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A Voice that Still Reverberates

by Rahat Fahmida

L1

Abbasuddin’s was a hauntingly original voice. His motivating tune said of the gentle air and
rain, made flowers of spring blossom and birds sing. They stirred men to make religious

pilgrimages in grateful thank

BOUT 69 years back a
A daring young boy

hurricd his way to
Calcutta from Balarampur.
This was a village about 12
miles away from a Southern
town of Bengal — Kuch Bihar.
His intentions were not to
hunt for a job, as was common
with most. But it was to
record his songs. He knew
nothing about playing any mu-

sical instruments, nor did he _

have any formal training in
music itself. Even then he had
the courage and confidence to
go in for his own records. And
he was not wrong at all. The
Gramophone company knew
his worth after his first record,
which captivated the people as
soon as it was introduced' in
the market. And the name of
Abassuddin Ahmed was all
around. In his first record he
had two modern Bengali songs:
*Kon berohir nayan jole,”
and
"Saran pare O Ga priya.”
Abassuddin’s name at this
time, f.e. around 1923-24 was
like the coming of a new
spring. It was a hauntingly
original voice. The lines he
sang spoke of the rain that
stirred and awakened the
earth. The coming of spring is
an occasion for joy and grati-
tude that men’'s lives are part
of the cycle of nature. His mo-
tivating tune said of the gentle
air and rain made flowers of
blossom and birds sing.
and stirred men to make
religious piigrimages in grate-
ful thanks to God. The quality
" of his voice hel one to hear
the more clearly buoyant joy-
fulness of Bengall villagers.
Talking to Ferdousi
Rahman, the great singer’'s
only daughter, on the occasion
of hig 90th birthday, she said,
- music all around me
from my very childhood. But it

was never im on me or

any of my two brothers,
Mostala Kamal, or Mostafa
Zaman Abbassi. He was an

ideal father. As long as he was
alive he was my best [riend.”
Looking into her father's his-
tory she went on to talk about
the artist's childhood. She
smiled as she said, °| had two
grandmothers. that is . Boro
Dadi and Chhoto Dadi. | really
can not give much details
about my Boro Dadi's children.
But my father was the cldest
son of my Chhoto Dadi. who
had five other sons and a
daughter just older to my fa-
ther.” His father, late Zafar All
Ahmed, was a noled lawyer

HE dull sound of heavy
artillery in the distance
was in sharp contrast
o the shattering crack of rifle
fire just outside my house in
what was hitherto a quiet,

residential arca of ishu,
the capital of So a. The
distant booms, comi [rom
the direction o the

Presidential palace, some five
km away, sometimes shook my
massive two-storied house but
was less alarming than the
sudden burst from a
Kalashnikov rifle only a few
feet away.

Somalia was at war with f1-
self -

Under the best of circum
stance, life in Somalia was
never casy. A vasl incense-
quential country in the north-
east of Africa, it enjoyed mo-
mentary importance during

economic aid to make the
peopic’'s lives ecasier. On the

contrary, as pawns in the cold
war game, they could only sul
fer. Somalla was the benefi

of the military munifi-
cence, first of the East bloc
and then of the West, and re-
sembled an underfed soldier
walking precariously on

spindly legs, carrying a heavy
mortar.
Throughout history, Somalia

was one nation but never one
country. It was not until the
decolontzation in Africa when
the Somali people in British
and Itallan (but not in French.
Ethiopian or territo-
ries] were bro t together
into one country. first adminis-
tered by the United Nations
and only from 1960 by the
Somalis themselves In 1960
General Muzxammad Siad Barre
siaged a coup detat and be-
came the president Although
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With family — wife Lutfunﬁesn, sons Mustafa Kamal nd Mustafa Zaman.ﬁb.l:msi. daughter

Ferdousi and (extreme right) poet Ismail Hossain Shiraji.

and zaminder of Balrampur,
Kuch Bihar, and his aims re-
garding the young, brilliant
Abbasuddin were far from be-
ing in music. He wanted his
son to be a lawyer. and later
expected that he would at least
take up a job in police service.

But young Abassuddin had a
different motive. He popu-
larised the world of folk songs
not only in the villages. but
among the city dwellers, too.
The art of his voice was like
magic. which built a bridge be-
tween the village and urban
pcople in no time.

Ferdousi further added that
Abassuddin wanted the Muslim

community to realisc that sing-
ing and music is not "haraam’.

In this, he wanted Kazi Nazrul
Islam's help In early 1930s. as
he asked. “Kazi Da. why don't
you write some ‘hamd’' and
‘naat’ in Bengali®? His ap
proach was accepted by our
national poet. And within a
very short time the brilliant
music composer had his first
record of ‘hamd’ and ‘naat’
which contained the following
two

Abbasuddin wanted
the Muslim commu-
nity to realise that
music was not
‘haraam.’ In this, he
sought Kazi Nazrul
Islam’s help in the

carly 1930s.

