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Preface

As I have explained in the text of the book, these memoirs were written in 1973 in
the Dhaka Central Jail where I was being held as a ‘collaborator’ for not
supporting Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in his campaign against Pakistan. I was not
a politician; had never been a member of any political party; but I had agreed at
the request of the Yahya government in July 1971 to visit London and the USA to
explain to those whom I might meet that the struggle in East Pakistan was a
struggle between those who were determined to wreck Pakistan and those
whose loyalty to its ideology would not let them align themselves with a
movement against its integrity.

The mood that dominated me in prison was one of outrage, anger, frustration,
and hopelessness. Physically disabled by an abortive attempt to assassinate me,
tortured by the feeling that all I had believed in had crashed in ruins around me,
and that we had suffered a defeat from which it would be impossible to recover
in the foreseeable future, convinced that the change of 1971 could bode no good
to my people, oppressed by the thought that r could see no ray of hope, I sat
down to record my reflections on the whole series of events which had
culminated in the disaster of December 1971.

I wished to be as frank as possible. I little hoped that the book I was writing
would ever see the light of day, but I felt that I owed a duty to posterity, that I
must put on record all that I knew and had heard. I spared neither friend nor
enemy. My only object was to analyze the reasons why we failed to preserve a
state which represented the dreams of so many and which had cost so much in
blood, sweat and tears. I was also staggered by the opportunism and nauseated
by the hypocrisy of people who until the very last moments of united Pakistan
had so volubly defended it and who now went about assuring the victors that
they had all been secretly hoping for this denouement.

Twenty one years have passed since this record was composed in the solitudes of
prison life. What tortures me now is that what I foresaw has materialized. The
poverty, squalor, and meanness of our present existence should be a stern rebuke
to those who fought in 1971 to end what they called the yoke of Pakistan and
who, disillusioned by what they see around themselves, assert that the
independence Bangladesh enjoys is not worth preserving. Some privately confess
their error; but fear of embarrassment prevents many from being openly contrite.
They have sunk into a worse despair than I experienced in 1973.
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I, who opposed the movement of 1970-71, believe, however, that Bangladeshi
nationalism, as a secular expression of Muslim nationalism, the sentiment which
down the decades and centuries has given the population of the eastern region of
Bengal a consciousness of their identity as separate cultural group, can give us
the emotional stability as a nation that we need. Despair is no answer to anything.
We must believe in ourselves.

If those whom I have criticized find my language strong, I would ask them to
remember that I wrote under great emotional stress; they may try and imagine
the shock and horror of seeing one’s ideals disintegrating before one’s eyes.

I owe a word of explanation, and also perhaps of apology, for the many gaps in
my narrative and also for the book’s abrupt conclusion. The fact is, I could have
filled in these gaps only by continuing to work on the book after my release from
detention on December 5, 1973. This I had no intention of doing. For I realized
that what I could write at home as a free man would be different in temper from
what I wrote as a prisoner without any hope of immediate freedom. It is because
of this that I had no time during the last few days of my detention to discuss in
some detail Mr. Bhutto’s role in the events leading to the crackdown of March 25,
1971, the nature of the crackdown itself, how having done nothing to stem the
tide of disintegration in the period between December 1970 and March 25, 1971,
the Army suddenly swung into action, when it had little hope of being effective.
Nor have I said much about the nature of the elections held in 1970 which were a
gigantic fraud perpetrated on the public of East Pakistan. No one who was alive
in 1970 and can recall those events as a responsible adult can forget how in its
anxiety to win anyhow the semblance of a popular mandate, the Awami League
tirst drove all its rivals from the field by recourse to open militancy and violence
so as to have a walkover. Nor will they forget how inspite of the devastating
cyclone in Khulna and the coastal areas which took a toll of nearly a hundred
thousand lives, Shiekh Mujibur Rahman insisted that the elections must go ahead
as scheduled and threatened to stir up a frightful agitation unless Yahya agreed.
There are many other events of this nature which I had not dealt with when I
learnt that we would be released under a general amnesty in the first week of
December 1973. As I have explained already, I decided against adding to my
manuscript outside the jail but I thought that a general conclusion about the
reasons which resulted in East Pakistan’s fall should be added, however abrupt it
may sound.

When I left for Britain in June, 1975 on my way to Saudi Arabia I carried the
manuscript with me in hurriedly typed form and deposited it with friends lest it
should be lost or destroyed. I am deeply grateful to them for having preserved it
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with care for nearly twenty years. It was only in 1992 that I thought of getting it
back for publication, if possible.

The text which is now in print is exactly as it was on the day I was released from
the Dhaka Central Jail in 1973.

I cannot say how deeply indebted I feel to friends who have undertaken to
publish these memoirs. I am particularly grateful to Tajammul Hussain,
Muhammad Ashraf Hussain, Editor of the Bengali monthly Natun Safar,

Mesbahuddin Ahmad and Muhammad Abdul Motalib for their help in the
matter.

If I can see this book in print before I die (I am now nearly 75) one of my wildest
dreams will have been fulfilled.

If history, a hundred years hence, proves my fears and apprehensions about my
motherland to have been untrue, nobody will be happier in his grave than myself.

December 1994 - Syed Sajjad Husain
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Postscript

A few hours after I concluded writing the above preface I came across one of the
latest publications on the tragedy of 1971. My immediate reaction was that it
called for some notice. The author is Hasan Zaheer and the title of his work: The
Separation of East Pakistan. Published from Karachi by the Oxford University
Press in 1994. the book purports to give a survey of the causes which led to
Pakistan’s disintegration and provides interesting details about behindthe-scenes
deliberations which preluded General Yahya’s decision to suppress the Awami
League revolt by recourse to force.

What surprised me, rather painfully, is that Mr Hasan Zaheer, an ex-member of
the Central Superior Service of Pakistan who claims to have spent some of the
happiest years of his life in the Eastern Wing concludes his Prologue in the
following terms. ...it was a verdict against the twenty-four year history of
repression, obscurantism, and disregard of the people’s will, and on the futility
of the use of force in resolving national issues. An unhappy chapter in the history
of the Muslims of South Asia had ended. A new one had begun, redeeming the
covenant entered into by the Muslims of the subcontinent at the Lahore Session
of the All-India Muslim League on 24 March 1940, and reiterated in 1941 at the
Madras Session, to create separate “Muslim Free National Homelands”. On this
day the second Muslim Homeland had emerged: a new nation was born.’

Taken at their face value these words amount to an exercise in apologetics but
actually go far beyond a mere mea culpa. They betray at one and the same time a
lack of faith in the two-nation theory which constitutes the basis of Pakistan, a
complete distortion of the causes of the upsurge of 1971, a measure of intellectual
naiveté and immaturity in the interpretation of Indian history.

Although I have dealt with those issues in the course of my memoirs, it would
not be irrelevant to ask how an officer who during his first tour of duty
discovered nothing in the behaviour of East Pakistanis suggestive of any hostility
towards non-Bengalis could say that the 24 years of Pakistan was for this wing a
period of repression and obscurantism.

Secondly, why did it not occur to him to enquire why the Hindus of West Bengal
wanted no share in the Bengali nationalism of which Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
considered himself the chief spokesman.
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Did it not also occur to Mr Zaheer that if the Bengali speaking population of East
Pakistan could legitimately stake out a claim to separate nationhood, not only
Pakistan, as it is today, but even the Indian Union can have no right to function
as a single state? Would Mr Zaheer let the Sindhies and Pathans secede on the
same analogy? Would he recognise the right of the Telegus and Tamils or the
Maratti speaking Maharastrians to set up their own nation states?

Finally, if Mr Zaheer has perceived nothing anomalous in the yoking of the
Bengali Hindus of West Bengal with Punjabi Sikhs and Hindus, where was the
illogically of the Muslims of East and West Pakistan forming a single state?

I have had occasion in my memoirs to say that it was the idea of so many
linguistic units being integrated into a single polity which has always struck me
as illogical, especially when this integration was pursued in the name of a
fictitious Indian nationalism.

Like many others Mr Zaheer has described the establishment of Bangladesh in
1971 as the fulfilment of the essence of the Lahore Resolution of 1940. Can he
provide a single instance from Europe, Asia or America of a small state like
Bangladesh coming into existence and surviving without the willing consent of
larger states around it? Holland, Belgium and Denmark in Western Europe and
Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia in Eastern Europe owe their continued existence to
the balance of forces between the great European powers France, Germany and
Russia. During the second world war, Germany in a single swipe made short
work of the three states of Western Europe, while the Soviet Union swallowed
up the three in East Europe. Holland, Belgium and Denmark were liberated by
the Allied Army in 1945 but Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia had to wait for the fall
of communism in the Soviet Union to regain their independence.

Central America and the Caribbean are a mosaic of small states which in the
same way as the small states of Europe owe their survival to the balance of
power among the bigger states in the region.

Even Belize has been granted recognition as an independent state and it is
protected by assurance of support from Britain and America.

The same is true of the map of Africa where there are giants like Nigeria and also
tiny states like Guinea-Bissau or Siera Leone. They are all survivals from the
period of European colonialism. They have frontiers which are artificial and cut
across tribal boundaries. This has been at the root of much political instability but
nevertheless no one has proposed redrawing those demarcation lines lest it lead
to the opening of a Pandora’s Box.
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Shift your gaze now to the Indian subcontinent and consider what has happened
since 1947 to Junagarh, which joined Pakistan in exercise of its rights under the
Independence Act of 1947 and Travancore in the South which in exercise of the
same rights declared itself independent. Reflect on the fate of Kashmir which has
continued to bleed for over 47 years without any end to its agonies being in sight.
Think how Mrs Indira Gandhi annexed Sikkim upon a flimsy pretext.

Can anyone in his senses imagine that an independent East Pakistan in 1947
without a civil service, a police force and encircled by a hostile country, many
times its size which did not want it to detach itself from British India, could have
survived even for a week?

Yet such is the intellectual naiveté of those who wish to discover an expost facto
rational justification for” Pakistan’s break-up in 1971 that they argue that the
implementation of what they read into the Lahore resolution would have
prevented the sad happenings of 1971.

Mr. Hasan Zaheer has spoken of the exploitation of East by West Pakistan. But
nowhere do I find evidence of his knowledge of conditions in Eastern Bengal
before 1947. There is no reference to the terrible famine of 1943 which reduced
this region practically to a shambles; he does not discuss the educational and
economic backwardness of Bengali Muslim; nor, looking further back into
history, does the author take into account the impact of the Permanent
Settlement of 1793 upon the Muslims. It is these factors which, as I have shown
in my book accounted for the unbounded enthusiasm with which we hailed the
Pakistan movement as a panacea, and means of deliverance from the political
oppression of the British and the economic oppression of the new land-owning
Hindu aristocracy.

The protection of Bengali was never an issue in the separatist movement which
culminated in Pakistan. Anyone with a modicum of common sense would
understand that there was no question of Bengali being under threat in a United
India. As Mr. Basant Chatterjee has shown in his book Inside Bangladesh Today,
the language issue was seized upon on the morrow of Pakistan’s establishment
as a weapon with wish to destroy the new state. And the bungling of the new
leaders of Pakistan brought ample grist to the mill. On this analogy, one might as
well argue that the chief reason the American colonies separated from England
in the 18th century was their anxiety to preserve the purity of the English
Language.

I was amused to find Mr. Zaheer referring casually to a proposal early in
Pakistan’s life that Bengali be written in Arabic script so as to strengthen the
bonds of cultural unity between the two wings. In the first place this proposal
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never got off the ground as a serious suggestion. Secondly, the shallowness of Mr.
Zaheer’s knowledge of the question at issue is underlined by his assertion that
what was proposed was a change form Devanagri to Arabic. I am sure this
would tickle even those who might accept his views on the political relationship
between the two wings. The script used in Bengali has never been called
Devanagri by anyone. It is a form of the alphabet used throughout the
subcontinent in languages, which do not use Arabic script. Devanagari is
associated in modern times with Hindi and Maratti particularly. A person who
does not know the difference between Devanagri and Bengali scripts is hardly
qualified to pass judgment on the language issue which was so cleverly and
skilfully manipulated to subvert Pakistan’s foundation.

Mr. Zaheer’s pretensions claim that much research has gone into mea culpa is
also exposed by his failure or omission to take into account what Indian writers
themselves have said about the methods used to fuel the rebellion in East
Pakistan. If he had at all taken care to consult Basant Chatterjee and Jyoti Sen
Gupta, he might have avoided some gaffes.

It is surprising that in spite of his claim that he read Asoka Raina, who gives a
fairly detailed account of the Agartala conspiracy, he reiterates the view that it
was wrong to involve Mujibur Rahman in the case. Nor does he appear to have
read the speeches of Mujib himself in which after the establishment of
Bangladesh, he repeatedly told the public with an air of pride that the creation of
the independent state of Bangladesh represented the fulfilment of a dream he
had worked for ever since 1947.

I have referred in an appendix to a similar mea-culpa by Lt. General Matinuddin.
Both he and Mr Zaheer bring to light interesting details as does Rao-Forman
Ali’'s How Pakistan Got Divided. But none of them has offered any explanation
which refutes my thesis that East Pakistan’s fall primarily owing to the
subversive activities of a bunch of quislings aided by Pakistan’s international
enemies. Their greatest diplomatic triumph lay in the success they won in
convincing a large number of supine but emotionally immature people, young
and. not so young that East Bengal needed to end its links with Pakistan by
violent means in order to be really free. Most of them feel utterly disenchanted
today.

Syed Sajjad Husain
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CHAPTERTI:
How I survived on December 20th

‘When in disgrace with fortune’- Shakespeare

I confess that as I embark upon what is going to be an exploration into my
present and past I have no clear idea what I really intend. I certainly do not wish
to attempt an autobiography. It is no use concealing from myself at this age- (I
shall be fifty four next January 1974) - that nothing in my life deserves the
importance of a record such as in my view an autobiography should be. I have
been a witness to great events, but in the events which I have observed, mine has
been by and large a passive, unimportant role. Not only do I have an innate
horror of the limelight; I feel honestly that I have not on my own initiated or
executed any major move in the drama in which I have often found myself
entangled, and what could such a person as myself record by way of
autobiography which would thrill, enchant, absorb or even deeply interest a
reader?

As a matter of fact I am not thinking of any readers at all. How really could I? I
write this in prison in 1973 under circumstances which make it extremely
improbable that this manuscript would ever reach a publisher who would
venture to print what I write. I know that no publisher in my own country would
dare touch it. As for publishers abroad, in what was till yesterday the western
wing of my country, how could they possibly be interested in such a personal
record as mine, particularly when I cannot lay claim to any degree of political
eminence? A historical review of the period which my life covers would be of
much greater value and interest to them. But this I am not in my present
condition competent to undertake. I do not have the materials I would need for it;
I do not have access even to my own diaries. Nor are the few books available in
the jail library of much help. On the other hand, to try and reconstruct the past
on the basis of one’s personal, necessarily unreliable memory, would be
dangerous. I would stumble at every step, mix up dates and names, give
inaccurate information about men and events and mislead where a historical
work should enlighten, confuse where such a review should help remove doubts
and obscurities.

Then why write at all? I confess again that the principal reason why, after a good
deal of hesitation and vacillation, I have decided to put these reminiscences on
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record is because I want to occupy myself with a definite task to ward off the
periodic attacks of boredom which are one of the afflictions of prison life.
Reading does not always help. For one thing one does not have enough books to
read in prison, not books of the right kind, books which could sustain one’s
interest in a subject over a period of time. Stray novels, a stray volume of history,
some biographies and so on are all that you get. To pursue anyone subject is
impossible. If your interest is aroused by a volume on British history, you could
not expect to study the subject in depth, the next volume would not be
obtainable. Desultory reading, which in the circumstances is impossible to avoid,
generates sooner or later a feeling of dissatisfaction, and then the prisoner finds
himself once again a prey to that boredom which he dreads.

The second reason for venturing to write about my experience is that I hope
some day, after the dust of all contemporary controversies has settled, some one
might light upon my manuscript and obtain from it a view of the events of me
last quarter century different from the usual version which he would probably be
familiar with. A faint hope, really, but a hope is after all a hope.

As I 'look around my cell, Number 2 in the block known as New 20 in the Dhaka
Central Jail, I keep wondering even now, nearly two years after I was arrested,
how real my surroundings are. I hate exaggeration but cannot help remarking
that there is an air of Kafkaesque unreality in all that has happened since that
fateful day in December 1971, when a group of armed gangsters burst into my
room by breaking a door open and led me away.

They were fully armed and carried modern automatic weapons. Neither myself
nor my family could at all have thought of resisting them. But they presumably
were under the impression that we would offer resistance. The first words
spoken to me were a command that I should hand over whatever arms I had. But
I had none.

The date was 19 December, 1971, three days after the surrender of the Pakistan
army, and the time about 3.30 in the afternoon. I was in an upstairs room talking
to my eldest daughter. There was all of a sudden a hubbub outside, on the
staircase, and I came out to the landing to see what it was all about. I saw a
number of armed men arguing with my wife and a cousin of mine, trying to
push their way up. I realised in a flash what they wanted and thought for a
moment of going down, but I suppose the instinct of self-preservation led me to
withdraw into the room. The moment I had done so my daughter bolted the door
and said I was not to go out. I told her that it was no use resisting, and that it
would be best for me to give myself up to the gang. She would not listen and
started crying and interfering with my efforts to unbolt the door. In the
meantime there began a tremendous banging on the other door giving on the
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roof terrace, and before I could open it they had smashed down one of the
wooden panels, and they shouted in a stern voice, “Come out.” As I emerged
from the room, one of the men seized me by the collar, and dragged me,
unresisting, down the staircase and then out of the house into a jeep waiting
outside. I went as I was, waving a farewell to my family, feeling, as I did so, that
I would never see them again. A large crowd had collected around the jeep; it
consisted mostly of people from our neighborhood; they watched silently as I
was pushed into the vehicle and stepped aside as the engine started.

The jeep turned. down the by-lane which meets Nazimuddin Road near the
north-eastern corner of the Dhaka Central Jail compound, and moved through
Bakhshi Bazar towards the University Campus. As we travelled, I heard my
captors asking each other whether I was really the person they thought I was. I
assured them that there had been no mistake and said I had no reason for trying
to confuse them about my identity.

I was feeling somewhat dazed but even then nursed the illusion, faint I confess,
that they wanted me for interrogation only. We arrived in a few minutes at the
Science Annexe Building, where they all got down, myself with them, and I was
led up to a large room on the second floor. Five or six of my captors followed me
into it and then the door was bolted from the inside.

