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   Baba Sheenah   
 
 
What drew my ancestors to the godforsaken 
mountains of the Salt Range1 remains a mystery. 
They might have been fugitives, hiding from people 
they once plundered, or perhaps escaping plunder 
themselves. Stories of thieves and dacoits are 
popular even today. They were portrayed as folk 
heroes in the early part of the twentieth century, 
when I was a child. Thieving and stealing back then 
was different from the daylight robberies common 
now and criminals did not have patrons among the 
rulers. Thieves and dacoits were also somewhat 
benign in those benign times! They were mostly the 
powerless and poor, perhaps desperate for some 
semblance of power. As far as I could tell, a poor 
person’s life meant wielding a stick against endless 
attacks. Let go of the stick and you are history. 

Perhaps poverty was born in Chakwal and grew 
taller as it climbed up the hills to where we lived. We 
could have gone on to loot lands further and further 
out, had the British not enticed our cash starved 
people to become soldiers. We stole everything in 
the army too, including weapons, though stealing 
old army blankets and mosquito nets did not have 
the noble status that hustling cattle enjoyed. My own 

 
1  A system of mountains and low hills in northern Punjab 
rich in salt deposits 
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family reflected the changing times. My father 
became a soldier and Uncle Sheenah remained a 
dacoit. This happened around the time of the first 
world war, when most recruits from our parts were 
soldiers. Subsequently, many rose through the ranks 
as officers. Previously destitute Rajas and Maliks 
lorded over the area by the time of the second world 
war. I grew up listening to stories of Uncle Sheenah. 
Moreover, I took it to heart when my mother 
mentioned that I resembled him and I began to copy 
him. 

Old Man Sheenah, my mother’s elder brother, had 
been an erstwhile hero from our area. Naturally, he 
was my hero too. His story was largely forgotten 
though. His wife drove him out of the house, and as 
a retiree he lived alone, some miles from his village 
and about ten miles from ours. A few square yards of 
stony fields belonged to him and he extracted a 
rough, hard living from them. He was never invited 
anywhere and rituals of mourning and celebrations 
of marriages passed him by. He was a born loner. 
Nevertheless, he was my hero. I took after my 
mother’s side of the family and was no stranger to 
poverty and struggle. I could boast of being not only 
a good student, but also a skilled horse rider by the 
time I turned fourteen. Sheenah was a famed horse 
rider, so riding became my first love. Once I grew 
confident and was allowed to ride out alone, I 
decided to pay Uncle Sheenah a long overdue visit. 
A good ten years had passed since I had last seen 
him. 

Sheenah’s abode was hardly more than a shack. He 
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got by with the help of a donkey that would fetch 
water from a rivulet down in the valley, and an 
emaciated but well-bred horse. Sheenah had aged 
noticeably in the last ten years. My people were not 
effusive in greeting each other, but even among the 
quiet, my uncle was quieter and appeared aloof 
though he was ever alert. He sat twisting some 
strands of rope and without taking a break he 
addressed me. “Hello, Achchoo, is all well back 
home?” 

“All is well, dear uncle!” I replied. “Since I had the 
horse for a day, I took the opportunity to visit you. 
I’ve been wanting to look you up for years!” 

“Restrain your mare and let her graze. Get yourself 
some water. There is some bread lying around too. I 
didn’t cook anything. There isn’t much to eat and I 
sold the cow when it stopped giving milk,” he said, 
with an air of familiarity. 

He patted my head as I moved in close and touched 
his knees. He enquired after my school and a few of 
the old folks from the village. We sat quietly together 
for a long time. If someone chanced upon us, he 
would see two people not talking so much as 
dropping an occasional word now and then, much 
like an old roof leaking during the rainy season. 
‘Drip!’ followed by a long pause, then ‘Drip!’, like the 
rhythm of life in the salt range. My uncle seemed to 
enjoy the music of silence. 

“The sun will set soon. Night riding isn’t easy. You 
better leave if you’re not staying the night,” Sheenah 
suggested as evening advanced. 

Thus ended the most unforgettable day of my life. 
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I felt taller and older as I rode home. I entered the 
house energized. As usual, my mother sensed the 
change and pounced on me. “Where have you been 
Achchoo? You seem excited.” 

I revealed that I had seen Uncle. 
“How was he? Don’t go looking for trouble now. 

Keep your mind on your studies. Idle people end up 
without a penny to their names!” my mother warned. 

“He was fine!” was all I said in reply. 
Two more months passed and my uncle stayed on 

my mind. Every time I galloped across the plateau, I 
pretended to be Sheenah. “Come on, you old horse 
of Sheenah!” I would shout as the horse raced. On 
my next visit, I brought him some grains and a lump 
of jaggery. He was not fond of the hookah. He 
seemed more relaxed this time and asked, “How is 
everyone in the village?” 

“Uncle, the entire village has enlisted in the army!” 
I replied. 

“Good for them, at least they will escape the 
clutches of their women! Tell your dad to enlist too!” 
he joked. 

“Uncle, you ran away from Aunty too!” 
“Child, I escaped from humans when I was very 

young! A thief leads a lonely life.” He said, opening 
up to me for the first time. 

Such meetings with Uncle Sheenah went on for 
two years. Mother would also enquire about him 
now and then. I didn’t need my uncle's permission 
to visit. He seemed to look forward to my arrival. I 
had lots of time on my hands after completing my 
matriculation exams. One day I made the excuse of 



5 
 

visiting Chakwal and decided to spend the night at 
Sheenah’s instead. There was no electricity there. In 
the evening, it quickly turned dark and quiet like the 
dead of night. 

Uncle appeared more relaxed at night. I was eager 
to learn more about his life. “Uncle, have you ever 
killed a man?” 

“What do you know about killing, little fellow? The 
answer is yes and no!” he revealed in a riddle. 

“Achchoo, you are old enough now, and a smart 
kid. Perhaps you will understand. It began when a 
young man from the village Mughnee eloped with 
the daughter of a powerful chieftain of the Rajas 
from village Kullewaal. The chief’s old man was my 
friend and reached out to me. He wanted to regain 
their clan’s honor by killing the young man from 
Mughnee who was also a Raja, but much poorer. ‘We 
have already tried and failed two times,’ he said. ‘I 
will give you anything you desire if you carry out the 
killing.’ Hired assassins were unheard of back then. 
Old friends came to each other’s rescue to settle 
vendettas or restore honor. But killing isn’t a one 
man operation normally. I hired two musallees2 to 
help me and did not let them out of sight thereafter.” 

My uncle went on to explain that no one was privy 
to events of that night besides those two. He was 
sharing his story because I was old enough to 
understand. I felt a foot taller just knowing that he 
chose to reveal his secret to me! 

“I surveyed Mughni one day to get a lay of the 

 
2 Low caste villagers usually entrusted with less desirable 
tasks like cleaning, etc. 


