An unforgettable December

 

 

Dr A Q Khan
Random thoughts

This week it’s not about our unsung heroes, but about the tragic events of December 16, 1971. Unfortunately, they were due to the failures of our leaders and bureaucrats; many people lost their lives. Many of them had merely obeyed the orders of those intoxicated by power who thought they were invincible. They wrought the most disgraceful defeat upon this country. 

I have the most painful memories of seeing our army of almost 92,000 defeated and Gen A A K Niazi signing surrender to Gen Arora of the Indian army. We should never forget that black day in our history, nor allow our young generation to remain ignorant about it.

When Gen Tikka Khan started his military action in March 1971 I, along with many others, believed that it was a necessary action against subversive elements supported by India. As more and more facts slowly emerged, a dilemma arose. I had seen the army officers and jawans in 1959 when Gen Ayub Khan had taken over and had witnessed the respect they received. Now I was seeing with my own eyes the treatment given to our Muslim brethren in East Pakistan. 

I was shocked to see pictures of dead, mutilated bodies, of hundreds of pregnant girls who had been raped and, worst of all, half-eaten bodies of children being dragged around by wild dogs. The teachers and students of the university where I studied planned a large demonstration against Pakistan, but I managed to convince them that an educational institution should not indulge in politics.

At the time of this disastrous campaign, our great, late revolutionary poet, Habib Jalib, recited this prophetic couplet:

Mohabbat golieun se bo rahe ho/Watan ka chehra khun se dho rahe ho

Guman tum ko ke rasta kut raha he/Yaqin mujh ko ke manzil kho rahe ho

Later I read in the papers that 100 Bengali intellectuals, were shot and then buried in a mass grave in the suburbs of Dhaka. Many other atrocious incidents came to light. I had difficulty in believing any of it, but later I heard from colleagues who had been there that most of those stories were more or less true. I was ashamed. And history has repeated itself in the brutal burning and murder of innocent young boys and girls in Lal Masjid. The same seems to be happening all over the country. My late, dear friend, Mohsin Bhopali, expressed it in this way:

Is lie suntan hun Mohsin her fasana ghor se/Ek haqiqat ke bhi banjate hen afsoney bohut

At the beginning of 1972 I went to Amsterdam, joined FDO and started working on enrichment-related technologies. When the Indians misled the world and exploded their first nuclear device on May 18, 1974 I was convinced that, if Pakistan did not take appropriate reciprocal action, our fate would be sealed. 

I wrote to Bhutto and offered my services for the setting up of a nuclear weapons programme. To my great surprise and happiness I received an almost immediate response in which Bhutto requested me to visit Pakistan as soon as possible. My family and I came at the end of December 1974 and I advised that the necessary infrastructure be set up. When we once again came to Pakistan at the end of December 1975, I was shocked and disappointed to find that nothing worthwhile had been achieved. When I informed Bhutto accordingly, he requested me not to return to Holland and start working on the project immediately. 

Thankfully the hard work and dedication put in by my team and the support of the government, Pakistan became a nuclear and missile power within a relatively short span of time, which gave it an impregnable defence. Seeing what some of my patriotic colleagues and I have received in return, it sometimes makes me wonder if it was worth it. Not only was the technology supplied by me, but Pakistan had not signed the NPT. Nontheless, I was branded and projected and treated as a traitor.

Aap ki kon si barhi izzat/Men agar bazm men zalil hua

Let those who benefitted most from our work not forget that, had Bhutto, Ghulam Ishaq Khan, Gen Ziaul Haq and Mohtarma Benazir Bhutto not whole-heartedly supported our project and had Mian Muhammad Nawaz Sharif not taken the decision to go ahead with our nuclear tests against all odds, we would still be following L K Advani’s dictate of walking with our heads bowed in submission. The nearer December 16 comes, the more often I feel like praying: Yade mazi azab he ya rab,/Cheen le mujh se hafiza mera.

In this backdrop, I would earnestly request the prime minister to send either Sartaj Aziz or Tariq Fatemi to Bangladesh for quiet diplomacy to close this old, bitter chapter and to start a new, cordial relationship. We belong to the same Ummah; they were the ones who founded the Muslim League and they played an invaluable part in the creation of Pakistan. 

The prime ministers of the two countries could hold a joint press conference in which Nawaz Sharif could apologised for the wrongdoing done and the Bangladeshi prime minister could similarly apologise for the actions taken by them as a reaction to ours. Nobody would lose any respect or prestige. On the contrary, we would begin a new chapter of amity and friendship.

Tailpiece: My mobile phone got damaged and I lost the names and numbers of all those friends to whom I send morning messages. Please send me an SMS with your details so I can enter them into my new phone. Thank you.
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