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A poet of Language Movement
Mahbub Ul Alam Chowdhury on his poem on Ekushey

HARUN UR RASHID

OETRY has always been a popular medium

for expression of national events of Bangla-

desh especially the Language Movement of
1952 and the Liberation War of 1971. One such
poem is Mahbub Ul Alam Chowdhury's Kadtey
Ashini Fashir Dabi Niye Eshechhi. The poem's
significance, both literary and historical, is immense
asitis the first poem written on the incidents of Febru-
ary21.

The poem pays tribute to the incomparable
sacrifice of the brave sons of the nation as well as it
poses an undaunted protest against the gruesome
killings of that time.

What was the feeling or inspiration that led the
poet to compose the poem? "l wrote the poem atone
sitting on the evening of February 21," says Mahbub
Ul Alam, but the poetic bent of mind had developed
over a decade, he believes. "Since the Quit India
Movement of 1942, besides the political career my
creative perceptions had developed and prepared
my poetic self for that eternal moment when | felt the
lines emerging inmy mind."

Ayouth of 14 or 15 years in 1942, Mahbub was a
worker of the District Students Congress in
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Manuscript of the poem, Courtesy: Ekush by CM Tare

A glimpse of Ekushey songs

SADYA AFREEN MALLICK

]

Poet Mahbub Ul Alam Chowdhury

Chittagong. The tremendous excitement of the Quit
India Movement led him and his fellows to burn the
Sub-Registry office at the Chittagong Court.

The following years were also similarly eventful.
Mahbub Ul Alam brought out a little magazine
named Shimanta. In 1944, he joined the first cele-
bration of Rabindra birth anniversary in Chittagong.
In 1945 he participated in the All Bengal Students
Conference. Many revered writers and political
figures like Annada Shankar Bhattacharya, Manik
Bandyopadhyay and Sukanta Bhattacharya took
part in that conference. In August, 1946, Mahbub
took part in cultural activities protesting the riot that
broke out in Kolkata, Bihar, Noakhali and
Chittagong. The same year he organised the
celebration of Nazrul birth anniversary in his city.

Mahbub brought out the November 1947 issue
of Shimanta as a strong protest against religious
fanaticism and racism. The acclaimed issue fea-
tured writings by renowned poets and writers such
as Dr Muhammad Shahidullah, Abul Fazal,
Buddhadev Basu, Subhash Mukhopadhyay and
Jasimuddin.

Since 1948, when Urdu was proposed as the
only state language of Pakistan, Mahbub Ul Alam
got actively involved in the protest activities. On
February 20, 1952, Mahbub fell ill while working in
the dock and railway areas of Chittagong to mobi-
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lise the labourers in the strike called the next day.

On the evening of February 21, Mahbub Ul
Alam learnt that the police had opened fire on
processions which caused death of "40 activists"
as mentioned in his poem.

Initiatives were taken to print the poem on
leaflets which they planned to circulate the next
day. "When almost everything was complete at the
Kohinoor Electric Press, the police cordoned and
raided the press. Fortunately, they failed to dis-
cover anything as all copies were hidden before
hand," recalls Mahbub Ul Alam.

On February 23, worker leader Chowdhury
Harunur Rashid recited the poem ata meeting. "On
February 24 the government banned the poem,
issued a warrant against me, and arrested Dobir
Ahmed Chowdhury for publishing the poem,
Krishna Gopal Sen for circulating and Harunur
Rashid for reciting it," says Mahbub Ul Alam
Chowdhury.

Mahbub had to go underground and wait for
February 21 next year before returning to normal
life. "l believe | am the only poet after Kazi Nazrul
Islam whose poem was banned," claims Mahbub
Ul Alam. The poem remained banned till the birth
of Bangladeshin 1971.

Should the martyrs be remembered

only on special events?

Sara Mahmud reminisces on Altaf Mahmud

KARIM WAHEED

"It has been 34 years but | still remember that ill-
omened day vividly," says Sara Ara Mahmud,
wife of Shaheed Altaf Mahmud who became a
legend for composing the timeless song to vener-
ate Ekushey February--Amar bhaier roktey
rangano ekushey February/Ami ki bhulitey pari.

