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name in the first person. He states at the very outset that he has
undertaken to compile his life-story -at the request of friends. Apart
from this internal evidence, there is the irrevocable fact that the author
himself had announced the writing of this Autobiography on the title
page of his fourth Diwan, called Armaghani, which was written in 1884
and completed in 1886. Moreover, the account of Nawadb ‘Abdul
Latif’s family history in contemporary press is found identical with
that given by Nassakh himself in the present book. Further,as mentioned
above, an independent confirmation of the authenticity of the
Khudnawisht’s authorship is available in Professor Cowell’s statement
about his efforts to learn Persian and Hindusthani in Calcutta from a
Munshi who is noless a person than Nassikh whose own account of
his meetings with the Professor tallies in toto with that of the eminent
Orientalist. Even a cursory glance at the pages of the present work
will convince the reader that the author writes hurriedly and without
any preconceived plan, He compiles his notes as if he is writing his
diary, frequently leaving gaps which he intended to fill later on. This
clearly shows that the Autobiography is not only Nassakh’s own but it
is written in his own handwriting, a documentary evidence of which is
available as result of a discovery of a letter written by *Abdul Ghafir
Nassakh to Nawab Sayyid Muhammad Azad. A facsimile of the letter,
included in this edition, points to the striking resemblance of calligra-
phy of the letter with that of the present work.}

The Khudnawisht conforms to the definition of an autobiography
as a work of art or historiography representative of the period or
culture in which it is produced. The present work is essentially
representative of the time and environment of the author. Butat
times it appears that the narrative is inspired by a fictional impulse of
the writer to select only those events and experiences in his life which
build up an image of an intensely self-conscious aristocrat. It seems as
if Nassakh’s character had little or no defect or weakness. All that he
relates about his own life reflects some sort of greatness and reveals
only those traits of character which go to present the man in flawless
colours. In spite of this demerit, the book is an indispensable mine of
information about persons and personalities of the Muslim community
of Bengal during the later half of the nineteenth century which inciden-
tally coincides with the general awakening of the Muslims of Bengal.

1. The original letter is in the custody of Dr. Syed Sabir Hasan of S. L. K. College,
Sitamarhi (Bihar) who has been kind enough to provide me with a reprograph

(See next page) of it to enable me to prove that the KAudnawisht is an autograph .

copy of the author. Dr. Hasan further informs me that the envelop of the original
letter, which is also in his possession, bears the postal date stamp of 24th
December 1888.
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affected places.! People of the city in general got extremely apprehen-
sive and many of my friends were thinking of going out of the city.
Taking advantage of my acquaintance with the Professor I used to col-
lect from him correct information which I passed on to my friends.
In the meantime we were informed that on the following day arms
would be taken back from Sepoys at Barrackpore. If they surrender, it
is alright ; otherwise, it was feared that they would rush at Calcutta.
During those days most of the terror-stricken Europeans and Eurasians
used to spend their nights in ships. On the next day in the afternoon I
left home carrying two pairs of dresses and all the money I had, being
ready to stay out if the rebellous soldiers turned on the city. As I left
home I witnessed that the city of Calcutta was almost deserted and a
general consternation prevailed among the people. After making
frequent calls on Cowell I finally came to know that the Sepoys of
Barrackpore had surrendered their arms. The good mews, which I
personally conveyed to some of my friends to their great relief, spread to
surrounding areas of Colootola and Tiretta Bazar and brought peace
and tranquility to the vexed residents of the city’.

F

Nassakh gives a very graphic description of the great cyclone of
1864 which hit lower parts of Bengal, a celebrated event of the time.2
The author was then posted at Rajshahi and was on the Padma river
travelling in a boat when the devastating storm broke out on the night
of the 4th of October 1864. He saved himself by anchoring his 18 ft.
boat at an uninhabited island on the river, returning on the morrow to
Rajshahi to find his house destroyed by the impact of the cyclone, On
his coming to Calcutta on the following day he witnessed greater
havoc caused to life and property in the city as result of the storm. In
this connection he speaks of a family amulet which he always carried
during his journeys and which proved to him as a charm against all
evils and mishaps. The amulet, the author asserts, had saved him from
many storms in his life.

