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To God belong the East and the West.
Wherever you turn the glory of God is everywhere.

—Holy Quran


Contents

Introduction by Melissa Etheridge



ONE: The Taliban and the Guitar

TWO: Growing Up

THREE: Wandering Spirits

FOUR: American Desi

FIVE: Finding My Way

SIX: Rock & Roll Jihad

SEVEN: Freedom

EIGHT: Junoon

NINE: Banned in Pakistan

TEN: Fusion

ELEVEN: The Flight

TWELVE: “Speak”

THIRTEEN: “Ghoom Tana”



Epilogue

Discography & Filmography

Acknowledgements

About the Author


Introduction
by Melissa Etheridge

The story you are about to read is the story of a light-bringer, a way-shower. He will be the first to insist that there is nothing special about anything that he has done. Yet there is no other that has gone before him and walked his path.

I had the blessing to cross the path of Salman Ahmad in December 2007, when we were in Oslo, Norway, for the Nobel Peace Prize Concert.

I had been on a life-changing adventure of my own. Diagnosed with cancer in 2004, I lay in bed for weeks on “dose-dense chemotherapy” (a new and intense form of chemo). And it was there and then that I found my meaning in life.

We are one.

I sent out a prayer to the cosmos. Make me a channel for changing the world. I want to work with people who want to change the world. People who are through with the current paradigm that we have been agreeing to uphold day after day, people who know there is a great shift happening and that peace is the only thing that matters in the world.

Before long, I received a call from former vice president Al Gore, asking me to write a song for his film An Inconvenient Truth. It was an opportunity for me to put out a call to arms, a chance to get people to “wake up.” I watched as that one film single-handedly changed people; I saw it ignite a spark. I realized that one person’s dream can make a huge difference to the whole world. I was surprised and honored to win an Oscar for the song I had written, “I Need to Wake Up.”

In 2007, I was asked to participate in Live Earth, a concert raising awareness about global warming that was being held on 7-7-07, on all seven continents, all day long. It was an ambitious attempt to bring the world together though technology. I took this as a sign that finally we were all waking up to the need to understand our “oneness,” and that for the first time, we might begin to rise as one to address and resolve the serious environmental issues facing this Earth right now. With excitement, I prepared a trilogy of songs to be played for my twenty minutes on stage. I planned to play two new songs from my not-yet-released album The Awakening, then end with the Oscar-winning song “I Need to Wake Up.”

A couple of weeks before the concert, my manager told me that the organizers of the concert, acting, we assume, under pressure from their corporate sponsors, really wanted me to do a “hit” song. I could not believe my ears. On the one hand, the world was coming together as never before; on the other, I was being asked to sing “Come to My Window.” Now, don’t get me wrong: I love that song and am very grateful to have a hit or two under my belt, but the thought of turning this momentous occasion into a demand to roll out a hit song was starting to get me down. I told my manager that I would be doing the new songs or I would watch the concert at home. Eventually, the organizers backed off, and we agreed that I would perform the new songs.

The thought of having a live television audience, worldwide, for twenty minutes was exciting. Onstage at Giants Stadium, I chose to ask the question, “What happened to us?” I spoke about fear and change. I hoped to inspire somebody, anybody. I did not know it at the time, but Salman Ahmad and his family, who had arrived in New York City only months before, were at the stadium that day to watch this live concert event. I wish I could have seen them from the stage. As it was, I could only see a number of smiling faces, and a couple of folks who were really there to hear Bon Jovi and who also probably wanted me to stop talking and sing more (maybe that “Window” song).

As I left the stage, I took a good look at the corporate sponsors all around the stadium. With sadness I realized that this moment was brought to us by Verizon and a host of other “green-washed” companies, corporate hypocrites that seemed to jump on the green wagon just to sell more widgets. My heart really sank later, when I learned that not a note of my performance was shown on the three-hour NBC broadcast that night. Not even the Academy Award–winning song to the movie that got this whole thing going in the first place. All that made the corporate cut was my introduction, “Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Al Gore.”

This changing the world thing was going to take a lot longer than I thought.

Later that year, I received the request to join Mr. Gore in Oslo, where he was to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. I was asked to play “I Need to Wake Up” and one other song at the Nobel Peace Prize Concert. I found out that this concert was going to be broadcast on television to many nations.

Thanks to previous experience, I was feeling a little skeptical about just how much good a television show masquerading under the label of “A Concert” could do. I was starting to see that no matter how extraordinary an event like this can be, when it turns into television entertainment, you always hear the same thing over and over: “Let’s bring peace to the world, shall we? And now, a word from our sponsor.” What noble sentiment there is gets watered down, if not eliminated entirely, by the commercial interests that prevail over it. But I wanted to be there for my friend Al, so I said yes. I had been mumbling some of my doubts to my long-time tour manager and friend Steven Girmant on the plane ride over, when he said, There is some reason you are here. You never know what might happen or who you might meet. I hate it when Steven uses on me any of the spiritual pick-me-ups that I use on him. I decided to take my own advice and start looking for the purpose of my journey to a very cold place to perform on a TV show.

At the sound check, among the arena chairs I saw a beautiful couple, a man and woman. I sang my song to an otherwise empty hall. When I was finished, this strong man with amazing eyes approached the stage. He reached out both his hands to me. I bent down and grabbed them, and he gently told me in his Pakistani yet Americanized accent, “I love the vibration you are on.” These words filled my soul. I had found another spirit who was searching for something more. I looked at him and said, “I live there.” What a sweet smile he had. I met him again backstage, where he told me of his work. I saw him perform at the concert and was amazed by his vocal and guitar abilities. Here was this traditional Eastern sound that was rocking hard at the same time. We exchanged information, and I flew back to Los Angeles, satisfied that the universe knew what it was doing dragging me to Norway in December.

Salman and I made arrangements to meet up in Los Angeles. I told him we needed to write something together. He came to my home and we spent two days just talking. We could feel each other’s vibrations, and again we were on the same wavelength, as we spoke of our dreams and each of our paths. I have a history of making choices that might seem brave to some. But when he told me about what had happened to him in Pakistan, the story that you’re about to read in this book, I suddenly felt that my history paled in comparison to choices he made that could have resulted in his death. I was so inspired to create something in conjunction with this soul. He returned home and sent me some musical ideas. I found in one track a haunting guitar part that I kept playing over and over until finally the words started to come. “Whose God is God? Whose light is light? Whose law is wrong? Whose might is right?” This would truly be a song about peace. A song about finally ending the fear of differences.

I was recording a holiday album that I was calling A New Thought for Christmas. I wanted to bring out an alternative way of thinking about all of our religious differences. It seemed to me that a collaboration between a Sufi Muslim and a Midwestern lesbian might do the trick. I invited Salman to come to the studio, where he tracked with us for a full day. His smooth vocals and steady guitar playing made for a magical experience. We created a song, “Ring the Bells,” and with the help of Deepak Chopra, the song became a movement of its own. I hope you hear it and are yourself moved to sound an alarm for peace and change in this world.

Peace in this world begins with peace in our hearts. Salman Ahmad has placed that peace in his heart and it now shines like a beacon for millions of people in the East, the West, and everywhere.

Read on, my friend, and know that his story is a part of our history. We are all connected, and as each day goes by, the connections become clearer.