"Ramzaner aye rojar
sheishe elo khusir eid.” and

“Islamer Oye sauda loye. elo
nobin saudagar.”

Alter an initial controversy,
people started responding
They were convinced that
music was an acceptable art,
and through it one could ap-
preciate God and nature. and
thank Him in a similar man-
ner

Abassuddin put before us
the words that writers ol the

-----

past actually wrote. He was not
only an investigator of words
and their changes of form, nor
was he only an investiggtor of
manuscripts and printed ma-
terials. He was sometimes a
philosopher. for he was con-
stantly meeting ideas and con-
stantly discovering how great
minds had gone about the very
difficult business of thinking —
thinking about love, about na-
ture, about youth and age. even
about thought itself. And
sometimes the student of lit-
erature is concerned with reli-
gion. with the deepest and
strongest beliefs that men have
held.

We listen to one of

songs and there furrrém i
an arrangement ol words. We

only hear the song and its mu-
sic — not live people. not solid
bulldings or towering moun-
tains or the endlessly moving
sca — only tune mingled with
simple. meaningful verses. And
yet as we hear him on our
turn-table or cassette player
we can sometimes be so
moved that no one., not the
hisiortan, not the philosopher

his

s to God. The Daily Star remembers the great singer whose birth
anniversary falls on October 27, 1991.

or the psychologist, not even
theologian, can explain all that
we feel happening to us. We
enter a mysterious world that
is both near to us and remote
from us. It is a world in which
we sometimes [ind our own
concerns— our own houpes and
fears, loves and hatreds. It is a
world sometimes so remote
[rom our concerns that we for-
get about them, and return to
them to find that they look dif-
ferent. The world of
Abassuddin’'s music is both
mysteriously near and mysteri-
ously remote, and no one word
can sum up what happens to us
when we enter ft.

What is so inexhaustively
wonderful about his music is
its power to awaken in people
the awareness of life that
did not know they had. When
they understand his work it
was like they discovered pow-
ers of judgment and insight in
themselves that they had not
known they possessed. They
became aware of ranges of ex-
perience that they share, con-
veyed to them in their own

People could not and still
cannot resist what deepens
their sense of these values, any
more than they can resist the
deepening and widecning of
meaning that comes to the
words they know best as they
grow in wisdom and experi-
ence. [t comes perhaps most
often when they hear someone
use familiar words in a distinc-
tive and individual way: in the
sound of an individual voice
they may hear and still go on
hearing fresh meanings that
revive and strengthen the val-
ues we live by,

We begin to hear an original
voice. It reaches us only
through words and lyrics and
somewhat uncertainly, as if it
were muffled in layers of time.
But it is a voice of a particular
person of a close friend in the
next room.

It is, of course. not a voice
that says things we can pre-
dict, as we predict that our
friend in the next room is
starting to tell his [avourile
story. We know that story. We
know too— or can guess {rom
our friend's tone— just what
kind of audience he is telling it
to this time. After all. we know
his style. We know that this
voice raised itsell above the
murmur and babble of hun-
dreds and thousands of voices
in the background. We may not

A SENSE OF
POSITIVE
IDENTITY

by Waheedul Haque

ENGALI Muslims' was
for many years not a
meaningful term as it
had no entity of any kind. Only
a long-enduring and almost
universal discrimination agai-
nst whoever was a Bengali and
called his or her God Allah or
Khoda, pursued them into a
pen of a loose category. That
discrimination was ever so
often accompanied by insulting
derision igniting in the
victim's mind a rage that only
simmered and had no way to
manifest itself. It is that in
the thirties of this century the
Mohammedan Sporting Club,
the daily Azad and Abbasuddin
Ahmed infused in those a
sense of positive identity and a
power of belonging to big
collective whole, taking away
in a big measure from the
state of helplessness of the
Bengali Muslims. While both
Mohammedan Sporting and
the Azad very openly and ef-
fectively pondered to a divisive
and negative brand of mass
psychosis called communalism
and was in due course rejected
by society within forty years of
its all-pervacive sway over the
Bengali nation's mind -- only
Abbasuddin's work lived and
gained in value.

