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A LIFE OF AL HAJ M. A. BAKEER MARKAR

A NOTE OF APPRECIATION
Al-Haj M. M. M. MAHROOFF
B. A. (Hons)

Poet A. Igbal has written a different kind of biography.
Biographies in Tamil either follow one of two approaches.
Either they are standard works, largely adulatery. where  all
the activities of the: ‘life’ -are laid down “in excruciating
detail.- The result is a heavy book, rather:tiresome.. Or the
work tends to the anecdotal variety. the anecdotes being, of
course, mostly adoring ones. The ‘debumking’ biography does
not exist in Tamil, nor does the analytical, except margi-
nally.

Igbal’s biography is out of this genres. Even the
sub-title which reads in translation, ‘the impartial views
from the outside’ looks and sounds sirange. This book is
organised in several chapters, each one beginning with a
poem encapsulating or commenting on the events described
in that chapter. Al-Haj Bakeer Markar is portrayed from
different angles-rather impressionistic snap-shots as it were
as a member of a traditional medical family, as a student,
as lawyer, as member of the local government political
group, as member of the central legisiature Hon. Mr.
Speaker as Governor of S. P.

Al-Haj Markar as Educationist

In addition. there are interesting side lights on
Al-Haj Bakeer Markar’s interests in the fields of education,
culture, literature, travel and international affairs. The
author has tried to trace the subject in some historical
detail, though the background is, sometimes, not given the
space it merits.

In particular, Al-Haj Bakeer Markar’'s interest in
education especially, Muslim education appears a para-
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mount characteristic of his thinking. He believes in spread of
education ameng the Muslims, in the process of creating a
literate and numerate professional elite. but without losing
Islamic identity or Islamic purpose. In this sense the author
underlines Al-Haj Markar’s affinity with the thinking of the
late Dr. T. B. Jayah, the educationist, legislator, thinker.
In'addressing the Ceylon Muslim Association in 1919, Br.
Jayah said (an extended quotation seems to be necessary
to bring out the full flavour of his thinking.)

‘but are we, the Ceylonese, are the Muslims
actually progressing on right lines, on acceptable lines
on lines suited to our specific characters, to our reli-
gious tendency? Nobody will deny that we. are not.
We are indeed doing something but then our system of
education is such that we are completely divorced from
our storied past, from our national life, from the actua-
lities of our physical and social conditions. Our system
of education is indeed faulty. In the first place, the
medium of instruction in Ceylon is a foreign language
and not the vernacular. Secondly, in an Eastern country
like Ceylon, we accord a pre-eminent position to
Western classics and not to our own classics - Sanskrit
and Arabic. We have had not a process of mental
development We have had “simply a process of utter
cramming and the result is we are barren of great men
and leaders. We are barren of nation 'builders. Then
take the case of a Muslim boy. Ask him of the saga-
cious Ali, he will be  surprised to hear that a man of
chivalry lived among his co-religionists. Ask him whether
he knows of Omar. He will look surprised. But then asK
him who Homer was, where Virgil lived, what €icero
did, whom the Greeks conqured, what the Romans
achieved, What Socrates. preached, what Zeno pro-
pounded. What is the result? He displays such a grasp
of facts that he has simply amazed both questicners
and examiners.

The supreme need of the hour is education, not
mere elementary education, not mere  half-hearted
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education but an education that will turn out heroés
and heroin, leaders and ‘reformers, thinkers and
philosphers, an education that will make us a progres-
sive enlightened and powerful minority. |

Al-Haj Markar’s views are in congruence .with the thinking
of Dr. Jayah. Dr. Jayah did not contribute only. to the
shaping of his thoughts. Dr. Jayah was also helpful in
enabling Al-Haj Markar, to continue his law studies.

The Millieu

lgbal places Al-Haj Barkeer Markar-in his .geographi-
cal and social millieu, but since. the biography.is a persona-
lized one, it cannot carry a load of historical material in
exhaustive detail.

Beruwela, the home of Al-Haj Markar. lies in the
Kalutara district and has Tong been the traditional home of a
fair strength of Muslims. The importance of this district in
the economic development. particularly canal and inland
transportation of Sri Lanka, had been recognised by the
Dutch and the British. It was restated by Colebrooke in
1829, when he ‘wrote.

