That moment of despair
By Akhtar Payami


What happened on December 16, 1971, was indeed the culmination of a long-drawn process in the eastern wing. How can a Bengali live without the inspiring songs of Tagore? But that is what the insolent rulers prescribed for East Pakistan. In their flawed analysis, this they did to strengthen the unity of the people living there
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It was a dreary December morning. For the whole night Dhaka had been the target of persistent air raids and wild rumours. The rumours were a source of comfort to the worried inhabitants of Mohammadpur, a sprawling suburb of the capital city. They had pinned their hopes on two great world powers -- the United States and the People`s Republic of China. They would certainly come to the aid of their close friend in its hour of distress. The US fleet was about to anchor on the shores of the Arabian Sea and the brave Chinese soldiers would descend from the Himalayas -- this was the general belief. But no miracle happened. On the contrary, the youngsters who were arbitrarily picked up by the Pakistani troops from the market place were returning to their homes with the shattering news that the Pakistani troops had surrendered and the Indian forces were marching triumphantly to the forlorn city.

Moments later, victorious Indian troops aboard huge military trucks passed through the main road connecting the airport with the city. Most of them were Sikhs. Seemingly overwhelmed by the easily won battle between two unequals, they were shouting slogans of “Indira Mai ki jai.” From our side no bullet was fired. The people including the armed forces had apparently resigned to their fate. It was the fait accompli, which could not be changed. The same scenario was witnessed in many other parts of East Pakistan. The few planes that we had were already rendered ineffective .The airport used to be bombarded every night. Early in the morning patriotic citizens went to the airport to repair the runway and the tarmac. This was the daily routine .The masons and the labourers knew that they were indulging in a futile exercise and all their effort would be lost in the evening. But they continued it with a religious zeal. This must be admitted that the Indian planes did not target the civilian population or civilian installations. They had already broken the backbone of Pakistan`s defence against foreign invasions. The most cogent reason for this act of kindness could be the friendly mood of the people. They did not consider the invaders as enemies but liberators. The political leadership of East Pakistan had fled to Kolkata where India had taken precautions to ensure that their stay was comfortable and fruitful. The rebels were provided with all facilities including the installation of a miniature radio station to hurl abuses against Pakistani generals. This programme was so popular among the Bengalis that at the time of this broadcast they would abandon all work and sit glued to the radio.

As the war intensified and all supplies from West Pakistan stopped, the people of East Pakistan were simply left at the mercy of the Indian forces. For some time the Pakistani planes took the circuitous route via Sri Lanka to reach Dhaka. But that also inevitably did not work. So the most productive part of the country, for quite a few days, remained without any government or administration. The writ of the government was confined to the well protected Kurmitola cantonment. There the Pakistani flag fluttered with glory. Elsewhere, all vehicles were ordered to fly black flags to mourn the death of the Bengalis who had been killed in military operation.

Throughout this period, nobody even mentioned the writ of the government. The writ was there, but nobody respected it. What writ? The only writ that the people respected and diligently followed was the `Order of the Day` announced everyday and diligently published by all newspapers.The Order clearly indicated that it was not the handiwork of political elements. It covered all aspects of organised life. For example, it directed how the banks, including the State Bank, should conduct their business, how much money should a client be allowed to withdraw from his account. It was not a parallel government that was functioning in East Pakistan. It was the only government whose edicts were honoured.

In that revolutionary situation, there was bound to be some deviations from the written instructions. For instance, the non-Bengalis could not withdraw more than a fixed amount from their account in a week, and that too entailed a great risk. They could be easily robbed and deprived of their hard-earned money with no hope of its return. Even at that point in time, the Pakistani leaders could not see the writing on the wall. Perhaps they had been anxiously waiting for that august day. East Pakistan was generally the target of weather conditions. Thirsty storms and severe cyclones visited this region every year, thousands were killed and many more rendered homeless. In that hour of distress, the government usually launched campaigns all over the country for collecting funds for providing relief to the affected people. In those days, many money-minting traders and businessmen, happily enjoying life in the western wing, used to ask,” How long will you continue to seek donations from us? “Is there no limit?” For them the waiting period had ended.

