to acquire private lands on behalf of Bahria. Notices have also appeared in the press on behalf of the Lahore Development Authority that it has not sanctioned any urban sprawl contemplated by Bahria. On the other hand, Bahria sponsors have placed widespread newspaper notices reproducing permissions granted by various local governments claiming everything is hunky dory and that necessary procedural requirements have been complied with to initiate the proposed housing projects. 

All this is hogwash because district governments or town administrations do not have license to issue carte blanche for a housing project. Development authorities grant such sanctions only after it has been ascertained that all town planning requirements have been catered for and title to the land stands established. Bahria’s schemes are unique that these have started accepting people’s money without a square inch of land. Town and Tehsil Councils that issued authorisation to Bahria Town must not only be regimented but it should be investigated how and why these councils went way beyond jurisdiction. 


It is baffling why the provincial government purported to appropriate private land for a private party under a provincial law which lays down that land can be acquired only for specific public purposes. In fact, when private land is acquired and is no longer needed for public purpose, it must revert to the rightful owners, something that the government has never done. Development of a housing estate in the private sector is clearly not public use of private property and is akin to taking away something from the poor and handing to the rich. It is amazing that instead of protecting rights of private landowners, who would have been coerced to surrender title to ancestral property in return for an arbitrarily low price to be fixed by pliable officials of the district government, the provincial government appeared for the better part to be colluding with Bahria protagonists until a whistle or two was blown.


I would not have written about Bahria Town. However, I was incensed when I saw an advertisement in the newspapers placed by Bahria Town announcing a housing scheme at prestigious locations in Rawalpindi and Islamabad for “senior citizens”. No definition of senior citizens was given in the advertisement other than that such plots would be available to senior services officers (of the armed services, of course, without saying so), judges, senators, journalists, MNAs and MPAs and bureaucrats. Each of these shall have a separate enclosure in the so-called Club City, like little partitions in stadia that separate the affluent from hooligans. The offer goes on to say that there shall be fifty percent rebate for leading personalities with distinctive credentials in selected fields of life, whatever that means, except that those presently in position of authority can expect a bigger bribe. 

Incidentally, this advertisement appeared, and continues to appear brazenly, the very day that the provincial government announced it was banning publicity for dubious housing developments. This was typical of government, considering that although it eventually didn’t enforce the ban or failed to do so, which would appear to be the case, it would have done so without enabling legislation. We know of course that the government is notorious for being unable to enforce laws that it has and yet makes people writhe under laws that do not exist.

The Club City, without land or even an approximate location, has been introduced obviously to counter adverse publicity and fallout that has jeopardised Bahria schemes subsequent to the provincial government’s volte-face. It is really a travesty of moral values. Bahria Town is attempting to purchase loyalties of some of the people that matter in this country. These residential plots are totally exclusive and will not available to the general public. Perhaps this is because the Bahria Town has already swindled the general public and wants to get away with it by buying people that influence decision-making in the land. 


I am not armed with access to official documents and therefore would not do not wish to play the devil’s advocate here. On the contrary, Bahria Town may be kosher for all we know and I do not wish to take anything away from the Bahria bandit either. He is a businessman out there to make money and if he is doing a good job in providing quality housing at competitive rates, so bet it! However, there should a level playing field out there. Housing is provided in most civilised countries in the private sector by developers and there is absolutely no call for any government, federal or provincial, to bend over backwards for one enterprise alone. Granted that he has employed high ranking officers of the armed forces and invites retired admirals and retired chief justices to hand out allotment letters, the Bahria thug is not entitled to special dispensation from government or any of its subordinate agencies.

Most of all, it is incumbent upon the government to scrutinise such projects so as to ensure that the public is not swindled. It is only after recent debacles suffered by Bahria that the provincial government has announced it will frame legislation to regulate housing projects to protect private investments. This is a positive step and let us hope it is not rather late in the day. If indeed the forms sold in Lahore last week do turn out to be duds, not only should Bahria’s con man be strung from every lamppost from Keamari to Khyber but the bank that sold these forms should also be shut down to set an example for all times to come. At the very least, the bank must be made to pay damages to people that stand to lose their money.


I am not saying that Bahria Town is set to defraud the nation. What I am saying though that it looks like a very strong and likely candidate to do so. The people of this country have been defrauded for too long. This started happening during the dark ages of that monster, Zial-ul-Haq, who was too preoccupied with destroying the pillars of the state to perpetuate himself in power rather than strengthen the institutions that protect the nation. It began with the finance corporations, which took the savings of millions of peoples away. Then came the cooperative societies. These too lined up and ravaged a bulk of what was left. These were followed by established businesses such as Taj Company and Alliance Motors that accounted for some of what was left. Finally, there were the forex companies that wiped out a little bit more. Bahria Town, however, it would seem is of the considered view that there is still some money left to take and run. 

The Minor Matter of Epaulets

The News, October 9, 2004

Mullahs are yelling and hollering, and wasting their vast energies in the process, by demanding that the President must take off his uniform and in the event of his failing to comply, someone should oust him from office. Rather wishful thinking, I may point out. Come to think of it, why should the mullahs’ diatribes distress anyone? Let them persist in expending energy without avail. At least they will have less time and strength to perpetrate ethnic unrest, devise suicide bombings and deliver sermons spreading hatred for fellow Muslims.

Okay, there is room for debate over a promise not fulfilled but there is really insufficient occasion to kick up needless brouhaha whether Musharaf should wear an extra cap. After all, tell me one promise that has come to fruition since independence. The so-called pagans across the border not only discovered democracy when free men but learnt how to nurture and preserve it. They have a Sikh as prime minister, a Christian who could have been and an untouchable who almost made it. We blow up our minorities. The proud Muslims that we supposedly are deemed getting rid of the Englishman and the wily Hindu was achievement enough and merely contrived ways and means to avoid elections. We pushed one half of the country away, which is doing much better than us in terms of economics and decency, by at least having punished a former dictator. 

Coming back to the uniform, the nation pays for it damn it, in more ways than one can imagine, and it would be quite a case of conspicuous consumption if it is taken off and hung up without having lived a normal life. The cloistered mullahs are not the only agitators. Our leaderless combined opposition is also in on the act, though it is less vocal considering the two opposition leaders elect to live abroad rather than serve time at home. I am of the considered view that the opposition’s intentions are not entirely honourable and there is a caveat to the call on disrobing. If you ask me, requiring the President to become a civilian means the politicians can thereafter time call upon the armed forces to intervene in the electoral process and dismiss a government on whim. Having said that, I don’t really blame them. Pakistan’s opposition has always been insecure because of vagaries of next elections and perpetually wonders if there will be a level playing field or would the rulers resort to creative accountancy by the Election Commission, which is known to have declared results quite contrary to the verdict of its own returning officers in successive elections.

I personally don’t mind the uniform. It is not controversial as compared to designer suits that the President wears whenever abroad or entertains foreign delegations wary of orchestration of democratic process. However, I do mind commando suit he often dons to warn the nation of dire consequences. Aside from a wrinkle or two that might be there once in a while, and it is not a chink in his armour by the way, there is not much drastically wrong with the uniform. We should accept it without much ado. And if we don’t, we will simply have to endure another referendum where precious public funds will be wasted when government servants are compelled to vote and polling stations will be erected at all public places such as petrol pumps, bus stops and public urinals and foreigners will also partake of Pakistan’s open democracy.

Everything does appear to be hunky dory for the President. It reminds one of Bhatti Brothers and the Pakistan Railways cricket team of the seventies. When Kaifi was asked who in his opinion were the best singer, actor and director of all times, he replied, “Bhatti Bhaijan, Bhatti Bhaijan and Bhatti Bhaijan”. Inayat Hussain Bhatti had it made. He made awful films, acted poorly and sang atrociously. And yet his films performed jubilee over jubilee, cinemas overflowed, pretty starlets never recoiled when asked to dance around him before falling into his undeserved arms and his artless tunes turned into instant hits. 

Similarly, the underpaid cricketers of Pakistan Railways swept aside all during the seventies. It was a clicking combination of bit players that had a measure of Rawalpindi’s cricket grounds and literally steamrolled everyone in home matches. Nazir Junior, that lovely off-spinner denied exposure because he was just a railway guard, spearheaded Railways’ dubious supremacy, suitably aided by Arif Butt and his tricky out-swingers, Nazir Senior’s mixed bag and the wayward batting of Gulfaraz that always came off when it mattered. Like the Bhatti Brothers, the Railways got the formula right. They knew what it took to win and emerged unlikely winners. 

Though Musharaf is hardly an unlikely winner and is in fact rather the contrary, the secret of his success is that he too has the formula right. There appears to be general consensus that the President should not become a “bloody civilian”. Firstly, two provincial assemblies have already expressly forbidden him from doing it and district governments shall soon fall over each other attempting to board the bandwagon. Secondly, the National Assembly and the Senate shall follow suit now that appointments have been made in the top brass and the President has a comfort zone. Thirdly, the President controls the lifeline for district governments. 

But most important of all, he has brought in untainted young parliamentarians who wear Cartier ties, Saville Row suits, Jermyn Street shirts and Italian shoes. They smoke Havanas and are just happy to be there with their fancy ideas. What we don’t know yet through empirical evidence is that they are essentially imbibed with the compulsions, corruption and callousness of the cattle-rustling fathers and uncles that were coerced to vacate their seats to let them in. But who cares! They are Musharaf’s young crop to lead us through the new century.

Epaulets signify authority. Critics of the uniform opine that the President should not resort to artificial measures to perpetuate him in power and must have faith in the Constitution that safeguards not only the parliament but also the office of the president. Perhaps Musharaf is all too aware that assaults on the Constitution have been endlessly ratified by the spineless judiciary and it is safer to have jawans, havaldars and generals from Chakwal with their G-3s, tanks and fighter planes as insurance against interference from unlikely forces.

I prefer Musharaf as President holding a gun to the heads of the nation rather than people like Nawaz Shareef who jinx fiscal policies for quick bucks, or Benazir who steals from the nation and seeks refuge overseas and brazenly claims to have been banished from her homeland, or mullahs that blow up fellow citizens for the cause of Islam. The only thing I am worried about though is that all this crazy nonsense could culminate in a colonel’s coup one fine morning and takes what is left of this country away from its people. Let us hope Musharaf insulates if not himself then at least this nation against that catastrophe. No one should question Musharaf’s uniform and wish for a knight in shining armour. As the saying goes, better the devil you know. In any case, when rape is inevitable, you might as well enjoy it. To tell you the truth, if someone were to ask me today who is the best politician, the best general and the best president, well the answer is loud and clear, “Musharaf, Musharaf and Musharaf.”
The Donkey and the Elephant

The News, October 23, 2004


With only a few days to go till the day of judgement, the election race is heating up in the United States. Election day across America is really a curiously ordinary event. There are no public rallies. It is not a holiday. People go about their business and cast their votes whenever free, if they are unoccupied that is. It doesn’t take too long to vote and no candidate arranges for any voter to be picked up from his home or workplace and taken to the polling station to cast vote, except perhaps in rural communities. Polling is done electronically or mechanically, never mind that punching machines sometimes do not work and cost a candidate the election.