Doubts?® expressed by some about the authorship of the work seem
to be unfounded, since the unique book itself opens with the author’s

1. The text, pp. 23-25.

2. The text, pp. 84-86.

3. Such doubts were originally expressed by S. M. Hasan in his Urdu article on the
unique manuscript in the Urdu monthly NIGAR, Lucknow, April 4nd May, 1959
followed by his Bnglish article, entitled 4 Note on Some Urdu Manuscripts of the
Asiatic Society of Bengal, Journal of the Asiatic Society Vol. X 1968. Cf. also
Dr. Md. Sadrul Haque, NASSAKH : Hayat-o-Tasnif, Karachi, 1979, pp. 272-279,
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them ; so he would really be glad if Nassikh could go to Cowell to
teach him Persian. The captain further assured Nassakh that as both
he and Cowell were poets, they would probably like each other.

As soon as he met him, Nassakh continues, Cowell called his wife,
Elizabeth and asked him to fetch Khamsa-i-Khusrau telling her that a
new Munshi had come ; Nassakh at once understood why the College
Munshis who had previously gone to Cowell were sent away by him.
To test them, Cowell had asked them, as he did put to Nassakh also,
difficult questions from standard works and they must have failed to *
satisfy him with their answers because their knowledge ordinarily did
not extend beyond the narrow limits of text books such as
‘Chahdar Darwish’, °‘Bakdoli’, ‘Gulistan’ and ‘Diwan-i-Sauda’ etc.
which were the titles generally studied by Europeans in those
days.  Although he rejected the Munshis, Nassdkh observes,
Cowell on account of his high-mindedness always refrained
from giving out the real cause of his disapproval of them.
Cowell enquired from him too the meanings of several verses of Amir
Khusrau, Hafiz and Sauda and was much pleased with the answers
Nassakh gave him.}

The author refers to a very lively discussion that he had with Pro-
fessor Cowell regarding the latter’s interest and purpose in learning the
Indian languages. He quotes Cowell as saying: ‘I do not want to
obtain certificates, but I wish to acquire Persian and Urdu learning”.
The noted Sanskritist and linguist used to bring books from the Asiatic
Society for reading with his teacher Nassakh who remarks that meanings
of certain Persian verses would often move his eminent pupil to strong
emotion and he would often thump the table in excitement, exclaiming
that such themes were not to be found in other languages. His wife,
Elizabeth, also shared her husband’s enthusiasm for the oriental

languages.

‘During the days when I was teaching Cowell’, says Nassikh,
‘the Sepoy Mutiny broke out in 1857 and Calcutta was among the most

1. The author’s description (The text, pp. 17-23) finds a remarkable corroboration
in Cowell’s statement about his tutor included in Life and Letters of Edward
Byles Cowgll, London, 1906, p. 131: ‘I enjoy my Munshi very much...T am
reading Hindusthani with him every other morning from 10 to 12, He comes in
his white dress and turban, and makes his sa/am as he enters ; we talk Hindus- ¢
thani only adopting English (which he knows well) when I am utterly at a loss to
express myself or to understand bhim.’
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Of the people of Lakhnow he says :!
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‘Most of the people of Lakhnow express verbal sympathy, devoid
of sincerity. The Lakhnowis are very talkative and loquacious.

About the people of Delhi Nassiakh has this to say :?
2 Sl oLy 9 ds - e 4@‘?' f.a_,;.c gf_,] I Jdeo

‘People of Delhi are generally good. Their hearts and tongues
conform to each other’.

Similarly, the author’s comments on the inhabitants of Sylhet, Dhaka,
Barisal and other places are very much in the nature of undeniable
facts given by an eye-witness commentator. Indeed, these opinions of
Nassakh provide the reader with intimate glimpses of the social life of
the common people. Though the author’s observations are intensely
subjective in outlook, they contain surprising revelations about people
and places from the eyes of a keen observer and a critic,—~a fact which
at once lends the book the character of a contemporary history.

It would doubtless interest many to know that ‘Abdul Ghafir
Nassikh acted as a tutor to the eminent Sanskritist, Professor Edward
Byles Cowell, Principal of Calcutta’s famed Sanskrit College, who later
on imparted instruction in Persian to the celebrated English translator
of ‘Umar Khayyam’s Rubaiyyat, Edward Fitzgerald. It was at the
express desire of Captain St. George, the Secretary of the Fort William
College, Nassakh writes in his work, that he agreed to teach
Professor Cowell Persian, otherwise teaching was an occupation
for which he had no fascination.