The young man who was holding me by the collar suddenly slapped me across
the face with tremendous force, identifying himself as a former University
student and said that four or five years ago he had saved me from a beating, but
that I was an unrepentant swine and had not mended my ways and therefore
deserved now to be shot as a traitor. All this was news to me, but I did not fail to
acknowledge my gratitude to him for the kindness which he claimed to have
done me, and inquired why I had been seized. A volley of accusations followed.
They said I was responsible for the deaths of University teachers and students
killed by the Pakistan Army, and that I had even been supplying girls to the
soldiers from the women’s hall for immoral purposes. I was--dumb-founded. I
told them that they might kill me if they wished, but their accusations were all
false, and I was prepared to face a trial. They must have thought it useless to
engage in further argument with me; for without answering me, they proceeded
with their work.

I was stripped of my cardigan, shirt, and vest and relieved of my watch, cuff-
links and spectacles. They blindfolded me, using my own handkerchief for the
purpose, tied my hands together behind my back, and began to beat me with a
strap of leather, also hitting me with something hard on the knuckles. After they
had exhausted the first flush of their fury on me, everybody left the room
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excepting one armed guard and this time I heard the door being bolted on the
outside.

I was feeling parched, and asked for a drink. A cup was brought in and lifted up
to my lips, and I drank a little water. When I felt myself really alone with my
guard, I asked him to remove the bandage from my eyes so that I could see his
face. He seemed to hesitate a little, but finally loosened the bandage. I could now
see him, a young man in his early twenties, in lungi, obviously a rustic, now a
member of an armed band. I asked him who he was. He introduced himself, if
that is the word, as a student from a rural college in Mymensingh district and
volunteered the remark that he felt sorry for me. His voice was not insincere.
When asked why they had arrested me, he said he did not know what the
charges against me were; he had, on the instructions of his unit commander,
joined the group detailed to raid my residence, and did not know anything
beyond this. He confessed that the sudden capitulation of the Pakistan army had
come as a surprise, the Mukti Bahini having almost given up hope of wining a
victory.

The young man went on to assure me that he did not think I would be shot
straightway; I would be given a chance to answer the charges against me. In any
case, he said, he for one would not be able to carry out an order to shoot me.

Needless to say, this was far from reassuring. If they had decided to kill me, and
of this there could no longer be any doubt, a single conscientious objector like
this young man won’t be of much help. But it was nevertheless in those dreadful
moments some comfort to know that for a spell at least one had for company
someone who appeared to possess some human feelings. I spoke to him,
uselessly I knew, about what I had done to save the lives of the University staff at
Rajshahi. The only thing he could do was to repeat twice or three times that he
won’t have the heart to shoot me.

Some one came in, the bandage on my eyes was tightened, and the new arrivals--
- it was actually more than one person-- took over from the young student. They
were a sterner lot. When I asked to see their faces, they uttered a blood curdling
oath, threatening to put me to the torture, saying sarcastically that no God that I
believed in could save my life. I lapsed into silence and awaited further
developments.

Time passed. I could feel the hours go by. Some one put the lights on. I could
perceive a difference in the gloom. I began wondering what would happen next.
Were the executioners waiting for the night to advance?
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When the noise of traffic outside almost ceased and the time must have been
about 11.30 or so, two new men, more authoritative in their gait, entered the
chamber, walked up to me, and tied my wrists with stronger twine, gagged me
and led me out, I thought, to be executed. I asked them, when they were busy
tying me up, what I had done to deserve this punishment. Their answer was, ‘Mr
Vice-Chancellor, you have lived too long’. According to them, it was I who
master-minded the conspiracy that led to the deaths of Mr Munir Chowdhury
and other” University teachers on 14 December; it was I who arranged for the
women’s hall to be raided in November. My denials were dismissed as lies.

I followed them out into what was obviously the corridor--- I knew the lay-out of
the building--- we walked some distance, and then they entered another room.
One end of the rope with which I had been tied was secured to something firm,
and I was made to sit down on the floor. I had been allowed to sit on a bench in
the other room. One of the two men said something to the other, and went out.
The man left behind bolted the door, and I heard him spreading a blanket or
sheet on a bench and lying down. He was soon asleep snoring.

“Thou hast nor youth nor age,
But, as it were, an after-diner’s sleep,
Dreaming on both.’

Shakespeare

My punishment, I could see now, was to follow the pattern set in totalitarian
states, the execution would take place at dawn. Having satisfied themselves that
there could be no danger of my being able to escape, my captors proceeded to
treat me as a cat treats a captive mouse. The way my guard went to sleep bore
ample testimony to their self-assurance and self-confidence. They wanted me,
before they killed me, to experience the refinements of torture which certain
knowledge of imminent death can cause a victim.

Calmly I awaited my fate. My knuckles hurt; the wrists had been bound so
tightly that the rope or twine seemed to cut into the flesh; I could not change at
all from one position to another without excruciating pain. There was nothing I
could lean against. The floor struck cold. In my efforts to achieve a comparatively
less painful position, I lost track of the pair of loose slippers I had been wearing. I
tried sitting cross-legged, then stretched my legs for relief, and again went back
to the cross-legged position, varying the posture of my body as frequently as my
condition would permit, taking care at the same time not to wake up the fiend
guarding me, lest worse torture should follow.

The irony of the situation, the sudden reversal of the world I used to live in,
intrigued me. Here was I, captive in the hands of a ferocious gang, awaiting

The Wastes of Time; Copyright www.panhwar.com 12 ‘




death; even twenty four years ago it had never occurred either to myself or to
anyone in my circle that such a thing could happen at all. History is full of
strange surprises, and though strange events keep happening off and on, we are
always caught unprepared when they happen to ourselves. I had been compelled
by air-raids to move on 15 December from the official residence of the Vice-
Chancellor in Ramna to 109 Nazimuddin Road, our house in the old town, and
even then, a few hours before the actual surrender of the Pakistani army, in spite
of the gloomy forebodings about the future and the sinister rumors that were
spreading, we had continued to nurse the hope, to prove an illusion so tragically,
that somehow disaster would be averted. How, we had no idea. But the
overthrow of an established State by violence was something quite outside our
experience and comprehension. These things happened elsewhere, in South
America or the Middle East; our own homeland, we believed in the depths of our
hearts and souls, would be immune from them.

As the night grew still, faint echoes reached me occasionally of distant gunfire.
Dogs barked somewhere. A lone rickshaw tinkled past the building where I was
being held. I thought of my family, my wife and children, who must fend for
themselves as best as they could in this crisis. I had no property, I did not own a
house and had hardly any bank balance. I felt guilty at the realisation that I was
leaving my family wholly unprovided for. Was the plea that I had tried to live
honestly, not even seeking to earn extra money at the expense of my normal
duties, a sufficient excuse for the lapse of which I now found myself guilty?
Whatever consolation I derived from the fact that I could not be charged with
dishonesty, would the fact be of material use to my family? I did what any man
in my situation would do: committed them to God’s care. Yet the knowledge that
they were utterly helpless in the new dispensation that had just been born, was
frightfully mortifying, and continued to haunt me throughout the night.

Almost equally painful was the collapse of the ideal that Pakistan represented to
me. Even if I survived my present ordeal by a miracle, how could I live in the
midst of the debris which the fall of Pakistan had thrown up around me?
Physical survival was difficult enough but life in an environment which was
going to be hostile, where everything would be a mockery of the beliefs and
ideals we cherished, would be equally, if not more of a problem. A man must
have something not only to live by but also to live for. What could a person like
me live for after the fall of Pakistan? This was no mere rhetoric. Our lives were so
bound up with the history of Pakistan, with the ideals which had inspired the
movement out of which it had grown, and with the principles which sustained it,
no matter what the shortcomings of those called upon to translate them into
action, that it was well-nigh impossible to contemplate a life divorced from this
background.
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I felt utterly forlorn. I remember thinking of E. M. Forster whose philosophy of
‘Only Connect’ as a solution to the hatreds which divide mankind we had made
great play with in class with students. Foolishly, I now perceived, I too had come
to believe that once human beings got to know one another on personal terms,
hatreds would cease, animosities abate. But this obviously didn’t help in a crisis.
My captors who were preparing to execute me were mostly Dhaka University
students, to whom I was no stranger. This seemed to have added to their fury
against me. All that we used to say about tolerance had not restrained them from
beating me up and torturing me.

The moments crawled by. Surprisingly in the midst of all this, with the threat of
death hanging over me, I caught myself dozing twice, for a fraction of a second
each time. My companion snored on-happily. Throughout the night jeeps and
cars kept arriving and departing, I suppose with more victims like myself. For I
remember the young student who had been with me in the other room had told
me that there were many others held as prisoners in this building which had
been converted temporarily into a Mukti Bahini camp. There were occasionally
sounds of groups of people marching up or down the staircases. Judging by the
echoes of their laughter or talk wafted across to my ears, they were a jubilant
crowd engaged in celebrating their victory.

Strangely, despite the fear of imminent death, I did not feel my heart palpitating.
The feeling of dryness in my throat which I had experienced on my arrival at this
camp now completely disappeared. The only thing that mattered was that I
should be able to die a quiet dignified death. I did not believe in heroics, and 1
saw no point, now that there was no escape, in being hysterical. I sought to draw
what comfort and spiritual solace I could from the few verses from scripture
which I knew by heart. I wondered what death would be like. I prayed to God to
let me die quietly without much suffering. In a few hours from now I would
know--if the dead can have knowledge---what mysteries the country from whose
bourne no traveller returns held.

Some cocks crowed in the distance and I realised that the night was drawing to a
close; my executioners would soon arrive. Sure enough, a jeep could be heard
entering the compound of the Science Annexe Building. I felt certain that this
signalised the approach of the dread hour. A man walked noisily up to our room,
knocked, and was let in by his companion inside who had been awakened by the
knock. They unfastened the rope---one end of which was tied round my wrists---
from the post to which it had been secured and asked me to stand up and follow
them.

I didn’t find my slippers, but without bothering about them moved out with
them in my socks. I was guided down the staircase and taken to where the jeep
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stood waiting. There were other people there. I was pushed into the front seat,
but a minute after, asked to get down. This time I was lifted onto the back of the
vehicle and made to squat on the floor, with, it seemed, a number of armed men
on either side. The jeep drove off.

I had heard of people being taken by the Mukti Bahini for execution to Gulshan
and other outlying areas of the city, and could not judge from the movements of
the jeep what was the distance we travelled before it came to a stop. I was helped
to dismount and ordered to stand up.

Two fellows exchanged a few words, the gist of which, as far as I understood
them, was that further precautions were necessary to prevent me from screaming.
The gag in my mouth was tightened. I now prepared myself for the inevitable
shot that would end my life, once more committed my wife and children to
God’s care, repeated the Kalima-e-Shahadat silently, praying for a quick death.

Some one stabbed me in two or three places on the chest lightly. I felt a spasm of
pain; surprisingly it wasn’t as great as I had feared it would be; an instinctive cry
of ah! muffled by the gag, escaped me. Almost simultaneously I was dealt a
tremendous crippling blow on the spine: slightly to the left of the centre and the
whole body from the wrist downwards went numb. I lost all sensation, and must
also have lost consciousness immediately. For I cannot recall how I fell or when I
overbalanced or what else happened to me.

The next thing I remember was that [ was lying flat on my back on what seemed
to be a road, with blood trickling down my chest, my waist and legs completely,
so it appeared then, paralysed. I heard myself moaning feebly. I thought my life
would ebb away gradually, and I would slowly bleed to death. Every moment I
expected the heart to stop beating, the muscles to contract. I decided to keep
repeating the Kalima as long as my consciousness lasted.

To my surprise, I soon discovered that I was taking a usually long time to die.
Somebody seemed to be kneeling beside me watching. Was he waiting to see
whether the blows I had received were enough? Would he deal me another blow
as a kind of coup de grace?

So strong is man’s instinct of self-preservation that it crossed my mind that if I
stopped moaning my enemy might leave me alone and I might survive.

I stopped whatever sounds I had been trying to utter, and lay as still as I could.
Some minutes later I felt that the man who had been watching me had left. I
wondered what I should do now.
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I was not quite sure yet that the crisis was really over, or that my assailants had
moved off from the area. Fifteen to twenty minutes passed; I could hear a push-
cart being rolled along; a couple of rickshaws seemed to be plying about. The
first impression created in my mind was that I had been abandoned on the
outskirts of the city near a village. When I could hear sounds more clearly
indicative of human footsteps, I decided to attract the attention of passers-by as
best I could rather than allow myself to be overrun by passing vehicles or
animals. I pushed the gag in my mouth a little outwards by my tongue and cried:
‘Who's there’? Some people came over and remarked, ‘Isn’t the fellow dead yet?’
I said I wasn’t dead, and would they please remove the bandage from my eyes
and the gag from my mouth? They appeared to hesitate for a moment and then
someone came forward to untie both bandages.

I opened my eyes, and saw that the place where I lay was the square in front of
Gulistan Cinema Hall on Jinnah Avenue. The time must have been about 5.15 or
5.30. The avenue, one of the chief thoroughfares in Dhaka, was deserted except
for a few early morning strollers. The bandage from my eyes had been taken off
by a youth of about seventeen or eighteen, one of a small group of five or six
people present. I asked them to untie my wrists. They wanted to know who my
assailants were. I committed an indiscretion unwittingly by saying that they
belonged to the Mukti Bahini. No sooner had I said so than they got frightened,
and began to look around. They declined to interfere pleading that if they tried to
help me, the Mukti Bahini who, they believed, still lurked somewhere in the
neighbourhood, would shoot them. I urged them not to hesitate to help a man
who was almost dead, and would perhaps not survive long. The youth came
forward again to untie my hands, in spite of the objection of the others, and as he
was doing so, they remarked that there was another officer like myself whose
body lay on the ground near by. The other person must have heard this; he
answered: ‘I am Hasan Zaman’. I realised that we must have been in the same
jeep together and subjected to the same kind of punishment.

I lay near the railed-off enclosure where the famous Dhaka cannon stood
mounted on a masonry platform. I caught hold of the railing and brought myself
up to a sitting position.

The problem was how to remove myself to safety. I asked the spectators whose
number kept increasing to get me a rickshaw which could take me home or at
least to the Baitul Mukarram Mosque. One fellow who looked rather aggressive
replied that they would do nothing further, that since it was the Mukti Bahini
which had punished me, I must have fully deserved the treatment. I thought
their attitude might change if I told them who really I was. But the information
had a contrary effect on the spokesman. His tone became more aggressive; he
began reeling off the lies they had heard from Radio Joy Bangla about how I had
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collaborated with the Pakistan army in getting some University staff killed and
started lecturing me on the disastrous consequences of such collaboration. All I
could do was to protest against the falsehoods, but I achieved no effect.

Desperately I myself called a passing rickshaw. But the crowd waved it away.
The situation was taking a precarious turn. At this time I sighted a truck-load of
Indian soldiers passing through Jinnah Avenue and shouted for help. But I failed
to catch their eye, and the truck sped away. Whatever was I going to do? I said to
the crowd that they might at least ring up my people at home and ask them to
come, and repeated my telephone number. No one responded.

Fortunately, some one who vaguely appeared to be a man from our
neighbourhood now came to my rescue. He boldly hailed a rickshaw, lifted me
into it (I was incapable of moving on my own) and himself jumped in and held
me tight, while I clung to the side of the vehicle as best I could. The crowd did
not interfere. We moved off. As I was being carried to the rickshaw I had a
glimpse of Dr Hasan Zaman standing up by himself and moving in the direction
of the Baitul Mukarram Mosque. He had luckily escaped the kind of paralysis
which had been my fate.
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CHAPTER II:
I return home a wreck

Tell me, mine own,
Where hast thou been preserved? Where lived?
how found
Thy father’s court
- Shakespeare

My family, who had given me up for dead, were of course overjoyed to see me
back home. But as I was lifted down from the rickshaw and carried in, they were
alarmed to notice that I was a complete wreck. My chest and back (I had received
six stab wounds) were still bleeding. My legs dangled like a couple of
attachments not properly fixed. I was laid down on a mattress on the floor, given
a warm drink, and covered with a blanket. People rushed in from an around to
have a look. Strangers who would never have thought of entering our house,
unasked, came in and gazed at me.

In the meantime Indian army officers who had been informed of the abduction
the previous evening and had sent out search parties to trace me, arrived on
learning that I had got back. The local hospital doctor was sent for; but he began
vacillating and came only when he heard of the presence of the Indians. He
however declined to bandage my wounds without an X-ray examination, saying
that it would be most inadvisable to do anything before the injuries had been X-
rayed. The real reason why he hesitated was that he did not want it said of him
that he had attended to a person punished by the Mukti Bahini. His hesitancy
did not prove much of a problem, for presently an Indian doctor attached to the
Army medical corps arrived, washed and bandaged my wounds, and within half
an hour arranged for an ambulance to carry me to the Dhaka Medical College
Hospital for treatment.

I was put in Cabin No.10, and Cabin No.11, next door, was placed at the disposal
of the four Indian soldiers guarding me. They were with me for a week, at the
end of which a contingent from the Babupura police outpost took over. I was in
hospital from 20 December until the morning of 30 January when I was removed
to the Dhaka Central Jail.
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The period I spent in hospital was uneventful except for small incidents. One
was my transfer, decided upon at short notice, from Cabin 10 to Cabin 19 when
early in January one of the Bangladesh ministers Khondokar Mushtaque decided,
it seems for political reasons, to retire temporarily in a huff from active politics.
The transfer was carried out after 8 P.M. I had not regained the ability to walk; so
they put me on a trolley and pushed it out of Cabin 10. A day or two later, an
unauthorized group of militant students who wanted a cabin for somebody,
forced my guards to vacate their room. From then on, the police party used to
camp outside my cabin on the veranda.

Of course after the Indian guards left, the presence or absence of the police party
made little difference to my safety. Their vigilance was not strict; anybody could
walk in without the least obstruction, and for long periods, every one of the four
policemen expected to stand sentinel outside my room would be absent I
protested once or twice, but soon realized that protests from a ‘collaborator’
would make things worse. I should add that I had learnt from a newspaper
announcement which appeared on 21 December that I had been arrested as a
‘collaborator’. There was not a word about the assault: nor was the fact that I was
in hospital mentioned. The public must have been under the impression that I
was in jail.

During the first week I was in great pain. My shoulders, chest, back and the area
around the waist, ached; there was a continuous tingling in the soles of my feet-
(which persists to this day); and the lower limbs were utterly numb. I could not
move my left leg, nor was there much sensation in the left foot. The nights were
particularly painful. I had to try and sleep on my back; the legs felt so heavy that
I could not turn from one side to another, and if anyone helped me to turn, the
pain on the lower side would be unbearable.