While America has produced statesmen and heroes like Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson and Ronald Reagan, there have been many others with questionable integrity and moral values such as Andrew Johnson, the first to be impeached, Kennedy with his antagonism for Castro and illicit relations with Marilyn Monroe, and Richard Nixon and the Watergate scandal that ultimately brought down his presidency. American politics and especially elections accordingly throw up unexpected and unlikely winners. In 1800, Aaron Burr, the rogue of American politics, tied with Jefferson and almost became the American president despite being a vice presidential candidate. One of the most colourful personalities of mainstream American politics, Burr later went on to kill Alexander Hamilton, a former Secretary of the Treasury, in a duel and then attempted to become the Emperor of Mexico.


Before Theodore Roosevelt became Governor of New York and thereafter entered the White House at the age of 43 following the assassination of President McKinley, he drove cattle on his ranch, hunted big game, figured briefly as a bounty hunter and led a regiment during the Spanish-American War. It was his blue blood and war heroics that propelled him into politics. In 1912, he ran for President as a losing progressive candidate for the “Bull Moose” party. Ronald Reagan was a film star before he became a popular Governor of California and then the most popular American president ever. Jesse Ventura, a former wrestler and wrestling commentator is Governor of Michigan. Arnold Schwarzenneger was better known for his portrayal of the Terminator than the fact that he was born an Austrian when elected Governor of California. Sonny Bono, who owes much of his fame to a prior marriage with Cher, was a singer-entertainer who found his calling in politics. He was mayor of Palm Springs, California, and eventually elected to the U.S. House of Representatives as Congressman from California. 


A failed businessman many times over, a former alcoholic and having lost his religion before becoming a born-again Christian, few expected George Bush Junior would make it to the White House, except of course Nostradamus who wrote in 1555 that, “Come the millennium, month twelve, in the home of greatest power, the village idiot will come forth to be acclaimed the leader”. Bush Junior is out there again, this time trying to overcome a candidate who appears to be less strong than the poker-faced Al Gore, who came out second-best in the election four years ago despite winning 48.4 percent of the popular vote as compared to 47.9 for his Republican opponent. That has by the way happened once before in 1876 when Samuel Tilden polled more votes than Rutherford Hayes and yet had slightly less representation in the electoral college. 

It promises to be yet another close election. Latest opinion polls suggest that George Bush has 213 electoral college votes as against 221 for John Kerry. The magic number is 270 votes and 104 votes in the swing states appear to be a toss-up. However, votes assured by opinion polls are by now means cast and counted. Voter behaviour in the United States is always linked with domestic issues such as taxes, unemployment, health and education and is rarely affected by extraneous issues such as global warming, nuclear disarmament and international terrorism. American voters remain undecided for a long time. Some don’t vote at all after failing to reach a clear decision. Voters sitting on the fence thus play a significant role in outcome of tight American elections, and there have been many. 


Opinion polls and election debates play an important role in helping people make up their mind which way they should vote. Bush and Kerry have faced each other thrice in one-on-one debates and although Kerry has claimed victory in all three encounters, there has been only negligible movement of voters as suggested by opinion polls conducted thereafter. However, opinion polls can be rather misleading, as happened in 1948 when a last-minute opinion poll put Dewey way ahead of the eventual winner, Harry Truman. There was a defect in the sample survey and no matter how much varied the samples today might be, an opinion poll is after all a mere opinion poll and does not take into account a last-minute change of heart or propensity of people to muck around with surveyors.

 
Election debates in American elections are an event the entire media and enlightened voters look forward to eagerly so as to really assess the potential of a candidate on the eve of elections. Whistle-stop tours and jet-hopping across the states is of course an integral part of the election campaign but ever since John Kennedy lined up against Richard Nixon in the first election debate in the 1960 elections, debates often promise an intriguing showdown at the end of vicious election campaigns across fifty states. 


Debates have become so important that these are held between vice-presidential candidates too, which one would think is rather unnecessary for a country where almost seventy percent of the people don’t even know whether they have a vice-president. Having said that, people who believe that debates affect only a very small minority of enlightened voters often quote the historic vice-presidential debate between Lloyd Bentsen and Dan Quayle in 1988 when it was questioned whether Quayle had necessary credentials and was indeed mature enough to step into presidential shoes in the event of a mid-term vacancy in the White House. Quayle claimed, “I have as much experience in the Congress as Jack Kennedy did when he sought the presidency”. Bentsen presumed he had clinched it when he said, “Senator, I served with Jack Kennedy. I knew Jack Kennedy. Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you're no Jack Kennedy”. 


Probably the best retort ever in political debates, and which left Quayle virtually speechless, it failed to impress voters. Kerry-Bush debates this year have hardly been lively and saucy and although there have been insinuations that Bush was wired during a debate and was fed lines by advisors, debates alone will not settle the issue. Bush has taken a lot of flak over weapons of mass destruction that have not been sprung after occupation of Iraq and allegations that he lied deliberately to justify American intervention to ensure overthrow of the Iraqi dictator. Instead, Bush appears to have carried himself rather well considering he was perfectly capable of gaffs. After all, Kerry would have thought that the man who has made outrageous statements like, “The vast majority of our imports come from outside the country” and “The future will be better tomorrow” would soon enough put his foot into his mouth and enable him to throw the kind of knockout punch that almost felled Quayle in 1988. 

A Man’s Second Home

The News, October 30, 2004

It is often said a club is a man’s second home. Although there are plenty of second homes for gentlemen, there is hardly something to write home about. Maybe the number of gentlemen might be slightly less than clubs around the country. I will leave this argument for another time and day if that’s all right with you. Since I have already offended too many people in these columns, including my editor who has a penchant for spiking the most innocuous remarks, I don’t want to step on too many toes, thank you.


I will say a few things today about clubs, starting with the port city’s Sindh Club, the headquarters of snobbery. You call up the Sindh Club and ask if they have affiliation with Islamabad Club and you will brusquely be told, “We don’t know any Islamabad Club.” Sure enough, if you call up Blades or White’s Club in London and ask if they have affiliation with the Sindh Club, they will in all probability apologise profusely and say, “I am afraid not, but we will now certainly examine the possibility.” Needless to say that civility is rather short at Sindh Club.


I don’t hold any grudge with Sindh Club, mind you. It is a cool place. The food is delicious. The location is excellent. The buildings are rundown but still stand out. Manners are immaculate and members usually turn up in their best bibs and tuckers. I lived in Karachi for a couple of years and did not apply because it would have taken too much of a doing. After all, the former Governor of Sindh had literally to drag his Principal Secretary around the club like a pet dog for a Month of Sundays before the good brigadier was finally accepted. I would not have been surprised if I were to have been blackballed considering I am too much of a bohemian for Sindh Club aristocracy. 

Karachi Gymkhana is a shade improvement on the Fishermen’s Wharf. I would not touch it with a barge pole. Even the active card room was not enough of an incentive. Karachi Club around the corner is a tad better. Forgive me for sounding ethnic but it is essentially for people with a weird accent and too much premium on community. Down in the prestigious Lalazar, the Boat Club is a swell place. It has the best food in town, and a beautiful view of the Indian Ocean, which we continue to obstinately refer to as the Arabian Sea, tragically polluted and littered with sewage and garbage from a city going to the dogs. The only problem with Boat Club is that when you sit in the lawns, you often have company of rats the size of baby Chihuahuas. The club could do with a few cats as regular members.

The club that truly amazes me is the Creek Club. I refer to it as the Creep Club. Would you believe it costs more than a million to become a member? And yet retired or serving armed forces personnel can get in without paying a buck! Now why would I want to dish out more than a million honest rupees to rub shoulders with freeloaders? For that matter, look at people they have let in and I would rather pay through my nose to stay away from a place like that. Creek Club does have a lovely view of the sea and the accompanying breeze is heavenly. The food may be cheap, but better quality can be found floating with sewage into the Boat Basin. Sometimes I wonder how many times Karachi’s tax evading businessmen will have to entertain guests at the Creek Club to recover their rights of admission. 


The dull Country and Golf Club further down the sandy road is destined to be a part of the Creek City. Rumour has it that membership is on hold and members may have to reapply when Creek City becomes a reality. I would say that the Arabian Sea Resort would take the lead on other clubs in Karachi had it not been for the long drive across the Shahrah-e-Faisal along tenements in Malir and Landhi. And now the Karachi Port Trust is set to enter the fray. The proposed KPT Club threatens to be state-of-the-art. However, considering KPT’s record of managing the harbour, I would not be surprised if it eventually turns out to be as much of a dud as its dredging equipment. The location is a closely guarded secret because it will ultimately be somewhere on prime land stolen from the gullible if not impotent Government of Sindh.


The rest of the country too has more than its share of clubs. Those at tehsils and districts are essentially a legacy of the Raj. These were designed to provide recreation for civil servants and the local elite, if any. A few have blossomed and yet most have fallen prey to local politics and elections are the only event of the year. One or two have prospered over time, such as the Chenab Club in Faisalabad. But when it comes to a comparison with the avant garde, they are in a lesser universe.


My all time favourite is the Rawalpindi Club, deceased. Set up by the local garrison and patronised mainly by army officers, it was eventually done in by the very people who made it the liveliest club in the country. The Rawalpindi Club was really out of this world, forever cherished for its chilled beer, buzzing card room, excellent cuisine and memorable Tombola evenings. I was too young to be a member but was often sneaked in for Tomobola as a guest by my dear friend Sherry Shamim. The night I won every round, guests were forever forbidden at Tombola. When Rawalpindi Club ceased to exist though, it was the day that clubs died. 


I don’t know why people rave about the Islamabad Club. A former American Ambassador said of Islamabad that it is half the size of Arlington Cemetery and twice as dead. Islamabad Club is only slightly less drab than the city to which it owes its boring name. The Gun Club, tucked away behind the Sports Complex, is coming up and earning recognition rapidly but I suspect that the land could have been acquired from the rather difficult Capital Development Authority for a shooting range and not a club, which would perhaps explain its location amidst stadia for a number of sporting facilities that we don’t know how to make use of. A hundred miles up north and you will find that the Peshawar Club, despite the size of its grounds and location, is one of the most neglected facilities in the country. However, in a city where you no longer see young models advertising Brooke Bond tea on billboards, perhaps we should let it die a natural death.

Quetta Club has also gone down tragically. Many of the clubs in garrison towns have similarly plummeted. Quetta Club is now a mere venue for marriage parties. Similarly, the Services Clubs of the armed forces have over the years similarly been reduced to glorified marriage halls. I remember going to Risalpur as a student to participate in a declamation contest. When I walked into Risalpur Club on my first evening, a chilled beer was immediately thrust into my hands by a young pilot cadet. What do they serve there now, I wonder? Lassi? Askari mineral water? High tea?