‘ In the districts of Colombo and Galle the intercaurse
(trade -between India . and Ceylon) is much ‘impeded
during the South west:monsoon the' boisterous naviga-
tionof Mannar and the dangers of the coast. To obviate
this inconvenience, canals have been constructed for
connecting the lakes and rivers which are calculated to
secure a -conveneninet: channel at all times for the
conveyance of preduce. The coast vessels can come
over during  the' South: west monsoon to Calpentyn
(Kalpitiya) an accessible port in the Gulf of Mannar
and their cargoes are conveyed from thence by canals to
Colombo: These canals which are yet to be completed,
were first  projected by the Dutch, who designed to
carry them to a port to be formed at Barberyn (Beriwela)
between Colombo and Galle and in furtherance of this
plan a canal‘had been opened inte ‘the Caltura River, 25
milesto the 'south ‘of Colombo.
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In the South West maritime complex, Kalutara dis-
trict plays a very signifidant role. The district is naturally
fertile, with paddy and rubber among other crops. The
Muslims of the district are an enterprising people. While
some of them are land-owners or farmers, others engage
themselves in brokering mainly in- rubber, transport and
other industries. Gemming, dealing contributes a substantial
income for several Muslims. Being not far from 'Colombo,
but not too close, the Muslims of Kalutara district have
developed, their distinct characteristics. One of those is
attachment to Islamic literature in Tamil and: Arabic-=Tamil
(that is. Tamil written in the Arabic script.) Another is a
partiality to Muslim religious hospitalily as examplified in
mowlids, rathibs and kandoois. This Islamic flavour is
pervasive whether in towns like Beruwela, Kalutara or Dharga
Town (Aluthgama) ‘or in more rural areas like Veyangalla,
Tunduwa and Mihiripenna.

The Historical BacKground

Igbal gives the background to the Mus'im presence
in Sri Lanka. He recounts the accepted tradition of Arabs,
disgruntled with the acts of the ruling Caliph of those
times; circa 8th century and their opting to seek their for-
tunes abroad. This traditional belief has been noted by Sir
Alexander Johnston, former Chief Justice of Ceylon, as
early as.1830, when he wrota. i

" (those Arabs) made sattlements on the Concan ( ie.
the present day Konkany in north west India), in the
southern parts of the peninsula of India, on the island
of Ceylon and at Malacca. The division of them which
canie to Ceylon formed eight considerable settlements
along ths nerth-east, north and western coasts of the
island viz ‘one at Trincomallee, one at Jaffna, one at
Mantotta and Mannar, one at Coodramalle, one at Putta-
lam, one at Colambo, one at Barberyn (the present day

Beruwéla) and one'at Point-de-Galle.)
Igbal proceeds to trace the settlement at Beruwela
furnishes the names of some of those who landed at Beru-
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wela. He renders the followmg names. (some of them,
ancestors of Al-Haj Markar

Sultan Jamaludein
Sheikh ‘Mahdoom
Sheikh Abdur Rahaman
Sheikh Abdul Cader
Sheikh Zakariyya
Sheikh Ahmad
Sheikh 1brahim
Sheikh Salih
Sheikh Yusuf

. Sheikh Abdullah

. Sheikh Ali

S~ 2 OONOURWN =

-

Obviously, lack of space prevents Igbal‘s going into
the subsequent history of these personages. If it had been
done, it would have furnished a valuabje addition to the
early history of Muslims in this country. lgbal, howaver,
connects it up with the introduction of Unani medicine into
Sri Lanka. Igbal traces the tradition of Unani medicine
among the forbears of Al Haj Markar. In one instance, he
records that in every generation. there has been a praxticing
' Unani physician, while Bakeer Markar himself seems to have
been drawn irresistably to its rival the practice of law.

It is widely believed that Unani medicine of the
original kind was intreduced by Sultan Jamaldeen, who was
reputed to have practised at Beruwela. It would have been
interesting to have been supplied with greater detail, The
original Unani medicine, among the glories of Islamic civili-
zation, was practised in the Middle East and other lands of
Islamic influence. A syrup-based therapy, targetted towards
bringing the diseosed body back to health by means of
drugs both from the vegetable and animal kingdoms, its
efficacy is dependent on the administration of the specific
drug. In Sri Lanka, the orthodox Unani _medicine seems to
have been modified through the adoption of locally grown
or processed drugs (unimagined in the Unani pharmacopea)
Also, Unani medicine took over some of the practices, but
not the theory of Ayurveda and Sidda.
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Al Haj Békéar Markar: Early Days

Al Haj Bakeer Markar was born on 12th May 1917 “His
father was Hakim Ahya Marikar Mohamed while retaining
connections with his home town of Beruwe!a ‘had  already
settled down in-Colombo.. At Hulftsdorp;..in -Vincent:Street,
he: carried on. medlcal practice .and pharmacy. -Al  Haj
Markar's: earlyhfe was one.of cosy family existence, with
the.inner and outer relatlons He was admitted to the pri—
mary class of the Beruwela Maradana Muslim Girls School.in
accordance with the practice of those days. - Subsequently
his father thought that -it. would -better :for his -son to ‘be
educated at Colombo, . One reason:was that his son would
be .under his constant. care. Accordingly,: Al Haj, Markar
entered  in. 1924, . St  Sebastian College, .in. Colombo
(Hulftsdorp) - :