Salman Ahmad inspires me to reach always for the greatest heights and never to fear. I am so blessed to know this extraordinary man.

—May 2009


ONE
The Taliban and the Guitar

On a cool, clear November morning in 1982, I woke up in my bedroom in Lahore, filled with anticipation. A little more than a year earlier, my parents, siblings, and I had returned to Pakistan after six years in America. That evening, I would finally break out my long-unused sunburst Les Paul and play before a live audience of my medical school classmates at our college talent show. My plan was to channel the eighties guitar hero Eddie Van Halen and perform “Eruption”—and to blow everybody away as only that classic one-minute, 42-second guitar solo could. Consumed by a musical passion, I threw on my white doctor’s overalls and grabbed my anatomy and physiology books and headed for the door. I was eighteen years old.

The sweet smell of jasmine greeted me as I stepped outside and climbed into my beat-up, rusting yellow Mazda, the consolation prize given to me by my father for having taken me away from the life I loved in Tappan, New York. My parents and siblings had settled in the southern port city of Karachi while I had moved in with my mother’s parents at 54 Lawrence Road for my studies. That hopeful morning, I drove down Mall Road, the main city thoroughfare, and into the cyclone that is Lahori traffic: an anarchic scrum of blue rickshaws, horse-drawn tongas, bicyclists wearing shalwar kameez (long shirt over baggy trousers), and Japanese motorbikes and cars all flouting the cops and running red lights. Navigating the chaotic roads, I motored past the palatial Punjab governor’s mansion and Jinnah’s Garden, the beautiful park known as Lawrence Gardens during the colonial Raj. I gazed for a second at the gymkhana where I often played cricket. Its picturesque ground was encased in pine and eucalyptus trees and its pavilions were lined with red tiles. My eyes were still re-adjusting to the sights of Pakistan, and all of this looked like a scene right out of a dream.

My parents had enrolled me in Lahore’s King Edward Medical College in the hope that I would give up my teenage fantasies of being a rock musician and adopt a respectable profession. They had been patient and even supportive when I joined Eclipse, our high school garage band in Tappan, founded by my Tappan Zee High School buddies Brian O’Connell and Paul Siegel. And they’d been sincerely happy when we won our high school’s battle of the bands in 1980. But as I sat in the lecture hall that day, my old life in America was a world away and I was just another young Pakistani studying anatomy—albeit one who was constantly humming the chorus of “Helter Skelter” and “Revolution.”

About two years earlier, my father’s brother-in-law, Ismat Anwar, had visited us at our home in Tappan. At the behest of my parents, Dr. Anwar, a leading Pakistani surgeon, had a man-to-man talk with me about my career plans. I sat across from the serious-looking Uncle Anwar in my small room, focusing my bored gaze past him on the poster of Jimi Hendrix on my wall. With a shrug of my shoulders, I told my uncle that I didn’t know about the future. But I knew that I wanted to rock.

“Rock? What does that mean, beta (son)?” Dr. Anwar asked in his Punjabi-inflected English.

I tried to explain in my New York accent. “Uncle, I just want to play guitar and be in a band for the rest of my life. That’s my dream. Just like these guys,” I said, pointing to the life-size posters of Led Zeppelin, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Hendrix, and Van Halen covering the walls of my room in our house on Lester Drive. My uncle took a look around at all the color posters in amazement, as Lennon and McCartney, Hendrix, Plant, Page, and Jagger seemed to strike poses of silent support.

Uncle Anwar pointed incredulously to the long-haired musicians playing guitars and exclaimed, “Salman mian [young man], you want to become a mirasi [low-class musician]? Your parents have high expectations of you and you want to waste the rest of your life playing this tuntunna [gizmo]?” He shook his open palms in the direction of my sunburst Les Paul, which rested proudly against the back of my guitar amplifier in the corner of my room.

Before I could answer I was saved by a car honking outside. It was Brian, come to take me to band practice. I ran out of the room carrying my amplifier in one hand and my guitar in the other. Freed from the interrogation, I yelled back, “I have to go, Uncle, our band Eclipse is rehearsing for the Tappan Zee High School battle of the bands!”

I escaped, but Uncle Anwar’s words had unsettled me. It was only a matter of months until the other shoe dropped and my parents told me we were all going back to Pakistan. I was already reeling from two of my heroes’ deaths, and now I had to face a forced march back to the motherland. That winter, I’d been devastated by the tragic killing of John Lennon, and had mourned the loss of drummer John Bonham of Led Zeppelin not long before. Both Zeppelin and the Beatles had been like close friends and teachers to me over the past six years. I had jammed with them with the head phones on, dissecting their guitar riffs. I had tried to mimic their impossibly cool fashions and belted out their tunes in front of my mirror at high decibels. I’d sung along with Robert Plant to Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven” or “Kashmir,” and crooned “Day Tripper” or “A Hard Day’s Night” by the Beatles. As a Pakistani kid who’d struggled with integrating into American life, rock and roll fed my soul and steered me toward a personal centeredness. Looking at myself in the mirror, I didn’t see a Pakistani, an American, or a Muslim, or anyone who fit into a single label or category. I just imagined myself standing onstage, playing my guitar and making people happy. And that was all I wanted.

But in the summer of 1981, the clock was ticking. I dodged reality by spending more and more time jamming with my friends in Eclipse. As the August day of departure got closer, I felt more like a visitor to the U.S. from a parallel universe. I was leaving. But I didn’t really know where I was going.

The America I knew was rock concerts at the Nassau Coliseum, Yankees games, and a close-knit group of teenage friends that made up a living mosaic of my adopted country. There was my Irish-American buddy Brian, my Jewish friends Paul Siegel and Michael Langer, and Frank Bianco, the New York Italian kid I perfected my ping-pong game with. And then there was me, a brown-skinned, Pakistani-American Muslim named not Brian or John or Shawn, but Salman. We were one big circle of light brought together by music, sports, and shared experiences. None of us cared about the made-up divides of color, culture, or religion. A month before I was to return to Pakistan, five of us had sped down the Palisades Parkway in Cindy Shaw’s father’s red and white Oldsmobile, singing at the top of our lungs along with David Lee Roth to “Ain’t Talkin’ ’Bout Love.” In that car, with those friends on my way to my final Van Halen concert, I shot footage for a mental movie of what I thought were the last days of my American life.

There was so much to leave behind. All around me, in 1981 in New York, kids had dyed their hair red or purple and identified themselves as punks after the movement spearheaded by Britain’s notorious Johnny Rotten and the Sex Pistols. That year everyone wore dark sunglasses indoors. The musical-film Fame dazzled audiences. Rocky Horror Picture Show fans were doing the time warp. American hostages were finally brought home after 444 days of captivity in Iran, Pakistan’s western neighbor. That spring, President Reagan had been shot in an assassination attempt in Washington. Bruce Springsteen sang about a hungry heart. Girls wore boots in the sun and high, open-toe Candies in the rain.

And then one day in August I was gone, sitting sullenly in the seat of a PIA 747 and jetting with sickening speed away from the New York skyline. I could see the cars zig-zagging on the highways, the tall buildings of Manhattan trying to kiss the sky, and the golden glint of the flame in the hand of the Statue of Liberty. Soon we left New York far behind and climbed higher over the Atlantic Ocean. I was full of resentment, frustration, and anger. But as I fell into dreamland, my journey—from East to West and back again—was really just getting started.