_ Before giving him the letter of introduction with which he eventually
went to see Cowell at the Spences’ Hotel and was appointed by him
“as his Munshi, Captain St. George told Nassakh that Cowell, who had
arrived from England only a few days earlier, wanted some one to teach
him Persian, and that he had till then sent to him one after another all
the Munshis of his College, whom Cowell having rejected had again
asked for another man but did not state his reasons for disapproving

1. The text, p. 97.
2. The text, p. 95.
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Armaghan which appeared in 1886, contained the announcement of
the compilation of the Autobiography. This leads us to believe that the
author had very much desired to have it published in his lifetime, as he
had done in respect of his other writings. Unavoidable circum-
stances must have compelled him to leave it incomplete and
unpublished. But since the book does not record any event
beyond February 1886, it can be reasonably stated that it was
completed about that time.

The author does not follow any system in the arrangement of his
narrative, whether chronology or subject classification. Most of his
statements appear to be products of flashes of his memory. He goes on
writing as he tries to recollect occurrences in a subjective manner.
The meticulous descriptions suggest that he must have maintained
diaries of events which he considered notable.

~ Nassakh leaves a wide gap in the genealogical account of his family
which is given in the beginning of the work., While he mentions such
ancient names as Hadrat Khalid bin Walid, Hadrat Muhajir, Hadrat
‘Abdur Rahmidn, he passes on to ‘Abdullah al-Qairani who expired
in Damascus in A. H, 548, and then he hops over to nearly five
centuries before connecting the link to his ancestor Shah ‘Ainuddin who
came to Delhiin A. H. 1032 during the reign of Emperor Jahangir.
Similarly, he omits many details about his educational career which
later helped him in getting a respectable job under the government.

On the contrary Nassakh bas taken extraordinary care in giving a
detailed description of some events which are of no great objective
significance. Being a habitual traveller, Nassakh would visit different
places in Bengal and Bihar, though mostly on official duty and also
some far-off places like Delhi and Lakhnow. His Autobiography
contains revealing accounts of people and places. For example, he
remarks about the litigant people of Barisal thus :!

A Lyl SiaT é.f,g.‘« {_J o Oladis IR )3’ sdizer) 4119 Y Jlas
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‘I have not come across such complicated and difficult court
cases anywhere else as I have seen in Barisal. Forgery is
rampant there’.

1. The text, p. 50.
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knowledge of the art and critical judgment as well as his superiority
over his Lakhnowi counterparts in matters of external embellishments
of the verse.

That Nassikh was almost a born poet can be ascertained from his
own statement that he had started composing verses from the age of
six or seven years. At the age of twenty, Nassakh had already begun
initiating pupils in the art of versification. At a musha‘ira held in 1853,
when the poet was hardly twenty years old, he had his first pupil
Khwiaja Nabi Bakhsh, ‘Mahzun’, reciting a ghazal in the presence of
Hafiz Daigham, the doyen of Urdu poets and Nassakh’s own master.
Nassakh, as an acknowledged poet of the day, had a very wide circle of
admirers spread over a large area on account of his professional wander-
ings and poetic fame, apart from numerous pupils in the poetic art.
The present work gives the most revealing account of the poets and
writers of Urdu and Persian with whom Nassakh came in contact in the
course of his professional life. Various places of his postings, however
brief the tenure, were as if turned into centres of literary activities and
rendezvous of versifiers of the area. This phenomenon incidentally
accounts for the propagation of Urdu language and poetry in the far-
flung districts such as Sylhet, Barisal and Mymensingh where there
was no dearth of noted poets of Urdu and Persian, vying with each for
maximum respectability.