Which brings me finally to the gay city of Lahore! The Punjab Club is much of the same ilk as the Sindh Club and let me spoil my future no more. It should, however, consider relocating. It often reminds me of an old strumpet still living in a dingy kotha that maharajahs used to frequent! Royal Palm is doing well but it shall forever carry the stigma of blatant usurpation of public property. And last but not the least, there is the Lahore Gymkhana. What could be more esoteric than the Gymkhana where Indian generals wanted to have a beer after a blitzkrieg to Lahore in the 1965 war! This is the club that is exempt from building laws and chooses to construct monstrosities at will within its four walls, and where members become multi-millionaires by being elected to the managing committee, where non-members are ousted when espied loitering around the environs, and where rats reign supreme in the grounds and stroll in the building when the last of the punters finally calls it a day and trudge back home to be scolded by an irate wives. 

Gymkhana is notorious for its Card Room, where players are prepared to soil pants rather than rush to the bathroom when they are on a roll! My hats off to the patrons’ hospitality though when members of the Delhi Gymkhana walk in and request if they can play and everybody offers a seat. Perhaps there is a bit of civility left somewhere, especially for long lost friends. Why have so many clubs gone down the drain, may I ask? These were for long patronised by the armed forces and civil servants who are now afraid to be seen there for fear of the agencies and a misconceived notion that people frequenting clubs are there for the wrong reason. No one should be afraid of going to a club, if you ask me. We should only be afraid of deficient quality and of being chucked out when less than sober, nothing else, and that still remains a distinct possibility even though our clubs are no longer what they used to be.

Video Has Not Killed My Radio

The News, November 6, 2004


Rummaging through family heirlooms and keepsakes this summer, I found my old transistor radio. I have possessed many radios over the years but this one was my absolutely favourite. It was my first hi-tech radio. The Ansari Store used to be and perhaps still remains the Radio Shack of Sadiqabad. It was there I ventured to hunt for a strong radio when I earned a sizable windfall from travelling and daily allowances during General Zia’s outrageous referendum that was designed to remind people if they believed in God they were bound by divine dictum to vote for him.


By virtue of my position as the unenvied protector of the town, I got a good deal from the young hustler who ran the store. I must also add he let it out rather innocently he had been unable to sell the radio for want of enlightened, tasteful people in the environs, a slip which enabled me to coerce him to slash a couple of hundred rupees more off the tagged price. The green shade of the registration plates of my official vehicle had already sliced the price of the contraption by almost half. 


The radio I bought from Ansari Store was my faithful companion for years. It was procured not to listen to cricket commentary, even though I too was then a crazy cricket enthusiast like the rest of my countrymen. No, it was to satiate my appetite if not lust for western music and passionate romance with English football. Those were of course not the days of cable television and only barely the onset of the video revolution that has literally wiped out the radio industry around the world, as was immortalised by The Buggles in that delightful song, “Video killed the radio star”. 


It was a great radio. It had a timer that spurted it to life early in the morning. I could also preset a large number of stations, which was quite convenient because Radio Australia and the BBC World Service, the only two stations I tuned to, used different frequencies and signal strength for various times of the day. BBC kept me abreast of Arsenal’s progress in the old First Division while Radio Australia provided music for my ears, even though the offering was often mixed with pop from below-average Australian rock bands. Up until of course when INXS, Men At Work, Midnight Oil and Kylie Minogue hit the scene!


The only other person I know who has been enamoured with his radio is my dear friend Ahmed Bakhsh, one of the most correct civil servants around. When Ahmed joined service, we would rarely see him in front of the television. His favourite pastime apart from communing with God was a solitary walk in the evening and lying on the bed listening to his radio. Exigencies of service kept us apart for years and it was in 1987 that I met him after a gap of almost seven years. He was living in a small fort on top of a hill in Nushki and because he knew I was a lazy brat, he offered me the comfortable guesthouse just inside the main gate of the compound that was mercifully only a few meters above sea level, so to say.


Now you may well ask me what I was doing in Nushki whereas I am known to frequent the Lahore Gymkhana alone. Well, I was duty-bound to welcome my friend Kino at the Pakistan-Iran border in Taftan. Kino was driving our Porsche 911 all the way from London. As events would have it, I did not make the last leg of my trek to Taftan even and received him at Nushki. We were supposed to have driven to Pakistan from England together but Kino’s penchant for gadgetry and accessories for automobiles and thereby putting the Porsche 911 into a bridal dress for the drive to her new abode in Lahore took longer than anticipated. Thus there was no way I could have made it back in time to mark the arrival of my youngest son who was destined to tumble unto this wicked world precisely on a particular day through surgical intervention at my wife’s whim just so that he could be a day twin to our eldest!


Anyhow, Kino will perhaps some day forgive me for abandoning him in London and the meeting him at Nushki instead of Taftan. I doubt however whether he will ever forgive me for easing Javed, our fashion designer friend, into the bucket seat next to him. Javed was our host in England and when he substituted for me, he immediately assumed all mission controls and declared himself Captain James T. Kirk. I presumed incorrectly that Javed would provide Kino suitable company (or hardship, as it turned out) for the duration of the long haul through more than a dozen countries. 

Javed has British nationality that he is overly proud of and convinced Kino that if he were in the driving seat at every border along the way, his British passport and driving license would whisk them through immigration, customs and every traffic check-post and save both of them a lot of time. It proved to be absolutely correct and the odd couple breezed through Europe and Turkey. However, when Javed casually handed his British passport to Iranian border guards at the Turkish-Iranian border, the passport was spat at and tossed straight back into the car and he was ordered to step out for a strip search. Kino’s green Pakistani passport untangled the mess some four hours later and he had the last laugh.

The reason I did not make that hazardous journey onwards to Taftan from Nushki is that Ahmed Bukhsh, in his most affable but stern manner, expressly forbade it. So I spent those extra two days in his company and watched him resolve tribal disputes and listen to the radio in the evening. It was the same radio I had seen seven years earlier and it was the same radio I would see again more than a decade later when I lived in Quetta for a couple of years. Ahmed is a great guy who made up his mind a long time ago that he will walk the straight and narrow and has not only persevered but has overcome and triumphed over every uncertainty and hazard of public life in attaining that objective, something that ordinary mortals have merely imagined. 


Despite the cable television revolution and the advent of DVDs that have absolutely revolutionised the entertainment industry, I actually cherish the revival of my romance with my long-lost radio. I have rediscovered Radio Australia and it is far more efficient as compared to before. The radio’s timer still works and it is nice to wake up to music in the morning rather than be awakened by the sharp shrill of the alarm clock or by Riga, my German Shepherd who has developed an annoying habit of licking my bald head, urging me to get up and give her biscuits as a daily morning ritual.


I spent the summer glued to the radio. I did not need to tune to BBC because English football is covered extensively by cable television and in any case the football season was in recess for the summer, which is enough to drive football crazy buffs like me into a state of depression and withdrawal, until the new season kicks off every year in mid-August. All said and done, the radio, even just sitting there on my bedside table, makes me feel good. Perhaps it is an echo from the past. Nostalgia is good and remembering the past is often refreshing. Reliving times that have passed by is a source of comfort and joy. Times change and it is often said that days bygone are always better. 

This is quite incorrect because today will soon be yesterday and years from now will be a mere part of the past that we have lived through and it is that past that we always remember fondly. My radio is something I have retrieved from the past and though I will enjoy it, I am sure I enjoy also all the other comforts that we become accustomed to each new day. The past is good, the present is better and we must look to the future too, with hope and expectations. We learn from the past to shape the future, but we must beware that we should not dive into the past to destroy the future. 

When a Deal Is Not A Deal

The News, December 4, 2004

After almost eight years in jail on various charges and convictions, Asif Ali Zardari has finally been let loose on the rest of the nation by the Honourable Supreme Court. The government does not appear inclined to contest the order of release and official spokesmen, including the eloquent Minister for Information, have instead eagerly affirmed that no deal has been struck with the man who was considered too dangerous to roam the streets for almost a decade. The government would have been well advised to state merely that it is the verdict of the court and that it intends to abide by it. And yet there is not one voice in this country of a hundred and thirty million or so that is rooting for the courts and saying that justice has finally been done!

Zardari’s insistence that his release is not part of any deal with the government and that he would continue his struggle against the “undemocratic set-up” in the country must, therefore, be taken with a pinch of salt. His statement to the effect that he would remain in politics and play an active role as a conduit within the political forces for restoration of democracy and the Constitution and immediate contacts with former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif and the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal leader Maulana Fazlur Rehman are thus merely to amuse the gallery. 

So, there is indeed a deal and the people shall as usual be in a state of suspense to learn how and why the national interest has yet again been mortgaged. That the verdict is not on merits is manifest in the fact that if it had been based on valid circumstances it would not have taken the courts eight years to figure out that the scoundrel should be released. Confusion worse confounded, Zardari, has referred to the apology rendered by former Prime Minister Nawaz Shareef and has had the temerity to demand that the President must also apologise to him for maintaining false corruption allegations against him and keeping him behind bars without sufficient cause.

 
There are many that choose to excuse Zardari’s misdemeanours and rather salute him for languishing in jail for such a long time without compromising with people that put him there. Eight years of incarceration takes its toll and can leave indelible marks. Having said that, I must point out that most of this time was spent in the comforts of a VIP suite in hospitals with modern comforts if not luxuries and same claim, even pleasures. If these eight years have otherwise kept him away from his wife and children, well he has only himself to blame. 


There is no dearth of charges against Zardari. From packing dynamite against the chest of an expatriate for extortion, receiving kickbacks for award of government contracts, money laundering, smuggling national treasures and artefacts out of the country, the murder of a civil servant who would have been a material witness against him and of course the slaying of the brother of a sitting prime minister, who just happened to be his wife, it is an endless list. There are very few sections of the Pakistan Penal Code that Zardari has failed to attract since he entered mainstream politics by marrying one of the most politically celebrated people of the world so that he could rub shoulders with the international elite. 


Deals between the establishment and political parties and amongst political adversaries are an intrinsic ingredient of our chequered history. One could go right back to post-Jinnah Pakistan when the founding fathers conspired to share spoils whilst the Quaid’s body awaited burial but that would be too long a story for a mundane newspaper column. In more recent times, Bhutto consorted with the brass to keep Mujib out of power while the combined opposition conspired in 1977 to throw out Bhutto and plunge this country into an abyss that it has been trapped in ever since. Deals between the establishment and opposition groups have since resulted in dismissal of four successive elected governments that were thrown out at whim before expiration of tenures guaranteed under the Constitution and granted by popular mandate. 

Finally, it was another deal that permitted Nawaz Shareef to seek refuge in Saudi Arabia and avoid travails of a jail sentence. And so it is no great surprise that there may have been a deal leading to Zardari’s release from jail, especially since it was not contested in earnest by official prosecutors. Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain, while on medical treatment abroad, has already expressed guarded apprehension by stating his party workers are rather perturbed by this adverse development. The Chief Minister of Sindh, sensing that his undeserved days in office now appear to be numbered, has also voiced similar concerns.