The search for identity was at the back of the grievances of the Bengalis who had joined the struggle for Pakistan with a firm assurance that their language and culture would remain in tact. But this did not happen because of the short-sightedness of the Pakistani rulers. As they had stepped into the shoes of the alien rulers, they started behaving in the same fashion. But the East India Company officials who had set up the Fort William College in Kolkata for the promotion of Indian languages had not interefered with the cultural aspirations of the people of East Bengal.What followed after the establishment of Pakistan was contrary to their concept of freedom. Now that history is being re-written, there is no harm in accepting the truth.
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The Pakistani rulers with their headquarters in Rawalpindi were hardly aware of the sociological differences that were so apparent between the two wings. Feudalism with all its vices and corrupting influences persisted in West Pakistan. Narrow considerations guided them in their political decisions.Genuine leaders of the masses who had selflessly worked for Pakistan were scrupulously discarded and termed enemies of Pakistan. Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan had been a Congress stalwart all his life. But after the creation of Pakistan he cast his lot with the newly-created country. He did not migrate to India. But the rulers always suspected his loyalty. Similarly, the Bengali leaders who questioned the policies of the Muslim League and disagreed with it were dubbed anti-Pakistan.

Mr H.S. Suhrawardy, whose sacrifices for the well-being of the Bengali Muslims can never be questioned, was viciously humiliated and condemned. I had seen him moving in the riot-torn streets of Kolkata in an open truck to provide relief and succour to the helpless Muslim families. He did not abandon them to face their peril in their own way. Mr A.K. Fazlul Haq, who had moved the Pakistan Resolution in Lahore in 1940, was declared a security risk and imprisoned for what he had stated in Kolkata about the linguistic and cultural ties between the two parts of Bengal. It is a different story altogether why and how the same “traitor” was made interior minister of the country and governor of East Pakistan.

All this shows how in a dubious manner its leaders and top functionaries were running the government of Pakistan. They failed to realise the basic truth that the people of Bengal had a distinct identity away from the people of other regions forming parts of Pakistan.The love of their language and culture was embedded in their lives. Misjugment and wrong priorities created psychological problems which the rulers failed to realise. Instead of addressing the primary issues, they continued to harp on the tunes which had been rejected by other countries. Mr Mohammad Ali Jinnah`s emphasis on religion was the most essential strategy to win a battle against many odds. He kept himself aloof from sectarian politics. Faith for him was an individual`s own concern and `not the business of the state`. Till the time of death, it was not conclusively proved to which sect of the Muslims he belonged. Controversies continue to rage till this day about his faith.

His speeches and statements are being misused by interested quarters to prove their point. It is a pity that he did not live long enough to convey his ideas about the shape of and form of the government.

What happened on December 16, 1971, was indeed the culmination of a long drawn grievances of the people living in the eastern wing. How can a Bengali live without the inspiring songs of Tagore? But that is what the insolent rulers prescribed for East Pakistan. In their flawed analysis, this they did to strengthen the unity of the people living in East Pakistan. Unfortunately, articles were written and published to point out that the Bengali script followed the Sanskrit pattern and therefore could harm the cause of Islam. Such distorted views destroyed all hopes of the emergence of a strong and united Pakistan. Radio broadcasts suggested that the Bengalis were the children of a`lesser god`.

In order to have a strong centre, the wishes of the people of different regions were trampled under feet. The rulers did not realise that the centre could be strong only if its constituent units have the desired autonomy. Although the Bengalis were in majority they did not claim any extra favour. They wanted Bengali to be made one of the two national languages. Their will to accommodate all regions is manifested in Mr Suhrawardy`s acceptance of the parity formula. He surrendered the rightful claim of his province for the sake of the unity of the people. But Field Marshal Ayub Khan charged him with financial corruption involving foreign powers.

I was present in that crucial session of the East Pakistan Assembly in which deputy speaker Shahid was assaulted by some Awami League members. This assault was used as a plea to justify the imposition of martial law throughout the country.