The wounds on my chest and back, four in front and two in the back, turned out
to be not deep and healed in a week. I found that the left knee had been so
twisted that although there was technically no fracture, I could not stand erect.
But the worst affliction was the damage to the internal organs which rendered
micturition a torture. The agony was sometimes so great as to make me long for
an early death.

It was nearly three weeks before my knees were firm enough to let me stand
erect for brief spells. I had to teach myself to walk in the way toddlers learn to
walk, first supported by others, then by myself but with the help of a staff. [ was
not steady on my legs; to this day this weakness persists, but after daily exercises
I learnt to waddle about from one end of my small cabin to the other. I could in
about three weeks, walk in this manner to the bathroom without assistance.
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Occasional incursions by young people, mostly from the Mukti Bahini, drawn by
curiosity, were another problem. They would dash past the guards, look at me
and leave. It was clear that they were highly critical of the colleagues who had
bungled by not being able to finish me off. The risk was that some of them might
take it into their hands to rectify the error. I was obliged to keep the door bolted
most of the time.

My wife and children visited me daily in the afternoon. A few relations, one
colleague from the University, Dr Azizul Huque and an old acquaintance from
the Calcutta Islamia College days, Mr Saidur Rahman, also called. But I could
realise that most of my relations were too scared to come.

While I was still in Cabin No.10, a hirsute young man came one day to see me,
touched my feet in the usual Eastern manner, and introduced himself as a former
pupil. I forget his name. He said he had been detailed to shoot me during the
civil war; he had also reconnoitred the area around my residence but had
decided on second thoughts to wait until the war was over. He was courteous
but firm. Their plan, he stated, was to liquidate all ‘collaborators’, in fact,
anybody who could be suspected of having collaborated with West Pakistan
over the last twenty-three years, and purge Bangladesh of corruption and treason.
I thought it inadvisable to argue, but only pointed out that the programme might
prove difficult to carry out. “‘We have’, the young man replied, ‘lost over twenty-
thousand people in the civil war, all members of the Mukti Bahini, and we would
have no truck with collaborators *.

The visitor who really gave me a fright was another young man, not so hairy as
my pupil, but with blood-shot eyes such as one associates with frenzied or
drunken fanatics. He dashed into my room on two occasions, accompanied by
others, on one occasion by some young women, just stared at me, and when
asked who they were, said pointing to his companions, ‘These are the people
who have freed the country.” He would not be drawn into further talk. I felt
alarmed. On both occasions he dashed out of the room, as he had dashed in, like
a gust of wind.

That all young people did, not even then, take the same view of what happened
on 16 December, became evident from the conversation of a youth who visited
me towards the end of December. He was a stranger, shy, aged about seventeen.
He said he had been planning to study English literature in the University, but
he was not sure that academic work was any use now. “We have lost our
freedom’. When, to test him, I reminded him of the feelings of other young
people of his age, he said that with the Indian soldiers all around, he could
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scarcely believe that the surrender of the Pakistan army had brought Bangladesh
independence. ‘We have sold ourselves into slavery.’

This youth, I must say, was an exception in those days to the generality of young
Bengali manhood or womanhood. Indian propaganda had infected the minds of
some of our own relations. They naively swallowed the fantastic lies they heard
about me, although they were almost daily in contact with me. A nephew, son of
a cousin, came one day to repeat what he had heard about the women’s hall,
how girls were supplied to the army from this source, with my knowledge and
consent. ‘Of course’, he commented half quizzically, ‘I don’t think this can be
true of you’. His tone however suggested that he wasn’t prepared to dismiss the
story as wholly baseless. I could only express my astonishment at his naiveté. He
had studied economics in the University, and proceeded with great show of
scholarship and a flourish of statistics to demonstrate to me how East Pakistan
had been fleeced by West Pakistani capitalists.” It has taken a civil war to
convince people like you and my father of the truth of our grievances. Now that
the yoke of Pakistan has been thrown off, you'll see Bangladesh growing from
strength to strength.” I told him that I would be happy to see peace and
tranquillity re-established after the horrors that we had been through but I could
not share his shallow optimism. He was disappointed that even the terrible
ordeal that I had passed through had not cured me of my old beliefs.

Stories reached me daily of the horrors let loose on Pakistan minded groups by
the guerrillas, of vengeance, murder and shootings, of spiralling prices,
indiscriminate arrests and of the general breakdown of law and order. No one
except persons like ourselves felt dismayed by all this. There was a general
tendency to think that a brief period of anarchy or what looked it, was not
unusual after a protracted and bitter civil war, and that the situation would
presently right itself. The term ‘civil war” was seldom used; the more common
appellation for what happened during the nine months from March to December
was ‘war of liberation’. The Pakistan army was referred to as the army of
occupation, and the naive young men who fought against it were freedom
fighters. Supporters of the Awami League who had lain low during the conflict
now came forward in their thousands to greet the victorious survivors and erect
memorials to the dead who were all described as martyrs. No matter how a
young man died during those nine months; no matter what his character and
status; no matter whether he was known to be a criminal or a rogue, if his name
could be shown to have been associated at any stage with any phase of the ‘war
of liberation’, he was a martyr with a claim upon the grateful remembrance of his
countrymen. A strange situation, but who would in this country of the insane
pretends to wisdom and sanity?
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One cheap, and therefore popular, way of demonstrating the new nation’s
gratitude to the dead was to change the names of roads, parks, schools, colleges
and other institutions overnight without the slightest regard for either tradition
or euphony. Such names as Jinnah, Igbal, Ayub Khan were naturally anathema
to the younger generation; they were effaced wherever they occurred and
replaced by those of the new heroes. Dhaka University students took the lead in
this campaign by renaming Igbal Hall and Jinnah Hall after Zahurul Huq and
Surya Sen. Sgt. Zahurul Huq, a young army officer and one of the accused in the
Agartala Conspiracy case had been killed during the trial. Surya Sen was the
name of a terrorist who organised and led a raid on the Chittagong armory back
in the thirties; the students were anxious to honour him as one of those whose
example they had done their best to emulate during the ‘war of liberation’. Most
painful of all for us was the proscription which fell upon the word Islam and its
derivatives. The stink of communalism in these terms was considered
unendurable. The name of the Islamic Intermediate College, where in the High
Madrasah attached to it, I had had my schooling--- a historic institution with
nearly a century of tradition behind it, was overnight changed to a horrid
monstrosity, ‘Kabi Nazrul College’. Intended to honour a great literary figure,
Qazi Nazrul Islam, this hybrid, compounded of the first part of the name with
the definite article of the second attached to it, would shock anyone with the
slightest acquaintance with Arabic and Persian; it was a sad reflection on the
level of culture among the new elite.

Changes of this kind were daily announced. As I read about them, I felt
disquieted because, partly, of the manner in which old traditions were being
profaned, and partly of the hurry exhibited. How foolish to imagine that the
effacement of a few names could transform the spirit of a people!

Significantly, Christian and Hindu names were spared. Notre Dame College, St.
Gregory’s School, Ramkrishna Mission Institutions were not thought to stink of
communalism. The discrimination against Islam was carried to lengths which
subsequently drew protests from the Awami League circle itself.

Of the small group of people, apart from my own family, whose loyalty to me
during this period remained unaffected by the change in my fortunes, I was
particularly touched by the devotion of a young man whom I had given a job in
the University of Rajshahi. His mother used at one time to work in our family as
a maid; I had known him as a little child. After he grew up- he was about
twenty- I tried to help him in various ways, getting him not only a job but also a
wife. But the solicitude he showed in this crisis had been beyond my
expectations. Mukhtar rushed down from Rajshahi on hearing of the assault, and
spent nearly a month with me nursing me night and day, not caring whether his
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job lasted. It was on his shoulders- he was a strong, well-built youth-that I used
to lean when re-learning to walk.

The daily visits of my wife and children sustained me greatly. We mutually
rediscovered each other. To have constant, ocular proof of the attachment of the
children, the realisation that they really loved me, not as a matter of duty or
because custom demanded it, was---how should I put it? ---no expression that I
might use would be equal to the emotion I intend to convey--- let me
compromise by saying, soothing to my nerves and spirit and heart. It filled me
with emotions which sometimes were a torture. I felt that I had done little to
deserve this attachment not only not having laid up enough treasure for them
but having many a time in the past been extremely selfish, spending more on
myself than on them. I have never been demonstrative, but even an
undemonstrative parent or husband would have done more. My family used to
keep itself to itself, seldom mixing with outsiders, not from motives of vanity---
we had little to be vain about--- but because we often felt bewildered by the fast-
changing ways of the world around us. The result was that my wife and
daughters, deprived of whatever protection I afforded them, were now
comparable to some carefully nurtured hot-house plants jolted out of their
sheltered existence into an environment hostile and unfriendly. How were they
going to survive? What readjustments would they be called upon to make in the
pattern of their life? Of the artificialities which society now-a-days favoured, they
were innocent; the tricks and stratagems which passed for cleverness and

smartness were unknown to them. I felt uneasy, distressed even, when I thought
of all this.

An elderly relation arrived one day to assure me that an amnesty would in all
likelihood be announced upon the return of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman to Dhaka
from Pakistan where he was still held prisoner. (This was in the first week of
January) He was a gouty old man, with a weak heart. He wept, not trying to
conceal his tears, when he saw me. I was touched. Months afterwards, the same
man declined point-blank to append his signature as a witness to a petition to the
High Court challenging my detention. Surprising? Was the emotion he displayed
early in January then entirely insincere? I would never have suspected the old
man of being such a superb play-actor. But these are the surprises and paradoxes
of which life seems full.

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, hailed all over as the father of the nation, President of
the Republic of Bangladesh, was released on 9 January from Rawalpindi and
arrived in Dhaka by way of London the following day. The reception accorded
him, when the R.A'F. transport plane carrying him touched down at Tejgaon
Airport was hysterical. The press estimated the welcoming crowd to have
exceeded half a million. From the airport he drove straight to a meeting at the
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Ramna racecourse, where thousands waited to hear him. I followed the
proceedings on a small portable radio set I was using in my cabin. The elation of
the cheering crowds, the atmosphere of revelry, the sense of final victory won in
the face of stupendous odds were conveyed to me not only by the commentary
broadcast but by the sounds, indistinct but insistent, transmitted direct of a large
mass of men vociferously celebrating a great event.

I strained my ears so as not to miss a syllable of the new President’s speech. It
filled me with foreboding about the shape of things to come. What I heard was
the speech of a victorious party leader who had led his faction to a triumphant
conclusion to a struggle, and was determined to teach his rivals a lesson. There
was not a word about the expected amnesty. On the contrary he referred
pointedly to those who had acted as witnesses in the trial against him in West
Pakistan. No general forgiveness; no exhortation to the entire nation to forget the
bitterness of strife, to bury the hatchet, and dedicate itself now exclusively to the
task of reconstruction. That the Sheikh would repeat his usual grievances against
the Pakistan army was understandable and no surprise. But where, I asked
myself, was any proof that now he had won after what had been a civil war
between federalists and secessionists, he viewed himself as the President of the
state, the architect of a new Republic, who, whatever his role in the past, was
called upon by circumstances to rise above factional jealousies and divisions and
help his people to achieve peace? Even while urging the erstwhile guerrillas to
lay down their arms, assured them that the task of routing and mopping up the
enemies would be taken over by the regular state forces, an assurance obviously
intended to suggest that the enemies would not be forgiven. Particularly sinister
was the reference to his trial, already mentioned. If those opposed to the Awami
League or the Sheikh himself deserved punishment, few could escape, and as
subsequent developments showed, few did. Thousands continued to be arrested
and hauled up on trumped-up charges of having obstructed the war of liberation.
The Collaborators Order promulgated in January empowered the police to
detain anybody it pleased without warrant or specific charge; anybody could get
one arrested. All one needed to do was allege that the person incriminated was a
collaborator. Swift punishment followed. If the fellow was lucky, he found his
way into the Dhaka Central jail. Those not so lucky were straightway liquidated;
many were publicly lynched.

Lest anyone ever reading these lines should suppose that I have distorted the
truth, I would mention that there was in the Sheikh’s address an invitation to his
people to take up urgently the task of rebuilding their ‘Sonar Bangla’, also a
summons to peace, a warning that further lawlessness would be ruinous. But
when saying these things, he seemed to exclude from his purview those who had
disagreed with him. Am I exaggerating or imagining things? No; apart from the
direct reference to the witnesses in his trial, there were hints, rather plain than
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subtle, that the opponents of the Awami League were to be treated as a class
apart. The legislation that followed, the arrests and executions certainly showed
that the apprehensions aroused in my mind were far from baseless.

I shuddered when I thought of the immediate future. It was very clear that the
guerrillas had not yet had their fill of blood.

I had serious problems of my own to worry about. A day or two after I was
abducted, another, or maybe the same gang again raided our house, this time at
two o’clock in the night. I do not know to this day all the details; they have been
deliberately kept from me. But I understand that they first rang up my wife
saying that they knew she was sheltering other miscreants. The children were
truly scared; they were sent away to neighbouring houses before the gang
arrived. I am told that my wife had to pacify them by paying them a bribe. The
actual size of the sum paid has not been disclosed to me.

This was followed by a raid by a police party who came to arrest my cousin, Mr S.
Qamarul Ahsan, politician and writer who had been staying with us.
Apprehending that he would meet with the same fate as myself, he hid himself
as best he could. The whole house was turned topsy-turvy, every room searched,
even wardrobes ransacked. My cousin was ultimately traced down to a dark
pantry where he lay cowering,.

Immediately afterwards came yet another raid, this time, in search of another
cousin, Mr S. Manzurul Ahsan, a member of the Nizam-e-Islam Party. He had
gone into hiding. So they arrested his elder brother, Mr S. Fakhrul Ahsan, a
lawyer aged about sixty, who had never in his life dabbled in politics. He was let
off after questioning. The police believed Mr Fakhrul Ahsan knew Manzur’s
whereabouts, which was not correct at all. There was an element of poetic justice
in the humiliation suffered by Mr Fakhrul Ahsan. Ever since my arrest, he and
his children had been trying to be on the right side of the new law by adopting a
positively hostile attitude to my family. One instance, among many, of the way
close relations fell apart in the civil war and its aftermath. All these Ahsans” were
my cousins and my wife’s brothers.

Mr Fakhrul Ahsan was transported to the police station in my car, and while he
was returned, the car was not. The fact that it was owned by me provided
sufficient justification for its confiscation in the eyes of the police. It took my wife
a month and a half and nearly half a dozen petitions to various authorities to get
it back. The restoration was facilitated by a fortuitous circumstance. The car had
been bought and registered in my wife’s name.
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After Mr Qamarul Ahsan was arrested, there remained no one among our near
relations to whom my wife could turn for help or counsel.

Of the dangerous unfriendliness of the environment in which we lived in those
days, further proof was provided by the attacks, both oblique and direct, which
appeared every now and then in the press. 10th January, the day Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman reached Dhaka, was singled out by the Dainik Bangla, an influential
daily with a wide circulation, for the reproduction in facsimile of a document
showing that I had received payment for my trip to Europe in 1971. The intention
was patently malicious; it was to draw the attention of thousands on that day, of
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman himself, if possible, to my “treachery’. I heard a group of
Medical College students discussing the document and repeating sarcastic
remarks intended for my ears.

These incitements to hatred had their effect on the hospital atmosphere. Groups
of young people would sometimes hover menacingly about my room, uttering
threats. On one occasion, one of the policemen on duty reported that a man,
obviously a drunkard had made an attempt to snatch his rifle away, his avowed
purpose being to enter my cabin and shoot me and the children who were with
me. He looked really concerned.
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CHAPTER III:
Betrayal and sycophancy all around

About the middle of January, the intellectuals, teachers, doctors and engineers
who had run off to India during the Civil War began returning. Among them
were Professor Ali Ahsan, head of the department of Bengali at Chittagong
University and Dr A. R. Mallik. Both were my personal friends, the first a cousin
who had grown up with me. Neither of course cared to call or to make an inquiry.
I had not expected anything of the kind. After all we had been on opposite sides
in the Civil War. Professor Ahsan was reported to have attacked me personally
in his broadcasts from Calcutta. What hurt me now was the attitude he adopted
on his return to Dhaka. One informant said he had, quite without justification,-
for no one had approached him--- made it clear that he won’t lift his little finger
to help a “collaborator” like me out of my present difficulties. This was malicious
malignity. Another person who saw me soon after a meeting with him
suggestively hinted that I owed my downfall to the counsels of certain friends
who had misguided me. The friends named were people who were as close to
Mr. Ali Ahsan as to myself. Of course, the whole story was a figment of his
imagination, and if I had swallowed the bait, those people would be in prison
now.

Mr. Ali Ahsan’s apostasy, the somersault he has turned in his efforts to get on the
right side of the new political line, are, though explainable in the light of the
changes of 1971, very surprising nevertheless. I last met him at Narayanganj at
the house of his brother-in-law, Mr Abdul Alj, early in March 1971 when the drift
towards a civil war had become clear. He shared the view that the coming events
portended no good for Pakistan, and expressed alarm at the dangers looming
ahead. He was known to be a wily, rather unscrupulous, but extremely astute
person. He had at one time been the chief organiser of the Congress for Cultural
Freedom in Pakistan. Although the Pakistan branch was disbanded when it was
discovered that the Congress received payment for its work from the CIA, Mr
Ahsan continued to champion causes opposed to left-wing parties in the country.
It was he who immediately after the establishment of Pakistan had called for a
ban on Tagore. When the climate changed, he tried to retrieve his position by
demanding emphatically that the country should adopt Bengali immediately as
the medium of instruction in the Universities. People were aware of these facts,
and I too knew that last thing one should expect of Mr. Ali Ahsan was
consistency. He would shift from one position to another, and could shrewdly
guess in advance how the wind blew. But that he would repudiate the whole of
his own past, by saying that whatever Pakistan represented was false and
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insincere was unexpected. At least, in spite of my intimate knowledge of his
character, of his lack of scruple, I had not expected it.

Yes, I know enough history and psychology to realise that people caught in the
kind of crisis that a civil war is, do compromise, avoid reasserting or asserting
views apt to get them into trouble, or even lapse into silence. But only turn-coats
or opportunists change their principles at every plunge and swoop of the vessels
they ride. I do not know the circumstances, which only a few weeks after I met
him forced him to flee to India. There could be nothing in his past records which,
he need have felt, would attract the wrath of the army. Was then his decision to
follow Dr Mallik, his Vice-Chancellor, into exile prompted by a shrewd
calculation as to Pakistan’s ultimate chances of victory in the conflict?