That there have been negotiations between PPP and the Musharraf regime several times during last the three years is an open secret and in fact Amin Fahim almost became the Prime Minister following the “chance” meeting between him and President Musharraf on the Margalla Hills. The negotiations then went well but one would wonder why these came to nought and the PPP not only failed to form a government in the centre but was also edged out in Sindh. To cap it all, the country’s largest political party thereafter had to see a number of stalwarts sneaking out under the convenient garb of patriotism.  

What then are the details of the deal that everyone is talking about? Very few appear to know and they are naturally not about to reveal much. So, it is mainly down to conjecture alone. One thing is certain though. There will not be any changes at the federal level just yet. While ostracised from mainstream politics and marooned abroad, and indeed by her own choice, Benazir does not want anyone else from within her own party as premier. If that had been the case, the Makhdum of Hala would surely have made it after the Margalla encounter.  

For the time being, Benazir has to sit it out. Zardari may have been released but would remain confined to consolidating party affairs in the Punjab. There shall be a level playing field in the elections to the district governments due next year and possibly in general elections that could be called thereafter. Although Zardari has stated categorically that the Patriots would not be accepted back into the party, the reported deal carries a caveat that these politicians would ultimately be forgiven and would speak and act for the establishment from within the reunited PPP. Finally, there may be a PPP nominee as Governor of the Punjab Province to help Benazir recapture constituencies lost in the province.


While there are many that are not too chary of the purported deal to secure release of Mr. Ten to Forty Percent, it would be foolish for Benazir to be complacent about the arrangement. The deal she has struck with the establishment may not be the only deal that has been negotiated and it is a gospel truth that the establishment is an artist par excellence at toying with different options. There is already talk that the people in power right now are totally expendable and that the next elections would see the return of the PML(N) sans Nawaz Shareef. With Shahbaz Shareef back at home and campaigning, the PML(Q) would in all likelihood implode and it would again be a two-horse race that would be easy for the powers-that-be to orchestrate to their own advantage. 

Not Just Another Saviour

The News, December 18, 2004

In a candid interview with a satellite channel set up for the domestic public by one of the many people that have stolen from the nation, MQM’s self-exiled leader Altaf Hussain has reminisced about his student days when he was imparted rudimentary military training to fight off impending Indian aggression and how his heart wept when he was not detailed in East Pakistan to confront the Mukti Bahini and advancing Indian armed forces. Complaining that he was instead deployed with an army unit in Balochistan and thus robbed of the opportunity to kill a few Indians in combat, he claims he does not need to prove his loyalty to the nation and should not be branded a traitor. The rule of the thumb says that for someone to assert he is not a traitor is actually reason enough for the rest of the world to suppose just that!
It would be rather inappropriate to question Altaf’s patriotism prior to his ascent to giddy heights at the helm of the MQM. Suffice it to say that the shape of his political direction, or lack thereof, since he emerged in national politics at the behest of the misguided establishment as a firebrand ethnic leader leave a strong suspicion that he has lost his religion along the way. Despite feverish attempts to portray himself as a national rather than merely a mohajir politician, Altaf will perpetually remain the man who stole Karachi from the rest of the nation. Each and every statement he makes in safe havens abroad is designed to keep him alive in mainstream politics and remind the establishment the amount of irreparable damage he is capable of inflicting.

The mohajir führer has made a number of clarifications to divert attention from or explain provocative statements made during a recent visit to India. Altaf was hardly accorded an exceptionally warm welcome by Indian authorities and in fact security measures adopted by Indian Government ostensibly to protect and seclude him may actually have been designed to downplay his visit at a time when relations between the two countries are finally on the threshold of normalisation. Altaf did nonetheless get to make speeches and meet important people in Indian politics, such as former prime ministers Gujral and Vajpayee, and Indian Foreign Minister Natwar Singh.

Altaf Hussain’s parleys with the two wise old men of Indian politics centred around such issues as opening of Khokhrapar-Monabao borders, restoration of visa services in Karachi, establishment of an Indian consulate in Karachi, ferry service between Karachi and Mumbai, easing travel restrictions, visa exemption for senior citizens and improved relations between India and Pakistan. While the seasoned Vajpayee merely promised he would use his waning influence to resolve these issues, Inder Kumar Gujral has gone the whole hog and expressed extraordinary admiration for the man by comparing him to Gandhi and stated that Altaf is striving just the way Gandhi struggled for independence. Sure enough, the intelligentsia on both sides of the border has indeed received the comparison with the expected degree of scepticism. 


Altaf has stirred the hornet’s nest by making outrageous statements and demands whilst in India. In order to present himself as a friend of the Indian nation, he has challenged the very basis of the creation of Pakistan. Secondly, since he is essentially a fringe politician apparently representing an ethnic minority, he has promoted the cause of mohajirs “aching” to renew ties with the ancestral homeland. Thirdly, he has touched the Kashmir issue in a sloppy attempt to paint himself as a national-level leader perturbed by more than fifty years of hostility between two nations over a patch of uneven land that holds absolutely no interest for mohajirs or Sindhis.

Speaking at a conference in India, the MQM leader has identified supposed defects in the two-nation theory and referred to the partition as a monumental historical blunder. According to Altaf Hussain, the independence of Pakistan resulted in the division of blood, culture, brotherhood and relationships. As if this wasn’t enough, he went on to claim that Pakistan’s ideological basis was weak from the very start as effectively proved particularly by the country’s break-up in 1971. Altaf has dubbed the two-nation theory as a convenient and not principled slogan that was used by rulers purely for political leverage. Needless to add that if this assertion had been made by anyone else, he would most likely have been strung for treason. It is tragic that Altaf can simply throttle the lifeline to this country with a nod of his head and cannot be messed with, so to say.

The high point of his rendition at the conference were his theatrics as he pranced around the stage, waving his arms about, and dared foreigners present in the audience to come forth and distinguish a Hindu from a Muslim. It was a silly argument as these same foreigners would have been quite at a loss to differentiate a German from an Austrian, or a Swede and Dane, for instance, who otherwise have an intense dislike for each other, never mind twentieth and twenty-first century enlightenment and the fusion of Europe. There is far more to differences between Hindus and Muslims of the sub-continent, and the commonality of the colour of their skins is a mere aberration. Altaf should have remembered, no offence intended though, that while a Hindu worships a cow, we eat one and that the two-nation theory has in fact empowered those Muslims of India that chose to become a part of an independent Pakistan. It is of course quite another matter that we have not enjoyed the kind of freedom that we were entitled to. 
While Altaf welcomed Dr. Manmohan Singh’s announcement to reduce Indian troops in Kashmir, he suggested that the line of control should be accepted until resolution of the Kashmir dispute. This has to be taken with a pinch of salt. What it means exactly is that if the issue is not resolved, the line of control is good enough as a permanent border. The most curious development during his visit to India was, however, his request to the Indian Government during his session with Natwar Singh to grant “most favourable” status and political asylum to mohajirs and his political supporters, respectively, aiming to move from Pakistan to India. Altaf’s plea for grant of long term visas to mohajirs to live in India has been summarily rejected by India. Thus the putative desire of a large number of mohajirs, as revealed by their undisputed leader, to return to their roots and that most of them want their Indian citizenship back does not appear to bear fruition in the near future. If you ask me, and never mind patriotism, any one of those who wish restoration of their rights to live in India, perhaps want to do so because they shall have more freedom as human beings as compared to their adopted homeland and where leaders like Altaf would not survive for a day, except in Tihar Jail.
Regardless of the fact that he is an important ally of the present government, Altaf does have it in the back of his mind that a time could soon come when his factotums in the MQM would need to beat a hasty retreat the way he did. As far as the rest of the country is concerned, I don’t think anyone will have any objection if any friend of the MQM leader elects to forsake Pakistan for India. The only question remains is whether anyone under the sun will ever accept those he identifies as under threat, considering especially that the events of September 11 have entirely transformed western perceptions about people unacceptable in their own countries.

Talking to the press, Altaf proclaimed he could not return to Pakistan as there had been several attempts on the life of President Pervez Musharraf and Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz and that he was likely to be assassinated in case he chose to come back to his homeland. With his party a vital component of the ruling coalition in Sindh where he has a nominee as governor of the province, Altaf need not ordinarily worry too much on this account. He must point out exactly whom he fears and that whether it is rogue elements within his own party or former associates or people that have been wronged by the fascist policies of his party in the past.


What is most offensive is Altaf’s vehement objections to increasing contacts between Punjabis of Pakistan and India and his demand that the government should not permit Lahore to befriend Chandigarh. Altaf has warned that he will not allow emergence of a “greater Punjab” comprising Pakistani and Indian Punjabs, insinuating thereby that the Punjab is conspiring against the federation. Altaf has no business to caution other provinces and should instead concentrate on establishing possible links between his people with areas contiguous to Sindh in India and he can rest assured that no province shall have any objections to that. Having said that, we must also bear in mind that Altaf does not own Sindh and his argument that ties between Sindh and India should be nurtured is for the majority of Sindh to decide and it is hardly the prerogative of the man who wishes to take everything away from rural Sindh. 

Altaf has piqued not only the Punjab but also the sentiments of Indian Muslims in Britain with repeated advice to be loyal to India. A retort from a spokesmen for the Indian Muslim community in Britain has dubbed his nonsense as ridiculous as a whore lecturing the women of the town on chastity. The spokesman has stated further that Altaf’s logic is no different from obnoxious arguments put forward by fascist Hindu organisations and that the MQM chief’s love for his country is obvious in the fact that he has assured his supporters that Karachi will be free by 2008. 

Where There Is Smoke….
The News, December 25, 2004

As if people are falling over each other to get into Bhutan, the government of this tiny, landlocked Himalayan state has placed complete embargo on smoking, thereby emphatically taking it off the smokers’ list of places to see. A lot of countries ban stuff, but this is really the limit. What prompted Bhutan to take such an extreme measure is not quite clear and yet there has been a continuous conspiracy against smoking in Bhutan. A number of its districts had already banned smoking and there were smoking-free days of the year. 

So, I shall not go now to Bhutan, even if I had wanted to. I will light up elsewhere. Let Bhutan suffer losses in terms of revenues and tourism, as manifest in those countries that have banned alcohol for not only their own citizens but also for those that have absolutely no intention of becoming their citizens. It is effectively like providing the casual tourist yet another reason not to visit some parts of this world. Having said that, few tourists visit Bhutan in any case and those that do are compelled to pay two hundred dollars per day for official tourist guides. 

The ban comes with a caveat though. While tobacco sales and smoking in public have been prohibited, people can light up in the privacy of their homes. Cigarettes imported for personal consumption only would be subject to payment of prohibitive import duties. So much for WTO and globalisation, I would say. The worst to be hit by this prohibition, apart from the smoking public, is neighbouring India, which provided a bulk of the cigarettes consumed in Bhutan. And what I wonder will happen to Bhutanese tobacco vendors as there is no indication that the government intends to rehabilitate them in some sort of gainful employment.