It was, at first snght an exotic environment for mem—
ber of a famlly “of traditional way of life. Dressed in white
shirt and khaki shorts, the school: “uniform, :Bakeer Markar
entiered an.environment which . was English. through: and
through- Yet, he_fitted .in neatly. There was  no.identity
crises. because his Is. amlc consciousness was f;rmly rooted.
Bakeer Markar was clever. Learning came to him easily.  He
took part. in.extra - currlcular activities. He shone:as a
debator.  and . .orator, much- to-the. chagrm of  others but
delighting--the -school authorities. At.the end of this.educa-
tional career, the principal of St Sebastian’s. gave him a
certlflcate which-commended him hlghly. ¢

The end of his scholastuc course, brought a cnsns
Bakeer Markar. was thinking.of whether to continue further
-studles or.to plck up a job.: By this time, the clouds of the
Second World War had already reached Sri Lanka. The fear
of an imminent Japanese assult. placed the country on red
alert, -The Alr Raid Precaunons Scheme wes. .institued by

the Government:: Bakeer Markar jomed the:ARP as. a volun~
teer. By the end of the War, Bakeer Markar had achleved

his ambmon of jommg ‘the. Law College His . entry was
fortuitous, for family fortunes, due to reasons beyond their
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control, had declined. But Dr. T. B. Jayah.whom he
approached, assured him of a job at Zahira College,
Calombo. Bakeer Markar acted as master in charge of the
College Hostel, for some time. In 1949, he fmlshed his law
studles and he was encolled as a proctor.

‘From 'his stay on the'staff at Zahira College, Bakeer
Markar's association with “T. B."Jayah commenced.’ Till the
end, Bakeer Markar felt deep respect for’ Jayah ~both as a
scholar and man. 'Igbal ‘cites’ many ‘anecdotes |Ilustratmg
the magnanimity of Jayah. He" cites for instance” the case
of the plantain thief. ‘Zahira College had ‘an‘orchard,” where
there was'a clum of plantain frées bearing delicious fruit.
However, no one had & c¢hance ‘ef tasting these because the
ripe” bunches disappeared ‘miysteriousty. Se, Jayah''set a
trap “and the thief was caught.“ He turned out to be a poor
worker who was trying to maintain his family through this
anti-social activity. Jayah pardoned him. gifted him the
pIantams and gave him a generous sum of money besndes

Local Government Leg.l‘slator, .

: One “of the -advantages of a ‘law practice is its
independence’ and ‘lack ‘of routine. Every case is ‘a new
experience ' and ‘between’ ‘each; there ‘is some spare “time.
Social “and " ‘political service helped “fill in" the  hiatus.
Al-haj Markar entered local ‘government politics as a
‘matter of course.” ~Muslims have taken ‘easily to” feeal
government. - For “instanc2, at ‘the ‘grass = roots level
{Village ‘Committees) in 1901, 'there were 138  Muslim
members of a grand :total for ‘all “communities of 2406.
Not a very significant strength, perhaps yet, the Muslim
presence was there. " The same  situation was ‘repeated
in the urban ‘institutions,; As the number “of Mumcupal
’Councnls rose from one'in 1871 'to twelve “in 1981 and
‘Urban' * Councils “from" “ twelve to thlrty nine,” Muskim
representation ‘made cautlous increases, Musilms became
‘members, Deputy “Chairmen.’ Deputy Mayors, Mayors
No wonder al haj Markar found himself "in ‘the local
govemment fray and was elected in 1949 as the mem-
‘ber for Maradana ‘ward in the Beruwela Urban Council.
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Locai Government politics is an useful course in- the
art and practice of politics. It teaches ‘patience. 'tact,
an ability to mix with all sorts of people and above
all, a serene attitude to possible defeat w:thout becommg
soured. For al haj Bakeer Markar, it was a valuable
expenence

Central ‘Legislator

Local government polmcal endeavours, -~ unless:one
has- a Senecan .irony, almost invariably rise’to.national
politics: .. lgbal - states- that. al::haj- Markar: was: ever
oonscious :of the- role and :status of the: Muslims from
Colombo. to -Dewi . nuwars (Devundra).- In course of time,
he. hag::. come- to- the .eonclusion that,>to:: cater ~to«the
interests. of -the Muslims, . @ parliamentary =:seat: should
be :created at-Panadura. or Beruwela.: This :view ‘he had
stated when :he waited on the: Talagodapitiya' Delimitation
Commission in 1959, This..viewpeint :was ta-berealized
subsequently,-- After -initial. reversal, he -was: elected: to
the Beruwela seat in 1965. Iqgbal records that out of
the-nine seats .in: the Kalutara seat, ‘his- was the only
victory for the: UNP.