I couldn’t pay attention in anatomy class that November day. I kept sneaking desperate glances at the clock to see when the session would end. Meanwhile, I threw knowing looks at my co-conspirator of the day—Munir, known to everyone as “Clint” due to his obsession with Dirty Harry. Munir was a quiet, bohemian guy whom I had quickly befriended when I learned that like me, he listened to bootleg tapes of Hendrix, the Beatles, and Zeppelin. He also happened to own the only set of drums I could find anywhere in Lahore—making Munir my only candidate for musical backup that night. “Clint” rolled his eyes as the assistant professor droned on about the heart’s inferior and superior vena cavas, sinoatrial valves, and bundle of His. We weren’t slackers, but that day we were ready to get as far away from campus as we could.

In fact, we couldn’t get very far. In the Pakistan of the day, there wasn’t much to do but study. In 1982, democracy was dead and a dictator, General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq, was running the show. A war was raging in neighboring Afghanistan, and Pakistan, a U.S. ally, was being transformed into a virtual arms bazaar, with Kalashnikovs as common a sight as a squirt gun at a kid’s birthday party. To me it seemed as if the body and soul of Pakistan had been snatched by aliens in Pakistani disguise. I still loved Pakistan for all the happy memories I had of growing up with my family and friends, and it was those childhood memories that kept me from losing my mind after I returned. But so much had changed. I couldn’t, for example, even think about looking over at any of the handful of girls in class. In General Zia’s Pakistan, male and female professors alike would call out and humiliate any amorous young man who took his eyes off the instructor and let them wander toward the pretty young women who sat together in the first couple of rows. The freewheeling country I knew had become dark, suffocated by religious extremism and gender-segregated. It felt like the last place in the world for an aspiring artist.

After three hours of anatomy, and another three agonizing hours of physiology, we were finally dismissed, and I raced back to Anarkali Bazaar to grab my car. It was mid-afternoon and the bazaar was packed. Girls dressed in colorful shalwar kameez walked past the merchants, who were hawking everything from cricket bats and balls, paprika, garlic, curries, lentils, and addictive paan (betel leaves). The shops displayed sparkling bangles, necklaces, and engagement rings. All of this was juxtaposed with a variety of live animals ready for the slaughter. Roadside fortune-tellers with monkeys and parrots offered to tell you the future for only one rupee, while the sky was alive with kites of all shapes and sizes, flown by young and old from the neighboring rooftops. I breathed in the intoxicating smell of the chicken kebabs from sidewalk vendors.

As I approached my car, I passed Mayo Hospital, where I was confronted by the stark suffering of the poor of Pakistan—as well as the collateral damage from the war raging up north in Afghanistan. Walking by, I saw old men and women from the villages of Pakistan pushed by interns on ramshackle wheelchairs. Afghan refugees with amputated legs and arms shuffled nearby. And then there were the little children suffering from terminal diseases, their eyes haunted and already half-dead. It broke my heart to know that many of these impoverished and unlucky patients would die, despite the best efforts of the doctors on staff.

Back at my grandmother’s house, I quickly threw off the medical overalls and changed into black jeans and an AC/DC T-shirt. Around my wrist I wound a string of blue prayer beads favored by adherents of Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam. I dabbed some black paint under my eyes and put on my favorite necklace with a gold “Allah” pendant. I felt like a New Yorker all over again—except there was no mistaking that I was back in Lahore. I played “Eruption” in front of the mirror before I left, just for one last practice run.

While in America I’d lived the life of a suburban teenager—a life that I couldn’t have imagined as a young kid in Lahore. I had arrived as a confused desi (South Asian) with my family in Rockland County, New York, in 1975. From 1975 to 1981 I had gradually transformed from an awkward, ill-at-ease Pakistani immigrant boy into a high school senior with a dream: I wanted to be a rock star. I would only whisper that to myself, afraid of saying it too loud in case someone overheard and burst my bubble. The rock and roll environment that had nurtured my starriest hope was now gone. But tonight was a chance, however small, to get some of that groove back.

As I stepped out of my small room, I saw my grandmother Aziza. She was a remarkable woman, full of love and life. She was one of the few women of her generation to be educated at the famed Aligarh University in India, and was always ahead of her time. Even though Pakistan had fallen under a cloud of military dictatorship and religious fanaticism, she retained her progressive values and vision. And like me, she loved music, TV, and movies. Seeing me dressed up in my makeshift rocker garb, the guitar on my shoulder, she smiled approvingly. I asked her to pray for me, to pray that tonight’s performance would go well. She smiled and promised to do so. But as I walked away, she said something that I didn’t fully grasp at that moment.

“Remember that everything which happens is a sign from God,” she said. “We are all His instruments.” She kissed me and said “Khuda Hafiz”—“May God’s protection be with you.” I didn’t think much about her words at that moment, but they would take on profound meaning in a few short hours.

I threw my Les Paul in the back seat of the Mazda, along with my MXR distortion box and Crybaby wahwah pedal. In the Pakistan of the 1980s, where Western rock and pop music was considered as sinful, this guitar gear was as foreign as a Star Trek communicator from the future. I managed to emerge from the Lahore traffic in one piece and arrived at the site of our little talent show—The International Hotel. That regal-sounding place was actually pretty down at the heels, but I didn’t mind. We had rented out a small ballroom for the show, and for a bunch of broke college kids it might as well have been New York’s famed rock club CBGB.

At 6 p.m., the students started pouring in. About sixty kids from the freshman class showed up. We were excited about the turnout. If things went well, my friends on the organizing committee—mostly fellow “Overseas Pakistanis”—planned to do three more shows that year.

The night’s performances began after a student named Timoo recited a verse from the Holy Quran in a beautiful voice. In the verse, God tells mankind that He created us as men and women from different nations and tribes so that we could get to know each other. It was a message that meant a lot to the students, who came from all over the world—the United States, England, Saudi Arabia, and Afghanistan—as well as a variety of cities and villages all over Pakistan.

Maybe Pakistan wasn’t so bad, I thought as I watched the acts. A guy in glasses named Ali read Urdu poetry by the famous poet Faiz Ahmed Faiz, including a piece called “Speak.” A series of Punjabi comedians had us in stitches, although they watered down some of their bawdy jokes out of respect for the girls in the room. Others performed skits mocking the stern professors and their idiosyncrasies. Then there was a juggling act and then it was my turn.

Fifteen months before that evening, I’d sat, rapt, inside the Nassau Coliseum in Uniondale, New York, watching my atomic punk hero Eddie Van Halen open his band’s concert with a powerful performance of “On Fire.” Eddie seemed to be playing just for me as he ran all over that Long Island stage, shirtless in Converse sneakers and white cargo pants and grinning like an impish captain of a guitar Olympics team. He never lost a beat even as he skidded on his knees, wrenching the notes out of his red-and-white striped guitar as he finger-tapped the finale to “Eruption.” Thousands of breathless teenagers including me pumped their fists, stomped their feet, and paid loud homage to this axe legend. Looking at Eddie on that stage, I didn’t just see him. I saw who I wanted to be.

