Radio Pakistan: The Unsung Hero 
The Lahore studio became ground zero for radio’s heroic efforts. 
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As the clock struck midnight on August 14, 1947, a new nation gasped its first breath amid fire and bloodshed. While history remembers the stroke of a pen that drew borders and the grand speeches that declared independence, another quieter revolution was unfolding in radio studios across Lahore, Karachi, and Peshawar. Radio Pakistan, barely days old, found itself not just reporting history but supporting a nascent nation. In those first fragile months, the humble wireless set became more than a device - it transformed into a lifeline, a weapon, and ultimately, the beating heart of a scattered people learning what it meant to be Pakistani.
The summer of 1947 presented challenges no broadcast system was designed to handle. As communal violence erupted across Punjab, ordinary communication networks collapsed with terrifying speed. Telegraph lines were among the first casualties, deliberately severed by rioters. Roads became impassable as columns of refugees - some a mile long - choked the arteries between India and Pakistan. In this information vacuum, Radio Pakistan’s daily bulletins took on life-or-death significance. At precisely 7 AM and 4 PM, announcers like the legendary Mustafa Ali Hamdani would deliver their reports with deliberate calm, their voices cutting through the static of uncertainty like lighthouses in a storm.
These broadcasts operated on multiple frequencies of meaning. On the surface, they provided practical survival information: updated train schedules for refugee specials, lists of safe routes, and warnings about areas to avoid. But the station’s staff quickly developed a coded language to circumvent both technical limitations and security threats. “Heavy rains expected near Amritsar” became shorthand for violent mobs operating in the area, while “foggy conditions on GT Road” warned of military checkpoints turning back Muslim refugees. The 3 PM children’s program, normally featuring folk tales, was repurposed to broadcast lists of survivors arriving at refugee camps - a heartbreaking roll call of the displaced that often ran for hours without interruption.
The Lahore studio became ground zero for radio’s heroic efforts. When all telephone and telegraph connections were severed in early September 1947, station staff created an ingenious relay system using railway Morse code operators and ham radio enthusiasts. Hamdani’s legendary 72-hour broadcast marathon wasn’t just a feat of endurance - it was a masterclass in improvisational journalism. With no incoming news wires, he relied on runners bringing handwritten notes from the railway station, which he’d then adapt for broadcast. His famous sign-off - “Lahore bol raha hai” (Lahore is speaking) - became more than a station identification; it was a defiant assertion that civilisation still persisted amidst the chaos.
On the geopolitical front, Radio Pakistan found itself engaged in what might be history’s first full-scale information war. All India Radio’s powerful transmitters beamed provocative reports across the border, including false claims of organised Muslim attacks on Hindu villages. Radio Pakistan’s response was both technical and psychological. Engineers discovered they could temporarily jam enemy frequencies by broadcasting continuous Quranic recitations at overlapping wavelengths. More creatively, they produced “ghost convoys” - audio illusions of approaching military trains created through sound effects, which successfully deterred several attacks on refugee columns near the Wagah border.
The psychological impact of these broadcasts cannot be overstated. In refugee camps from Peshawar to Karachi, communal radios became sacred gathering points. Survivors recall how entire villages would huddle around a single set, straining to hear names of relatives or news from their abandoned homes. The station’s evening programming took on therapeutic qualities - the melancholic ghazals of Begum Akhtar soothing traumatised listeners, while folk songs from across Punjab and Sindh reminded the displaced of cultural bonds that predated partition.
Perhaps most remarkably, Radio Pakistan began shaping a new national identity even as it managed the crisis. The replacement of “God Save the King” with hastily composed Pakistani anthems was just the beginning. Announcers consciously developed a new vocabulary of nationhood, referring to “our brave refugees” rather than “migrants,” and “sacred journey” instead of “exodus.” Jinnah’s August 11 speech became a daily listening, its secular vision repeatedly emphasised to counter communal narratives. The station’s multilingual broadcasts - in Urdu, Bengali, Punjabi, and English - consciously modeled the diverse yet unified Pakistan its founders had envisioned.
The legacy of these broadcasts extends far beyond 1947. The crisis-forged innovations - coded broadcasts, psychological operations, mobile units - would become standard tools during the 1965 and 1971 wars. The station’s emphasis on cultural programming set the template for Pakistan’s later artistic renaissance. Most importantly, it established mass media as both mirror and maker of national identity - a lesson that resonates in today’s digital age.
As we tune our smartphones to endless streams of content, it’s worth remembering those scratchy AM broadcasts that once held a civilisation together. In Karachi’s crowded refugee camps, in Lahore’s bombarded streets, in a thousand villages where a single radio served hundreds, these signals did more than transmit information - they sustained the very idea of Pakistan when it existed more in aspiration than reality. The static may fade, but the echoes of those broadcasts remain, reminding us that nations are built not just on territory and treaties, but on shared stories whispered across the airwaves.
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