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For the most precious child in our lives, Saadia Ahmad Rizvi, for whom this book was begun, and with the promise of a hundred, thousand, million stories in the days to come
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Introduction

The other side was the land of Rakkas—demons that grunted fire. You could hear their distant howl on silent nights. If you listened. There were also submarine goblins, headless giants among other, less noteworthy mythical creatures. Easily, there was enough menace on the other side to put naughty children of this side to sleep.

This side was the Tedhi Ghaat, the havelis where the river curved in Old Patna city. The mythical creatures here consisted of aristocratic men and women practising the Art of Passing Time, children who were always busy, travellers who always stopped by and the always-in-demand storytellers. One such child and one such storyteller is Sulaiman Ahmad—Maani Ammu to me.

And in between was the water, ebbing half a kilometre sometimes, coming up to the window sometimes—Ganga—confidante, protector, entertainer.

I have been taken to Tedhi Ghaat once or twice as a kid, but I do not remember it from those visits. I remember it only from the tales of my uncles and aunts—the busy children of the living Tedhi Ghaat—busy creating tales to be told later to other children in lands far away from the Ganga.

Eyes open in the middle of the night and the sailboat is large and silent on the window. The boat is stationary as the entire room rocks on the high water of the Ganga. Then the room becomes stationary, the sailboat begins to rock and drift away as it enters the world of dreams.

Some nights the kids would play a cruel joke. They would make a baaraat and would dance down the terrace towards the ill-tempered widow, Makhola bua, who suffered monkey bites on her elephantiasis ridden legs. The youngest boy, perhaps five, would be forced to dress up as her groom.

Boys would troop to the garden below and, with cutlery knives, try to cut it off the land so that it could float away in the Ganga like a flying carpet and take them to faraway lands. But it was a tall order. Hours of relentless cutting of the land would make no practical progress.

These are stories I have grown up on. And the kids in these stories grew up on other stories, chief among which was Tilism-e-Hoshruba—featuring Amar Aiyaar, the Trickster. I have a feeling that Amar Aiyaar inspired a lot of the goings-on in Tedhi Ghaat. That kind of fantasy is necessary for the arduous intent of cutting the garden into a magic raft.

The nation lost Urdu as time went by. With that my generation and the ones to follow lost such soaring fantasy, such easy lessons of morality and culture as the Tilism-e-Hoshruba. We could not read Amar Aiyaar, and would never have known about his tricks if an extraordinary event had not taken place.

So the boys laboured at the garden with their knives. They heaved and hawed with the vision of floating away into strange lands of new stories. After years of labour, Maani Ammu finished etching the legend of Amar Aiyaar in English. He succeeded in cutting the garden out of Tedhi Ghaat, to float across the river of time and reach us. You have it in your hand now—a brand new tale of fantasy, that did not die in more than a thousand years. Enjoy it.
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The Transformation of Shahenshah Naushervan

A long, long time ago, Shahenshah Naushervan, emperor of emperors, ruled the great empire of Persia, which stretched further than a horse could gallop in a thousand days. The kingdom extended in the west even beyond the basin of the rivers Dajla and Firat to the river Sindhu in the east. In the north it stretched from Kazakhstan right down to the tip of the Arabian peninsula in the south. This vast terrain contained mountain ranges, dense forests and even great deserts, and many beautiful cities like Damishq, Baghdad and Basra. Naushervan was renowned for his justice and therefore also known as Naushervan-e-Adil, the Just Emperor. And yet, before he became the noble and righteous ruler he was known to be, Naushervan had been a great tyrant.

His court was famous for its opulence, glamour and style. The high vaulted ceiling was adorned with precious stones that glittered like stars in a cloudless night sky. To make the grand hall look spacious, only a few beautifully carved pillars, plated with gold and decorated with gems, supported the roof. Heavy velvet curtains, embroidered with silk, wool and gold thread, were draped all around. At the entrance, the floor was of shining white marble, but as one approached the throne of the Shahenshah, the colour changed to glowing black. There the floor shimmered in such way that dignitaries who approached the throne mistook the area to be covered by water. They would often lift their robes to save them from getting wet.

High on a platform there, the king graced his peacock-shaped gold throne, placed on a red, thick woollen carpet, under a domed canopy. On either side of him were the especially designated seats for his very important courtiers. The rest would stand when the court was in session.