The khudnawisht, having a book size of 6x 10} inches, does not
have any original pagination, and page numbers have been added in
different hands. The manuscript, however, ends abruptly and has seve-
ral pages missing here and there, and pages have been numbered afresh
for the purpose of preparing the text. The paper used is ordinary and the
script employed is a sort of cursive nasta‘liq. Each page consists of
15 lines, each line measuring about six inches. Several pages have
blank spaces left, which indicates that the author wanted to fill them up
later. Most of the blank spaces were obviously left for inserting
quotations of verses later which the author could not ultimately do.
The manuscript has neither an introduction nor a colophon nor the
headings. )

The Autobiography is apparently incomplete and the author very
much wanted to complete it but somehow or other could not do it.
Though no date is given in the text about the compilation of the
book, it was most probably written in or after 1886, because
the last event mentioned in the book, i.e., appointment of
Nawab ‘Abdul Latif as Minister in Bhopal occurred in that
year. It may be pointed out that Nassikh’s anthology entitled,
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rare mastery over Arabic, Persian and Urdu. Being a prolific writer
Nassikh was the author of a number of poetical works in Urdu and
Persian, all of which were published during his life time, except this
Autobiography. In poetry he was the pupil of Hafiz Rashin-un-Nabi
Wahshat of Rampur and had also learnt lessons from the well-
known contemporary scholar, mystic and alchemist Hafiz Ikram
Ahmad Daigham, apart from having friendly relation with the leading
stalwarts of the Urdu world at that time such as Ghalib, Azurda and
Shifta. His main poetical compositions consist in his four anthologies,
namely, Daftar-i-Bimisal, Ash‘ar-i-Nassakh, Armaghan and Armaghdni,
which together reflect the combined influences of both the Delhi and
Lucknow schools of Urdu poetry.! Nassakh’s poems elicited rich com-
pliments from Ghalib who, in a personal letter to the poet, praises
him in high terms, comparing him to the celebrated versifier Nasikh of
Lakhnow—a compliment of which any Urdu poet could well fee} proud.
Nevertheless, the artistic flourishes of Nassakh’s verses clearly betray
the poet’s allegiance to the Lakhnow school of versification,® which
mainly resulted from the poet’s personal contacts with the Lakhnowi
" poets who accompanied the deposed king of Awadk, Wajid ‘Ali Shah,
to Calcutta.

The oft-quoted controversy centring round Nassakh’s adverse criticism
of the verses of two of the greatest poets of Lakhnow, Mir Anis and
Mirza Dabir, is still considered a landmark in the history of Urdu litera-
ture. Once Nassikh was severely criticized by some who termed some of
his expressions as incorrect and inelegant, which stung the poet of
Bengalinto a legitimate defensive action. By quoting chapters and verses
from the best poets of Delhi and Lakhnow, he not only proved that the
expressions in guestion were perfectly right but also exposed the dis-
graceful ignorance of his opponents whom he further shamed by
pointing out that even the best known Lakhnow poets such as Anis and
Dabir have erred against certain outstanding rules of Urdu poesy. Yet
all through this encounter Nassikh was never impelled by personal
motives in his criticism, which at once underlines the poet’s perfect

1. Hasrat Muhani, the noted Urdu poet and critic of the modern age, remarks
about Nassakh’s Diwan : ‘Thisis no doubt a nosegay, but one composed of
paper flowers.” (Cf. Journal of the Mostem Institute, Cakcutta, Vol. IV, No. 1,
1908, p. 6)

2. Nassakh’s ®nasterly use of the niceties of prosody has been highly spoken of by
critics and memoir-writers. Thus Nawab Siddiq Hasan Khan (See Sham‘-i-
Anjuman) cites the following verse of the poet which could be read in thirty two *®
different ways.

u.;‘j:d)‘ Ky IR Sy gpe’ a5 gad o gleian ed glo 5Y (5530



( xiii )

beaten known stalwarts of the game in straight contests. His
habits were simple, likes and dislikes sharp and propensities essen-
tially moralisticc. ~He would never allow his moral principles to
be abandoned for any professional exigencies. By creed he
was an orthodox Sunni of the Hanafi school, puritinical in outlook
but always rational in controversial matters. - That he was a God-
fearing man, keeping a close watch on his words and deeds in his day-
to-day life is amply evident from his many personal transactions which
he mentions in his book, We also have a glimpse of his mystical bent
of mind in his association with saints and savants of the day whose
favours he often solicited by visiting them in his hours of difficulty.
Nassakh was not only rigidly conscious of his strict adherence to the
religious law, but he also tried to appear to be so. Numerous are the
instances in the Autobiography which illustrate that Nassikh never
succumbed to temptations of bribes and illegal gratification and never
indulged in misuse of position and corrupt practices which were not
uncommon in his days. In the words of Sambhu Chunder Mukherjee,
the noted editor of the weekly Reis and Rayyat and a family friend,
“«Abdul Ghafir Nassdkh was an able and conscientious public servant.
In private, he was not only most amiable, polite and simple, but a
man of the purest life. He was a man of true piety and incorruptible
integrity—a genuine chip of the old block of Islam’’.?