And so in that Lahore hotel that November night, I summoned up the spirit of Eddie Van Halen and ripped into “Eruption.” With Clint backing me up and the amp turned up to 11, I vented every ounce of pent-up frustration I had through my Les Paul and stunned the crowd with this blaze of heavy metal riffs. They’d never heard anything like it before. I closed my eyes and let my fingers do a dance of bliss on my instrument. All of a sudden, I heard cries and screams. Gratified by the response, I felt vindicated and energized, and I knew I was getting somewhere. I was, I hoped, on my way to being a rock star after all.

But when I opened my eyes, I realized that the cries were not of excitement coming from my audience of classmates. They were screams of rage. And they were coming from the angry mob of students—in Urdu, taliban—belonging to the college wing of religous parties who had broken into the hotel ballroom. They were outraged at what they protested was a den of sin.

“Fahashi! Harami!” they cried. Vulgarity! Bastard!

Somehow these bearded youths had learned about our little talent show. I stared, totally stunned, as these fanatics rushed inside, throwing burqas and chadors on the women and pushing them away from the men they had had the audacity to sit next to in the audience.

And then one of these youths, his eyes filled with a madness that has nothing to do with God, jumped onto the tiny stage. He tore out the amplifier, and then kicked over poor Munir’s dusty old drum set.

A mighty anger welled up inside me and I found my voice. “What the hell is your problem?!” I yelled at the guy.

He looked at me and my guitar with contempt.

“Give that to me,” he barked.

I stood frozen, unable to process what was happening.

He tore the Les Paul from my hands, and with a fury unlike any I had ever seen, proceeded to bash it on the green marble floor, wrecking it beyond repair.

I could not believe what I was seeing. Shocking as this act of wanton violence was, my first thought was that if anybody was going to smash my guitar it should’ve been me. Not these show-stealing thugs!

That guitar was my only link to a world I had loved and lost. I had bought it for $235 at Sam Ash Music in Paramus, New Jersey, in 1978, having diligently saved money from months of delivering newspapers and busing tables at Blauvelt Coach Diner on Route 303 in New York. It was the guitar that I had learned to play by jamming with Brian and Paul in Eclipse. It was an instrument of peace that had seen me through good times and bad.

I stood there, numb, watching the events that followed with a strange detachment. The music police threatened the medical students, warning them that the next time they tried to organize such an indecent display, the guns would come out and deadly tribal justice would be meted out in the defense of Islam.

I was a long, long way from suburban New York. Looking at my mangled guitar, I realized that I was now caught squarely in the middle of a cultural conflict the likes of which I’d never experienced.

I made a decision on the spot that November day. I silently vowed to fight the forces that could tear apart someone’s dream with such casual cruelty. General Zia and his extremist sidekicks had distorted my beloved religion of Islam and were slowly asphyxiating Pakistani culture. Their target was music, poetry, and dance. They wanted to crush our spirits and destroy the creativity that I believe links mortals to God. I knew that Pakistan had a long, rich history, with ancient civilizations and the most beautiful love poetry and music. So nobody was going to tell me that there wasn’t a place for rock and roll here.

Over the next several years, as I stayed in Pakistan and stuck with my musical junoon (my obsessive passion), the country would be ruled by a succession of leaders, some of whom were friendly to artists like me and some who weren’t. Inspired by the incident at our talent show, in a few years’ time, I began to wage a rock and roll jihad, or struggle, and began forming clandestine rock bands. They soon won fans among the youth of Pakistan, and a counterculture movement grew. The music eventually emerged from the shadows to confront the power of the mullahs in the streets. The angry, bearded young man’s action had backfired. He inspired me to take my love of classic rock and the blues and mix it with the mystical music and poetry of Sufism, creating a new kind of “Sufi rock.” He had his vision of Pakistan—no, of life—and I had mine. It was a vision that actually wasn’t far from the spirit of harmony and happiness that I’d experienced back in New York with my high school friends. It is a cosmic oneness that sees no cultural boundaries.

Over the next two decades, I would be part of two of Pakistan and South Asia’s most successful groups: Vital Signs, which I joined, and Junoon, which I founded. My music would be banned by hostile and repressive governments. I’d play in front of hundreds of thousands of fans in packed sports stadiums, concert halls, and colleges in South Asia, the Middle East, China, Japan, and the West. I would perform at the famed Royal Albert Hall in London and, one day, at the United Nations General Assembly hall in New York. In 2008, the kid who used to stand in front of the bedroom mirror jamming to Led Zeppelin would defy death threats from militants and play the first-ever rock concert in the war-torn state of Kashmir. I would also become the first Pakistani artist to perform at a Nobel Peace Prize ceremony, in December of 2007.

Picking up my bent, broken guitar that day in the auditorium, I was seething with anger. But amid the din of the departing students’ voices, I heard a beckoning sound.

“Do you know what the music is saying?” asked the Sufi poet Rumi in the thirteenth century. “Come follow me and you will find the way.”


TWO
Growing Up

One of my earliest memories is the sight of a man sitting cross-legged and barefoot at a wedding, singing about the oneness of God.

The man is a qawwali singer, and his voice is raspy and strong. He’s wearing a black sherwani over white shalwar kameez. His leathery face and his mouth (filled with red betel leaf) contort with every note. Guests are dancing wildly and some are head-banging. I’m sitting in a corner, watching with an emotion I don’t yet know how to describe. But I know that the song he’s singing is traveling through my ears straight to my young heart.

Eighteen years before the bearded student broke my Les Paul, I was born in Lahore, an ancient city with a rich history of poetry, music, and culture. Qawwali, a popular form of South Asian Sufi music, was ever-present. So were the romantic films of the 1960s, my mother’s paintings, and the azan, the sonorous Muslim call to prayer, echoing from a hundred mosques across the city five times a day.

Just after midnight on December 12, 1963, a Sufi holy man who was a friend of my paternal grandfather’s whispered the words “Allahu akbar”—“God is great”—into my tender ears. I had been delivered by our family doctor just moments earlier at my mother’s grandparents’ home at 54 Lawrence Road because my mother, Shahine, couldn’t stand the sight of hospitals. A cast of close family members was all around me. Abu (my father Ejaz), Aba (my mother’s father), Ami Aziza (my mother’s mother), Dada (my father’s father), Dadi (my father’s mother), and my mother’s grandparents all had gathered at the simple, white colonial-style home opposite Jinnah’s grandparents all had gathered Garden. Earlier that cold night, they’d all assisted with towels, warm water, or prayers. The smell of homemade zarda, a sweet saffron rice reserved for special occasions, permeated the air.

There was also hope in the atmosphere that midnight hour, said the holy man, or pir, known as Sufi Sahib. He proclaimed to all who were present that my status as the first male grandchild on either side of the family would give me and my relatives khush kismet—good destiny.

The pir was right. The same day I was born, my father’s childhood wish to fly and see the world was fulfilled. His acceptance letter from Pakistan International Airlines had arrived informing him that he’d been appointed passenger sales manager in PIA’s Lahore office. To celebrate my birth and his new job, my father went out and bought a red Morris Minor—our family’s first car. My maternal grandparents were similarly thrilled and distributed burfis and ladoos (traditional sweetmeats) and wrote letters to friends and family to announce the arrival of their grandson.