Dr Mallik, the man who is believed to have persuaded, even forced some of his
colleagues to cross over into Agartala with him, was a slightly different
proposition. Intellectually, he had always been inclined towards the Awami
League school of thought. An exponent of Bengali nationalism, he held that
Bengal had had a raw deal from Pakistan. I remember a discussion with him at
Karachi towards the end of 1970, before the elections, when after listening to his
tirade against the rulers of Pakistan, I asked him point-blank whether he wanted
disintegration. His answer was in the negative. I cannot say whether it was
sincere or meant only to mislead me. As for his grievances, the fact which he
cannot truthfully deny is that he, like thousands of other Bengalis, owed almost
everything in his career to Pakistan. But for Pakistan, he would have been
destined to end up as a civil servant belonging to the lower echelons, or as a
college lecturer. Here was he, a Vice-Chancellor, enjoying a position and a degree
of influence far beyond anything he could have dreamt of in an undivided India
with Hindus to compete with. But instead of dissuading his friends in the
Awami League from pursuing courses detrimental to the country’s unity and
solidarity, he had actively supported them, and, after the Army crack down,
been busily organising the forces against Pakistan on foreign soil. What a fall!
What a tragedy! And what blindness! How could he, a student of history, one
who had himself written a book on the condition of Indians, particularly Bengali
Mussalmans in the nineteenth century, ever imagine that a Bengal under the
tutelage of India would afford the people of this region greater privileges and
benefits than they enjoyed as part of Pakistan? Dr Mallik was not a man who did
not understand politics or economics or whose attitudes need have been
determined by slogans or press statements. But what difference did his past
background make to his decision eventually? None that I could see or appreciate.
Of a piece with the unfriendliness of Mr. Ali Ahsan was the attitude of Dr
Muzaffar Ahmad Chowdhury who was appointed Vice-Chancellor of Dhaka
University, in the third week of January as far as I remember. The appointment
itself was irregular. The formality of terminating my services was considered
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unnecessary. I didn’t exist as far as they were concerned; here was a true instance
of unpersonning in the Orwellian sense. It was announced that Dr Muzaffar
Ahmad Chowdhury was taking over from my predecessor, Mr Abu Sayeed
Choudhury, who had resigned early in March 1971 before the Army crackdown.
I felt amused. Be that as it may, I thought I should write to Dr Chowdhury, an
old colleague, a letter of congratulations and did so, requesting him to allow my
family to remove from the Vice-Chancellor’s residence all our goods and
belongings. We had been forced to evacuate the house in a hurry. Most of our
utensils, furniture and crockery were left behind. Most valuable of all to me were
the books, the collection of a life-time, perhaps not worth an impressive sum in
terms of money, but they were books I had collected over nearly thirty-five years,
well-thumbed volumes of emotional interest to the possessor. My letter to Dr
Muzaffar Chowdhury was not answered, and when my family tried to contact
him on the telephone, he wasn’t available. Once my daughters who went to see
him personally were turned away. The Vice-Chancellor’s Secretary, a young man
who had worked under me also, expressed his helplessness in the matter. The
University engineer, who has the responsibility of looking after all official
residences, said that nothing could be taken out without an inventory having
been made first. The matter dragged on, and it was not until Dr Muzaffar
Ahmad Chowdhury was on the point of leaving the University job, about three
months later that finally we were allowed to recover some of the things. By this
time, a number of articles had mysteriously disappeared. The books which were
on the bedroom shelves were not allowed to be inspected or removed by my
children who had gone to fetch them.

One evening a police inspector arrived to inquire whether I knew the
whereabouts of a gun, said to be the property of the permanent secretary to the
Vice-Chancellor, who had fled to India during the troubles. I was taken aback.
The fact is that this Secretary, before he left, had deposited a bed-roll with the
Vice-Chancellor’s care-taker, and inside the roll, unknown to anybody, was a
gun. No one told us about the bed-roll, which we had seen once or twice, but
never touched or made any enquiries about. After we evacuated the house, the
caretaker must have opened the bed-roll on the sly and removed the gun whose
existence he alone must have suspected. When the Secretary came back after 16
December the bed-roll was without the gun of course, and the easiest
explanation of its disappearance in those difficult days when feelings against
‘collaborators” ran high was that I had concealed it. Luckily, for me, the police
inspector turned out to be a sensible person who dismissed the story as utterly
improbable and had a shrewd suspicion of the truth. His visit to my cabin was a
formality intended to furnish confirmation of his own theory. He left after an

apology.
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I thanked God that there were even then a few people left who did not seize
upon the chance of implicating a ‘collaborator’ in further trouble. Some other
University employees also tried their level best not only to annoy but to create
positive difficulties for me. Chief among them was Mr. Nuruddin, Registrar. On
17 or 18 December, even before the abduction, I learnt from him on the telephone
that he had, without even asking my permission, placed the Vice-Chancellor’s
residence, hastily evacuated by me on 15 December at the disposal of Indian
army officers. The Registrar knew fully well that we had left our things behind;
he made no arrangement to have them locked up, or even to have an inventory
prepared. He assumed as soon as the Pakistan army surrendered, that my
authority as Vice-Chancellor could be flouted with impunity, and when the
request for accommodation came from the Indian Army authorities, proceeded
without a moment’s hesitation to indulge in the first hostile act he could think of.
The fact is, there were other residences available, and certainly nothing need
have prevented him from ringing me up and asking my consent. No; that would
have meant acknowledging my position as Vice-Chancellor at a time when Mr.
Nuruddin thought I had collapsed.

Though personally an Urdu-speaking man, he had for sometime past identified
himself with the anti-Pakistani forces in the University. There were reasons for
this. A dismissed officer from the police service without academic qualifications
beyond the ordinary Bachelor’s degree, he got into the University as a deputy
registrar by falsely representing that he had been unjustly treated in the police
service and had resigned rather than compromise on matters of principle. When
he saw the leftist forces in the ascendant. he lined up with them, with such
success that a myth was created by them about his incredible efficiency and
integrity. They wanted him groomed for the post of registrar, and when the old
registrar retired, he became the obvious choice as successor. But owing to the
antipathy of Dr M. O. Ghani, Vice-Chancellor, towards the forces backing Mr.
Nuruddin, he failed to obtain the post. The man chosen by Dr. Ghani to fill the
office however proved unsuccessful, and resigned. There was no alternative then
but to allow Mr. Nuruddin to act as Registrar pending the advertisement of the
post anew. It was at this point that I came in. Mr. Nuruddin worked under me as
acting Registrar, but I knew that I could never expect to command his loyalty. So
when the Pakistan army surrendered and Mr. Nuruddin thought that I had lost
my foundations, the least he could do was to create some annoyances for me.

When early in January I sent to the University--- this was before the appointment
of any new Vice-Chancellor---for my pay for the month of December, Mr.
Nuruddin on his own ordered that I should be paid only for the period up to 19
December.
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There was nothing for it but to put up with these signs of disloyalty and enmity.
I was in the eyes of persons like Mr Nuruddin the symbol of a discredited past.
What else could they do but disown me? That I had miraculously survived the
ordeal of 19 December must have been a deep disappointment to them. To have
expected anything else from persons like them would have been, for me at least,
a betrayal of lessons I learnt from Shakespeare and Dante. Loyalty, consistency,
broadmindedness are rare qualities; they are found in exceptional individuals.
When we express surprise at someone’s disloyalty, we betray our own ignorance
of human nature, and do the person concerned both a disservice because we
appear to be unnecessarily sarcastic, and tend to mar whatever image he has;
honour because by pitching our expectations from him so high we really prove
that in our eyes he must have enjoyed the reputation of an angel though
incapable of such conduct.

News used to trickle in almost daily during January of the return of University
teachers who had gone into exile or been in hiding during the Civil War. I have
already mentioned Dr. Muzaffar Ahmad Chowdhury. Others who returned or
surfaced in January included Mr. Abdur Razzaq of the Department of Political
Science, Dr. Sarwar Murshid of the Department of English, Mr. Nur Muhammad
Miah of the Department of Political Science again, and Dr Ahmad Sharif and Dr
Muniruzzaman of the Department of Bengali.

My relations with Mr. Razzaq had at one time been particularly close. He was
several years my senior. When I came up to the University as a young first year
student in 1938 Mr. Razzaq was already a lecturer. He was then an active
Supporter of the Muslim League, a fanatical admirer of the Quaid-e-Azam, or Mr.
M. A. Jinnah, as he was then known, and there developed between us a bond of
sympathy and friendship transcending the teacher-pupil relationship. He soon
established himself in our circle as the chief theoretician of the creed of Muslim
separatism, a mentor and guide to young Muslim scholars. He could be a
charming friend and possessed varied gifts. Excellent at both chess and cards, he
won friends easily. His unorthodox ways, his defiance of convention in matters
of dress and behaviour even his temperamental indolence, helped earn him
admirers. Besides his eclectic tastes as a scholar, the wide range of subjects on
which he could hold forth, gave him in our eyes a position not equalled by
anyone else. When early in 1940 or 1941 Muslim League minded students
decided to establish a fortnightly organ of their own called Pakistan, Mr. Razzaq
was on the Board of Advisers. He used to write for us occasionally. But more
than his writings, we valued his counsel, his moral and intellectual support.
When Nazir Ahmad, Manager of the fortnightly was stabbed to death by a
Hindu fanatic in 1943, he contributed a moving tribute to his memory to the
special issue we published on the occasion.
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It was after his return from England in 1950 that I began to be aware of a subtle
change in his attitude. But I myself left for Europe soon afterwards, returning in
October 1952 after my doctoral work: so I had little idea then of the extent and
magnitude of the change he had undergone. But as the years passed, we began to
drift slowly apart politically, though we remained friends personally. During the
Indo-Pakistan war in 1965, Mr Razzq came into my room in the University one
day, and tried seriously to convert me to the creed of Bengali nationalism and the
cause of secession. He said Pakistan was no longer a working proposition. The
selfishness and myopia of the West Pakistani leaders, particularly the Ayub
regime, had made it clear that Bengalis and Punjabis could not live together
under one polity. The only way out was for the Bengali-speaking people of East
Pakistan and India to work for the establishment of a separate independent state.
I was surprised and shocked. I remember countering by saying that to sentence
Pakistan to death on the basis of Only seventeen years” experience seemed to me
a rash and hasty step. Pakistan, I pointed out, had been decided upon as a
solution to the Hindu-Muslim problem after two hundred years of bitterness
during British rule, not to speak of the antagonism between the two peoples
during seven hundred years of Muslim ascendancy in the sub-continent.
Assuming, I said, that every argument he had advanced against the Punjabis was
correct, assuming also that all his data were accurate, how could one allow a
brief span of seventeen years to outweigh the history of two hundred years? I
maintained that I for one should like to give Pakistan a fairer and longer trial
before concluding that it had failed.

Mr. Razzaq was disappointed by my reply. This was the last time we talked with
each other seriously. A year and a half later, I discovered one day that he would
not speak to me. It is no use concealing that I felt emotionally hurt. I hadn’t
expected that Mr. Razzaq would let our differences on a political issue affect our
personal relations. But he did, and I thought I should put up with this as best I
could. Hence forward he used to cut me dead whenever we ran into each other,
as, working in the same University, we could not avoid doing occasionally.

After the army crackdown, I heard that Mr. Razzaq had gone into hiding, and
when my services as Vice-Chancellor were transferred from Rajshahi to Dhaka in
July 1971, he was still absconding.

To this day, I feel puzzled when I think of Mr. Razzaq's volte face. How could he
have disowned his own early history, forgotten his own research on the subject
of Hindu-Muslim relations and had even told me on one occasion that he would
prefer to have himself beheaded in a Muslim Theocracy rather than support a
United India?
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Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds. The truth of this Shakespearean
saying was demonstrated lately (1973) when a doctorate honoris causa was
conferred on Mr Razzaq by Delhi University. The intention was to honour him
for his services in connection with the dismemberment of Pakistan. What a
strange climax! The other Bangladeshi honoured in the same way at the same
ceremony was Mr Zainul Abedin, the artist.

Soon after Mr Razzaq surfaced, I heard that my cousin Mr Qamarul Ahsan had
been bailed out. That brought me a great sense of relief. There was now at least
one grown-up educated male who could be of some use to my family. The other
cousin, Mr Manzurul Ahsan, surrendered to the police when fear of assaults by
the Mukti Bahini abated a little.

The Eid-ul-Azha was drawing near. This was to be the first big festival since my
hospitalisation. It was impossible for us to think of festivities, or to contemplate
buying clothes or having special food. But I insisted, in the interests of the
children, on some semblance of observance being kept up. I did not want them to
be exposed to too great a shock. The youngest one was only eight. Neither she
nor the other one who was ten could fully comprehend the nature of the tragedy
that had overtaken us. I thought that as long as we could we should try to
cushion the shock of it.

Eid day was naturally a particularly gloomy day for me. I had hardly any
appetite for pilaff or curries. I thought of my fate and of the fate of thousands of
others like me, either killed by the Mukti Bahini or languishing in prison, cut off
from their kith and kin. The more I thought about it the greater my sense of
desolation.

The University and colleges were due to reopen early in February. As the hostels
re-filled with boarders returning to Dhaka, the atmosphere in the city grew
warmer. I could feel the rise in the temperature from my hospital cabin. Groups
of students, long-haired, with thick beards on their chins, some of whom must
have been in the Mukti Bahini, now started appearing in the corridors of the
Medical College. Their attitude towards me, as far as I judged from their looks,
was unfriendly and aggressive. The doctor who had advised me to go
downstairs for half-an-hour a day for X-ray treatment rescinded his
recommendation on the ground that the risk for me might be too great. I agreed
with him. One day---- the date was 29 January--- he stopped in my cabin on his
regular beat and said he would like to have a talk with me. When we were alone,
he said that now that I could move about a little, he was going to discharge me
from the hospital. He had been under great pressure from the authorities to do so
but he had resisted it so far on humanitarian grounds. Since it was now clear that
I was no longer a bed-ridden patient, he could not justify further delay. Besides,
he pointed out, with so many students returning, I would be continually exposed
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to risk in the Medical College hospital. The last argument was incontrovertible. 1
finally yielded. But I said, could he wait till next Monday? He was unable to do
so and a discharge certificate was issued the same day, and I prepared for my
transfer to the Central Jail.

The police party said the transfer would be carried out after dark. My wife and
children came for a last visit. At nine in the evening however I was informed that
the arrangement had fallen through, and that they would take me out of the
hospital the following morning.

That night I did not have a wink of sleep. Though technically under arrest since
20 December, I had had so far the usual privileges enjoyed by hospital patients,
of which the most precious were the daily visits by my family; my meals except
breakfast, used to come from home. Now it would be real prison life, of which I
didn’t have the vaguest idea. I tossed about in bed trying desperately to shut my
mind off, but all kinds of thoughts, buzzed in my head like a swarm of bees,
keeping me awake. The temperature in the cabin felt at one time so stiflingly
warm that I put the fan on. But it brought no relief.

The police sub-inspector from the Ramna police post who was detailed to take
me to the Central Jail called on 30 January at eight-thirty. I left as I was, not even
bothering to shave. The van carrying me had to pass by our house at 109
Nazimuddin Road, and at my request it stopped for a minute before our gate to
let me bid my family a final farewell. I left forlorn and desolate as the vehicle
resumed its journey.
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CHAPTERIV:
Interior of the inferno

‘I had not thought death had undone so many’
- T.S. Eliot

The interior of the Dacca Central Jail exceeded my worst fears. The primitive
lavatories with their low standard of sanitation combined with an unimaginable
lack of privacy were the greatest shock.

I was placed in a block called Seven Cells with five others of whom four turned
out to be old acquaintances. Two were from the University. That was some
comfort. The others were Division One prisoners; I was not granted this status
until five days later through the instrumentality of my wife who had written to
the Home Department. Normally, it is the Inspector-General of Prisons who
decides whether a prisoner is to be placed in Division one or Division two, but in
the case of the class of prisoners that I represented, stigmatised as “Collaborators’,
the new Government reserved to itself the right to classify the detained. A few, a
very limited few, had the good luck to achieve the privilege of Division One right
from the beginning, but in the majority of cases, whatever the prisoner’s social
status, he was made to live the life of an ordinary prisoner for periods varying
from a few days to a few months before promotion to Division One. I was lucky
to be assigned on the first day to a cell rather than a common dormitory, known
in the jail as Khata.

Prisoners in the Khata belong to the lowest circle of this Inferno. Their life is
scarcely distinguishable from that of animals. They sleep and eat in the open,
perform other physical functions almost in the open, and are exploited as slaves.
They tend the prison gardens, mow the lawns, sweep the roads, wash the latrines.
carry water in pails from cell to cell, and perform such other chores as they are
called upon to undertake. Except when bed-ridden, they are never excused from
work. Slackness, if detected, is severely punished. Very few escape beatings.
Warders delight in the indiscriminate use of the baton. Most of the warders are
semi-literate persons drawn from the lowest social ranks. Association with
criminals degrades them further so that as far as morality and ethics are
concerned there is little to choose between warder and prisoner.

Most of these warders were fanatical Awami League supporters. They had been
for months fed on propaganda against us. When we arrived, they started treating
us as the worst kind of criminals they had ever seen. Some restraint had of
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necessity to be exercised in respect of prisoners in Division One, but Khata
prisoners of the class called ‘Collaborators” became the victims of a campaign in
which sadism, malice, cruelty, arrogance all played their parts. When ill they
were refused medicine or even any respite from hard labour. Persons who could
hardly drag themselves from one spot to another were compelled to undertake
work that would appear strenuous even for a tough young man of twenty-five.
To hard labour and beatings were added vilification and abuse. Upon the
slightest pretext the warders poured on their heads the filthiest expletives and
the foulest swear-words.

I found myself gradually acquiring a strange kind of lingo for communication.
Warders were known in this jail as Mian Sahebs; ordinary prisoners attached as
factotums to prisoners in Division One were called Faltus, a word whose lexical
meaning was ‘extra’. Prison kitchens were referred to as Chowkas. It took me a
whole week to get used to this vocabulary. Each prisoner upon his admission
into the jail was produced before the ‘case-table” which meant a place where
either the jailer or one of his subordinates took down in a register his particulars.
The words ‘case-table” were corrupted into something like cash tepol. When I
first heard the term, I actually thought it was a new word not known to me, and
since | was made to understand what it signified, I ceased to bother about its
etymology. Then one day, hearing someone pronounce it a little differently, I
began to isolate the syllables mentally and arrived at the truth. It was quite a
lesson on phonology.