"August 30, 1971, was the day | saw my hus-
band for the last time," she recalls. "My marriage
with Altaf has an intriguing story. My family was
not too keen about Altaf wanting to marry me.
Begum Sufia Kamal intervened and made the
marriage viable and in 1966, Altaf Mahmud and |
gotmarried."

"During the five years | had been with Altaf, |
never had a chance to complain. Although he was
primarily a music composer for films, his pre-
ferred genre of music was Gono Sangeet or
peoples' songs. He had also composed tunes for
the dance-recital--Rajpath Jonopath and many
more. Amar bhaier roktey rangano ekushey
February was initially composed by Abdul Latif.
Later, Altaf modified the tunes, which were more
heart-wrenching and imbibed the spirit of
Ekushey effectively.

.

Sara Ara Mahmud

"Besides participating in the armed movement
against the Pakistan army, Altaf was also com-
posing inspirational songs for the Swadhin
Bangla Betar Kendra. On August 30, 1971, some
Pakistani military men stormed our house, look-
ing for ammunition buried in our yard by the Crack
Platoon, one of the urban guerrilla groups. Abdus
Samad, a former acquaintance of Altaf, had
informed the military of Altaf's links with the Crack
Platoon.

"Altaf was then arrested along with others.
After December 16, | looked everywhere possi-
ble, but failed to trace any sign of my husband,"
pauses Sara.

Is this the state Altaf Mahmud and other mar-
tyred freedom fighters had envisioned? Sara
retorts, "Where are the values the martyrs strug-
gled for? The martyrs have sacrificed themselves
for Bangla, but we still do not have a standard
format of the language. The same word is spelled
differently in different books."

Should February 21 be one of the special
occasions in a year when we ruminate on the
inestimable gifts the martyrs have bestowed on
us--our language, our identity? For our own sake
as Bangladeshis, let's hope not.

bright shimul tree at the cross-

roads of Tejgaon industrial area
as our car sped by. The blood shot
clusters of shimul stood against the
shrivelled tree, which held the
flowers in its bosom. The month of
Falgun, (spring) February is back. It
is the time when Rokto shimul topto
polash, Ei polash ei krishnachura, O
kokil re and many other songs on
Ekushey were written centring
around this tree.

It was a time when people were
seen frequenting the Shaheed
Minar during the pre-dawn bustle.
Times may have changed since
then, but the poignant memories of
that era are still fresh in our mind.
As midnight struck, the Shaheed
Minar soon turned into an endless
sea of emotions. Veterans of the
Language Movement, families,
teachers, siblings arm-in-arm, the
slow march to the Shaheed Minar
continued throughout the day. The
stage would take on a different look
as barefoot people streamed by
with flowers in hand. Even the
glistening teardrop dew on the
leaves seemed like an extension of
the collective grief--as if nature
herself was bowing down to honour
the spirit of the martyrs.

In no time, the foot of the
Shaheed Minar would be covered in
mountains of flowers. Despite the
massive conglomeration of people,
there would be no jostling, no con-
versation--the only sound would be
that of soft petals being gently swept
aside.

Ekushey itself is of course the
culmination of a month-long
programme. Artistes would gather
at the altar every evening with
poems, skits, drama and songs. The
first song of Ekushey composed by
Mosharrafuddin Ahmed on Febru-

I tried to catch a glimpse of the
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Artistes of Chhayanaut rendering songs held during the 1970s in front of the Science Annex building of

Dhaka University

ary 24, 1952, Mrittuke jara tuchcho
korilo bhasha bachabar torey, a
song by Abdul Latif Ora amar
mukher kotha kaira nitey chay,
composed in 1952, Bhulbona shei
Ekushey February bhulbona written
spontaneously by Language Move-
ment veteran Gaziul Haque in 1952,
are sadly by and large unheard
nowadays.