I was born 100 percent Pakistani and 100 percent Muslim, but I’m also the product of an ethnically mixed marriage. My mother, Shahine, is an Urdu-speaking Pashtun, while my father, Ejaz, grew up speaking Punjabi. There are also other important differences between them. Shahine is a mohajir (immigrant) whose more-liberal family fled west to Lahore from the Indian city of Patiala in 1947 during the violent partition of British India, from which Pakistan was born. They lost most of their possessions in the process. My father was born into a conservative and well-established family in Lahore in 1937. Abu, as I call my father, was the second-youngest child out of a family of four brothers and two sisters. My mother was only four years old when her family arrived in Lahore. She was the second of six children, three girls and three boys, born to my grandparents Habib Khan and Aziza Khanum. The name my grandparents chose for my mother means “falcon,” and was inspired by a famous verse written by Allama Muhammad Iqbal—the poet and philosopher whose dream of a separate homeland for the Indian subcontinent’s Muslims inspired the creation of Pakistan.

Having a mother whose name was taken from a poem was a good start for a future artist. And indeed, I got a lot of spirit from my mother’s side of the family. Pashtuns are fiercely proud, self-confident, and family-loving people not easily blinded or fazed by money and fame. My mother had a passion for painting and music and her hands were often trying to paint a beautiful picture with a brush or coax a melody out of her sitar. Unlike her sisters Birjees and Nosheen, she had very little interest in dressing up, playing with dolls, makeup, or any other such “girlie” activities. As a teenager she took lessons in Kathak, the storytelling dance of India, and grew up in a household where discussion of Islam and politics was encouraged by her parents. One day, I’d use the very Iqbal poem that inspired her name in a Junoon song called “Khudi.”

But the lively arts were nothing to aspire to in my father’s family.

“Performing and jumping is only for street urchins,” my paternal grandfather, K. B. Rashid Ahmad, would tell my father on occasion. “Only reading and writing will make you truly noble.” That kind of attitude would frustrate my music- and cricket-loving, people-friendly father, who nonetheless looked up to his own father as a sort of mythical hero. And he was in fact an inspirational figure. My grandfather grew up in British India with little family wealth and rose to become secretary and advisor to the governor of Punjab. In his thirty-five-year service in the Punjab government, Rashid Ahmad served twelve governors—British and Pakistani—and oversaw the wrenching transition between British colonial rule and Pakistani self-governance. He was given the title “Khan Bahadur,” roughly equivalent to “brave sir.” Where my mother’s family may have heard Sufi-inspired music, as Shahine learned her Kathak, my father’s family often listened to British Indian army marching bands. Victorian anthems were the background music of my dad’s childhood growing up in Dada and Dadi’s annex next door to the Punjab governor’s residence on Mall Road. And in pre-partition days, those anthems were performed at the governor’s summer retreat, where Abu’s family spent time in the cool Indian hills of Simla. Another sound in my grandfather’s official residence was my grandmother reciting the Quran. She and my father’s sisters wouldn’t leave the house without wearing a burqa, in sharp contrast to the women in my mother’s family, who worked, studied abroad, and didn’t feel that their faith required them to cover their heads. My folks’ families were mirror opposites in most respects, but it didn’t stop my parents from falling in love after meeting through Abu’s older sister. They married in January 1963.

If my life were a film the early songs on the soundtrack would be patriotic anthems, not Led Zeppelin. That’s because my parents and I lived in Dada and Dadi’s annex until January 1965. It was a fairytale home, complete with ducks and swans in the pond and tall wrought-iron gates designed by the British to keep unwanted locals out. Past the gates lay a circular gravel driveway lined with big red clay flower pots and huge green lawns dotted with trees bursting with oranges, guavas, apples, mangoes, and pomegranates. An army of servants looked after the estate round the clock. There were chowkidars (guards), gardeners, cooks, and turbaned waiters with starched white uniforms, who served tea, fruit juices, and snacks to the VIP guests and visitors who came from all over. During official banquets in the colonial era, a bandmaster and his orchestra playing European classical music accompanied the ballroom dancing of the Brits and their guests. By the time I was a child, the musicians were playing one of the world’s newest national anthems, and Pakistani folk tunes. Looking out past those gates as a little boy, I could see the city that the British had loved so much and hated to leave. It was a city I would come to love as well.

Lahore raised me as much as my family did. Pakistan was a teenager when I was born, struggling to come to terms with its newfound freedom. But the ancient city of my birth has a four-thousand-year history that’s been decorated and sculpted by the mists of time. It’s multicultural, boisterous, and steeped in a natural poetic sensibility, much like Junoon’s music aims to be. Lahoris say (in Punjabi) that anyone who hasn’t seen Lahore hasn’t started living. Though it’s located in what is today a Muslim nation, Lahore actually began with a Hindu god. According to legend, the city was named after Loh, the son of Lord Rama, who is the eponymous hero of the classic Indian literary epic, the “Ramayana.” Lahore has also seen invaders like Alexander the Great and passing holy men, including Islamic Sufis, Hindu rishis, and fakirs from all religions. The Muslim Mughal emperor Shah Jahan, the builder of the Taj Mahal, was born in the city. Lahore was briefly the capital of India during the reign of the great Emperor Akbar, Shah Jahan’s grandfather. Sikh maharajahs and British colonialists have gone and come, along with writers like Rudyard Kipling and an untold army of poets and musicians. Lahore has witnessed countless stories of unrequited love, the most famous perhaps being the doomed affair between the beautiful courtesan Anarkali and Prince Salim, Shah Jahan’s father. Lahoris have a long tradition of celebrating the heroic souls who sacrifice the world for their love and passion. Like the invaders, badshahs (kings), saints, sinners, and empire builders before me, I grew to love the indomitable spirit of Lahore. As a child I breathed in the air and sensed the city’s carefree charm and old world grace. Later, I also felt a restless responsibility for its people to be celebrated by the world and recognized as second to none in poetry, music, sports, food, hospitality, and romance.

The Lahore I was born into owed its cultural richness to the times of Akbar, the great Muslim Mughal emperor. Akbar’s reign (1556–1605) over the Indian subcontinent was a golden period of cultural pluralism, tolerance, and music, including qawwali, the devotional music of Sufism.

Sufism is one of the great influences in my life. Most basically, Sufism is about seeking truth and knowledge. It focuses one’s attention on knowing God through knowing oneself. Using music, poetry, dance, and meditation, Sufis tune out the interference of the ego and merge with the divine. Sufis believe that in order to love God you have to love His people as well. The Sufi poet Bulleh Shah said:

You can destroy the mosque, tear down the temple, break all that can be broken. But never break anyone’s heart, because that’s where God lives.

Sufis oppose violence and war and promote love, devotion, and social service. Many Sufi singers, poets, and scholars are women. Akbar himself was an ardent devotee of Sufism, and the activities in his time demonstrate that he practiced the tolerance that the Sufis preach. Hindus and Muslims in Akbar’s court engaged in intensive dialogues and collaborations. They generated poetry, music, and dance that drew freely from the cultural traditions of all of the kingdom’s people. The emperor got carried away near the end of his reign when he tried to start his own religion. But the cultural seeds that Akbar planted in the sixteenth century infuse the hearts of the people of Lahore even now. I owe my wedding memory of the cross-legged qawwal to the great ruler.