The Autobiography reflects the author’s early struggles for a
respectable career, commensurate with his family traditions, his wide
social contacts with almost all the notables of the day wherever he went,
a consistent picture of his distinguished poetic career, the extensivenes
of his fame as a poet per excellence of Urdu and Persian, his exemplary
character, marked by intense honesty, his reverence for the pious and
ascetic persons, his diverse interest in learning various arts and games ;
all these bits go to make a typical personality of a 19th century Muslim
intellectual and nobleman that Nassakh really was.

Indeed, the name of ‘Abdul Ghafiir Nassakh stands out prominent
among the literary luminaries of Bengal in the 19th century ; he js,
in fact, unanimously regarded as the ‘Father of Urdu poetry in Bengal’.
As a poet, his reputation was considerable; as a literary critic he
commanded universal respect and as a biographer he had few equals.
Although born and brought up in the heart of Bengal amidst surroun-
dings hardly congenial to the study of languages, Nassakh acquired a

1. Cf. Reis and Raiyyat, dated 15th June 1889.
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Little does the author tell us about his childhood and early
education, though he speaks at length of some of his tutors, such as
Maulvi Ramizuddin of Chittagong, Maulvi Azhar of Sylhet, Maulvi
Muhammad Faid of Comilla, who instructed him in the traditional
system of education before the young ‘Abdul Ghafiir was sent to school.
He acquired a good knowledge of English, along with a smattering of
Bengali and Hindi, apart from being highly proficient in Arabic,
Persian and Urdu. In 1853, ‘Abdul Ghafir started his struggle for
entering upon a professional career and it was not until 1860 that he
succeeded in getting the post of a Deputy Magistrate through the
combined strength of his talent, his family position and his elder
brother’s (Nawab ‘Abdul Latif) enormous influence. A conscientious
and intelligent officer, he commanded both esteem and affection from all
and sundry. He was a many-sided man and became the centre of
attraction wherever he went.

While posted in Rajshahi, ‘Abdul Ghaftr married the daughter of
Mirza Humaytin Bakht, the grandson of the Moghul Emperor Jahandar
Shah. From Rajshahi he was transferred to Banka in Bhagalpur, where
in 1867 was born his only son Abiil Qdsim Muhammad, poetically
surnamed ‘Shams’, who was destined to carry the torch of poetical
succession through to Khan Bahadur Rada ‘Ali ‘Wahshat’ (d. 1956) in
modern times. .

In the course of his nearly thirty years of service life, ‘Abdul
Ghafiir was posted in various stations such as Barisal (1860), Howrah
(1863), Rajshahi (1863), Bhagalpur (1866), Saran (1866), Monghyr
(1870), Sylhet (1871), Dacca (1874, 1875, 1881, 1885), Birbhum
(1879), Mednipur (1884) and Munshiganj (1887). During one of his
four visits to Delhi, he had a memorable meeting with Mirza Ghailib,
who was a great admirer of Nassdkh’s verses. Nassakh retired on the
1st of February 1889 on completing 55 years of age and died at Calcutta
on Friday the 14th June 1889. His tomb is situated on a plot of land
south of the Park Circus maidan in South-east Calcutta.