During pre-Liberation times,
rehearsals on Ekushey were rather
comprehensive and often continued
for a month at Chhayanaut. Wahidul
Huque, our esteemed teacher,
would stress on the inner meaning
of the songs while teaching the
patriotic songs of Tagore. The songs
seemed to spring to life as Sheikh
Luthfur Rahman, the composer of
several timeless songs, infused

heroic sentiments in the songs.
Himalay thekey Shundorbon
hothath Bangladesh by Sukanta
Bhattacharya, Phul khelbar din noi
oddo by Subash Mukhopadhyay,
Jonotar shongram cholbei by
Sikandar Abu Zafar were amongst
his brilliant compositions. We as
students never failed to become
totally captivated by the moods of
such songs. There were other
unforgettable moments as well
when eminent artist Quamrul Hasan
performed the songs by Guru
Shodoy Dutt and imbued us with the
spirit of love for our motherland.

Dr Anisur Rahman, an econo-
mist, and an ardent music lover
would at regular intervals teach us
at Chhayanaut. Eminent composer
Abdul Ahad and singer Kalim

Sharafi as visiting teachers would
teach us other compositions as well.
Obak prithibi/Obak korley amaye,
Kalim Sharafi would often perform
the song with devotion. Golam
Mustafa recited Sikandar Abu
Zafar's Tumi Bangla chharo with
passion. Zahedur Rahim and
Sanjida Khatun apart from music
lessons gave us guidelines on
Bangladeshi culture.

One can only wish that whenever
Eukushey February comes around,
it only re-affirms our sense of patrio-
tism, draws people, young and old,
once more to the Shaheed Minar.
One can only wish for those age-old
songs to reverberate once more and
revitalise the spirit of Ekushey. One
can only wish that the lives of so
many patriots were notlostin vain.

Ekushey on T-shirts

One of the T-shirts featuring the famous cartoon by Dopeyaja

AFSAR AHMED

"They were here.../They are lying
here forever.../Let them sleep in
peace./If you feel like, shed a tear
for them." At first sight, these few
lines may seem simple epitaphs but
when one notices the portraits of the
five martyrs of our Language Move-
ment--Barkat, Salam, Rafique,
Jabbar and Shafiur--embossed

above those lines, the lines convey
adeeper meaning.

Designed by Anisuzzaman
Sohel, the black and white rare
portraits of the five martyrs on a
cream background of a black T-shirt
titted Aa mori Bangla bhasha are
undoubtedly a great tribute to our
heroes of the Language Movement
on the occasion of Ekushey by Nitya

To capture the spirit of February
21 and to observe the International
Mother Language Day, Nitya
Upahar displays 10 new designer T-
shirts.

Prachin Bornomala is the sole
design of popular graphic artist
Dhruba Esh. This time the artist is
inspired by history and archeologi-
cal facts.

Artist Shabyasachi Hajra designs
three T-shirts. Among them, the
piece 50 Years of Language Move-
mentdepicts the luring Alpana.

Another artist Kanak Aditya's two
designs are unique too. In one T-
shirt Kanak emblazoned cartoon
strips of the first Bangalee Muslim
cartoonist Kazi Abul Kashem,
popularly known as Dopeyaja.
Many of his cartoons were pub-
lished in the newspapers and maga-
zines like the Daily Azad, Shaugat,
Mohammadi and others. "With the
picture and a small biography of
Kazi Abul Kashem projected on the
T-shirt, our younger generation will
get exposure to our glorious past,”
says Bahar Rahman, the owner of
Nitya Upahar. A black T-shirt with
Alauddin Al Azad's famous lines
"Smritir Minar Bhengechhe
Tomar?"--can be a testimony of
history.

Apart from these, on a light brown
background the composition of a

painting of Shaheed Minar--is a
detailed piece by Najib Tareque.

The piece Aami Matribhashay
Kotha Boltey Bhalobashi, portraying
the 16 different languages of the
world, is a cut above the rest.

"Each year we have planned to
add one or more extra language on
this T-shirt," concludes Bahar
smilingly.

Amessage of Ekushey for the young

Upahar. generation on T-shirts
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