Lahore in the sixties and seventies was a fascinating mix of the old and new. Mughal-era forts, palaces, mosques, and shrines bumped directly up against British museums, high courts, schools, and universities. In Lahore, whichever direction you walked, you’d see gardens and fountains alongside domed tombs fashioned from sandstone and inlaid marble. On every visit to the ever-bustling Anarkali Bazaar—where my aunts and uncles went in their day to buy the latest 45- and 78-rpm records and Archie comics—I’d be overwhelmed by a rush of girls, boys, women, and men shopping for everything. They’d buy chai, milk, cakes, and more from turbaned, Peshawari-sandal-wearing vendors straddling bicycles. Smells of fresh fruit, tobacco, jasmine, and seekh kebabs hung in the air. And on any given day or night in Lahore, you could hear music, read poetry, watch dance performances, or gaze at art and architecture that was all home-grown and worn like a badge of honor on many a Lahori’s sleeve. Pakistan, a young nation, had its cultural capital. I was living in it.

From the day I was born, I was taught to be a proud Pakistani. But the British had only been gone for sixteen years when I came into the world, and despite our independence and traditions, some colonial vestiges remained. One of those was my school, called Aitchison.

Thanks to my Dada’s clout, I went to that elite British built public school in Lahore as a boy. It was, and is, a place for sons of Pakistan’s wealthy landowning and established families to be groomed to become rulers of a nation of millions of poor rural villagers. But it wasn’t just a place to learn math or English. The anglicized Pakistani teachers’ aim was to make us students just like them. Having ruled over India for two hundred years, the British (known by the respectful title “sahibs”) knew that they needed to recreate the local elite in their own image if they were going to have partners in their colonial venture. So it came to be that people who went to Aitchison and other high-class institutions (anyone, for that matter, who was educated in English) got stuck with the patronizing moniker “brown sahibs.”

Neither I nor anyone in my family was going to take kindly to that name, especially after my mother and her relatives had suffered through the Brits’ ill-executed Partition. But old attitudes die hard, especially those that had been around for more than a hundred years. Thomas Macaulay, a British member of Parliament in the nineteenth century, was the embodiment of this colonial attitude.

“I propose that we replace [India’s] old and ancient education system, her culture,” Macaulay said in 1835, “for if the Indians think that all that is foreign and English is good and greater than their own, they will lose their self-esteem, their native self-culture, and they will become what we want them to be: a truly dominated nation.”

My mother’s father, who escaped with his life from India, first told me about the speech when I was about ten years old. It went like this:

We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of persons Indian in blood and colors but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect.

As a newly minted Aitchisonian, all that sounded familiar to me. (My grandfather, meanwhile, would punctuate the end of the speech with “Saala Bhootni-ka!”—“Brother-in-law and son of a vile evil spirit!”) The Aitchison idea was to turn us into factory presets of well-dressed, well-mannered, and disciplined Pakistani school boys with fake plastic British souls. I went to Aitchison from age six to eleven. Amid the school’s majestic colonial architecture, the stern, black-robed, male and female teachers taught us to adopt a sense of superiority over the masses. We were the elite, they told us, and no weakness in character would be tolerated. It felt like we were in a military school—and with good reason: our British headmaster was Army Major G.D. Langlands. Every summer morning we would assemble in lines, wearing white half-sleeved shirts, khaki shorts, and white socks and black shoes. In the wintertime it was full-sleeved shirts, gray pullovers, blue blazers, gray shorts, matching knee-high socks, and black shoes. On Saturdays we’d also have to wear starched pugharrs (turbans) that were blue in the winter and gray in the summer. And if we ever needed a little moral support, all we had to do was look at our school badges, which bore Aitchison’s motto: “Perseverance Commands Success.”

Decked out in our uniforms, we would stand at attention for the national anthem and then be inspected by our “house prefects.” Anyone caught out of line or talking would be made an example of with a caning or the task of doing “bhetaks”—exhausting squatting and standing exercises. I was often a usual suspect and had to bend over at least once and take a thrashing on my ass for repeating a bawdy joke I’d heard. It played on the Urdu word for “duck,” which is butukh.

“A Lahori goes to a gora’s [Englishman’s] house,” I told a little audience of my peers when the prefects weren’t looking. “He’s looking to pay the lady of the house a compliment, Okay?” I’d continue as the kids looked at me expectantly. By this time the prefects must have noticed something was up and were heading over, but we were oblivious to their footfalls.

“‘Madam,’ the Lahori says, your goray goray [fair] butukhs are very beautiful!”

The word was way too close to “buttocks” for the genteel English lady, and the pun could get a laugh out of any Lahori.

Any Lahori except my teachers. One of them promptly bent me over and whacked my own buttocks for being such an insolent wise-guy.

I got a good education at Aitchison despite the snobbery and took advantage of its excellent sports facilities, including a horseback riding school; beautiful green cricket, soccer and hockey grounds; and Olympic-sized swimming pools. But I constantly felt like a student from Pink Floyd’s “Another Brick in the Wall” video, wanting to scream out, “Hey! Teacher! Leave us kids alone!”

By the time I started at Aitchison, I had moved off the governor’s grounds to my mother’s parents’ place at 6 Napier Road, while my parents and younger sister Sania stayed on with my father’s parents—a pretty typical Pakistani living arrangement. Once settled in Lahore after Partition, my maternal grandmother had taken up a job as a resident administrator at the girls’ hostel at King Edward Medical College. The job provided the family with both an income and a new home, as on-campus living quarters were part of her compensation. My grandparents house was everything Aitchison wasn’t: warm, relaxed, and fun. It was also, critically for my development, egalitarian. As an administrator to about five hundred girls from all over Pakistan and other Muslim countries like Iran, Afghanistan, Malaysia, and Indonesia, my grandmother encouraged her future women doctors to show compassion toward the poor of Pakistan. Every quarter, Ami also organized a camping trip for students, family, and support staff and their families to the Swat Valley. In that beautiful part of the country—which was taken over by the Taliban in early 2009—all of us (regardless of class or social status) inhaled the natural air and sat around campfires under moon and starlight. The extremists of the early twenty-first century wanted to take Swat back to the Stone Age by chasing out musicians, closing movie theatres, and destroying schools for girls. But in my boyhood, under my grandmother’s supervision, boys and girls sang film songs, performed scenes from movies, and hiked all over the place followed by the curious eyes of monkeys, buffalo, rabbits, and deer. Those road trips were a lot of fun. My grandparents’ love totally spoiled me. It also taught me to “share the love.”

I feel like I lived a double life in those days, dividing my time between formal Aitchison and my grandparents’ cozy home. My stress was compounded by the fact that my parents’ marriage wasn’t exactly perfect. The tensions between them seeped into my subconscious and on occasion made my behavior unpredictable. One day I’d be a charming people-pleaser and the next I’d be a self-centered bully. My mood swings would often lead to temper tantrums if I didn’t get what I wanted. I would hurl things against walls and often bend and break spoons, forks, and plates. I’d rip up school books and fling pens and pencils across the room. An unknown rage would possess me, loosen my tongue, and make me expel the vilest Urdu and Punjabi curses aimed at no one in particular and at the whole world. My periodic outbursts shocked my family. Only my grandmother knew how to soothe me. She would often calm me down with an ice-cold, sugary red drink called rooh afza, run her hand over my forehead, and tell me stories of Ali Baba and Aladdin’s lamp. Safe within my grandmother’s bosom, my personal storms would subside as rapidly as they had come on.