In the light of his Autobiography Nassakh appears as a man of
colourful personality, but the artist in him always outshone other
aspects of life. Even in his early formative years, ‘Abdul Ghafir
showed a remarkable degree of aptitude for learning many arts like
astrology, ge'bmancy (J~;), making amulets (), jugglery (b 3sa2),
cooking and the art of writing with nails, apart from receiving instruc-
tion in the traditional courses of education. It is interesting to note
that he had become a chess grand-master in his early youth, having



INTRODUCTION

Abi Muhammad ‘Abdul Ghafar Khan Khalidi, commonly known
as ‘Abdul Ghafir Nassdkh, was born in the Kalinga area of Central
Calcutta on the Ist of Shawwal, A.H. 1249, corresponding to the 31st of
January 1834. He belonged to a noted Qadi family of Eastern Bengal,
which traced its descent from the famed Generalassimo of Islam,
Khalid bin Walid, who won the sobriquet of ‘Saifullah’ (“Sword of
God). The descendants of Khalid lived in Baghdad as respected
theologians and saints till one of them named Shah <‘Ainuddin
Muhammad migrated to Delhi during the reign of Emperor Jahangir in
A.H. 1032 in the wake of Shah ‘Abbas’s seige of Baghdad. After
Shah ‘Ainuddin’s death in Delhi in A.H. 1041, his son ‘Abdur Rasiil
became the first member of the family to go to Bengal on being
appointed Qadi of sarkar Fatehabad, chaklah Bhoosnah, (modern
Faridpur district of Bangladesh) which at that time belonged to the
territories of Bara Bhuyyas of Bengal. He married the daughter of
Qutub Danishmand of Lashkardia, grand-daughter of Majlis Bayazid,
zamindar of Fatehabad. After his death his son Qadi ‘Abdul Wahhab
obtained a sanad from Emperor Aurangzib for twelve khadas of rent-free
land in Mauza Rajapur and established himself there, naming the place
as Barakhadia. This newly-settled Muslim family of ecclesiastics and
jurists lived in affluence and honour as country gentlemen, enjoying
obedience of their tenants and dependents and respected for their
learning and piety in the surrounding territory. With a phenomenal
growth of family tree over the years, the inherited property by an
operation of the Muslim law of inheritance became too small for their
sustenance till the succeeding descendant Qadi Faqir Muhammad, father
of ‘Abdul Ghafur, left his ancestral home in 1816 to seek his fortune in
Calcutta, which was the seat of the government in those days. Since
law was the only field open to respectability on account of the indepen-
dence and dignity of the profession, Qadi Faqir Muhammad first
enrolled himself as an assistant to his uncle-in-law, Munshi Baga’ullah,
who was an eminent pleader in the Sudder Dewany Adalat in Calcutta,
on whose death he was appointed to the post of Vakil, which he filled
with great distinction for twenty eight years. Besides being a lawyer,
he was a man of letters with a historical bent of mind. His Persian
work, Jami-‘ut Tawdrikh’ (‘“‘Universal History”) is a really meritorious
production, well-written, condensed and accurate. Qadi Fagqir
Muhammad, who died at Rajapur in 1844, left several sons, the youngest
of whom was our author, ‘Abdul Ghafiir.



It needs to be pointed out that for a Bengali, born and brought up in
an environment far removed from centres of Urdu poetry such as Delhi
and Lakhnow, it was no mean achievement to win adequate recognition
from acknowledged belletrists of the Urdu language, including the
eminent French Orientalist Garcin de Tassy who wrote favourable
notices of the poet’s verses in his Monthly Reviews published from Paris.
Indeed, Nassakh was the only Urdu litterateur who tried to synthesize
the best of the two traditional schools of poetry and succeeded in
creating a new school of his own which continues to be alive to '
this day.

While preparing the edition, I carried out a vain search for other
copies of the work. Though it is not known how the present copy
found its way to the Society’s archives, it is quite probable that the
unique document was later deposited to the Society by some of the
author’s European acquaintances having connection with the Society
or by his own brother, Nawdb ‘Abdul Latif who survived him by four
years. It needs to be mentioned that for the sake of felicitous reading
the orthographical archaism of this century-old text had to be dispensed
with to the required limii.

For making the Khudnawisht available to a wider readership, I
wish to present an English translation of the text at a future date.

I am indebted to the Council of the Asiatic Society for taking up
the publication of the work and particularly to Professor Jagannath
Chakravorty who was instrumental in seeing the title through the
press, initially as the Society’s Publication Secretary and now as its
General Secretary. While craving the indulgence of the readers not to
feel irritated by the printing errors that have unfortunately gone
unnoticed, I hope that the edition will prove to be a worthy addition
to the Bibliotheca Indica Series, in which it is being published.