The jail hierarchy was an interesting study. At the top was the Inspector General
of Police, Olympian, invisible, a person whom prisoners seldom, if ever, meet.
He is concerned with prison administration in the country as a whole and has
very little to do directly with this or any other jail. Under him is the Deputy
Inspector General who inspects the jail every day, going round the cells. When I
tirst arrived the DIG used to visit the cells every morning between nine and ten.
Later, the visits became weekly affairs; our cell was visited every Friday known
in the jail as File Day. The DIG is supposed to supervise or oversee things; he
does not directly interfere in details. Next to him stands the jailer, the most
important and powerful functionary in the prison. His pay hardly exceeds two to
three hundred rupees a month; he does not enjoy the rank of even a gazetted
officer, i.e. an officer whose appointment is announced in the official gazette. But
inside the jail, he wields really unlimited powers, is feared as a monster by the
prisoners and worshipped by his subordinates as god. His word is law. It is he
who minds the details of administration, who awards or withholds such facilities
or privileges as prisoners are entitled to enjoy, who controls the staff, punishes
the wayward and recommends promotions for the faithful and loyal. He is
assisted by about half a dozen deputy jailers who have no real powers although
they do their best to harass prisoners. Between the jailer and the DIG, there is
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another officer, known as the Deputy Superintendent whose main duties the
supervision of the factories and mills operated by the jail. Occasionally in the
absence of the DIG, he deputises for him.

Between the deputy jailers and the Subedar or Chief head warder, the
functionary next in rank, there is a big hiatus, in pay and status and
qualifications, but he too insists on being treated as an ‘officer’, and has been
known to resent any infringement of his prestige. Subedars are usually literate,
but literacy is all the educational qualification they possess. ‘The number of
Subedars is limited to two or three. Next cme the head warders, popularly
known as Jamadars, the chief pillars of administration, who oversee the work of
the warders, act as intermediaries between prisoners and jail authorities, look
after sanitation, administer punishments and have to be at the beck and call of
the jailer round the clock.

A jail differs from other administrative establishments in one fundamental
respect. Its machinery has to be kept functioning from sunrise to sunshine
without remission or intermission. Every’ few hours, guards change, fresh
batches of warders and chief warders take over from those on duty before,
prisoners are n counted, registers checked, and bells rung. The two most
important-counts are those that take place at six in the morning and at six in the
evening. Warders on duty immediately before the counts are not permitted to
leave the jail premises until the figures have been checked and found correct.
Surprise inspections by the jailer or deputy jailers keep the negligent on their
guard. Derelictions of duty are punished by immediate suspensions or even
dismissals.

Prisons, like everything else in this country, are riddled with corruption:
incompetence and inefficiency are evident in every aspect of their administration;
but I was struck by the fact that whatever their other deficiencies, the warders
and head warders perform their routine duties without fail, almost mechanically,
from force of habit. The loudest complaints are heard from those who are put on
duty at night between nine and three; they grumble continually; but seldom do
they fail to turn up punctually. The worst offence, from the administrative point
of view, that they occasionally commit is to fall asleep; if caught, they are
immediately punished. I suppose it is fear of swift punishment, which no offence
can escape, which acts as a deterrent against slackness. In any case, the
mechanical punctuality of the warders in a world where punctuality was at a
discount and mocked at as a sign of idiocy rather than envied as a virtue, could
not fail to arouse my admiration.

Mr. Nirmal Roy, the jailer, handsome, outwardly polished, was a man in his late
forties or early fifties. He told us one day that he had been in the Dacca Central
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Jail in various capacities for over fourteen years. He naturally possessed an
intimate knowledge of all its secrets. He knew all the tricks that either prisoners
or jail staff could possibly resort to in order either to evade the rigour or their
punishment or to shirk their duties. He was feared on this account. His attitude
towards the ‘collaborators’, which was one of unmixed hatred, was well
concealed behind a mask of courtesy and polished manners. Only once or twice
did he lapse. It is reported that once when introducing Dr Hasan Zaman to the
DIG during a weekly inspection, he proceeded, until checked by a sharp rebuke
from Dr Zaman himself, to describe him as a murderer responsible for the deaths
of a large number of people. Other reports of the same kind reached us from time
to time, but apart from these instances, one could hardly tell from the way he
talked to us, that at heart he regarded the ‘collaborators” as a species of vermin.

Other members of the jail staff were much less careful. The doctors attached to
the jail hospital were frankly and openly hostile. The man usually referred to as
Captain Samad was positively aggressive. Sick prisoners who were obliged to go
to him for treatment were always roundly abused, seldom given the medicines
they needed, told that they deserved to die. Sometimes he would go to the length
of inquiring sarcastically how many patients he had killed or helped kill.

Occasionally the patients, driven to desperation by his rudeness, hit back. He
was reduced to temporary silence on one occasion when in reply to an inquiry of
the sort mentioned, a prisoner told him that he had shot about a hundred but
regretted having failed to dispose of him. The compounder, a man named Abdur
Rahman, who has since retired, regarded himself as the chief representative
agent of the Awami League in the prison, the chief personal spokesman for
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. Outwardly, he preserved towards us an attitude
compounded of pity and a dash of contempt for our lack of political foresight,
but behind our backs, all reports agreed, he was vituperative and fulminated
against our alleged misdeeds. On one occasion in the presence of my cousin, Mr.
Qamarul Ahsan whom he did not know, he spoke contemptuously of me as a
person who, notwithstanding a poor academic background (a third class M. A.
degree he alleged) had by flattering the authorities risen to eminent office. He
was surprised when my cousin contradicted him, but the contradiction did
nothing to shake his conviction. That however did not prevent him from
exploiting my service. When I was in the jail hospital in April 1972, recovering
from an attack of acute dysentery and colitis, Mr. Abdur Rahman came to see me
one day and asked me to help his daughter who was taking the Higher
Secondary examination by composing a few essays in English for her. I dictated
from my bed four compositions on topics considered suitable by Mr Rahman. I
felt vastly amused when, a few days later, he returned to tell me that the
compositions had been approved by his daughter. He could conceive of no
higher compliment to my intellectual attainments!
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Of the many restrictions and deprivations that are inseparable from prison life,
the most galling seemed to me initially the rule which would not permit a
prisoner to have his own safety razor for shaving. I was relieved of all my blades
by the chief head warder who examined my baggage on the day I was admitted.
He said that if I were elevated to Division One, I would be allowed to borrow
one blade at a time for use in the presence of a head warder who would take it
away after my shaving was over. But in fact those were never restored. Likewise,
all the medicines I had with me had to be deposited with one of the deputy
jailers. Most of them were never given back. Later when on account of the
general scarcity of medicines in the country, the jail authorities failed to supply
even those recommended and prescribed by their own doctors, this particular
restriction was withdrawn and we were encouraged to obtain our own supplies
from home.

Actually to this day, I do not know what exactly prison rules are, and what rights
and obligations the prison code prescribes. In spite of repeated requests, the
prison code was never shown to us. What facilities and privileges we could enjoy
seemed to depend wholly upon the caprices of the officers. Sometimes they
would object even to such things as green coconuts; on other occasions they
would connive at cooked food which is believed to be absolutely inadmissible,
Different officers i.e. deputy jailers, interpret the rules differently. One man, Taj
Muhammad, made the lives of most of us miserable by summarily refusing to let
this, that or the other thing in according as he wished. His rudeness was a
byword throughout the jail.

Most people soon divined the truth that bribes were an Open Sesame to all
manner of privileges. If proper bribes were paid to proper persons, one could
have anything, regardless of rules. Some cynics used to observe that women
were the only luxury which the jail authorities were unable to supply. Wine,
such prohibited foods as beef, cooked fish, eggs, butter, cheese, could all be had
easily, provided one lubricated the administrative machinery in the appropriate
manner.

Bribery and corruption have been refined in the jail into a system. From the jailer
to the warders everyone has a stake in it and receives a share of the takings
according to a graduated scale. Helping oneself to the produce of the jail gardens
is not regarded by any jail employee as a crime. The contractors who supply rice,
oil etc. are obliged to contribute handsomely to keep the contracts. All this in a
sense is in the day’s work in the prisons. But what we saw in the first six months
of 1972 was, for us at least, a truly astonishing phenomenon. As hundreds of
‘collaborators” and non-Bengalis daily poured into the Central Jail and the prison
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population swelled gradually to 14 thousand, the jail staff rose from peak to peak
of affluence and prosperity.

The Dacca jail has a capacity of 1966. On December 16, 1971, the day the Pakistan
army surrendered, a band of over-enthusiastic guerrillas had forced the jailer to
throw the jail gates open and set everybody free. We were told that every
prisoner, robbers, thieves and murderers, left, with the exception of some
inmates of the madhouse. The number of prisoners fell suddenly almost to zero.
Then came day by day a stream of new prisoners labelled ‘collaborators’. The
non-Bengali population of Mirpur and Muhammadpur areas in Dacca, were
arrested ell masse, men, women and children, and driven by truck and lorry to
the jail like cattle. Most of the women were sent to special concentration camps.
The men and some of the children were brought to this jail.

Many of the adults had money with them, large bundles of currency notes. Some
carried as much as five or six thousand rupees. They were relieved of all this
without ceremony at the jail gates by the warders. Those who succeeded in
entering with the notes in their possession, had, according to the rules, to deposit
all they had with one or other of the deputy jailers. Then began another game.
The deputy jailers entered whatever figure they pleased in the registers
regardless of the sums received. Five thousand would be reduced to five and the
poor prisoner could do nothing about it. The difference between entry and
receipt was pocketed by the jail staff. We heard that whenever possible the
individual officer who received the deposits tried to monopolise the takings, but
in other cases, the loot was shared out according to an agreed system.

When the non-Bengalis discovered what was happening to their deposits, they
started tearing the currency notes up or burning them rather than hand them
over to the new robbers. Large fortunes must have been burnt to ashes in those
few months. Sometimes prisoners suspected of having notes on their persons
which they were reluctant to surrender were severely beaten; many submitted to
the beatings rather than yield and confess that they had currency notes. Later,
they destroyed what they had.

Estimates of what the jail staff earned in this period vary of course; no one can
possibly know the truth. But such figures as fifty, sixty, seventy thousand have
been mentioned to us by the warders themselves. Some of the warders who
because of the nature of their duties failed to obtain a share grew envious and
spread extraordinary stories about their colleagues. The truth is that only those
who were on duty at the gates and had to handle the new arrivals could have
opportunities either of earning money on their own or of receiving a share of the
receipts.
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A new source of corruption was the bribes offered by wealthy persons for the
sake of small privileges. There were quite a few millionaires among the
‘collaborators’; besides, there were business executives, civil servants, lawyers,
teachers, men who were fairly affluent. The privations of jail life, the discomforts
to which they had never been used, forced them to offer money to those who did
them small services. One millionaire, owner of several jute mills, was reported to
have spent over twenty thousand rupees to bribe the officials in the Home
Ministry who had the responsibility of classifying ‘collaborator’ prisoners. He
had been placed in the Khata, to begin with. Another who was even richer, put in
train a regular system of monthly payments to all the staff he had anything to do
with, from the jailer downwards. This gentleman, Mr. Abul Qasem, had been a
member of the Malek Cabinet in 1971; but all his acquaintances said he had no
strong political convictions and was essentially an opportunist. Maulana
Nuruzzaman used to speak of him as a religious hypocrite who sometimes
affected to be a free thinker, and sometimes when any danger loomed ahead,
surpassed everybody in his piety; when the danger passed he relapsed into
apostasy.

A Council Muslim Leaguer in pre-1972, Mr. Qasem was an industrialist and
owned a chain of mills. Originally a refugee from Assam, he had worked his way
up into the inner sanctum of Pakistan politics by dint of his shrewdness. What is
surprising is that no one could suspect till he was arrested what he really had
been, that is, a man with no faith in the basic principles of Pakistan. When Dr
Malek formed his cabinet in September 1971, Mr. Abul Qasem had seemed an
obvious choice. After all, had he not been the General Secretary of the East
Pakistan Council Muslim League? What Dr. Malek himself, Maulana
Nuruzzaman and others said about him now seemed to reflect the lack of
judgment and foresight characterising the past policies of Pakistani leaders.

Mr. Qasem’s use of bribes was a serious embarrassment to other prisoners who
could not follow in his footsteps. They were discriminated against by the jail staff
almost openly. When Mr. Qasem fell ill he had no difficulty in spite of a recent
Government order to the contrary in getting himself transferred to the Dacca
Medical College Hospital. The warders who guarded his cabin used to receive
ten rupees apiece everyday. Others suffering from worse ailments were
brusquely told that no transfers to outside hospitals could be allowed. Dr Malek,
a man in his seventies, was refused permission to undergo an operation for
hernia.

Bribes were used by others besides Mr Abul Qasem, but not so openly. The exact
details will perhaps always remain a secret, but we know from personal
experience how true all this is.
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Corruption of a slightly different kind flourishes among both warders and
convicts in respect of food. Warders from the chief head warder downwards
have their regular shares out of what is supplied to prisoners. Milk, meat, fish,
tea, whatever is cooked for prisoners, has to be distributed among warders in
accordance with an immemorial tradition. The tradition is so old that the
illegality of the matter has almost been lost sight of. This has gone so far that
should any warder miss his share accidentally, he feels defrauded of his dues,
and protests openly. Some of them seriously object if tea, for instance, is offered
in tumblers other than those meant for the use of Division One prisoners.

I must say however that we found the younger warders far less unscrupulous in
this matter than the old ones. The latter have no sensibilities; they are as greedy
as they are brutal Years of exposure to the company of criminals, reinforced by
their own lack of such refinement as education confers, have so coarsened them
that it is difficult to call them fully human. The younger warders retain some
freshness; it was pleasant to talk to some of them; they did not appear wholly
devoid of human sentiments. But the others were so much dead wood, utterly
indifferent to such values as decency, courtesy, shame and honour. It is amazing
how a brutal environment can brutalise human beings.

I am not forgetting that these people are recruited from the lowest rung of the
social ladder; they have little education; and the pay they receive could hardly be
expected to enable them to live decent lives. But their counterparts outside, who
do not have even a fraction of the economic security that they enjoy, are so
markedly different. They seldom are so consistently and uniformly evil. What I
have seen with my own eyes forces me to conclude that it is the environment in
which these warders work which so degrades them.

Seasoned convicts serving long sentences, who by reason of their good conduct
in prison, which really means ungrudging obedience, have earned the confidence
of the jail authorities, share some of the duties of warders. They oversee the work
of other convicts, enjoy freedom of movement within the jail precincts and can
even administer light punishment on their own initiative. I noticed that they
were feared even more than the warders. They are also employed to spy on the
latter and can get defaulting warders suspended. These convict overseers are in
their own way as corrupt as the warders. Their criminal record in the outside
world apart, they develop inside the jails propensities of a different kind, staking
out a claim to whatever good food is available. They have to be given extra
portions of bread, curry, meat, fish and milk.

It is these corrupt men who had the responsibility of handling an enormous
population of fourteen thousand prisoners labelled ‘collaborators” suddenly
thrown upon their mercy. Any compunctions they might have had in dealing
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with prisoners in such large numbers were neutralised by the conviction that
these ‘collaborators” were ‘traitors’” who had betrayed their country and
obstructed its liberation from its enemies. That seemed to justify them in treating
them exactly as men would treat a large herd of cattle.

Prisoners who could not be housed in the existing cells were accommodated in
makeshift bamboo huts which barely protected them from rain and cold. Open-
air latrines were constructed along the walls, and as these filled up, the
overpowering stench of human excreta hung like a pall over our heads. When a
wind blew, it carried the stench further so that for hours on end there would be
no place in the prison where one could escape this affliction. A jail with a
capacity of 1966 could hardly cope with fourteen thousand. The old kitchens
were not large enough for the cooking of as much food as was needed now. The
ovens were kept working round the clock, but there were weeks when despite
their utmost efforts the cooks could not supply even one meal a day for all. Some
had to wait thirty six hours or so for their turn. Water was scarce. Most people
could not have a bath even once in a month, nor enough water to drink. One day,
I heard a really frightful story about the desperate straits to which hunger and
thirst reduced men. A prisoner, not able to stand his thirst any longer is said to
have forced himself to drink filthy water from a drain.

Those who were attached to Division One prisoners like ourselves as Faltus were
comparatively better off. We tried to give them a share of what was supplied to
us. Also there were better facilities for bathing and washing in these cells, from
which they profited. But we were unable to help the others. So desperately short
was water that on several occasions we were constrained to refuse to let
outsiders use our supply. We knew this was unkind and cruel. But in this terrible
struggle for survival, pity at one’s own expense could only mean further
suffering and we had to steel our hearts against the usual emotions aroused by
the sight of human misery. The fact is that gnawing at our minds was the fear
that if we allowed our sympathy to outstrip our resources we ourselves would be
reduced to the same plight. I felt sometimes that I was becoming brutalised
gradually.

The majority of these prisoners were from Mirpur and Muhammadpur areas,
uprooted wholesale from their homes, their wives and children. Many were
subjected to physical tortures before imprisonment. Their misery knew no
bounds. Separated from their families of whom they had no news, they passed
their time in a kind of mental stupor. Nothing seemed to matter to them. They
had no idea why they had been arrested. They were non-Bengalis, technically,
having originally migrated to East Pakistan from the Bihar and Uttar Pradesh
provinces of India. But their children, that is, the second-generation immigrants,
spoke Bengali almost as fluently as the native speakers. One could perceive from
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their speech and habits how far the process or racial and linguistic assimilation
had gone. Yet they had been rejected, their relations killed, their homes
destroyed, their property confiscated on the grounds that they had not joined the
Awami League in its rebellion against Pakistan.

On the first day I came into the jail, I had with me temporarily for a few hours a
middle-aged man as my Faltu. He was a recent arrival, strongly built, very
healthy. Within a couple of months, the man was reduced almost to skin and
bone, not because of the food, but owing mainly to his constant worry on account
of his wife and teenaged daughters. He had not the vaguest notion where they
were, or whether they were alive at all. Had they been able to escape molestation?
Poor Ehsan that was his name- could only cry in anguish and eat his heart out in
the intervals of his prison work. Words were the only consolation we could offer
him. Before his imprisonment, he had been a fairly prosperous trader with a
house of his own.

Ehsan’s case was typical of hundreds of others. The mental agony from which
they suffered threw their physical sufferings into the shade. The blank despair on
their faces, the hopelessness about the future, was not paralleled by anything in
my experience. When I thought of them I forgot my own misery.