Growing up at 6 Napier Road allowed me to explore life on my own terms. Life at the governor’s mansion had been comfortable, but my heart always yearned for the much simpler, closer-knit red-brick home Aba and Ami Aziza kept on Napier Road. There, my grandparents, two teenaged uncles Javed and Junaid, their older sister Nosheen, an old widowed grand aunt, and I all slept in two medium-sized bedrooms with high wooden ceilings and giant fans hanging down low from the roof. During the summers, we would take our charpoys (beds) out in the open front garden next to guava and mango trees and escape the heat. Sometimes I’d lie awake at night listening to the sounds of crickets and the whirring rumble of the pedestal fan. On other nights I’d stare into the sky looking for faces of people or shapes of animals and kites by connecting the stars and slices of the moon.

My grandparents’ was a small house, but it had a big impact on anyone who lived there or visited, especially if it was mealtime. Ami Aziza whipped up breakfasts of aloo parathas and tomato-and-onion omelets. Every morning, one of us would pour fresh water into a garha, a large round jug made of hand-fashioned pottery. Aba would bike over to Gowalmandi market and bring back delicious halva poori and chanay—a deep-fried chapatti with halva and chick-pea and potato curries. Lunch and dinner would come from the campus kitchen menu and alternate between matar keema (green peas and minced meat), saag gosht (spinach and spicy mutton), and daal chawal (lentils and rice). On some days we’d eat aloo gosht (meat and potato curry) and chicken karahi, a curry with thin chapattis; dahi (yogurt); and achaar (mango pickle). Anyone who set foot in the place felt right at home.

Roaming around and exploring the campus on my own, I soon mixed with and became best friends with the children of Ami Aziza’s support staff. All these kids and their parents seemed to me like the living and breathing characters of the true Pakistan. Boota the school driver, Siddiq the darzi (tailor), Abdullah the chowkidar, Ghani the maali (gardener), Akhtar the soft drink salesman, and others all had kids my age, and it was from them that I learned to fly kites and play cricket, pitthu gol garam (a kind of dodge ball), and gulli danda (a desi innovation played with two pieces of wood, a stick, and a small cricket bail). They all lived with their families in tiny, one-room homes in the servants’ quarters—but their generosity and kindness to me was limitless and I will never forget it. My stiff-upper-lipped teachers at Aitchison told us that playing with servants’ children was beneath us. My mother’s father instantly recognized that sentiment: as a subject of the Raj, he saw signs on British country clubs declaring “Dogs and Indians not allowed.” But my friends from Napier Road were infinitely more real, as well as funnier and wittier than my supposedly superior peers at school. What’s more, they looked at me as one of their own and didn’t play any head games. They just asked to be treated like equals, with respect and dignity. I knew they’d put their lives on the line for that kind of friendship, and I learned more from them than any book I had to crack at Aitchison.

I didn’t identify myself as a brown sahib but I still had a comparatively privileged upbringing in Pakistan. Seeing the poverty all around me got under my skin and burrowed into my conscience, leading me to take myself on punishing guilt trips even as a small boy. I knew I couldn’t help or befriend everybody. But one Eid ul-Fitr, Allah showed me a sign in the form of one particular boy.

I was about eight years old and all my relatives had gathered for Eid, a day of thanksgiving after fasting for thirty days during the month of Ramadan. Custom has it that all children and teenagers are given eidees, or gifts of cash for the Islamic holiday. As the first grandson I received the unusually high amount of 100 rupees from my Dada’s family. Playing cricket later that day on the medical college campus, I saw a boy about my age standing outside the front gate looking pitifully sad. He was shoeless, wore tattered and torn clothes, and had a mop of dirty hair. That sight is one of the childhood memories I carry with me even today. I went up to him and asked why he wasn’t playing with his own friends and family on Eid.

“Mein akela hoon, mera koi nahin,” replied the boy, who said his name was Yameen. “I’m alone, I don’t have anyone.”

I didn’t think twice. I took out the 100 rupee note and said “mein jo hoon” (“I’m there for you”) and gave him the money. The smile on his face lit up the world and I felt thankful for the opportunity God had given me to help someone in need. I asked my grandmother if the boy could join us, and she just beamed and said of course. His joy was compounded when my grandmother took Yameen in and allowed him to stay on our campus and made sure that he went to school. Yameen grew up on that campus and years later got a job in Mayo Hospital.

On that holy day, which is about sharing and sacrifice and giving thanks for God’s blessings, Allah made me realize something important. If I could help one kid to smile, I wanted to help others. Pakistan was a place of stark contrasts. The desperately poor lived side by side with the frightfully rich. But despite the disparity, even children who had nothing would gleefully run after kites, play cricket, and sing songs. They were no different from boys like me and they should have been in school, too. But because of fate and a colonial hangover, they were shunned by the elite, like untouchables. I soon figured out that if being “elite” meant keeping the poor down, I wanted no part of it. It was my grandmother, Aziza, who reinforced that feeling in me and all her children.

Every time Eid comes around, I remember Yameen’s wide-toothed grin.

Pakistan saw its share of hardship in the years that I grew up. But it was also a time of joy and discovery for me. In the early seventies, Indian Amritsar television started broadcasting Bollywood films. Amritsar is just across the border from Lahore, so we could easily pick up the signal. But the only TV on campus was at our home, so each weekend night our small house would turn into a mini movie theatre, chock-a-block with girl students, relatives, and the families and children of the campus workers. Close to sixty or seventy people jammed into Ami Aziza’s little place, claiming any spot they could on the floor or on laps. Huddled in with the rest of the neighborhood, sitting transfixed before the black and white Philips TV, my interest in Bollywood film music was first piqued. I had childhood crushes on Indian actresses like Sharmila Tagore, Mumtaz, and the seductive and risqué dancer/actress Helen. I gobbled up all the hit songs of the early seventies and filed them away in my memory bank.

There was also a very robust, if nascent, Pakistani TV and film industry at the time. One of the first Pakistani movie superstars was Waheed Murad. The campus girls would lose their minds at the mere mention of his name, and so would my Aunt Nosheen. Once, my mother’s younger sister and her campus girl friends found out that the movie star was staying at the five-star Intercontinental Hotel in Lahore. He was in the city for the premiere of his blockbuster hit Armaan. I might have been about four years old at the time, but I remember meeting the actor because my aunt used me as her backstage pass. The security around the hotel was beefed up, so Aunt Nosheen came up with a plan. She and her friends whisked me off to the hotel and pleaded with a guard to be allowed to see the movie star for my sake.

“My nephew has to get Waheed Murad’s autograph!” Aunt Nosheen told the guard. “Or he’ll throw tantrums all night long!”