Smoking does kill. And so does passive smoking, if you get enough of it. According to statistics released by the World Health Organisation, there were as many as 4.2 million deaths caused by smoking in 2000. Smoking is fatal for almost half of lifetime users and 500 million of those living today will eventually die of smoking. What is even more alarming is that smoking kills more people than the total number of deaths caused by AIDS, legal as well as illegal drugs, road accidents, murder and suicide put together. Unless smoking declines, ten times more people will perish due to smoking in this century as compared to the last.

 
Tobacco has really become terribly passé over the last thirty years or so and is frowned upon by those who are unaware of the kick it gives. I remember I used to walk down to the corner shop when I was a little boy to pick up a pack of cigarettes for my father. That was the late sixties. Tobacco sales are now banned to children under eighteen by law in most developed countries. Due to smoking restrictions, it is sometimes virtually impossible to find a smoking spot. Some landlords don’t accept smoking tenants. Hotels have non-smoking rooms and floors. Restaurants and bars in Europe and the United States have become smoke-free. 

Smoking on public transport carries a fine. You can’t smoke on an airplane, not even in the lavatories where airlines have installed ultra-sensitive smoke detectors and alarms. Searching for a smoking room on airports is like looking for the Holy Grail. You could once smoke in cinemas and that too is now a part of history. Tobacco advertising is banned in many countries, like India for example, and a number of television networks and sports regulatory authorities do not permit tobacco manufacturers to sponsor or advertise during sporting events.

There are thus valid arguments against smoking. Having been a smoker for more than twenty-five years, I am an avowed believer that if someone wants to light up and put his life to the torch, so to say, so be it! There is pure pleasure in lighting up early in the morning after bed tea. You can’t enjoy a drink or play cards without a cigarette. You do burn up good money no doubt but at the end of the day, you probably would have blown it on something equally non-productive. Significantly, the act of smoking is hardly an ugly sight. Compare it with bubble-gum or chewing tobacco for example. 

Although Singapore is the only country to have banned chewing gum, most people would agree it is a rather gross habit. Chewing gum while talking or listening to someone is invariably viewed as terribly impolite, especially when the chewing delinquent blows bubbles out of habit. And yet when you are discussing something with a smoker and he takes a good long pull at his cigarette to think, focus and concentrate before replying, there is absolutely nothing offensive about it. It is in fact a plus point. The cigarette actually contributes towards good judgement. 

Must we ban everything that kills? Smoking and other similar excesses are like the great leveller. When life expectancy at birth and longevity are on the rise due to the advances in science, we should leave a few things out there to take care of the growing number of people becoming a vast burden on Mother Earth, particularly in the developing world and especially in countries like ours where there is a misguided perception that the Almighty will provide for all who tumble unto this wicked world. 

You just can’t get up and ban everything that kills. Okay, there is nothing wrong with deterrence. If someone is not strong enough and readily succumbs to the state’s coercive measures to quit, we would rather not have such smokers within our folds, if you don’t mind my saying so. Banning smoking altogether is rather discriminatory. If you have to ban things that kill, we should ban floods, earthquakes, buses and trains and cars. This reminds me of the perennial argument against guns. It is claimed that guns kill. Of course they do. And so do doctors. 

There are around seven hundred thousand physicians in the U.S. and they are responsible for 120,000 accidental deaths per year. The rate of accidental deaths per physician comes to 0.171. The number of gun-owners in the U.S. alone is eighty million. Accidental gun deaths per year are about 1,500 and thus the number of accidental deaths per gun owner is 0.0000188. Therefore, if you go by statistics, doctors are approximately nine times more dangerous than gun owners. There is thus an argument to ban doctors too.

But this is needless discussion. The fact of the matter is that there should not be interference with individual freedoms without sufficient cause. Full marks to the tobacco industry though. It is doing its bit by bending over backwards in mostly futile attempts to make smoking less hazardous. A lot is spent on research in case you didn’t know. For example, research leading to conclusions that passive smoking does not kill was funded by the tobacco industry. 

Most cigarettes today are less lethal than they used to be. There are mild and milder still varieties and soon mechanical devices will be put inside cigarettes to ensure that nicotine and other toxic elements do not find unimpeded passage to the lungs. There is hope that one day, cigarettes will not kill and only thrill. In the meantime, we will light up and hope to be a part of that half of lifetime smokers that manage to cheat death by smoking. 

The Seventh Column

The Nation, January 20, 2003

The News, January 1, 2005

Gone are the days of visas on arrival and drop boxes outside embassies. Travelling overseas used to be convenient. When I planned in 1985 to visit USA, my buddy Ashraf Khan, sadly no more amongst us, drove up from Kasur in his Suzuki Carry and took me to a friend who worked in the US Consulate. It was located those days on Zafar Ali Road, in between two monstrous speed-breakers, across from the infamous sewerage drain that remains the only piece of valuable property in Lahore not allotted to avaricious land grabbers by a succession of Chief Ministers of the Punjab during the recent past. Ash’s friend tossed my passport casually to a clerk and a five-year visa was embossed whilst we had coffee.

I stayed in London for a month en route to New York. It was visa on arrival. The immigration officer asked me if it was my first visit. I told him it was my first after growing up in England and foolishly going back home. There was a hint of a smile. Smart cookies, those immigration guys, they never let on whether they approve or disapprove of you. He then inquired how long I intended to stay. I told him just a couple of days. He gave me leave to enter for six months. If I had said I would stay for about six months, he would have let me in only for six weeks. I am told they were issued only three seals ---- one for six months, one for six weeks and one for “just a few seconds”.
Immigration at JFK took barely a few minutes. Neither the colour of the passport nor that of my skin bothered anyone. I was handed a slip that entitled me to roam around Stateside for six months and I was sent off with “Have a nice day” in a Texan drawl. Two weeks later when I was leaving New York, I lost my passport at the airport. There was no immigration at exit. “Can you handle passport control when you arrive at Islamabad?” I was asked at the airline check-in counter. I explained it was a minor nuisance that could be handled. Because I appeared to be perturbed at not only having lost my passport but also at travelling across three continents without an identity, the nice lady upgraded me to First Class. 

My first American visa now seems to be from another dimension. I became a regular visitor to the United States and then lived in New York for a couple of years. When my third visa expired in 2000, I sent my passport through Federal Express, presuming incorrectly that it would be a matter of routine. That was not to be. I had to appear for an interview that lasted hardly a minute and I was told to pick up my passport in the afternoon. I got it without the visa. I was told they would get in touch with me, after obtaining clearance from the State Department. 

I was summoned a month later and grilled for three hours. They had to be absolutely sure I was not the rogue with a similar name wanted by the State Department. I ultimately got my visa but it took almost three months. I have family in the United States and need to go there. Even if I have to line up in a queue ten mile long to get the next visa, I shall stand in that queue and not complain. It is their country and they make their rules. If their rules don’t suit us, we should stay at home and be imposed the necessity of finding out how it feels to be subjects in your own homeland. 

There were hundreds like myself who could travel abroad unimpeded, and then there were tens of thousands more who undid all that and took away travelling privileges of law-abiding Pakistanis. Ever since the last seventies when we gave an opportunity to Indian, Sri Lankan and Bangladeshi immigrant workers to prove that they are more hardworking and honest, we have been steadily losing access to jobs in Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf. The end result is that there has been a beeline towards Europe and, in particular, the United States, on forged passports, valid passports with forged visas, forged passports with forged visas and valid visas on passports that have had photographs changed, or as stowaways on trains, planes and automobiles, and every which way possible. People who used bogus travel documents or overstayed abroad are the ones responsible for long queues outside unfriendly embassies in Islamabad.. 

Today the shoe is sadly on the other foot. Many of my countrymen who caused all those queues to grow endlessly are now being forcibly repatriated. The people who are now being deported from the United States and compelled to come back have been financially and emotionally devastated and may never be able to readjust. We have only ourselves to blame. Over the last few years, the nation has been totally indifferent as vested interests within the government and extremist groups took it upon themselves to set and follow an agenda for the majority and have presently made it practically impossible for immigrants, whether legal or illegal, to earn a livelihood in decent societies like decent human beings. 

Expatriates coming back home against their choice have lost economic opportunities, and many have been split from their families, all because of bigoted fellow Pakistanis who want to wage a war against the rest of the world without sufficient cause. The good Government of Pakistan, too preoccupied to remain in power, has not bothered to weigh the long-term consequences of its skewed policies and we now stand out as pariahs in the international community not only as a country but also as individuals. 

We should be grateful to the Americans for arranging passage back home for those kicked out. When illegal immigrants are arrested in our country, we dump them in the jail and then and then, as exemplified by the first NAB prosecutor-general, “forget about them”. Instead of putting our heads down and trying to figure out where and why we have gone wrong, we criticise the Americans, for example, for setting up immigration counters at exit points and obtaining advance permission to leave. The Americans did not care who left the country as long as they went. Now they want to find out why people departing were there and what they were doing, and we grumble about it. We can’t get out of our own country and when we are fortunate to do so, it is just as difficult to get back in. People say we have become an American colony and that we have relinquished our sovereignty. I am tempted to use the hackneyed cliché that when rape is inevitable one might as well enjoy it but I shall not and instead I shall say simply that we have made our bed and we must now lie on it.

In days of yore, most people issued passports managed to obtain visas. Not any more. Passports now gather dust as we end up paying visa fees to every western embassy and have “application received” stamped on successive pages rather than the visa itself. Destruction of the Twin Towers and resulting paranoia in the West as to who should be allowed inside their borders has especially made overseas travel rather improbable. We should not hold it against anyone mind you. Foreign countries have a right to decide whom they should let in and if we have a problem with that, we can simply reciprocate and close our borders to all such people. But we can’t do that, can we? So, we should learn to live with it.

This brings me to the needless controversy about machine-readable passport and a certain missing detail. It is compliance to international standards. Machine-readable passports are designed to facilitate international travel and eliminate, as much as possible, forgeries and misuse of valid visas. This is merely another aspect of globalisation and should contribute to restoring credentials of international travellers from Pakistan. Those campaigning against deletion of the religion column have raised an issue they know nothing about. I am simply amazed the government is somewhat embarrassed at the omission of the religion column rather than explaining factors necessitating the deviation. 

The main feature of the machine-readable passport is the personalisation page, which must conform to parameters laid down by the ICAO (International Civil Aviation Organisation) that we are bound by covenant to comply with. This passport will be swiped at all airports around the world, in due course, and shall facilitate the global traveller. Needless to add that it shall by and large dispense with having to wait a month of Sundays in queues at international arrival counters. 