Man’s powers of adjustment and accommodation are so incredibly great that
within a few months many of them--- (there were exceptions like Ehsan) ----
learnt to rally and to live a kind of normal life. They mastered all the prison tricks,
came to know what uses to make of lies and falsehoods and how to procure extra
portions of food. I would hardly blame them. What was the alternative? Slow
death, illness, misery. If by a little deceit and dishonesty in an environment
where these were the only currency understood they could lighten their
difficulties, how could one find fault with them?

The smokers among them suffered more than the non-smokers. People are
known to have traded good shirts or other valuable articles for a single cigarette.
Extraordinary services could be obtained in this way. Division One prisoners
who were allowed to have cigarettes supplied to them from home soon started
exploiting this weakness among their Faltus. One rich man, I know, used to
distribute about five packets of cheap cigarettes a day among the various people
who worked in the kitchen or did other jobs around his cell in order to buy such
luxuries as a regular supply of hot water for his bath, extra portions of meat and
fish, and such other services as he needed from time to time. Warders and head-
warders treated him with extra consideration for the same reason.

To my surprise, I discovered one day that a religious leader who never smoked
himself had taken to using cigarettes in the same way. I understood. What
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objections could I raise against a universal practice even though it amounted to
bribery?

Imprisonment and occasional beatings were by no means the worst aspect of the
fate of the non-Bengali population. Many had of course been liquidated
straightway. Those sent to the Central Jail were from time to time subjected to
identification parades in the presence of guerrilla leaders. They picked out
whomsoever they wanted, herded them into waiting trucks, and took them away
for execution. This went on until the summer of 1972. The worst barbarities of
which the Nazis in Hitler's Germany used to be accused were repeated and
exceeded on our soil. Not the slightest attempt was made to find for these actions
a legal excuse. It was vengeance and blood-lust unconcealed and unalloyed. We
seemed to be back in the world of the Nibelungenlied.

There is reason to believe that among the prisoners there was a sprinkling of
spies who constantly tried to incite them to protest and violence in order that
they might be subjected with some justification to further torture and
punishment. A grim tragedy occurred one morning early in March 1972 through
the machinations of these agents provocateurs. Some prisoners were induced to
adopt a rebellious attitude; they were indiscriminately fired upon; at least eight
died on the spot, among them a student from the University of Dacca whom I
had met the morning before. A young warder, one of the coarsest specimens,
described to me afterwards with relish how he had shot the rebellious prisoners
and finished off one man who had been wounded in the leg at first. He explained
that he did not want any witnesses to survive, and, rather than risk inconvenient
questions at any inquiry, had put an end to this man’s life by a second shot.
Actually, most of these who died had nothing to do with the alleged rebellion.
Prisoners had been attacked unawares. The warders had used the incident as a
pretext only.

The ripple of excitement created by this incident, of which an entirely false and
distorted version appeared in the press, passed off quickly. Everyone seemed to
take the line that there was nothing for it but to resign oneself quietly to all this.
Protests were useless, and difficult to organise. In a few days’ time people
stopped talking about it altogether. I realised that our sensibilities were
gradually being brutalised and deadened.
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CHAPTER V:
A crowd is not company

Oscar Wilde says in De Profundis, a book I translated into Bengali later, that the
worst thing about jail life is not that it hurts the emotions, but that it kills them
turning the heart to stone. The exact words would be worth quoting if I had the
book with me. The more I saw of this Central Jail the deeper my fear that the
multitude detained as ‘collaborators’, most of them splendid young men, would
gradually be turned into real criminals by the coarseness, brutality, vileness and
deceit which they daily experienced. Everyone I talked to said that he was fairly
resolved to take revenge against his captors, against those who had betrayed him.
They made no secret of what they meant to do. Some said that the first task they
would undertake upon their release would be to eliminate the man or men who
had got them arrested. After what they had gone through and seen, the
instinctive horror and distaste with which normal human beings recoil from
thoughts of violence were no longer operating as a brake upon their desire for
vengeance. And what advice could an old man like myself offer? Unlike
ourselves they had given no hostages to fortune; they had no wives and children
to think of; many of them had lost their parents in the turmoil following 16
December. Those whose parents were alive did not care what happened to them.
Their own desire was revenge, revenge at any cost however long it might take.

There was talk of the Biharis being sent away to West Pakistan, which is all that
was left of Pakistan now. In speech after speech the Prime Minister disowned
them, declaring that Bangladesh could not tolerate the continued presence of a
large community of what he termed Pakistanis on its soil; Pakistan was urged to
take them off its hands. The inhumanity of the proposal went remarked in the
Press. If the logic of the Prime Minister’s suggestion were accepted, every time
there was a civil war in a country, a section of the population could be driven
into exile on the grounds that they had not supported the winning side. If the
International Red Cross had not come to their rescue, thousands would have
perished in the concentration camps into which the Biharis were herded. They
had to depend on the meagre rations of wheat, rice, milk and other edibles which
the Red Cross supplied. The supply was neither regular nor adequate, not
because of the fault of the Red Cross, but because of dishonesty at this end. We
heard that many children died in the camps.

As news of these barbarities reached us daily, I wondered whether Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman really desired any solution other than the kind of Final Solution
that Hitler had chosen for the Jews. What manner of a man was this leader, now
styled the Father of the Bengali nation by his followers, who could thrive only on
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violence and hatred? Clearly, a state led and presided over by such a person
could possibly have no peaceful future. He had reduced a prosperous area to a
ruin, depending entirely on the world’s charity, with its industries dislocated, its
agriculture asphyxiated, its trade and commerce choked, its communications
disrupted, and he claimed this had been a marvellous achievement entitling him
to the admiration of all peoples!

With the hordes of non-Bengali prisoners who filled the Central Jail in 1972, I had
few direct contacts. Prison restrictions allowed neither them nor me, or for that
matter any others in my Block to move freely and see one another. We felt their
presence, heard the murmur of their voices, smelt them, but the majority of them
remained invisible, unknowable, inaccessible, except on Eid days when all
Muslim prisoners were permitted to congregate for prayers for about an hour or
so. Those who were closest to me were the persons detained like me in Seven
Cells. The blocks called Six Cells and Old Twenty were within hailing distance of
Seven Cells, the Sixth block being only two yards away, and occasionally in the
mornings or afternoons, with the warders looking the other way, we met on the
lawns. These meetings were considered violations of prison rules, but some of
the head warders connived at them. There were others who growled if the
caught anyone outside his block.

It was in the course of these morning and afternoon ‘outings’ that I made my first
acquaintance with some well-known politicians of the old school. The best
known among them were Mr. Fazlul Qader Chowdhury, Mr. Khan Sabur and
Khwaja Khairuddin. I had never seen them before. Their names were of course
familiar, but having always given a wide berth to politicians, I had no
opportunities of getting to know them personally. There were others like Mr. A.
T. M. A. Matin, who once held the post of Deputy Speaker in the Pakistan
National Assembly, Mr Shafiqur Rahman, an established Dacca lawyer,
connected with the Council Muslim League, Mr. A. Matin of Pabna, Mr. S. B.
Zaman, formerly of the Awami League, Mr. Nasiruddin Chowdhury of Sylhet
and Mr Faikuzzaman of Faridpur who all had a political background. Mr Akhtar
Farukh, formerly Editor of the Jamaat-E-Islami daily Sangram, Mr. Shah Azizur
Rahman, lately of the Bangla Jatiya League, Maulana Masum, a religious leader,
Mr. Ainuddin of Rajshahi; Mr. Mujibur Rahman and Mr. Musharraf Hussain,
members of the Malik Cabinet; Mr Ibrahim Hussain, a contractor turned
politician were also among those whom I had opportunities of studying at fairly
close quarters. Mr. Nasiruddin Chowdhury and M.r Ainuddin were the only two
among those mentioned who were not strangers.

In the block called Seven Cells were two University teachers, Dr Qazi Din
Muhammad and Dr Mohar Ali; a banker and a Police Superintendent.
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We were a motley crew, differing in age, background, outlook, education, social
status and culture. Although we had all been arrested as “collaborators’, it would
be wrong to infer from this that we shared a common political attitude towards
Pakistan and the principles on which it stood. Mr Hafizul Islam, the banker, for
instance, was a firm believer in the Awami League’s theory that for twenty-three
years East Pakistan had been exploited and fleeced by West Pakistan. He could
reel off a whole array of tendentious data and figures calculated to prove the
Awami League complaint. His offence was that he had been cited as a witness in
the trial against Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in West Pakistan and he is believed to
have been arrested on the Sheikh’s personal orders. He was also the first in this
group to be released; he left on 9 March 1972. Likewise, Mr Shamsuddin, the
Police Superintendent, held views which were far from orthodox from the
Pakistan point of view. In the beginning, some fellow prisoners eyed him with
suspicion fearing that he might be a spy planted on us. I do not think this is true,
but nevertheless the fact remains that his excessive religious devotions and
nocturnal vigils, coupled with the remarks he occasionally let fall, filled us with
vague misgivings.

Mr. S. B. Zaman, a wealthy contractor had been elected to the National Assembly
in 1970 on the Awami League ticket, but after the army crackdown in March 1971,
he did not follow his party-men into exile. On the contrary, he issued several
statements denouncing Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s extremism and pleading for
the maintenance of Pakistan’s integrity. His educational attainments were not
very high, and he was more interested in money and business than in politics. A
pleasant young man (he was about thirty-five), he seldom gave the impression of
being seriously preoccupied with political issues. Circumstances had thrown him
into the company of political rivals, and in the bitterness of his present mood, he
often ciriticised both the Sheikh and his followers in strong terms, but one could
always feel that these criticisms were not the expression of deep convictions.

Like Mr Zaman, Mr Shah Azizur Rahman did not belong to the Muslim League.
He had had a chequered career. Originally a Muslim Leaguer, he had joined the
Awami League when the latter seemed on the verge of sweeping the polls; then
for reasons not understood he had deserted the Sheikh and allied himself with
Mr Ataur Rahman Khan. He was known to have supported the demand for a
sovereign Bengal, which was, considering his original affiliations, strange. The
constant changes in his politics showed that he was at best an opportunist,
concerned only to extract the maximum benefit possible from the party in power.
His judgment was not however sound. Had it been so, he would not have
resigned from the Awami League when it was about to score its greatest triumph.
In the face of these facts, how could anyone take his present diatribes against the
Awami League seriously? Moody, temperamental, nervous, hypersensitive and
jealous, he occasionally gave way to violent and prolonged fits of weeping.
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Remorse, despair, helplessness, all combined to make him undesirable company.
These moods involved him fairly frequently in heated augments with his fellow
prisoners, arguments often escalating into noisy quarrels.

Mr. Zaman used to spend a part of the night weeping. The first day I heard his
sobs I thought someone had unexpectedly received bad news from home for
which he had been unprepared. Then I discovered that each day, in the evening,
as soon as the cells were locked up, Mr. Zaman, left alone to grapple with his
worries, broke down and sobbed for hours uncontrollably. These fits ceased
gradually after he became used to the routine of prison life.

Mr. Abdur Rahman Bakul, a lawyer from Faridpur, who was in our block, had
the same emotional weakness. But he seldom sobbed. In his case it was sighs and
lamentations that kept his neighbours awake.

Mr. Ainuddin of Rajshahi who was transferred to our block in September 1972
surprised us by a theory he had developed on the utility of sobs. His practice was
to wake up late at night, between two and three, pray, and then spend an hour
sobbing loudly. The sounds were fairly alarming. When asked why he did so, he
explained that this was the best manner of moving God to pity. Of course, after
we told him that God who knew the innermost secrets of men’s hearts hardly
needs violent demonstrations of one’s grief or helplessness, he agreed to mitigate
the rigour of his practice.

I have, however, digressed from my main point, which is that the men
imprisoned together and indiscriminately labelled as ‘collaborators” did by no
means subscribe to the same political opinions or view the events of 1971 in the
same light. Most of them appeared to have no strong convictions. Given an
opportunity, they would defect to the Awami League. In their criticism of Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman one could perceive many subtle undertones. Very few had yet
been able to free themselves from the spell of Awami League propaganda, and,
whilst denouncing the Sheikh’s politics, would almost unconsciously quote
Awami League theories about the exploitation of East by West Pakistan. I felt
puzzled.

Their lack of principle or conviction, their selfishness, the narrowness of their
outlook, their inability even in jail to agree upon anything threw a revealing light
upon the factors which had tended to the disintegration of Pakistan. Essentially
they were small men called upon by circumstances to deal with big issues, and
they had failed. Treachery, conspiracy, treason, subversion had of course all been
there. I am not even suggesting that a stronger set of men could have altered the
course of events in 1971. Perhaps not. But it is doubtful whether those events
would have been put in train in the same way had the men who supposedly
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were wedded to the ideology of Pakistan been less selfish, less narrow-minded,
and possessed greater strength of character. I found that there was not one man
among these politicians who was universally respected or who escaped the
barbed sarcasm of back-biters.

Mr. Khan Sabur, a withered old man of over sixty-five, suffering from a
thousand and one ailments, was spoken of as a pervert and a drunkard, a
professional smuggler who did not mend his ways even when he was a member
of the Pakistan Central Cabinet. Strange, frankly vulgar stories were repeated to
us, by those who claimed to have known him for years, of the sensual orgies in
which Mr. Sabur indulged stories of how every evening in Rawalpindi his chumes,
drawn from all parties, foregathered at his residence for drinks. He is said to
have maintained his secret links with Calcutta even during the Indo-Pakistan
war of 1965. The smugglers in his pay continued throughout the twenty-three
years of Pakistan to carry rice and jute over across the borders in Khulna. That is
how he made his fortune.

These were serious allegations. The men who repeated them were Mr Khan
Sabur’s colleagues; it was difficult to dismiss the stories as downright falsehoods.
Even allowing for a discount of fifty percent, there remained enough to shake
one’s confidence in Mr. Khan Sabur as a political leader. It is true that Mr Khan
had always been publicly opposed to the Awami League, had always asserted
his faith in the ideology of Pakistan. But, if a fraction of what I heard was true,
how could the public have confidence in him? The wide disparity between his
professions and his practice naturally struck people as a shocking instance of
political hypocrisy, and as the rumors about this gained currency,
disenchantment with what was termed the sacred ideals of Pakistan grew.

Mr Khan Sabur was hardly an all-East Pakistan, much less a national figure. His
influence was confined to the Khulna area. Those who knew said he had a fairly
powerful hold upon this region. The Awami League had of course swept him off
in the General Elections of 1970, but every one agreed that Mr. Khan Sabur
retained quite a sizable following in Khulna. As I heard this, I again wondered
how he could, in spite of his record, still have followers. Some clue to the secret
of his influence was provided by the adulation which he received from two men
in this jail, both erstwhile protégés. One was Mr. Aftabuddin, the mill-owner,
and the other Mr. Ibrahim Hussain. I was told that the former in particular owed
everything he had to Mr. Khan Sabur’s patronage, and was one of the few who
had not forgotten his favours. Mr. Ibrahim Hussain’s attachment was partly
political. Not a profound thinker, he took Mr. Sabur to be sincerely what he
affected to be, an idealist of the rightist school, fallen now on evil days because of
his unswerving loyalty to his ideals. The devotion of both was touching, and I
felt that a person who could inspire such loyalty could not be dismissed as a
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mere nobody. However, he might have procured this loyalty; it was in politics a
great asset. And not in politics only. For whatever the context the ability to
command the loyalty of fellowmen is an exceptional gift worthy of praise.

But the sort of patronage that men like Mr. Khan Sabur used could be employed
for limited purposes only and was no counterweight to the lack of political
honesty and personal character. That is where they failed so notably. High office
(Mr. Khan Sabur had been a member of the Pakistan Cabinet and enjoyed
enormous powers) did not avail to offset the shortcomings, and to the end he
remained a small man, concerned with intrigues and cliques, more anxious to
stop a rival like Mr. Munim Khan from becoming more powerful than he was
than to plan a strategy for the defence of Pakistan. In jail he sometimes spoke
bitterly of his sufferings, saying how he longed to die rather than face further
humiliation, but we heard that he had secretly been trying to reach an
accommodation with Sheikh Mijibur Rahman.

The idealism of Mr. Fazlul Qadir Chowdhury, who died in prison in July 1973
was less open to exception. He was better known throughout this region than Mr
Khan Sabur and was more of a national figure. Whereas Mr. Khan Sabur could
not in his own right as a politician, have obtained a hearing from audiences
outside his own area, this was not true of Mr. Chowdhury. A six-footer, quite a
giant of a man, he commanded a presence which was impossible to ignore. It is
not that people did not say that he has not used his official position and influence
to make money. But no one said he was a confirmed criminal like Mr. Khan
Sabur; no stories of sex perversion were spread about him. A man from
Chittagong, where he enjoyed a personal popularity transcending party
differences, he had in his ways some of the coarseness and vulgarity of the
common folk of his area. He guffawed loudly and was prone to descend to
personalities. The worst criticism about him that I have heard was that he was a
bully. But those who knew him intimately declared that underneath a rough
exterior Mr. Fazlul Qadir Chowdhury had a soft and generous heart. But what
redeemed in the public’s eye his failings such as they were was his unwavering
loyalty to the ideology of Pakistan which he had embraced in his early life. He
had consistently followed the Muslim League, and when the party split during
the Ayub regime, he had chosen to join the officially backed faction called the
Convention League. What was of greater importance was that his faith in the
ideals of Pakistan had shown no cracks till the end.

That was perhaps the reason why I felt rather disappointed and a little shocked
when on the day his trial opened he made a statement in court compromising his
position as a Pakistani leader. He said he had supported Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
in his declaration of independence. The statement, intended as a defence against
charges of treason and murder, all trumped up, could hardly have made any
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difference to the judge’s verdict in the circumstances which prevail today (1973),
but it lowered Mr. Chowdhury in our eyes and saddened us. Though it was
absolutely clear from his conversation afterwards that his convictions had not
changed, his action in court, the result probably of a temporary panic, pointed to
a fundamental weakness in Muslim politics. Could one imagine a Congress
leader of comparable stature in pre-1947 days getting panicky in the same way?
Some of them preferred to be hanged rather than recant. But not for Mr.
Chowdhury the courage, heroism and valour of a martyr. Now that he is dead, I
often recall with regret this blot on his otherwise unblemished record as a loyal
Pakistani.

Mr. A. T. M. Matin who had once been elected Deputy Speaker of the Pakistan
National Assembly was rather a businessperson than a professional politician.
Apart from the fact that he had held high office for a short period, he had no title
either to fame in his own right or to eminence.