The sympathetic guard called the actor in his suite and convinced him to allow us in for a few minutes. Waheed Murad turned out to be a real gentleman, signing autographs, and offering his female admirers and young, star-struck me free tickets to his premiere the next evening. I was thrilled beyond words. The following night, at Lahore’s Al-Falah cinema, I saw a man playing the guitar on the big screen for the first time in my life, performing a hit song called “Ko Ko Korina.” The song’s energy lifted me up out of my seat. The sight of the prancing Murad and his accompanying guitarist stuck in my head to the exclusion of everything else in that movie. It was the first signpost on the way to discovering my passion.

Waheed Murad was an Elvis-like presence in the Pakistan of those culturally rich times. But Pakistan would change, and Murad would come to resemble Elvis in more ways than one. The movie business took a nose dive under the military dictatorship of General Zia, and Murad died in his forties after losing a battle with depression and an overdose of sleeping pills.

The Zia era was the one that I would return to when I came back to Pakistan in 1981 from America. But if someone had told me as a kid in the late sixties and early seventies that a dictator would come along and squelch Lahore’s musical kaleidoscope, I would have thought he was insane. Music was all around me, from the popular romantic songs of Urdu and Punjabi films to rollicking folk music to bhangra. It wafted into my ears every time my uncle Jadi rode around our neighborhood on his motorbike: his homemade horn played “Flight of the Bumblebee.” Jadi mamun also had 45-rpm records of instrumentals like “Wipe Out,” and a favorite tune, The Ventures’ “Walk, Don’t Run,” always seemed to be playing at 6 Napier Road. Music was in the air and in front of my eyes. On a wall at our house, next to a print of the Mona Lisa, hung a painting my mother had done of an attractive flamenco dancer flanked by a long-haired, goateed troubadour. He was strumming an acoustic guitar with a cigarette jutting out of one corner of his mouth. It was another signpost. My passion was trying to find me.

But the genre that seized hold of me hardest and wouldn’t let go was qawwali. “Qawl” literally means “to utter or to say,” and qawwali singers typically have earthy and agile, rock-singer-like voices. Using mind-boggling vocal acrobatics, qawwals jam and riff on a repeating refrain and tease out deep emotions and the spirit of the musical moment. Harmonium- and tabla-carrying qawwals were often invited to our family weddings, to bless the union by singing Urdu and Persian poetry of Sufi saints like Amir Khusro and Rumi. They sat divided into a front row of lead singers and harmonium players and a back row of powerful percussive hand-clappers, chanting support vocalists, and tabla players. The dozen or so musicians, singers, and percussionists would comprise the qawwali band, which is called a party. I’d gaze at the paan-chewing, topi-wearing musicians from my seat with a feeling of awe.

The overwhelming emotion of qawwali is like the yearning intensity of gospel and blues. The aim of the qawwal is to create musical vibrations leading to a crescendo of ecstasy called wajd. Just like in a rock concert, the goal is to destroy the wall between audience and performer. I would watch intensely as my relatives and their guests, men and women, would lose themselves in the repetitious refrains of the qawwals and begin jhoomna, or swaying side to side. They would throw colorful 10-, 20-, 50-, or 100-rupee notes at the qawwals in appreciation of their music and poetry. Some guests would even step into a state of fana, a joyful, spiritual, and musical union with God. At those family wedding qawwali performances, I saw an enduring feature of my cultural heritage that has survived wars, religious fanaticism, colonial rule, and even Partition. I would develop a greater appreciation and understanding of qawwali later in my life. At the time, though, as an unself-conscious kid with a sense of wonder about the world, all I knew was that it moved my soul to hear it.

Music touched a special nerve in me from an early age. But in many ways I was just like a lot of other young Pakistani boys. I was completely mad about motorbikes, kite-flying, and cricket. Especially cricket. In addition to my parents and grandparents, I grew up with my uncles following the game. We knew the batting and bowling averages of all the Pakistani cricketers by heart and played our own games every day in the large front yard at the hostel. We’d also tune into the BBC and listen as radio commentators like John Arlott, Fred Trueman, Trevor Bailey, and Brian Johnston described the action at games. I would memorize and imitate John Arlott’s rich Hampshire baritone or Fred Trueman’s thick Yorkshire accent.

“In comes Willis,” I’d mimic, “bowls to Zaheer … outside the off stump … and Zaheer square cuts magnificently! My word, that ball is traveling like a tracer bullet to the cover boundary. Glorious shot! Four runs to Zaheer and four runs to Pakistan!” For some reason it became my morning ritual to play cricket commentator while sitting on the commode. Resting comfortably with my shorts around my ankles, I’d get so into my imaginary game that my grandmother would have to bang on the door and tell me to hurry up or I’d miss school.

My summers and winters were spent listening to the radio cricket commentaries and playing school cricket at Aitchison. The more competitive cricket, though, was actually at home at 6 Napier Road with the kids of the campus employees. One of my favorite players growing up was the young and talented Imran Khan, who in 1992 led Pakistan to its first-ever World Cup victory against England. Long before then, cricket infused a just-born nation with passionate nationalism. Our chests would puff out with pride any time Pakistan beat England, Australia, India, or the much-feared calypso cricketers from the West Indies. Many years later I played first class (major league) cricket for Lahore and had to make a difficult choice between a career in medicine, cricket, or music. Fortunately for me, music enveloped all my passions and in time I found a way to work my love of the game, as well as my social activism, into my lyrics and melodies.

Being a Pakistani kid also meant flying kites, and taking part in the kite festival known as Basant. The year I turned eleven, I spent Basant atop a neighborhood roof with three beautiful Iranian medical students from the college, teaching them how to fly a kite. It was an innocent moment, but some men on top of neighboring roofs ruined it by making rude and obnoxious gestures at the girls. The Farsi-speaking Nargis Deliri, Lily, and Mehwish were reveling in the festival, which was a totally foreign concept to their Persian eyes. Miffed by the loutish display, the confident Nargis took me downstairs and called the Iranian students’ association for reinforcements. In a matter of minutes, a bus full of male Iranian medical students arrived to avenge the slight to their sisters. These angry students ran right up to the Punjabi kite flyers who were trying to get fresh with the girls and a fracas ensued, including the use of two terms I’d never heard uttered as though they were curse words.

“Sunni!”

“Shia!”

Guys from other rooftops soon joined in and it turned into a typical gouge-your-eyes-out, fist-banging brawl. I ran to get Ami Aziza, figuring that the matronly “Apaji” (as the students called her) would command some respect. My grandmother soon arrived with campus security and calmed everybody down, ordering the warring parties to back off from each other in her firm voice. She also got the men to apologize to the three girls and made the Pakistani and Iranian boys shake hands with each other despite having bloodied one another’s noses and blackened each other’s eyes. In hindsight, the dust-up was almost quaint: in campus fights during the hyper-militarized 1980s, everybody had a gun of some kind and you’d have to collect dead bodies instead of clean up broken noses.

Later that day I asked my grandmother what the words “Sunni” and “Shia” meant. Ami Aziza put her arms around me and said, “That’s just some people’s stupid way of making themselves seem higher in status than others.”

“What am I, Ami?” I asked.

“A Muslim,” she replied. “We’re all Muslims. The Prophet Muhammad was neither a Sunni nor a Shia. How could we be any different?”
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