ICAO had prescribed six zones or columns for the personalisation page and member states have limited choice in filing information inside these spaces. It is only in the second column that the passport holder’s religion could have been inserted and this is being used, and quite correctly, to show parentage or the name of the spouse of married women. There is naturally logic behind this decision. Since a very small percentage of the population uses surnames, establishing a person’s identity becomes a nightmare. Secondly, the parentage or name of the spouse of a woman has to be displayed to enable her to proceed to Saudi Arabia for Hajj or Umra with a mehram.
The new passport is rather a breath of fresh air. It does away with the nuisance of filling out long forms that ask intrusive questions and require proof that I am indeed alive and breathing. It has brought the demise of the passport agent and pimps outside Passport Offices too. You simply pay the requisite fee and then glide from one counter to another, appear before machines and return a few days later to pick up a passport that opens correctly and does not embarrass when held the wrong way by immigration clerks abroad. 


What the government has also not clarified is that Pakistan was the only country to indicate religion on passports. Furthermore, this was not always the case and the religion column was in fact added when Zia courted Islamisation, largely as a personal agenda, to justify power he had usurped. Even the Saudi passport does not show the religion of the passport-holder. So what is all this fuss about? The objecting mullahs do not speak for the nation. They don’t represent especially those that are educated and understand how far the religious extremists have driven us away from the rest of the world. 

The main argument put forward by the rabid mullahs is that Pakistan’s non-Muslims might visit Saudi Arabia and enter the holy places. If the rest of the world can travel to Saudi Arabia with passports that do not indicate the religion of the traveller and yet non-Muslims are thereafter prevented by Saudi authorities from entering the holy places, we should have enough faith in the Saudi enforcement system to rest assured, for example, that the Bishop of Lahore, no offence intended, will not be able to beat the system.

The government is presently using the fire exit and machine-readable passports are being stamped in Urdu to show religion. Whether I am a Muslim or not is no one’s business. Religion is a private affair and I have my own pact with God and if that is violated God will duly punish me. I would, therefore, suggest that the government should end this controversy and in the true spirit of democracy, ask applicants whether they wish to have religion indicated on passports. I wouldn’t want it if granted the choice --- not in Urdu, not in Swahili and definitely not in machine-readable syntax.

The Stallion of Uncle Kanjan

The News, January 8, 2005

Mamoon Kanjan, a small town near Faisalabad, is not known for thoroughbred horses. In fact, I have been unable to locate a prize winner that may have even the remotest connection with this curiously named town. And yet a section of the Urdu press reports there is definitely a stallion in the environs. This stud, Mirza Akram Mughal, has sired as many as twenty-six children, so far, from just two wives and aims to have fifty children, with a little help from additional wives and I suspect moonlighting neighbours. 

 This moron has twenty-one children from his first wife, who is still with him (where else can she go?) and five from another who has run away fearing perhaps she was destined for the same devastating fate. I am afraid I have failed to discover what this idiot does for a living and how he feeds twenty-six children and how the couple can put up with so much noise and demands from this enormous crop. What is even more interesting is that the first wife is perfectly okay with her misguided husband’s extravagant plans of expanding his flock well beyond four dozen and is in fact feverishly searching for women that can bear more children for the nincompoop and provide her some respite. 

As if it was necessary to explain, the ninny has clarified he is opposed to family planning and aims to produce this abnormally large family to enlarge the Ummah so that Islam can triumph over the rest of humanity. The bonehead hopes that maybe one of his progeny can become a mujahid or a wali and possibly a saviour so as to lead the Ummah out of adversity. The dolt plans to marry, over and over again, to procreate with reckless abandon and attain his target of at least fifty children, a magical number perhaps influenced by that vital statistic so cherished by tail-enders in cricket that the entire nation is so much enamoured with without having anything to show for the love of the game. 

I am afraid I cannot also tell you the ages or age groups of these two dozen plus children but basic arithmetic and a few intelligent guesses can come in handy here. Assuming that the halfwit remarried when the first wife either refused to bear more children or exhausted reproductive cells, and knowing that the second wife bore him five children, and assuming further that the pinhead wasted no time at all in setting out on his disastrous course of action when he married the first time, the rule of the thumb tells us, presuming there have been no twins, the eldest from the first wife should be at least sixteen years old and the youngest should be around five. By the same token, the five children from the second wife are between a few months and under five.

That is a lot of young children running around the house and expecting their feather-brained dad to give them a ride on the back. If that is indeed so, the twerp’s back must have broken by now after having given piggy-backs to countless little ones. Research by people that had nothing better to do tells us that the average toddler makes about eighty demands a day. Although demands decrease as children grow older, the ability of parents to fulfil their needs reduces disproportionately. The more children there are, the more difficult it becomes for parents to satisfy them. The twit under discussion has been in thick soup for quite some time and if he has been able to settle the needs of his children or kept them quiet after offering a mere mite, or absolutely nothing, I take off my hat, which I don’t wear much for fear of taking it off for others. 

It naturally follows that the children must have twenty-six different names. Therefore, the blockhead presently has the unique opportunity of naming his children with a name starting with each letter of the English alphabet. Do they really have names, I dare ask, or do they have numbers from one to twenty-six? It would be simple to really serialise your children when you have so many. Numbers are easy to remember, names are not. This reminds me of a tribe in the idyllic Indonesian island of Bali where they have only four names for boys. No, I am quite serious. I been there! Should a family have five sons, the youngest and the eldest have the same names and so on and so forth.

Let us assume that this ignoramus manages to reach that magical figure of fifty and assume further that all his children are sons. If the mooncalf had been born in Bali, and we as a nation would have been fortunate if that had happened, there shall be twelve boys with the same name in his family. A rather confusing state of affairs I must add. Perhaps this is precisely the reason that the Balinese tribe prefers not have more than four sons to avoid the confusion of having two boys with the same name in the family. This is a useful family planning device and considering that we shun family planning due to a misplaced religious inclination, we should borrow this custom from our Balinese friends to cut down the growing population.


All said and that, it is a criminal waste of energy. I wonder whether the clown has any strength left to provide for his family. Full marks though to the second wife who broke free from the imbecile before it was too late otherwise she too would have been shackled in eternal servitude like the first spouse. I am sure that I am not the only one sorry for the first wife. Giving birth to twenty-one kids is no cinch. Bearing and raising countless children is an onerous task and she deserves a medal from all nations that award martial performance.  


Although I have no doubt that the dunce will manage to achieve that target of fifty children in due course, I am rather sceptical whether the numskull can produce a mujahid or a wali as he presupposes. After all, the child of daft parents can hardly be expected to be wise. What will happen to all these children and would the Stallion of Mamoon Kanjan have enough strength left to work and earn a livelihood to raise them into civilised human beings? Or is he already a pauper and is under the rather erroneous impression that the Almighty Allah shall duly provide for them? God helps only those who help themselves (and I am not talking here about thieves!) The poor have no entertainment. They don’t have televisions and cable and DVDs or clubs to go to and the only thing they do is make babies that become a burden on society. When such parents realise they cannot afford to raise them, they send them to madrassahs where these children are brainwashed and trained in a somewhat dangerous form of entertainment: that of blowing other people up. That is a good measure of reducing population. Perhaps there is some method in this madness after all.

There’s No Place Like A Jail
The News, January 15, 2005


It had been rather ominously quiet for some time but it couldn’t last, could it? The Frontier Government is back in the news and what has been done up north is somewhat of a conundrum. It could both be a positive development or yet another wayward step in the wrong direction. From the day Akram Durrani grew a beard on becoming the chief minister, the Frontier Province has been a source of comic relief for the rest of the country and grave concern for the rest of the world.

First of all, Frontier Province banned alcohol. This was a rude awakening. We were quite unaware alcohol was served from the tap or available off the shelf across from Attock. Although alcohol was already forbidden throughout the country when the ban was clamped, the mullahs went the extra mile and prohibited it also for those people whose God has promised them nectar and ambrosia both in life and beyond. Ironically, this lesser evil was perceived as more lethal than certain other vices that are peculiar to that region, such as smuggling, abduction, sodomy, honour killings and drug trafficking.

 
Second of all, the mullahs enforced Islam, regardless of the fact that we are the most Islamic country in the world. We even have our religion showing up in our passports when we travel abroad. By virtue of that of course we are often asked to step aside and submit to detailed security checks. Then came certain restrictions on women in the job market and all the fuss about co-education and scarves. Finally, the federal government had to step in when the provincial government sponsored its young roughnecks to tear down billboards showing female models in major urban centres. A lot more may have happened that may have escaped our scrutiny. 


The latest ingenuity from the Frontier Province is the decision to allow three conjugal visits a year to convicts’ spouses. Unfortunately, that is about all. The official communiqué does not say whether this privilege shall be available to female convicts too. Since the government spokesman has stated simply that facilities shall be developed in larger prisons to allow women to make conjugal visits to their spouses, we can safely presume the mullahs have once again trampled on women’s rights. The most beautiful thing about this policy, however, is that it has not been criticised, simply because the criticising business has of late become the domain of the mullahs only.


The penal system has come a long way over the centuries. From penal colonies at obscure and prohibitive places like the Devil’s Island and dumping convicts on the American and Australian mainland to the modern open jails, societies have attempted various innovations to punish as well as reform those who perpetrate crimes against society. It was about time we broke rank from the obsolete colonial system of punishment. At first glance, the Frontier seems to have made a bold, pragmatic decision, despite seemingly militating against the rights of women, and it would appear to have a number of advantages. 

Men in captivity for long periods of time tend to drift towards homosexuality, even though this is quite a favourite pastime if not a vocation in that particular neck of the woods. Secondly, having a man in jail and with limited prospects of his imminent return, it is hard also for some spouses to preserve chastity for indefinite periods of time. Thirdly, men that had little opportunity to sire children while they were free shall now be able to engender, never mind that the child thus born may never have the opportunity to see his father outside of captivity.


But then again, why allow children to be born who shall never ever see their fathers roaming the streets as free men? Why bring children into this world when there is no father figure at home to groom them into decent human beings? Why allow men that may never be let out of jail to beget children? Wouldn’t the genes thus passed on compel such offspring to emulate their fathers and embark on careers the fathers excelled at? A child without a parent is a lost soul and the mere knowledge that he is the product of a social outcast could prevent him from growing into a responsible human being. Most significantly, the facility could lead to a spate of marriages of sentenced criminals. Further, there is always the possibility that convicts, in connivance with pliable jail officials, might permit girlfriends or prostitutes to masquerade as wives and transform the comfort rooms into official brothels instead.


Whatever the merits or disadvantages of the enterprise of the Frontier Government, there is definitely a need to reform the prison system. In the early seventies, the provincial Minister for Jails in the Punjab announced he would establish a vast network of jails throughout the province. Ever since he shot himself in the foot by stating so in rather ineloquent terms, few have discussed jails and prisoner welfare. The mullahs have dared to go where no man has gone before, in this country at least, and who knows, they just might manage to eliminate one dangerous element from the jails, that of sexual frustration and perversity, but much more needs to be done really. 


Plans are on the drawing board to construct comfort rooms in the main prisons and the government is putting together rules and procedures to regulate visits to enable exercise of conjugal rights. All said and done, there is enough merit in this decision for serious consideration and further fine-tuning by remaining provinces. It is about time too that we should look at other aspects of prison reforms. There is no concept of minimum security prisons in this country. For that matter, there are no maximum security prisons either and it is relatively easy to break in or break out or take hostages. Those that need to be punished must go to the worst prisons but those that have committed innocuous or white-collar crimes should be confined to cosier quarters. 