There was something rather unattractive about him. It wasn’t certainly his looks.
His features not very distinguished though, were not uncommonly ugly. But
there was an indefinable air of smallness about him, which struck most people.
Outwardly, he was very religious. He spent the greater part of the day and also
the night in prayer, but his devotions inspired no admiration, for he succeeded in
generating the suspicion that he was a hypocrite, more concerned to create an
impression than anxious to go through religious exercises from a sense of
conviction. When he talked he pretended to have held views which, if followed,
would have prevented the tragedy in which we are involved. Mr. Matin was in
the same block with me for several months. But I never felt drawn towards him.
We sensed that there was an invisible barrier between us which made
communication impossible. Mr. Matin was a bundle of superstitions, dreaded
crows as harbingers of evil, and tried frantically to drive them off if they landed
on the roof-top. He was also a believer in evil spirits and some of the prayers he
said were designed to ward them off. These were accompanied with
gesticulations of various sorts.

His political views appeared to be a tissue of contradictions. He inveighed
against the political unwisdom of Field Marshal Ayub Khan and strongly as he
deplored the treachery of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, occasionally he would utter
sentiments in respect of the treatment of East by West Pakistan which were
difficult to differentiate from the Awami League creed. He was continually
sending emissaries to the Prime Minister at the same time that he condemned
him as an Indian agent.
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How exactly should one calibrate him? I must do him the justice of stating that
Mr. Matin did not look forward to a political future. But it is his political past,
such as it was, which showed to what depths Pakistani politics had fallen.

Mr. Nasiruddin Chowdhury whose claim to eminence rested on the fact that he
had once served as a minister in one of the successive provincial cabinets which
had ruled before Ayub Khan abrogated the Constitution, was far more
outspoken than Mr. Matin. His personal habits were disgusting. Of hygiene and
cleanliness he had no idea. His filthiness was not accounted for by his
comparative poverty. He would quite unashamedly pick up cigarette-ends from
the floor and smoke or chew them; would eat any leftovers however dirty;
seldom washed his clothes, and used the same lungi for days on end without the
slightest effort to keep it clean. His behaviour showed signs of abnormality. But I
found his political views free from cant and hypocrisy. In his defence of the
ideology of Pakistan, he was never apologetic like Mr A. T. M. Matin, nor did he
ever give the impression of having been influenced by Awami League
propaganda about disparities between East and West Pakistan. He gave one day
a reasoned analysis of the politics of East Pakistan which struck me as one of the
best I had heard. There were times when one could not help loathing him but
there were also times when one admired the strength of his convictions.

There were many others, abler than Mr. Nasiruddin Chowdhury who lacked his
convictions. Mr. Abdul Matin of Pabna, whom we used to call Millionaire Matin
to distinguish him from his namesake, Abdul Matin was a wealthy person with a
long record as a politician. A self-made man, he had risen to affluence from very
small beginnings, and his manners betrayed a vulgarity and coarseness which
many found repellent. I tried to swallow his daily boasts about his wealth with
the tolerance of a Chaucer. They amused me. As a politician, millionaire Matin
was interested in elections and tactics, but I seldom had the feeling that he
understood or cared about principles. Circumstances had induced him to cast his
lot in with the Muslim League, but he could probably have fitted in with the
Awami League equally well. I am not trying to throw doubt on his loyalty as a
Pakistani. I mean that a person like him without strong intellectual convictions,
who had been attracted to the League fold by the prospect of business
opportunities, might as well have joined any other party with the same
opportunities to offer. Mr. Matin had a habit of spreading the wildest rumours
with the assurance that they were incontrovertible truths, and though on almost
every occasion the rumours were exploded and found to be without a shred of
fact in them, he remained incorrigible.

Of the groups of lawyers detained in the area around Seven Cells, the best
known in Dacca was Mr Shafiqur Rahman. Every one respected him for his
professional integrity and competence. When there were questions of law to

The Wastes of Time; Copyright www.panhwar.com 53




discuss, we all consulted him. He was very helpful, going even to the length of
drafting our statements for us. Deeply religious, quiet, with an equable temper,
Mr. Shafiqur Rahman was the perfect antithesis of the usual run of politicians in
this country who believe that being noisy is an essential part or a politician’s gifts.
He is the one person who succeeded triumphantly in avoiding till the end
squabbles with fellow prisoners. He had all the gifts that success in politics
demands. But he was too quiet, too sober. Reason and passion are both equally
important in political life, and it is passion that he seemed to lack. He would, as
he often did, impress the judges in Court, but to rouse a crowd to action, one
needed something else which was wanting in him.

Crowds are seldom interested in logical analysis; they demand fiery rhetoric and
are moved by appeals to such sentiments as hatred and patriotism. Brutus, the
philosopher in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar proved no match for Antony. Mr.
Shafiqur Rahman would make an excellent behind-the-scenes broker but I doubt
judging from the temper of our people, whether people like him would cut much
of a figure in public life. Which may be a pity, but it is no use imagining our
public to be different from what they are.
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CHAPTER VI

After I was transferred from Seven Cells to the block known as New Twenty, I
came in contact with several other men who had played an important part in
East Pakistan politics. They were Dr Abdul Malik, the last Governor of East
Pakistan, Mr Akhtaruddin, a member of the Malik Cabinet, Khawaja Khairuddin,
President of the East Pakistan Council Muslim League, and Maulana
Nuruzzaman also a Council Leaguer. The youngest in this group was Mr
Akhtaruddin, who was in his middle forties. I had known him as a student in the
University. He was a member of the team of four students whom I led to Burma
on a goodwill mission in 1953. Dr Malik has been known to me personally since
1962 when he was Pakistan’s Ambassador in the Philippines. It was during a
visit to Manila in that year that I came to have some insight into his political
views. Deeply religious, he had then warned me that Pakistan’s overtures to
China following the Sinolndian conflict, might prove embarrassing in the long
run. Wasn’t Pakistan, he asked, playing a dangerous game in trying to form an
alliance with a communist state which rejected the very basis of Pakistan’s
existence, namely, religion?

I know there are no simple answers to political questions. China turned out in
1971 to be a strong friend. Yet it is questionable whether the leftist forces would
have been as strong as they are today if the Pakistan government, because of the
orientation of its foreign policy, had not given the leftists the patronage they
received so openly. Communist literature was officially propagated; the idea that
communism was panaceas was allowed officially to be cultivated. The
government’s theory was that by so doing it would help strengthen Sino-
Pakistani relations. It did, but the leftists who did not all belong to the Chinese
school joined hands with Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in breaking Pakistan up in
1971.

Dr Malik was a man of great integrity. Never accused during his long political
career of corruption and dishonesty, he had been one of the trusted lieutenants of
the Quaid-e-Azam who was included in the first Pakistan Cabinet. There was
scarcely an aspect of Muslim League politics which he did not know. Among
those surviving today, his knowledge of the difficulties and problems besetting
the new state of Pakistan in the late forties is unrivalled, Dr Malik had never
been a popular politician. Interested mainly in labour movements, he had an
intimate acquaintance with trade unionism. Quiet, sober and steadfast, he had
among political opponents earned a sobriquet which was both a term of
vilification and a compliment; he was called Malik the obstinate, Dr Malik had
once been in the Congress and taken part in mass movement, but had never been
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quite a front-bencher. Successive administrations sought his co-operations; he
was readily trusted. What he lacked, his critics said, was the ability to get great
imaginative projects launched and executed. He was too quiet. I noticed a
temperamental likeness between him and Mr. Shafiqur Rahman who is of course
much younger.

Dr Malik’s appointment as governor in the difficult period of 1971 had been due
to a number of factors. Mr. Nurul Amin is believed to have refused that office;
others proved much too controversial. Dr Malik alone among the possible names
had the courage to face the responsibilities of the position. But everybody said
that someone slightly different would have met the needs of the hour better. It is
perhaps true that he failed to arouse in the public any enthusiasm over the
Pakistan issue; but could anyone else have stemmed the tide? His choice of
Ministers proved unfortunate. They were perfect non-entities of whom with one
or two exceptions the public had never heard before. They neither commanded
their confidence nor did they have the competence to discharge the routine
duties of their office satisfactorily. Dr Malik’s defence was that he had tried his
best to select a team whose honesty and integrity would be unimpeachable. But
his judgment had erred even here. For among his ministers were men like Mr.
Abul Qasem neither noted for his honesty nor possessing that strength of
conviction which is such an asset in a crisis, was Mr. Obaidullah Majumdar a
rank Awami Leaguer. His inclusion was intended to demonstrate to the world
that a reaction against the extremism of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman had set in
among his own followers. But actually it had a contrary effect. People thought
that only a handful of self-seekers and opportunists had been found to join the
Cabinet. The ‘credibility gap’, as they now-a-days say, between Cabinet and
public was definitely widened by the conduct of these obscure politicians.

Like Mr. Obaidullah, Mujumdar, Mr. Solaiman, Labour minister in the Malik
Cabinet, was a supporter of the Awami League thesis on East and West Pakistan
relations. During his trial he made a long statement in Court expounding his
political philosophy, which was, to those who did not know his background, an
unpleasant surprise. Not only did he say that he subscribed to the same political
views as Sheikh Mujibur Rahman; he asserted that he had been forced to join the
Malik Cabinet by the Army who would have shot him if he had refused. This
was wholly untrue. Neither the public outside nor the Court believed him. By
resorting to a falsehood of this kind, he only exposed himself to ridicule.

Mr. Akhtaruddin was next to Dr Malik himself perhaps the only man who
sincerely believed what he professed. But he had no standing in politics. He was
not, however a wholly obscure figure. He used to be looked upon as an up and
coming figure, likely to merge into the limelight in the future, but he was far
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from being a person who could command the allegiance of a sizeable body of
opinion in East Pakistan.

What I am trying to convey is that the Malik Cabinet despite its intentions, was
terribly handicapped by its mediocrity. The ministers did not draw crowds, their
speeches inspired no idealism; their actions produced no thrills. The Cabinet had
been sworn-in in September 1971 at a time when the internal crisis in the country
was rapidly moving to a climax. Its existence made little difference to the
situation. Had its members been more forceful personalities, the charge that they
were puppets could not have been cast in their teeth by the enemy.

Naturally, the choice of these men to guide the country’s destinies at this difficult
juncture reflected little credit on the governor. The failings of the ministers had to
be atoned for vicariously by him.

In his conversations with us, Dr Malik sometimes admitted that that the men
selected by him had not been the best possible; he showed himself completely
disillusioned about some.

Prison had only steeled his own political convictions. He was more religious than
ever before. He said that Pakistan’s cardinal blunder consisted in its failure to
realize what a grievous mistake it was to deviate from the ideals of its founder.
When the word Islam became a mere political label, when religion came to be
invoked as a weapon even by hypocrites who openly defied its injunctions in
speech and action alike, then it was that the public who instinctively recall from
hypocrisy and can’t revolted.

Maulna Nuruzzaman turned out to be the boyhood friend of one of my cousins. I
had heard of him, and had imagined him to be an old bearded savant. He had a
beard, of course, but it was not very impressive. His figure had an athletic look
about it; there was hardly any sign of fat in his body; he appeared sprightly, 1
rather lean, and supple. His movements, brisk and hurried detracted from the
conventional image of a religious leader as a grave and serious person, soft-
spoken and tolerant. The Maulana possessed a powerful vocabulary of invective
and was prone to employ it against his rivals. He found it difficult to relate an
anecdote---and he knew a large number----without resort to expletives and
swear-words, which lent it colour but shocked more inhibited people. He had
been connected with the Jamiat-Ulama-e-Islam which had been set up as a
counterpoise to the Congress-minded Jamiat-e-Ulama-e-Hind, and this
connection had enabled him to make the acquaintance of a large number of All-
India religious figures. Maulana Nuruzzaman had always been in the Muslim
League until expelled from it by political enemies and thereafter he had
gravitated towards the Pakistan Democratic Party. He owned his detention in
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prison to his ideological affiliations alone; for he could not be accused of any of
the offences listed in the Collaborators Order.

The Maulana was a friendly figure, knew English fairly well and appeared to be
very different from the average Mullah or divine. On better acquaintance I
discovered however that family background (he was descended from a line of
divines) and education had given him a rather narrow outlook; it was rather
difficult to discuss religious matters rationally with him. He was a literalist or
fundamentalist; he wanted no allegorical or symbolic interpretation to be put on
the Quran or the Hadith, and felt infuriated if anyone did so. Literalism was
carried by him to lengths where it bordered on the absurd. Passages in the Quran
whose context suggested that they were intended to convey some truth
symbolically would be taken by him to mean exactly what the words appeared
to connote lexically. If anyone hinted that they were susceptible of a different
interpretation he would howl, protest and express alarm at the decline of the
Faith. Some of us wilfully said things which we knew would wound the
Maulana’s feelings; it was amusing to watch his reactions. I used to quote
Shakespeare and Freud occasionally to counter his arguments, and I believe he
felt really hurt at the thought that any Muslim would invoke non-Muslim writers
to make a point in discussions or religion or philosophy.

Maulana Nuruzzaman, despite his knowledge of English, was at heart not
markedly different from the traditional divines in our society who showed an
utter ignorance of all modern thought. A person may reject modern thought, as
many Catholic teachers do, yet not be an obscurantist; he would study modern
trends in philosophy, try to understand them and then reject them. On the other
hand, one may blindly cling to an old mode of thinking by refusing to face
modern challenges or by being wholly unaware of them. It is to the second
category that Maulana Nuruzzaman belonged. Listening to him one could guess
how and why religious scholars in modern society had alienated the sympathy of
educated youth. The trouble with them was that they could not speak to
University-trained young men and women in their idiom. The communication
barrier was a formidable one. The scepticism so natural to youth was condemned
by them outright as atheism or apostasy. Their attitude, harsh and unbending,
led many inquiring minds to drift away from orthodoxy. They could preach to
the converted. It was impossible for them to realise that arguments based entirely
on the Quran and Hadith could be employed effectively only for those who
unquestioningly accepted their authority. Non-Muslims and sceptics needed to
be convinced by an appeal to something else, and in this the divines were wholly
wanting. To try and silence a critic by reference to a solemn passage in the Quran
is a futile exercise, if the critic is a non-Muslim or a rationalist Muslim.
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Maulana Nuruzzaman persuaded me once to study a book on Islam by Maulana
Abdul Khaliq and a series of lectures by Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi. Both works
answered to the description of devotional literature, and were from my point of
view disappointing, the first less so than the second. Maulana Khaliq had
addressed himself exclusively to the very devout and was concerned only to
restate the basic tenets of the Faith for their edification. Maulana Thanvi, on the
other hand, had the attitude of a person who believed that his discourses would
allay the doubts and misgivings of doubters and waverers; he would in places
invoke history and philosophy to emphasise a point. But I had all along the
feeling that he completely ignored the existence of the world outside Islam. His
knowledge of general history did not strike me as profound; nor did the
discourses I read show that he was well versed in modern logic and philosophy.
I may be entirely wrong, for I am judging him by the few discourses which had
come my way, and have not yet read his major works. I was impressed by this
style though. I could see how, given a God fearing Muslim audience, he could
make a tremendous impact on it.

The divorce between theology and contemporary thought has gone further
among Indian and Pakistani Muslims than among any other comparable
community. Muhammad Igbal seems to have been the only exception. But he
was not a theologian, and although his Reconstruction of Religious Thought in
Islam helped thousands of educated Muslims to see the basic issues of Islam in a
new light, it did little to open the eyes of the orthodox theologians themselves.
They for their part were so alarmed by the implications of Igbal’s thinking that a
section among them condemned him as a heretic exactly as their forefathers had
condemned Sir Syed Ahmad Khan as a heretic in the nineteenth century. The
trouble seems to me to be that they do not or are incapable of differentiating
essentials from non-essentials in Islam, and fear that any criticism of non-
essentials implies an attack on the essentials also.

Time and again Maulana Nuruzzaman would astonish me by advancing what
appeared to me to be wholly puerile propositions. These could not possibly
survive logical scrutiny. But that little bothered the Maulana. I find it possible to
admire the unalloyed simplicity of an unlettered person’s beliefs. Such simplicity
can often be touching. The simplicity of the Maulana was of a different kind,
compounded in almost equal proportions of the child-like faith of the unlettered
and the ignorance of the semi-literate. He thought that to apply one’s critical
faculties to the elucidation of religious issues was dangerous tendency apt to
lead to heresy or apostasy.

I have intentionally devoted a great deal of space to Maulana Nuruzzaman, for
he seems to me to typify an important class in in our society. Their utility cannot
be denied outright; yet they seem also to have been responsible for much that is
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undesirable.

Having said all this, I must admit that I learnt a great deal from the Maulana
about the background of our politics. He knew a great many sordid details about
the personal lives of men prominent in the public eye, details of which I had been
wholly unaware but which now helped me to understand much that had been
incomprehensible before. Listening to him, I often marvelled at my own naiveté
and simplicity in matters political. He debunked many imposing and august
personages, and did so with such circumstantial proof in support of his thesis
that it was impossible to disagree with him. He had little respect for either the
learning or the practical commonsense of the late Dr Shahidullah, and regaled us
with many anecdotes bearing on his foolishness. The best of these concerned a
discussion in Islamic theology, in the course of which Dr Shahidullah is reported
to have invoke repeatedly the authority of Sharh-i-Bagaya, a famous
commentary on a standard theological work. Maulana Ishaq is said to have
pointed out that instead of consulting the Sharh or commentary, they could more
usefully turn to the original book for guidance. Upon this, Dr Shahidullah
inquired what the Baqaya was. He had never heard of the original book, and had
unthinkingly taken the words Sharh-i-Baqaya or Commentary on the Bagaya to
be the title of an original work, which showed how shallow Dr Shahidullah’s
knowledge of theology was. The Baqgaya is so well-known a work that not to
have heard of it was a surprise. It is also considered so difficult that most people
consult the commentary rather than the original. Dr Shahidullah appears to have
belonged to this group.

There were other stories of this kind about Dacca University teachers of thirty or
thirty-five years ago which I enjoyed enormously. They helped me re-live that
past; a past which now seems almost prehistoric. Shared memories can be a
wonderful bond, and both Maulana Nuruzzaman and myself felt that cutting
across our philosophical differences there existed between us a tie forged by
these memories of the past.