It is said that Naushervan had two wazirs, or ministers, named Buzurjmehr and Bakhtak. Buzurjmehr was a good advisor. A gentle person, full of knowledge and wisdom, Buzurjmehr was devoted to his emperor and master, and tried always to guide him to act honourably. Knowing full well how Naushervan’s subjects were deeply unhappy because of his tyranny, he made every attempt to make the emperor change his ways. Bakhtak, on the other hand, was a true villain—mean, selfish and scheming. Whenever possible, he would give the king wrong advice and fill his head with lies to mislead him. Fortunately, Buzurjmehr knew of Bakhtak’s schemes and was always looking out for a chance that would, once and for all, make the king understand that he must give up his cruel ways.

And one day, finally, exactly such an opportunity came along.

Accompanied by his two ministers and other courtiers, Emperor Naushervan decided to go hunting. After a long and tiring day in the jungle, he sat down under the shadow of a large and leafy tree. His attendants made preparations hurriedly, and came forth with refreshments. As they were serving the emperor, a pair of owls came to perch on the branches of the tree. They were followed by many more of their kind, and within moments a raucous meeting of owls, hooting in agitation, began.

Now, it was believed that Buzurjmehr was so wise and learned that he could understand even the language of birds and animals. Of course, this was not true, but Bakhtak thought this might be just the right occasion for him to humiliate Buzurjmehr in the eyes of the emperor.

‘O Buzurjmehr,’ he said loudly, for all to hear, ‘you have boasted that you understand the language of birds and animals. If this is true, please tell us what this pair of owls is making such a noise about? They are disturbing us with their tu-whit tu-whoo!’

Bakhtak thought that he had trapped Buzurjmehr. But it was not for nothing that Buzurjmehr was known for his wisdom. He saw an opportunity coming and grabbed it.

Buzurjmehr pretended that he was listening intently to the owls’ debate. He closed his eyes as if he was trying to understand everything. This made everyone curious. Even Naushervan turned attentively to his wazir, and waited patiently for Buzurjmehr to come out of his trance. After a short while, when Buzurjmehr opened his eyes, the emperor asked, ‘Did you really understand what these birds were talking about?’

‘Yes, My Lord,’ said Buzurjmehr.

‘Then tell me all about it,’ said Naushervan.

‘I am afraid, My Lord, if I do that, you may not like what I report, and I shall incur your wrath,’ Buzurjmehr pleaded.

This had the emperor more intrigued. ‘What nonsense!’ he declared, ‘I order you to tell me everything. How could some chatter between owls possibly offend me?’

Again, Buzurjmehr pretended that he was in a tight spot, but finally he sighed and said, ‘Since it is your command, My Lord, I shall obey it even though I do not want to talk about it.’

‘Out with it, out with it now!’ said Naushervan impatiently.

‘Well, My Lord,’ began Buzurjmehr ‘two of those owls were negotiating the marriage of their children. The groom’s side wanted to know the dowry that the bride would bring. They wanted at least one large tract of uninhabited wilderness as part of the dowry.

‘“No problem,” said the bride’s party. “Long live Emperor Naushervan! After all, if he continues with his despotic ways, we shall give you not one but two large areas of wilderness. It is plain to see how people are leaving their homes in droves to escape from this tyrant.”’

Naushervan’s courtiers and attendants were stunned into silence, wondering how the emperor would react. But the wise Buzurjmehr had played his cards well. ‘Astaghfarullah,’ the emperor murmured softly, ‘I take refuge in Allah!’ for Buzurjmehr’s clever anecdote had made Naushervan reflect on his deeds. He felt ashamed that not only his subjects but even the birds in the jungle were talking about him in this manner. At that very moment, the emperor resolved to change his ways.

From then on, Naushervan became the kind, fair and just king he has since been reputed to be. He ruled with care, always acting in the interests of his people. As a result, his kingdom grew ever more mighty and his people happy and prosperous. Everyone loved him.

Everyone, that is, except the evil Bakhtak, whom the emperor now shunned. Naushervan would have nothing more to do with him. Buzurjmehr, of course, was delighted. His master was now not only a great and powerful emperor, but he had also become a decent man and a noble king. That is what the good wazir had always wanted.

So now you know how Naushervan came to be known as Naushervan-e-Adil.
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Naushervan Has a Strange Dream

Many years passed. Over time, Naushervan had become a popular emperor, beloved of his subjects, and his empire and his people flourished. All seemed well, until one day a strange thing happened. Naushervan had a dream and woke up a much worried man. When he came to the court in the morning, he was visibly nervous.