Developed countries take pains to mend people who end up incarcerated with a conscious rehabilitation plan that dovetails with keeping dangerous, undesirable people off the streets. While lesser offenders must be penalised for misdemeanours, there are liberal policies for such inmates. For example, prisoners are often let out during daytime to attend to businesses or visit home, provided they do not neglect to report by the appointed time at night. There are open jails for criminals unlikely to escape. These cost less to maintain since there is minimal expense on security. The most serious problem facing the country as far as the penal system is concerned is that of over-crowding. 

The problem of over-crowding has been resolved magnificently in Scandinavia. During times of limited space availability in the jails, minor offenders are tendered an option to either serve time immediately or serve less time at a future date at their convenience. Probation is a useful advice not only to ease pressure on jails but also to assess whether a convict is sufficiently reformed to become a productive part of the society once again. There is an endless list of what is wrong with the system and too much time has elapsed in ignoring maladies that beset the prison regime. Needless to add that the Frontier has taken a major stride and there is call for the remaining governments to react in the like manner. 

Yet Another Royal Pain
The News, January 29, 2005


Britain is buzzing these days in the wake of yet another addition to a series of royal gaffes. Prince Harry recently attended a costume party donning a Nazi uniform. If that wasn’t enough, there was a swastika as an armband just to confirm that yes he was indeed not naive enough to have got his attire mixed up. He could have done better. Rather than pretending to be Rommel, who is somewhat revered by the British despite having been ultimately outfoxed by Montgomery, Harry could have made entrance as Goering or Goebbels or Mengele or even Adolf himself! 

The British royal family is continuously the subject of public scrutiny, especially by tabloids that burn midnight oil to put the royals on the front page in less than complimentary posture. Although the vast majority of the British citizenry adores the Queen and will fight tooth and nail to preserve monarchy, grossly redundant as it may appear, yet there are many that are somewhat bemused by royal antics. Given the steady progression of royal impertinence, it might not be too long before anti-royalists cultivate a larger constituency of sympathetic ears. 

The public is by and large appalled. After all, Germany, despite fusion of Europe and elimination of ideological and physical frontiers within much of the continent, does not have very many friends in the United Kingdom. It will take a few more generations for the wounds of the two world wars to fully heal. Understandably, there has been a royal outcry, so to say. However, the reaction from the Palace was less than apologetic. While the offender was far from contrite, Prince Charles threw a vanguard around him by stating categorically that the boy was being needlessly pilloried for a minor prank and that there was no call to tender an apology, despite pressure even from frontline politicians, including Tory leader Michael Howard. Such was the indignation that there were demands from within the European Union for a directive to ban sale and display of Nazi memorabilia.

The Prince of Wales ruled out too any possibility that the young prince would display his remorse at the faux pas by appearing at Auschwitz to commemorate sixtieth anniversary of liberation of the concentration camp. And yet the controversy escalated to such an extent that the prince at the end of the day was compelled to submit a semblance of apology. It came in the form of a statement laying down that Harry rued any offence or embarrassment he had caused and realised it was a poor choice of costume. The apology has not been readily accepted by many critics who believe there is sufficient cause for a personal public apology rather than communication of regret through a robotic spokesman. 

It all happened at a fancy dress bash brandishing the theme of Natives and Colonialists. Prince Harry was fortunate not to have picked up an SS-uniform for the occasion, which was offered to him at the costume hire shop that would have effectively set the cat amongst the pigeons and further eroded the royal family’s faltering credibility. Harry mercifully opted instead for Rommel’s Afrika Korps attire. Curiously enough, the swastika was not standard issue for Afrika Korps regalia and Prince Harry, despite his spell at Eton, does not seem to be fully conversant with history. Perhaps the impending spell at Sandhurst will enrich him suitably. Without the swastika, Harry would perhaps have escaped unscathed. All said and done, it is rather curious that Harry neglected to anticipate the furore his dress selection may perpetrate. At the same time, Prince William, who shared the ride with him for the evening, failed to check his younger brother or anticipate possible fallout. It is also quite possible that he may have viewed it with wicked pleasure, considering that the two brothers are not known to be too close.


There was naturally a horde of choices for the young prince to abide by the theme of the party, given that colonialism lasted centuries and we poor natives have been around far longer. Preparing for natives and colonialists is not exactly an insurmountable challenge. It was not, for example, as onerous as imagining the regular outfit in a far-off planet of a remote galaxy. Harry could have turned up wearing a sari, for example, or masqueraded as a leopard or could even have worn a mere loincloth with a spear in his hand. And yet he lived up to the royal tradition of stirring the hornet’s nest and making a dreadful choice. 

As compared to royalty in the rest of the European continent, scions of the House of Windsor have over the years literally fallen over each other in attempts to earn a bad press. Never mind minor infringements like drink driving, over-speeding, conflicts of interest and missing appointments, royal marriages have especially misfired in a mysterious pattern. Princess Anne, the most down-to-earth of the queen’s children, divorced and remarried. Prince Andrew broke up with Sarah Ferguson, and lived for quite some time in the same house with her. And of course, everyone knows about Diana and Charles’s romantic liaison with Camilla Parker Bowles. Not to be left behind, this was not the first instance that Harry made the papers. The British public has yet to forget how the paparazzi captured images of the young man as he fell out of a nightclub onto the pavement following a drink too many.

Whatever the public reaction, the theme of the fancy dress party is rather amusing, if not offensive. The common man in the United Kingdom is rather weary of immigrants as an undesirable legacy of colonialism whereas immigrants rightfully view it as a positive externality and the debt colonialists had to repay. On the other hand, the British elite, which has been the principal beneficiary of imperialism, organise events with a rather nostalgic motif of natives and colonialists just to remind them of lost glories of imperialism, which we know in fact as enslavement of less fortunate people that were caught unaware by advances in artillery, firepower, guile and avarice. 

The Long Road Ahead

The News, February 5, 2005

After fifty years of manhandling, the Iraqis finally had a taste of multiparty elections on Sunday. Although there were no independent observers to authenticate neutrality of the campaign, polling does appear to have been largely free and fair. Consequently, there is little premium on accusations from those political factions that called for a boycott simply because elections were being conducted by occupation forces having vested interests. 

Security concerns warranted that identities of contestants competing for office should be withheld till the end of January, which would tend to raise concerns about choices available to voters. Preliminary signs indicate that turnout has been more than seventy percent, which compares quite favourably with the last Iraqi election that witnessed an incredible hundred percent voter turnout and a perfect score for Saddam. National Assembly seats will be allocated to more than eleven hundred political entities on basis of proportion of votes received. The United Iraqi Alliance, a Shiite electoral slate supported by Ayatollah Sistani, and the Iraqi List, a secular coalition steered by interim Prime Minister Ayad Allawi, are expected to collect a majority of the seats. Kurdish parties, representing twenty percent of the nation, will perform well too since elections will bring forth long-awaited political stability in Kurdish areas. 

The traditionally potent Sunni minority will almost certainly lose political clout by staying away from the ballot and fears of violence in Sunni areas. Thus there will be questions asked whether the assembly is wholly representative of the Iraqi nation. Boycott by Sunni factions and threats from insurgents that they would “wash the streets with voters’ blood” kept substantial voters indoors. Accordingly, extensive security measures had to be put in place and 15,000 soldiers patrolled Baghdad alone, in tandem with bans on travel and weapons. As events turned out, these were hardly idle threats as spates of attacks on Sunday left at least twenty-nine people dead. 
While the assembly will perform as parliament with authority to legislate and elect a president and two deputies, leading to the appointment of prime minister, framing the constitution shall be the immediate item on the agenda. The constitution must be approved by August and ratified thereafter through a nation-wide referendum by October. Elections under the new constitution could be called by the end of the year. Needless to say that whatever the eventual outcome of the vote count, the elections mark a landmark achievement for Bush and his international coalition who have been embroiled in a bloody insurgency since walking over Saddam. 

Impartial elections have been held. Job done, as the Brits especially would say. Not quite yet, according to Americans though. Regardless of latest information that Iraq abandoned its chemical weapons programme as long back as 1991 and we know that no weapons of mass destruction have so far been found nor are likely to be unearthed, the Americans plan to stay. A call made by Democrat Senator Edward Kennedy for Bush to present a roadmap for withdrawal of troops, and to pull out at least 12,000 troops in the first instance, has been brushed aside as mere frivolity by Republican hawks. 
There are visible concerns in the U.S. whether coalition troops are any safer after elections even if they provide a mere supportive role to indigenous security forces. A U.N. mandate calls for presence of multinational forces to be reviewed in June, unless the Iraqi government specifically requests a review earlier. Despite 1,433 American casualties since the start of the war, and the ominous possibility that fatalities could grow in if occupation is not rolled back, the cowboys are in no hurry to board a plane back home. The message has gone out loud and clear that there will be no significant troop reductions until ground conditions are ripe to allow withdrawal. 

Condoleezza Rice has stated categorically that there is no question of a timeframe to recall American troops and explained that the issue of how long such troops will continue to romp around in Iraq is linked with the time-scale of equipping Iraq with the wherewithal to police a democratic, stable environment. As if it means anything, she mentioned that the United States could discuss need for outside security forces with the newly elected Iraqi government. This should really be read as a possible surge in troop presence in the occupied country.
Rice has informed that about 120,000 Iraqi security personnel including more than 50,000 police who have so far been trained do not constitute sufficient capacity to maintain law and order. What this essentially means is that a larger, well-equipped and indoctrinated Iraqi armed force would have the dual function of not only preserving peace but also to interfere with the democratic process should there be signs of divergence from long-term American objectives. 

Coalition forces in Iraq include about 24,000 troops from other countries. There are increasing indications that most of the twenty-eight coalition partners had been waiting for elections and not deployment of trained Iraqi forces to start calling soldiers back home. If that should happen, the Americans are prepared to go it alone. It will naturally cost the Americans heavily in financial terms to continue presence in Iraq. There appears to be an unaffordable budget gap to fund the cost of keeping American troops in Iraq and Congress will have to sanction huge appropriations to finance extended stay. 
The Iraqi nation has suffered enough misery over the last two decades under a brutal dictatorship, two wars, extremely tough economic sanctions and the ultimate insult of foreign occupation. What lies ahead is another rough ride. There are calls for Sunnis to defy a Shiite government that will be formed to frame the constitution and hold fresh elections under a new social contract. The elected government must, therefore, gain credibility by inviting those parties that refused to be a part of the election process to participate in writing the constitution and provide a basis for a more definitive and inclusive election. Iraq is burdened with fast deteriorating sectarian and ethnic divides between the Sunnis and Shias and between the Kurds and everyone else that can create insurmountable obstacles on the path to political and economic stability. Most significantly, the nation must bear the bane of foreign occupation especially since it would seem that the Americans could be dislodged only through divine intervention.