Calcutta,
30th July, 1986 Abdus Subhan



PREFACE

Though there is hardly any dearth of literature on the so-called
Bengal Renaissance of the nineteenth century, there is little that
can give us an idea of the awakening among the Muslims who
formed no mean part of the urban elite of the undivided province.
While the present work does not seek to remove that desideratum, it
at least provides us with glimpses of the intellectual life of the Bengali
Muslims as it postrays the personal career of Abdul Ghafur Nassakh,
which incidently spans the most formative period in the emergence
of the Muslim identity in Bengal.

Ever sipce my initiation into original research some thirty years
ago, I have constantly felt tempted to work on this most precious
hitherto unpublished Urdu manuscript belonging to the Asiatic Society.
But my preoccupations always kept me away from turning seriously
to the job. In the meantime, all the researchers who have chanced
to use the manuscript have invariably stressed the need for preparing a
critical edition of the text, which I ultimately took up at the persuasion
of Mr. Moquitul Hasan of the National Library, Calcutta, who
contributed the first detailed notice of the work for Lakhnow’s erstwhile
Urdu monthly, Nigar, in 1959, In fact, the book deserved early
publication in order to acquaint the enquirers with the biography of
this literary colossus who stands head and shoulders above the con-
temporary stalwarts of Urdu literature in point of creative fecundity,
poetic excellence and critical acumen. Though the Khudnawisht mainly
centres round the author’s personal life, the numerous incidental
references to notable persons, places and happenings serve to heighten
its intrinsic value as a dependable source-book reflecting the aspirations
of the Muslim intelligentsia of Bengal in the later half of the nineteenth
ceptury,

In my Introduction affixed to the edited text, Iglavc given an
outline of the life and times of ‘Abdul Ghafiir Nassikh and indicated
the extent of his contributions to Urdu literature. I have tried to focus
attention on the author’s many-sided personality which presented a
rare combination of an administrator, poet, biographer and critic.






FOREWORD

The Khudnawisht Sawdnih Hayat-i-Nassdkh comprises the autobio-
graphy of Maulvi ‘Abdul Ghafir (1834-1889), poetically surnamed
Nassakh, a pioneer of Urdu literary writings in Bengal and younger bro-
ther of Nawab ‘Abdul Latif (1824-1893), noted educationist and precur-‘
sor of Muslim modernism in Bengal. Like his illustrious contemporary
Bankim Chunder Chatterjee (1838-1894), ‘Abdul Ghafir belonged to
the British administrative service, being posted as Deputy Magistrate at
various places throughout the province of Bengal., But his fame chiefly
rests on his numerous literary writings in Urdu which speak volumes of
his excellence as a poet and writer of this language. His poetic profi-
ciency elicited respectful attention from such traditional centres of Urdu
poetry as Delhi and Lucknow. Indeed, for a native of Bengal it was
highly creditable for Nassikh to be looked upon by poets of Northern
India as an authority in matters of Urdu poetry. '

Besides writing the story of his life, Nassakh gives a vivid picture of
the social life of the people he met and places he visited, as also the
eye-witness accounts of significant events of the time, such as Calcutta’s
reaction to the outbreak of the Sepoy Mutiny in 1857 and the great
Cyclone of 1864, with its resultant devastation in and around Calcutta.
Of special interest is the author’s account of the efforts of Professor
Edward Byles Cowell, the greatest Sanskritist of the time and Principal
of Calcutta’s pride, the Sanskrit College, to learn the Persian and
Hindusthani languages from Maulvi ‘Abdul Ghafir.

It is a proud privilege for the Asiatic Society to bring out the critical
edition of the Autobiography prepared from a unique manuscript by
Dr. Abdus Subhan, Fellow of the Asiatic Society and a distinguished
scholar.  An English translation of the text, when published, will,
I hope, further enhance the litility of the work. I am sure the present
edition, which happens to be Society’s earliest Urdu publication, will
constitute a valuable contribution to the advancement of knowledge
about the period and the personality which it deals with.

L]

Calcutta, Jagannath Cha‘kravorty
" 11th August, 1986. General Secretary

L]
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SYSTEM OF TRANSLITERATION
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