When his courtiers asked him what the matter was, Naushervan said that he had dreamt that a crow came from the east and flew away with his crown. Then, a great eagle swooped down from the west, killed the crow and brought his crown back to him.

Having told the story, the emperor turned to the wise Buzurjmehr and asked, ‘You are a master in the art of interpreting dreams, Buzurjmehr. Please tell me: what does my dream foretell?’

Buzurjmehr made a few calculations and turned to the emperor. ‘My Lord,’ he said, ‘the meaning of your dream is clear. In the future, a raider called Hashsham from the eastern city of Khyber will attack your capital city and will take over your throne and crown. However, soon after, a noble warrior named Hamza will appear from the city of Mecca. He will kill the tyrant Hashsham and restore the throne and crown to you, the rightful owner, O Emperor Naushervan.’
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Buzurjmehr Goes to Mecca

On hearing this startling news, Naushervan immediately ordered Buzurjmehr to travel to Mecca, a town in Arabia, with costly gifts. His mission was to find the father of the extraordinary child, Hamza, and to ensure that the boy was taken into the emperor’s care.

On the very day that Buzurjmehr reached Mecca, Hamza was born to the noblest family in the city. This was the house of Khwaja Abdul Mutallib, the chief of the tribes of Mecca. Buzurjmehr met this gracious man, offered him the emperor’s greetings and explained the situation to him. He gave Khwaja Mutallib the many gifts the emperor had sent and also persuaded him to accept thousands of gold coins from Naushervan’s royal treasury. ‘Please take this gold, Khwaja Mutallib, and let it be used for the best possible upbringing of Hamza. The child must be given the finest education and the most skilful training in martial arts.’

It so happened that Buzurjmehr’s astrological calculations had foretold that on the same day that Hamza was born, two other boys too would be born in Mecca. These two would be Hamza’s most loving and trusted companions, and would accompany and protect Hamza on all his adventures in the future. So Buzurjmehr arranged for an announcement to be made across the city—town criers marched up and down Mecca’s busy streets, calling out loudly that the father of any boy born in the city that day should come forward, to be rewarded with gold coins from the emperor himself.

Immediately, news came that another boy had been born to a close and loyal attendant of Khwaja Abdul Mutallib. When the boy was brought to Buzurjmehr, the wazir named him Muqbil Wafadar, because he would always be loyal to Hamza and grow to become a matchless archer of his times.

Meanwhile, Buzurjmehr’s announcement was also heard by a poor camel driver, whose wife too was expecting a child any time. He thought to himself, ‘If only a son were to be born to my wife today, I too would get hundreds of gold coins!’

Lost in these thoughts, the camel driver reached his house, only to discover that a baby boy had, in fact, been born just then! His joy was short-lived, for he found that his wife had died in childbirth. Still, respecting the royal announcement, he wrapped the newborn in cloth and took him to Khwaja Abdul Mutallib’s house. When he reached there, Buzurjmehr held the boy in his lap and broke into a hearty laugh. ‘Alhamdulillah! Allah be praised!’ he said loudly to all those gathered nearby. ‘Here is the boy who will humble the greatest emperors. All will bow low before him, trembling at the thought of his dagger’s sharpness, and pay him allegiance. He alone will conquer impregnable forts that have fazed valiant fighters and colossal armies. He will be a close confidant and faithful friend of Hamza, and the tricksters of the world will call him their king!’ So saying, Buzurjmehr named the child Amar.

While Buzurjmehr was speaking, the child started crying. He cried so loudly that it became difficult to talk. To keep him quiet, Buzurjmehr put a finger between the lips of the baby so that he would suck it and keep quiet.

As it happened, Buzurjmehr was wearing a jewelled ring on his finger. As he sucked it, the child quietly slipped the ring into his mouth, so smoothly that Buzurjmehr did not even feel it.

In the meantime, Khwaja Abdul Mutallib arranged for refreshments. While these were being served, Buzurjmehr noticed that his ring was missing. He looked around, then searched his pockets, but could not find it anywhere. Still, not wanting to embarrass his hosts, the wazir kept quiet and did not reveal the loss.

When a glass of sherbet was offered to Buzurjmehr, he put a few drops of the sweet drink into Amar’s mouth. To his great amazement, he found his missing ring gleaming in the baby’s mouth! At this, Buzurjmehr had a hearty laugh, scooped out the ring and told Khwaja Mutallib what had happened. ‘Look well, my friends,’ he said, ‘this is the first mischief of this future trickster without compare!’
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