‘lqbal' explains al haj Markar's conceen - for Muslim
representation in the Kalutara district. In his evidence
before the Delimitation Commission ‘in= 1974, 'he urged
the creation of a multi-member consituency for Beru-
wela.  Subsequently, this too came to pass.

Iqbal ‘states in ‘detail the various elections in which
Bakear ‘Markar took part.” In 1977, “he was returned as
member of -the multi- member censtuency

Within. the dlscussmn of general- framework = of the
politics of Bakeer Markar, Igbal does not forget ‘to
produce vignettes of other personages. For instance,
there is a deeply aftectionate profile of Mr. Imtiaz
Bakeer Markar al haj Bakeer Markar’s son. Various
personalities flit through these pages in vivid turns of
phrase. 4. o g
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Commitment to Islam

; Commltment to Islam.is a fundamental principle of
every Muslim; indeed it is the rationale of his exis-
tence. lgbal gives various instances of al haj Markar’'s
deep understanding of Islam. His travel to Muslim
countries and above all. the sacred -pilgrimage :of:Haj,
had impressed upon him how the Islamic faith in its
insistence  on. the ‘complete: ‘obedience ‘and surrender to
Allah  (which indeed: is 'the meaning of the ‘word ‘Islam’)
and the . brotherhood 'of “man; could ® unite’' masses ‘of
human: being,’ totally> disparate -and : different -in every
aspect. =This:is 'a. phenomenorn which 'is® re-enacted five
times.'a day- incevery/mosque. - Igbal gives many-instances
where: the natural' magnanimity of al ‘haj Bakeer Markar
had ‘seen:its fruition; “'the 'cyclone effects in “Eastern
Province, ‘the breach ‘of the Kantalai'” Tank, the death
of: Indonesian “Haiis’ in" a plane: mishap 'are’ some of the
events which lqbal records in® graphic deta:l

, The Islamlc cemmltment of al -haj: Mar.\ar 1t would
appear has three strands; a sense of ' Islamic>!identity,
tenaciously held. a deep concern for the welfare of the
oushms and | ‘a’ sense of famlly hlstory ;

Al -haj Markar and  Travel threture

“Igbal places the travel of Bakeer Markar in its Isla-
mic context. He cites the classification of travel made
by the .great Islamic, thinker, Iman Ghazzali (rahmatullahi
Alalhl) into .the .categories : of  -travel = for educational
purposes, travel undertaken for .worship. travel. on. the
path of Allah, travel for the sake of the Hereafter and
aravél: for the: purposes of seening new faces and new
thmgs -

AT haj 'Mé;kars visits to foreign. lands . have been
,partly a result. of  his parliamentary duties. He has
;trevelled to Lnsbon, (the capital of our . first . colonial
paramount Power) in 1978. He has visited Cuba, Bangla-
desh, lrag. Phillipines, Indonesia, Egypt. Cultural pur~

o e
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poses, as attending international library seminars, have
taken him to India. Religious purposes have been the
Haj, to Saudi Arabia. Travel has helped al haj Markar
to romind himself of ths Islamic heritage. It has also
helped him to study at first hand ‘the problems of the
depeloping weorld. Travel has enebled him to revive
and maintain friendship with his associates, fellow
townsmen like, for instance. Mr. A. G . A. Bari, the inter-
nationally known engineer, now resident abroad.

Travel has enabled, as | have said, al haj Markar
to reinforce his literary aptitudes. Igbal deyotes a
considerable space to descuss the literary bent of Bakeer
Markar's mind. lgbal ancedopes in this regard gives.
He says that al hai Markar could be seen in his library,
absorbed in a book Unexpectedly, his was not legal
time or treatise on some abstruse topic, but a novel
of Somerset Maugham. Igbal records that al haj Markar
is something of an expert on_ Maugham, having worked
through his novels, short storles and plays not to speak
of his travel literature. ;

From this it may be gathered, that this biography
of Igbal is highly personalized (some times with shades
of Private eye). He brings in a lot of of other perso-
nages, both we I-known and others who lead pnvate
lives but, in all these. cases, Igbal, shows: the exotic
the telling detail. And that leads to a fault. Igbal
sees ‘everything in terms of a personalized vision, some-
times giving a different, distorting focus. There are
not wanting many pages, in which readers may prefer
a different view (not excepting the present writer):
Igbal is a senior figure in theworld of Tamil letters. having
written poems, fiction and articles. An earlier biography
of his, a life of the nineteenth century yuslim educa-
tionist and leader, Mohammed Caasim Siddi Lebbe won
h|m a Samltya Msndala Award.
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