As the rowdy session ended and the journalists came out of the house, they found General Umrao Khan flanked by many members of the security forces. There was a clear look of satisfaction on his face. Addressing an editor, he said,”Don`t worry, everything would be all right soon.” Perhaps he was conveying the message that the military rule was round the corner.

The army officers, as the following day a series of martial law orders were promulgated, had completed the paper work. The fear of the unknown was haunting everybody. Since then, Ayub Khan continued to rule a flock of deaf and dumb people for 10 years happily celebrating his `decade of development`. He could not see that the foundation of his seemingly impregnable fortress was crumbling.

December 16 did not come as a surprise for the people. In that moment of despair, leaflets printed in Urdu were dropped by Indian planes asking the people to deposit their licenced and unlicenced arms with the Indian soldiers and the members of the Mukti Bahini. The leaflets issued on behalf of General Arora who was in command in the eastern sector appealed to the Urdu speaking people to cooperate with the Indian and the Bengali forces in their own interest. They said that all those people who had come from different parts of India would be taken care of by the new administration.

Within minutes mounds of arms and ammunition were formed all over the place. A few days earlier a secret arsenal was set up in a big house in Mohammadpur. Guns of different kinds were freely distributed among the residents of the locality without ascertaining whether they knew how to use them. Many of them had seen such guns for the first time in their life. They were hardly trained for the job.

Bullets were raining from all sides. We could see the flashes of gun-shots and miraculously could save ourselves. No help was coming from anywhere. In panic men, women and children had assembled on the roof of a large house holding guns in their hands. Women shrieking in distress were clutching small bundles of jewelleries and their life savings.

The panicky situation came to a halt when the new law enforcers took command. But then the hooligans had begun their operation. Loot and plunder became the order of the day. Nobody felt safe. For months the Urdu speaking people had continued to assemble in Mohammadpur which had turned into a diaspora of Urdu speakers. Those who could afford it were rushing to the cantonment to be categorised as `Prisoners of War`. But the vast hapless majority did not have such good fortune.

The battle-lines had been finally drawn. All those who had supported the army were condemned as `collaborators`. Their suffering was endless. Although originally they had migrated to a land which was known as Pakistan, once again they were preparting themselves for another uncertain migration. Trekking to Rangoon, Kathmandu and Bangkok they were proceeding to their new dreamland. In this venture, many lost their lives and honour. Even today three decades after the emergence of Bangladesh, several thousand men, women and children living in the so-called Geneva camps are waiting for a Messiah.



In the crucible of hatred

A few months before the fall of Dhaka, a leading businessman and his pretty wife held a cultural evening at their residence in a posh locality of the city. Multi-coloured bulbs were adding to the romantic ambience. The function was organised to honour an Indian poet from Kolkata who was on a visit to East Pakistan. Writers and poets of Urdu and Bengali languages had assembled in the house in a warm and cordial atmosphere. Nothing but art and literature were the preoccupation of the hosts and the guests.

It was there that a poet from West Pakistan, in his melodious voice, recited a `doha` whose refrain was: Jis ney na dekhi Bengla naar woh nahin Pakistani (He who has not seen a Bengali damsel is not a Pakistani).

Poems and songs in Bengali and Urdu reverberated elegantly. All barriers seemed to have disappeared with a genuine desire to understand each other and respect each other`s emotional needs. While men continued to discuss literatrure and politics, most women shared information about their experiences. The volatile city of Dhaka had transformed into a lovingly hospitable place.

But this was not the reality. It was the upper crust of an ugly situation. As the battle-lines were drawn, the people were sharply divided into two parts. Either you are with us or against us. Those who were `against` openly welcomed the Pakistani troops who were regarded by the rival section as `occupation forces`. Distrust and apprehensions guided the reflexes of the common people.

Fuel was added to the fire when the bodies of Bengali writers, poets and intellectuals were found lying in the vicinity of Mohammadpur. They were killed elsewhere. But the corpses were brought there only to prove that the residents of that locality were the real killers. It was a clear case of premeditated murder.

Art, literature and music had melted away in the crucible of hate. — Akhtar Payami