Politically, he did not appear to me to understand in concrete terms what he
wanted. He always relapsed into vagueness when pressed to explain what he
meant by Islamic administration. I used to tell him off and on that while loyalty
to Islam was certainly to be welcomed, it could not be of much help in practical
politics unless translated into such concrete realities as rights, duties and
obligations. He considered such an exercise superfluous. The rights, duties and
obligations were, he held, clearly enumerated in the Quran, and what need could
there exist of further elaboration? To the objection that the Quran refers only to
universal principles and seldom discusses details, he had no answer. He thought
what is stated in the Quran was adequate and refused to countenance further
investigation. At this point, his temper would register a change, he would begin
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to look offended, and I would withdraw feeling that a quarrel over abstractions
was not worthwhile in prison. It was impossible to extract from him a
satisfactory explanation of how political and economic problems in a modem
society would be tackled in conformity with Islam’s tenets.

The truth is that most of those who believed in Islam as a practical code were
content to be vague and abstract and feared to be drawn into discussion on
concrete issues. They were incapable of logical analysis or definition. The
apparent conflict between Quranic commandments and the principles drawn
from modern political theory frightened them, and they suspected that those
who spoke of modern theories were at heart sceptics.

I found this tendency also in Khwaja Khairuddin who was my next door
neighbour in New Twenty for about four months. I had never known him before
except by name, but in a few days we became good friends, discovering that we
share many attitudes. We had the same horror of physical uncleanliness, a
common weakness for cheese, and a shared faith in the validity of Islam. He
understood and sympathised with my eagerness to view Islam in the light of
modem thought, although his outlook was far more orthodox than mine. He was
also much better read in the theology and early history of Islam than I was; his
knowledge of Urdu, his mother tongue, gave him in this respect a decided
advantage over me enabling him to read standard works on theology which,
with my inadequate command of Urdu, I found it difficult to tackle.
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CHAPTER VII

Khwaja Khairuddin was a member of the Ahsan Manzil family, closely related to
the late Khwaja Nazimuddin, Governor General and later Prime Minister of
Pakistan. He had become President of the Council Muslim League in East
Pakistan. Among the surviving politicians of the old school, he was the most
popular in the city of Dacca and commanded a personal following transcending
party labels. He had been Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s chief antagonist in the
elections of 1970, had lost but the large number of votes cast for him had given
some measure of his personal popularity. Having been Vice-Chairman of the
Dacca Municipality for a long time, he knew the city inside out, and was
considered even now (1973) to be a dangerous person who could perhaps sway
popular opinion against the Awami League.

When I arrived at New Twenty, his trial had already begun. He showed me the
statement he had prepared for delivery under Section 342, and readily accepted
the few amendments and additions I suggested. It was a bold document. I was
struck by its refreshing candour. Of course, like all statements of this kind, it
contained some rhetoric but what distinguished it from the statements of Dr
Malik and some of his ministers was that its author made no secret of his faith in
Pakistan and Islam and put no deceptive gloss on the part he had played in the
conflict of 1971. He said he believed in democracy and had opposed the
dictatorship of Ayub Khan, but could not conceive of carrying his opposition to
the point of destroying Pakistan. Painting a lurid picture of the horrors of Civil
War unleashed by the Awami League and of the sufferings in terms of life and
property that had followed, he asked whether those who like him had rejected
the Awami League creed did not today stand fully vindicated.

When he prepared his statement, Khwaja Khairuddin was little aware of the
effect it would produce on the public outside. His argument against those who
had advised caution had been that whatever he said would make no difference
to the judge’s verdict, and he saw no reason why he should unnecessarily
disgrace himself by disowning his past and resorting to hypocrisy. Events
proved him right. Thousands flocked to the Court to watch his trial; his boldness,
his frankness, his refusal to recant struck a responsive chord in their hearts. The
feelings of remorse which agitated their minds, their reaction against Awami
League corruption, tyranny, found a vicarious outlet in Mr. Khairuddin’s
criticism of the present regime. We heard daily from him of strangers greeting
him in court and in the mosque where he said his early (Zohr) afternoon prayers,
of people vying with one another for the honour of shaking his hand.
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We heard before vaguely of a change in the climate of political opinion outside.
The reports that Khwaja Khairuddin brought almost daily from Court confirmed
the impression we had been developing. What did these signs portend? Could it
be true that people had got disenchanted with their Sonar Bangla so soon?

The boldness of Khwaja Khairuddin’s court statement was well matched by the
nonchalance and unconcern with which he viewed the court proceedings. The
prospect of a long term in prison, most probably twenty years, did not spoil his
good humour or interfere with his enjoyment of good food. I admired the
resilience which enabled him to switch his mind off from lawyer’s arguments
and judge’s remarks without the least appearance of effort.

He was frankly and openly a kind of bon viveur, fond of good food, good talk
and good company. He spoke with pride of his ancestry, claimed that he was a
politician by right of birth and thought that his antecedents gave him privileges
denied others. He genuinely believed himself a true aristocrat. I think that
despite his courtesy, which was not affected and reflected good breeding, there
was a slight disdain in his attitude towards those not as well-born as himself. He
referred to money with an air of frankness which was unorthodox, talked with
unashamed nostalgia about the wealth and grandeur of the Ahsan Manzil family
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and even spoke of his father’s
indulgences with some pride, implying that wine and women were the natural
prerogatives of the rich, to which only the prudish poor could object. For his own
part he said repeatedly that he was a teetotaller and had never had any affairs
with women since his marriage.

I listened to all this with interest and tried mentally to size him up. Much as the
leftists may inveigh against the privileges of birth, it is impossible to deny that in
our society, constituted as it is a person such as the Khwaja enjoyed certain
natural advantages. The common people with long collective memories looked
up to him as a man fitted to lead. It was these advantages that his ancestors had
fully exploited. Of those who had gone into politics, three alone possessed
exceptional gifts, Khwaja Salimullah, Khwaja Nazimuddin and Khwaja
Shahabuddin.

Nawab Salimullah who helped found the Muslim League in 1906 was a truly
gifted man with a vision. It was he who had worked tirelessly to get the province
of East Bengal and Assam launched, realising that what the under-privileged
Muslims of East Bengal needed was a habitat freed from the political and
economic domination of the Calcutta Hindus. Khwaja Nazimuddin had a good
education and had worked his way up from municipal politics. Though people
sometimes called him a mediocrity, no one questioned his competence or
honesty. His younger brother Khwaja Shahabuddin had received hardly any
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formal education but was regarded as one of the shrewdest of men. He rose by
dint of merit to the position of governor of the N. W. F. P. in Pakistan. The others
from this family, such as Syed Abdus Salim, Syed Abdul Hafiz, Khwaja
Nasrullah, Kalu Mian Saheb and Nawab Habibullah dominated the political
scene by right of birth alone. Their scheming, manipulations and stratagems at a
period when Muslims of good family counted for a force to reckon with, no
matter what their personal qualifications opened doors not accessible to others.
The franchise in those days was limited; constituencies from which members
were elected to the Bengal legislature were in fact pocket boroughs which could
be made to return whomsoever the dominant group in the province favoured.

The Ahsan Manzil family began to face a serious challenge in 1935 when the
franchise was extended to include elements not quite loyal to the landed
aristocracy. The defeat of Khwaja Nazimuddin by Mr. A. K. Fazlul Huq in the
elections of 1936 constituted a landmark in provincial politics in that it pointed to
a definite shift in popular sentiment. But the family’s political ascendancy finally
ended with the general elections of 1954 when the Muslim League was virtually
wiped off the slate. The Khwajas as a group had no position in the United Front,
the coalition of political parties which won those elections, but individually they
continued to function as political entities. Khwaja Shahabuddin held ministerial
office under President Ayub Khan, and when the question arose of organising an
opposition to the Convention Muslim League of the President, it was on Khwaja
Nazimuddin that the choice fell.

Regardless of changes in the provincial scene, the Ahsan Manzil family had
continued till the elections of 1970 to enjoy in the city of Dacca a popularity
which, as I have said before, cut across party labels. When Khwaja Khairuddin
and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman engaged in a straight tight, many predicted that
here at least the Sheikh would suffer a reverse. He won by a big margin, but it is
doubtful whether the victory was real or fictitious. The elections had been rigged;
the Awami League had resorted openly to intimidation and impersonation on a
large scale. The same thing had happened elsewhere too. As the reaction to
Khwaja Khairuddin’s trial showed, his popularity had not been wholly reversed,
and now that the reigning party’s hold on the country was weakening, it was
beginning to rise to the surface again.

Whether this popularity, in which gratitude for personal favours received from
either the Khwaja himself or his family was a component element, signified
support for the principles for which he stood, could not be said with certainty.
Those principles could be broadly divided into two categories. First, there was
his conviction that Pakistan had been a piece of exceptional good luck for the
Muslims which they had failed to preserve. As far as this went, one had reason to
believe that public sentiment in 1973 had decidedly swung over to those who
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subscribed to this view. But it is not clear, as I write, whether people in general
want to return to the paternalism of the old days, with a few families like the
Khwajas determining the country’s fate among themselves. This was also what
he partly supported.

Khwaja Khairuddin sometimes gave the impression of believing that modern
economic theories were all wrong. As a man with an intimate acquaintance with
municipal politics, as a businessman fully conversant with the mysteries of
letters or credit and foreign exchange accounts, he knew at first hand how
economic forces operated. But it seemed to me---- I may be wholly wrong---- that
he had no conceptual understanding of these forces, and tended to underrate the
demands for equality or socialism. He believed in Islamic Justice, and spoke
glowingly of the example set by the Khulafa-e-Rashidin, but like Maulana
Nuruzzaman seldom let his mind dwell on the implications of Islamic justice in a
modern context. He would often quote a verse from the Quran or a saying of the
Prophet to illustrate a point and emphasise how insistent Islam was on the
removal of inequalities and economic wrongs. This was all to the good, but
provided no answer to the problem of applying these excellent ideas in a modern
society. Reconstruction on Islamic lines sounds inspiring as a slogan but unless
one thinks out the details, such enthusiasm is likely to be no good.

There was of course a vital difference between him and Maulana Nuruzzaman.
The latter was wholly unresponsive to modern thought; Khwaja Khairuddin was
not. I remember in this connection a discussion on the meaning of the word
Truth in the light of the Quran. I had said---- rather indiscreetly, it now seems---
that the Quran calls upon men to probe the realities around them and
understand them in the light of their intellect. The Maulana took this to mean
that science in my view had a supremacy over the revealed word of God, and
insisted that nothing could be less true. Science’s function, he maintained, was a
subordinate one, and where a conflict between reason and faith was evident,
man must unhesitatingly prefer faith to reason. As he talked on, the Maulana’s
tone became almost acrimonious. I realised that I had inadvertently used words
which had touched him on the raw, and that no useful purpose would be served
by continuing the discussion. Khwaja Khairuddin was a listener, and I guessed
from a word or two that he occasionally flung in, that his own attitude was far
more flexible than the Maulana’s.

I discovered one day that Khwaja Khairuddin despite his criticism of
communism had never read a book on the subject. I persuaded him to read Crew
Hunt’s Theory and Practice of Communism, of which I had a copy in jail. It was
the right kind of literature for one who did not wish to be converted to
communism but wanted a fair resume of the arguments for and against it.
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Maulana Nuruzzaman would have considered time spent on such a book a total
waste.

The chief deficiency in Khwaja Khairuddin as a politician was his ignorance of
Bengali. It is not that he does not know the language at all. He speaks it fairly
fluently with an accent, but the dialect he uses is Colloquial Dacca, which is not
what is employed for written communication. He cannot read the language,
though when newspapers and books are read to him he can understand most of
the material. It seems to me that his failure to master Bengali in an area where
Bengali was spoken even before the tragedy of 1971 by over ninety-five per cent
of the population was symptomatic of the complacency of Pakistani leaders.
Khwaja Nazimuddin, Khwaja Shahabuddin and others from the Ahsan Manzil
family had never bothered to acquire Bengali except of the rudest variety, and it
was this fact that the Awami League exploited in full measure in its campaign
against them and against the Muslim League. As the tide of linguistic
nationalism rose in East Pakistan, these people appeared less and less and an
integral part of the provincial scene, and it was possible to stigmatise them as
agents of Urdu imperialism.

Mr Hussain Shaheed Suhrawardy knew even less Bengali than the Khwajas, but
clever man that he was he overcame the shortcoming by himself fanning the
names of regionalism. Such was the effect produced that most people do not
even remember today that Mr. Suhrawardy was perfectly innocent of the
regional language.

Now the fact that neither Khwaja Khairuddin nor other members of his family
who were involved in politics ever thought of acquiring Bengali is an instance
both of amazing short-sightedness and of linguistic arrogance. It is true that there
was a time, not too long ago, when the Muslims of this area contemplated
adopting Urdu as their cultural language. It is also true that there had always
existed in some urban centres in Bengal such as Dacca and Murshidabad small
Urdu-speaking pockets. But Bengal had been for centuries overwhelmingly
Bengali-speaking. A politician who had to depend on people’s suffrage cannot
except at his own peril ignore this truth. In the nineteenth century, even right
down to the times of Nawab Salimullah, when the character of politics was
aristocratic, it little mattered what language leaders at the top spoke; they were
treated by the populace as demigods, privileged beings who could use any
dialect they pleased and yet claim the allegiance of their followers. But this
position began to change the moment the question arose of seeking popular
support for views advocated by the leaders. You could not have an effective hold
on your following if you had to employ interpreters as intermediaries. The public
made allowances for those like Maulana Muhammad Ali or the Quaid-i-Azam
who did not belong to the province. But how could a local leader expect to be
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believed when he said he had identified himself completely with the interests of
the local people if he did not speak the local language?

To believe that the Ahsan Manzil family did not understand this simple truth
would be an affront to their intelligence. But I am persuaded that what
prevented them from acting upon it and adopting a more realistic outlook was
linguistic arrogance, a survival from the belief that the Muslims of the sub-
continent had but one cultural lingua franca, which was Urdu, and that local
languages could never have the prestige or importance which attached to it.
Whatever justification such a belief might have had in the nineteenth century, it
ceased to be relevant in the twentieth, at least in the eastern parts of the
subcontinents. Those who did not recognise this truth clung vainly to an illusion.
How tragic in its consequences the illusion turned out to be is known to those
conversant with the history of the language movement in East Pakistan.

One had sometimes the feeling that even in prison Khwaja Khairuddin did not
fully comprehend the important part that language had played in the collapse of
Pakistan. I never heard him, when he tried to chart his future planning to master
Bengali. He thought occasionally of migrating to Karachi but this was only in
moments of despair. His roots, he said time and again, were in Bengal and unless
forced by circumstances to leave, he could not easily reconcile himself to the
thought of giving up Dacca for good. But he showed no serious awareness of the
hard truth that whatever happened, persons who dreamt of engaging in any
meaningful work in this area had to have a command of the local language.

But these shortcomings notwithstanding, he seemed to me the only person now
surviving who because of his personality and outlook could possibly do
something to arrest the drift towards anarchy and paganism, the only person
around whom elements opposed to Sheikh Mujibur Rahman would willingly
rally.

The Wastes of Time; Copyright www.panhwar.com o7




CHAPTER VIII

Another promising man in New Twenty was Mr Akhtaruddin Ahmad. A
barrister by profession, he had married into the Ahsan Manzil family, his wife
being the daughter of Khwaja Nasrullah, son of Nawab Salimullah. He was in his
middle forties. His family belonged to Barisal district.

I noticed that he had turned extremely religious. What surprised me even more
was that in his reaction against the indifference towards religion of his earlier
days, he had swung over to a form of religious bigotry and superstition. Not
knowing any Arabic and not having much knowledge of religious texts even in
translation, he had begun to develop an uncritical reverence for everything
associated with them. In his present frame of mind, he was deeply suspicious of
rationalism in any form; he would not condemn even the wildest pranks of
Muslim fanatics, lest he should offend against some unknown canon.

A discussion one day on what is meant by civilisation revealed how far his
surrender to faith had taken him. He argued that we had no right to regard even
the most primitive communities as uncivilised. Did they not possess feelings of
love, sympathy and charity? Did they not in their own ways worship God? I
pointed out that while love, sympathy and charity were undoubtedly essential to
civilisation, the word had another signification which implied the possession by
the civilised of certain material goods and technical skills. Thus a community
which did not know the use of metals or the wheel, which did not know
agriculture or how to build houses, could be designated as primitive and
uncivilised. Mr Akhtaruddin emphatically disagreed, saying that these criteria
had been set up quite arbitrarily and that God did not classify communities into
uncivilised and civilised. I found it difficult to pursue the argument; I realised
that I was talking to someone determined not to allow what he had learnt in
school and college to influence his judgement. I fell back finally upon the plea
that communities which had not arrived at the acceptance of God should at least
be called uncivilised, no matter what their technical accomplishments. This
seemed to satisfy him or at least helped me to get out of his labyrinthine logic.

It was this mixture of logic and unreason, of truth and fancy, that characterised
Mr Akhtaruddin’s attitude. In purely worldly affairs, he behaved as any lawyer
like him would; he was shrewd, intelligent, bold. But mention religion and he
immediately relapsed into a state which bordered on the puerile. Obviously
shaken by the tragedy of 1971 and the misfortunes which had befallen him, he
was seeking some relief in a surrender to religious authority, hoping to derive
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from this source both consolation and a solution to his troubles. People in Europe
and America who join the Catholic Church after a period spent in the communist
movement display the same distrust of rational thinking in religious matters.
Very few defect from communism to Protestantism. Catholicism with its
rejection of rationalism as a religious test provides a surer refuge from the
dogmatism of Marxism. The parallels must not be stretched too far, but it helps
one to understand what had happened in the case of Mr Akhtaruddin.

I watched him day after day going punctiliously through all the rituals of the
Faith, praying, fasting, studying the Scriptures, listening to others reading from
theological works. Yet all this left the other side of his life unaffected; it didn’t
appear that he valued truthfulness, kindliness, courtesy, charity any more than
others. When he discussed politics, he did not give the impression of
approaching it from an unorthodox angle because of his piety. Here, I said to
myself, was clear evidence of a dichotomy between the spiritual and the secular
aspects of a man’s life, such as had plagued the rulers of Pakistan for two
decades. But I hoped that his intelligence, his legal training and an innate
boldness in his attitude towards things would enable him to play a useful part in
the future.

Of obscurantism as well as religious simplicity, the most striking instance that I
came across in prison was Maulana Mukhlesur Rahman. He was best known as
the founder of an orphanage at Tejgaon on the outskirts of Dacca, which was
heavily bombed in December 1971 by the Indians. Over three hundred, most of
them young children, are reported to have lost their lives in this raid. A man of
over seventy-five, Maulana Mukhlesur Rahman was in many ways a remarkable
personality. He told us that he had been jailed seven times before. He began his
life as a Congressite, drifting into the Terrorist Mo