Why did it so happen?
Because all of Abbasuddin's
life's work was true work of art
and art only adds to life rather
than detracting from it in any
way — and adds man to man,
generation to generation and
society to society. Still it is an
irony that it was only because
his musical output was high art

What is so inex-
haustibly wonderful
about his music is its
power to awaken in
people the awareness
of life that they did not
know they had.

know at once the location ol
that background. A [amiliar
voice whose pleasure keeps us
listening for more. We feel that
someone {8 expressing a view
of experience that is individual
and fresh. He composed and
collected because he had to.
no one was so thoughtful in
this field before him. We love
to hear him because we cannot
resist the pleasure of hearing
an individual voice even at this
time.

Escape from Terror

by Kaiser Zaman

A First Person Account of the Civil War in Somalia

the Somalis considered them-
sehves 1o be one nation because
they spoke the same language,
belicved in the same religion
and belonged to the same ra

cial stock, they had an' ex

lremely strong sense of clan
The clannishness of the
Somalis turned out to be more
destructive to national unity
than tribalism or ethnicity in
other countries in the world.
The major clans — the |ssaqgs
in the north, the Hawuyes in
the central region and the
Darods in the South — are sub-
divided into numcrous sub

clans. The complexity of rela

tionships and rivalries among
the clans is mind-boggling

The regime of Siad Barre
was a benevolent dictatorship
in the beginning, but soon
turned to megalomania and v
stons of grandeur. Barre
claimed Ethiopian Ogaden and
northeastern Kenya as part of
greater Somalia. Unhappiness
with lack of Soviet support in
his futfle war with Ethiopia led
him to renounce the East Bloc
in favour of the West. But Lhe
West had begun to lose inter
est in hot Hitle wars con
ducted by Third World dicta
tors bent on increasing per-
sonal power while, weakening
the count The new reality
put an e to Barre's foreign
adventurism and he turned his
attention on his won people —

-

with devastating consec
quences. In the mid-1980's
the northern Somalis, chaling
under the harsh rule of Barre,
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vicws with bullets. Although
Barre belonged to the Marchan
sub-clan of the Darods, other
Darods also felt alienated, and
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Rebels enter Mogadishu before launching an attack.

rcbhelled against him. The re
taliation was ruthless, which
only strengithened the resclve
of the rebels and (nspired
other groups to challenge him
In the absence of ballots, the
dissidents of Somalia did what
dissidents do everywhere -
they began to express their

at least tacitly supported the
growing opposition to nearly
twenly years of the Marehan
monopoly of power. As the
1980's were coming to a close,
the Somall destiny hurtled to
ward self-destruction

| arrived in Mogadishu in
late September 1990 to work

with the United Nations iIn
repatriating hundreds of thou-
sands of Ethiopians who, aflter
spending a decade In dead-end

Throughout his-
tory, Somalia was one
nation but never one
country. It was not
until the decoloniza-
tion in Africa when
the Somali ple in
British Italian
territories were brou-
ght together into one
country, first admi-
nistered by the United

Nations and only
from 1960 by the
Somalis themselves.

refugee camps, had finally cho-

sen to return to their own
country which too was strife
torn. Only a few days before,
the American Ambassador to
Somalia was picnicking on the
beach with (riends when
armed men attacked the party.
Its only significance was that ft

jacking

was the event of the week, for
similar incidents, sometimes
resulting in the killing of for-
cigners, had become a dis-
tressingly regular [eature.
Whenever a resident foreigner
or Somali would talk about the
increasing crime and violence
in Mogadishu, he would ener-
getically add that only six
months ago, maybe a year ago,
Mogadishu was the safest city
in all of Africa. people wistlully
recalled late night parties and
picnics on the beach. | wasn't
sure {f these accounts werce
mecanl to reassurec mc or
frighten me. | had just arrived
to take up a challenging as-
signment. | didn't want to hear
about cars being hifjacked and
people being shot. | countered
by talking about crime in New
York where | lived for many
years. | wanted to deny reality

Within two weeks of my ar-
rival in Somalia, | gontribuled
to a stall collection for the
widow of a former driver who
was killed by bandits, attended
the funeral of an International
Red Cross delegate killed by
rebels and saw several iIn-
stances of mob justice in the
streets. The sea beach had al-
ready been declared out of
bounds for reasons of personal
security and all expatriates
were advised by their security
coordinators to move into res-
idential areas which were con-
sidered more secure.