The Blizzard of ‘05
The News, February 19, 2005

The north eastern seaboard remains shrouded in snow for the last few weeks. Boston was amongst cities blessed with what has been dubbed as the Blizzard of ’05. The Americans are good with numbers, as if you did not know. Continuous snow poured down for more than forty-eight hours as January closed and more followed a few days later, accumulating snow above midget level, should you excuse the unintended slur. 

Much of the snow is still there, as white as snow (what else!) but small hillocks along the roads have unfortunately turned grey because of pollution and slush thrown kerbsides by vehicles that just had to tarnish the pristine cover for reasons right or wrong. After three weeks, many vehicles hidden under snow still sit obstinately unmolested, property no doubt of cautious drivers that discount parking tickets against hazards of motoring under perilous conditions.

Crossing out those that refuse to commune with mankind, everyone was aware a storm was ahead and made appropriate preparations. Shovels were out to deal with mischief. In this neck of the woods, residents and businesses must clear sidewalks under law to the extent of the portion of their sidewalk. The last thing a sensitised citizen wants is for a sensitised adversary to take a dive on virgin snow in front of his abode or establishment, and despatch him to the cleaners. Americans love to sue and lawyers encourage them through frequent television advertisements to sustain injuries from extraneous negligence so that they can file for substantial damages. 

Weathermen, assisted by state-of-the-art satellites littering space that failed to notice the tsunami, were spot on. People planning trips stayed at home. Municipalities geared to meet the challenge mounted by climate. Mother Nature reacted to make life miserable for those humans under the erroneous impression they were smart enough to counter every conceivable nuisance. Flights were cancelled. Airports were closed. Buses declined to ply despite perfectly safe highways that were instantly swept. America’s wondrous double-decker trains ran late. A state of emergency was declared in almost every town and city bombarded by the blizzard. Schools, colleges and universities remained closed, except for the Kennedy School of Government that was entertaining forty-seven senior Pakistani civil servants to teach them largely what they had already learnt under the able tutelage of sheer adversity.

The Americans are as incompetent as we are. Or let’s just say, as a compromise, that none can match uncertainties of nature. Roads could not be cleared in time due to the absolute mass of the white stuff, there were burst pipes in thousand of homes and public drains just could not cope, including the one at the subway station servicing Fenway Park, the home of the Boston Red Sox that somehow managed to win the World Series, the Holy Grail of Baseball, regardless of the fact that it is not a world series at all because no countries are involved!

There was a major burst of drains in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that houses Harvard and MIT, two of the best educational institutions in the world and which expend too much energy telling jokes about each other the way the Brits knock the Poles and the Irish. Incidentally, Corporate America has yet to gain a foothold in Cambridge, a municipality with prohibitive rents, absence of rent regimes, obsessive land-use regulations and restrictions on signage that have obstructed, for example, MacDonalds, Pizza Hut and Burger King, amongst others, from blighting the environs.
Despite the intellectual and historic opulence of Boston, I had written in, marked down and pledged my first weekend to New York. Everyone I called in the Big Apple though immediately talked of being snowbound and that it would be white as hell! As for me, if hell is white, I wanna go there before my time! Better to catch it early, so to say. What it actually meant was we would not be able to drive to Atlantic City where I would have lost some of the money saved due to more than generous Kennedy School hospitality. Anyhow, I bussed down nonetheless and stayed indoors the entire weekend, except for a brief walk down the street to shop at the neighbourhood pet emporium for my German Shepherd who won a minor prize in a dog show recently and would have done better if she had not been fat due to parental indulgence. And naturally I did not get to visit Columbia University where I spent two glorious years as a mature student surrounded by young undergrads that brought babies into the class whenever they failed to find babysitters. Incidentally, it was there that I rediscovered my passion for writing, or inadequacies thereof. 

And when I returned to Cambridge, there was three feet of snow grinning at me, as compared to one foot of the same ilk that had effectively wrecked my plans to paint the town red in New York. The city and its denizens tried to reclaim the city. Snow-ploughs, bobcats, snow-blowers and shovels were busy for days. Within a day or two, life was rather back to normal. Though radio and television continued to talk about snow but the usual suspects were soon back in the news: rape victims, street crime, economic and social cost of the Iraq war, graphic details of domestic violence and other erratic behaviour usually associated with free, tolerant societies. The north-east being predominantly Roman Catholic, there were concerns about the hospitalisation and re-hospitalisation of the Pope. 

The foul weather almost dampened the Super Bowl, the Holy Grail of American Football. The Patriots were in the final. New England expected its favourite sons to win the crown at a canter. In the relative comfort of Jacksonville, Florida, the boys downed their rivals from Philadelphia on Sunday, to win the event thrice in four years, sending a wave of jubilation across New England. A terribly complicated game, I sat through the match, not understanding much but rooting for the Patriots. At the end, I quickly subscribed to the definition of the game rendered by a certain Harvard professor, a delightfully wicked South American of Venezuelan extraction and IMF-persuasion, who believes American football is violence punctuated with committee meetings. Let me hasten to add that I say “wicked” a la Ali G lest that delicious Harvard professor, with the aid of pro bono professors from the Harvard Law School, should elect to sue me for inappropriate remarks!

An Elephant in the Bathtub
The News, February 26, 2005

Lady Barbara Ward (1914-81), a leading British economist who addressed various issues of under-development, epitomised Britain’s uneasy alliance with the United States when she quipped it was like “being in the bathtub with an elephant”. These prophetic words came prior to the collapse of the bipolar world following which co-existence with the elephant became even less palatable for allies. According to Graham Allison, former Assistant Secretary of State, nuclear disarmament expert and currently a nuclear terrorism expert at Harvard, the Americans have at the turn of the century emerged as the strongest and richest nation in history, more potent than even the Roman and British empires at their zenith, despite the growing public debt and trade gap. 

What is alarming is not that the elephant has never been stronger but rather that it is more than willing to splash around with cheerful alacrity and total disregard for fatal or non-fatal mistakes in attainment of its objectives. To put it succinctly, the Americans dominate if not dictate the so-called western conscience, whether it relates to environmental, economic or strategic issues, in the cut and thrust world of geopolitics. President Bush, in his latest State of the Union address, has demonstrated that very American might by persistently pointing a finger at the “axis of evil”, countries supposedly protecting terrorists and attempting to tip the delicate nuclear balance and has identified North Korea, Iran and Syria as nations harbouring not only nuclear ambitions but also with the dangerous propensity to sponsor cross-border terrorism. This was hardly a case of looking askance; it is far more serious than that.


Statements by Syria and Iran that they will resist American aggression are rather meaningless when we reflect at the ease with which the Americans and their dubious international coalition have swept across Afghanistan and Iraq in recent times. There have been some significant developments in the nuclear context since Bush’s address to the nation. Iran has not provided sufficient assurances to the IAEA regarding the pledge to demilitarise its atomic programme, North Korea has expressed an unequivocal desire to develop nuclear capability and the Time magazine has run a comprehensive cover story on Dr. Qadeer Khan’s freelance network that transferred sensitive technology and hardware to North Korea, Libya and Iran.


Time magazine’s exclusive on Pakistan’s nuclear programme and Dr. Khan’s wheeling-dealing is rather naïve. It elects to make no reference to India’s needless decision to go nuclear and Pakistan’s compelling circumstances to follow suit and acquire an “equaliser” as a deterrent to possible Indian adventurism. After all, George Fernandes remarked soon after the Indian nuclear tests that Pakistan must now view its eastern neighbour “through different eyes”. Most people in the west, and especially the Americans, have selective knowledge about Pakistan and focus merely on extreme negative publicity, much of our own creation unfortunately, associated with our disastrous courtship of the Taliban, unrestrained tolerance of abounding jihadi organisations and failing to anticipate flourishing sanctuaries in the tribal belt for remnants of the Al-Qaeda terrorists. 


President Bush has again underlined Pakistan’s invaluable contribution to the war on terror. This has to be taken with a grain of salt, as life in the same bathtub with an elephant requires constant shifting to find breathing space. In the wake of Time magazine exclusive, there is dire need to undertake damage control measures and assure western think tanks that Pakistan is not the perceived failed state or that we are an irresponsible people. There is growing apprehension in the west that sufficient controls are not in place to ensure that the sub-continent’s small nuclear arsenal remains in secure, able hands. Secondly, it has to be suitably explained that Qadeer Khan’s racketeering was in no way in line with stated national policies. Finally, it is perhaps the last opportunity to purge elements within the institutional framework that led the nation down the garden path and effectively distanced the country from the comity of civilised nations.


There seems to be little doubt that the Americans can move in on the Koreans and the budding Iranian-Syrian coalition without hesitation. The American Government would not countenance allowing membership of the nuclear club to countries marked down as unstable. Having unilaterally assumed the role of a tough global policeman, the Americans have taken it upon themselves to set standards for the rest of the world, with terrorism and nuclear proliferation foremost on the agenda. Statements by Secretary of State Condeleezza Rice that there are no plans to chasten Syria, Iran and North Korea are hardly credible when other pointers from this hawkish Republican have gone out emphatically that preventive, and corrective, action would be within the realms of possibility.


Whereas the rest of the world may have grudgingly accepted an eight-member nuclear club, proliferation watchdogs are perfectly aware that detonation of a nuclear advice by India promptly led to Pakistan’s tests and expansion of the nuclear club from six to eight within a matter of days. Thus a North Korean nuclear test could have a similar domino effect and result in further expansion. Allison is of the view that there could be a “cascade” of nuclear tests should North Korea go nuclear, and that both South Korea and Japan would most surely review their nuclear policies. Most significantly, if Japan becomes nuclear, it could perpetrate nuclear escalation in the region reminiscent of the American and Soviet nuclear programmes of the fifties that centred on bizarre concepts such as “massive retaliation” and “mutually assured destruction (MAD)”. American perceptions of possible fallout of North Korean nuclear adventurism in the shape of a domino effect are a possibility, but not a probability. The Japanese, scarred by Hiroshima and Nagasaki, are too decent a nation in the twenty-first century to follow suit and contemplate rearming or taking the nuclear route. 

North Korea has lately been rather quiet amid hectic diplomatic initiatives that may coerce it to rollback its nuclear programme. North Korea could at least renounce its avowed policy to acquire nuclear weapons, considering especially that there has been a conspicuous absence of supportive statements out of Beijing for its north-eastern protégé. North Korea shall not heed any advice and if it does go ahead and attain its nuclear ambitious, it will be merely to rollback or at least soft-pedal its nuclear programme thereafter. The Americans see the North Koreans as potential traders of nuclear bombs, basically on the basis of evidence that it provided sufficient quantities of uranium hexaflouride to Libya to develop nuclear capability in combination with drawings supplied by the Qadeer Khan network. The bottom line, however, is that the North Koreans, Iran and Syria may not be in the bathtub with the elephant but being outside could prove to be much more hazardous. 
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