As | got more involved in
my oew job, | paid less and
less attention to the increas
ingly frequent reports of hi-
of four-wheel drive
vehicles, bandit attacks on
houses, bank heists and high-
way robberies. Even when |
barely escaped a mob attack on
my car for driving to an official
meeting on a day ol opposition
strike, | took it in stride.
Whenever a day without

— throughout the Pakistani
colonial times of cultural aridi-
sation, he was hardly remem-
bered and his work promoted
to reach contemporary atten-
tion. In the twenty years of in-
dependence, the situation
hasn't changed in any signifi-
cant manner. There should
have been a spate of long-play
discs and audio cassettes of his
songs in the commercial mar-
ket and government should
have seen to it that his num-
bers were available also on CD.
None of that has happened and
there is no sign that things
would any day move 'in that di-
rection at all? Why? It is by
things like this that the true
artistic temper of a people of
a historical time can be mea-

sured. And there is no doubt
that we live in a very unflatter-
ing times — in terms of art. By
all standards K. Mullik was a
greater singer than Abba-
suddin. But who remember
him now? Abbasuddin’'s great-
ness lay in groundbreaking and
Mullik was only a great
performer. Abbasuddin intro-
duced three new genres of
Bengali on the gramophone
disc — most popular and effec
tive way to propagate music.

The East Bengal folk.
mainly the Bhatiah form of the
Dhaka-Faridpur region. the
northern folk form of Bhawaia
and the Islamic songs of Nazrul
Islam. And in all three he ex-
<elled and each of his discs
sold by tens of thousands He is
credited to have insisted that
his songs be put on the Twin

-

Abbasuddin Ahmed (1901-
1959).

yellow-label dises of the
cheaper variety so that the
broad masses of the villages
could have access to them. And
they indeed have had it in an
enviably good measure. As of
Bengal. irrespective of reli-
gious affiliations and class dis-
tinctions or urban or rural set-
tings, literally floated on the
sonorous crooning music of
the young man from Cooch
Behar.

If his Islamic songs
touched the soul of the Bengali
Muslim and gave him a sense
of culture and cultural distine-
tion. his Bhatiali and Bhawaitya
— at time classics each them
were — for the first time — and
till today in the most effective
way — brought the rural pas-
toral tunes to the drawing
rooms of the sophisticated ad-
vanced classes of professionals
and other literatti.

The great man's greal le-
gacy of art waits o be truly
discovered anew and estab-
lished in society in an appro-
priate manner — for the bene-
fit of the society {tself.

Abul Kasem Mullik could
not sing for the disc in his own
name. Abbasuddin was the first
Bengall singer to do that with a
Muslim Arabic name and
foréefully cut across the bar-
rier built by commercial prej-

udice
There was a indication

of his art the like of which will
be rare to find in the history of
music

-
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On stage rendering a song at an early age.

incident, we fervently hoped
that perhaps the violence had

peaked, a hope incvitably
shattered by the next incident.
Despite all the dangers and
[rustrations, we expatriates
liked the challenge of living in
Somalia and were bravely
holding off the day of reckon-

That day [inally came In
early December when one of
my colleagues who was retum
ing home in the evening, saw a
group of men armed with au-
tomatic rifles trying o enter
his house. A fcw days earlier,
yet another UN vehicle was hi-
t;:ed at gunpoint and a

ish expert was shot in the
head. Luckily, the wound was
superficial and the man was
evacuated to Nairobi for treat-
ment. By then, the securily
meetings of the International
organizations had become a
daily feature and we spent
hours making cuntlnfency
plans for evacuation, still hop-
ing that it would not be nec-
essary. In the fArst week ol
December, it became clear
that the time had come to
evacuate the non-essential
F::mml and all ts,

American -dl;c':::lor
came to the same conclusion
for his »stall and other
Americans in the country. We
were a little co that
the decision would not sit well

with the Government and we
could be subjected to harass-
ment, but we had no cholce.
On 7 December, the US am-
bassador announced the dect-
sion to his stall. Almost simul-
waneously, the heads of the UN
agencies called stafl meetings
in their respective offices to
make similar announcements.
It was like the proverbial other
shoe falling — it was an
inescapable decision. The iIn-
ternational stall gave a collec-
tive sigh of relief, the Somalt
stafl just s . In our office, a
handful of intermational stall,

including myself, were to re-
main. Although a few others,
including my wile, would have
pref to stay, it was not

the time to cling on to optf-
mism.

As news of the US and UN
decisjons to evacuale their
non-essential stafll and families
spread, the offices of the few
airlines which served
Mogadishu were bes by
expatriates and well-to-de
Somalis. We worked feverishly

to get Bookings on the com-

mercial ts and get as many
of our stafl and families out as
swifltly as possible. People
hurriedly packed their house-
hoid but had no time to
put them in storage or ship

them out. It was sad to see col-
leagues leaving all their
belongings behind and giving
last-minute instructions to
thetr maids and watchmen. No
one knew il the ecvacuation
would be for only a few days or
forever. The moving
companies, such as they were,
were in great demand and the
price of even used cardboard
cartons skyrocketed.

My wife was scheduled to
fly out on 12 December. On the
oth, | came home from the of-
fice in the evening and was

See Page 10



