




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



Introduction 

lr.. wonrJ>, which has seen so many •ilassacres, 
was not especially distressed by the massacres in Bangla Desh. 
They were taking place in a country with an unfamiliar name, 
rarely visited by tourists, and little known to scholars, possessing 
,·ery little political influence. If you searched on the map, you 
would not find it. It therefore seemed to resemble one of those 
mythical and imaginary countries invented by medieval geogra
phers to fill up the blank spaces of Asia, or those still more fanci
ful maps where the geographer writes across desert spaces: "Here 
are Tigers." One heard that it was inhabited by a rebellious peo· 
pie bent upon destroying the legitimate authority of rulers Jiving 
in Islamabad. Strangely, Islamabad, which was more than a 

thousand miles away from Bangla Desh, also did not appear on 
the maps. 

Even those who knew that Bangla Desh, the Bengal Nation, 
\\'as formerly known as East Paldstan were not much the wiser. 
The very name "East Pakistan" suggested that it was nothing more 
than the poor step-child of Pakistan, a remote dependency or 
colony of the true Pakistan, which could be found on the maps 
,,·ithout any trouble at all on the west of India. East Pakistan was 
more difficult to find. It was wholly surrounded by India, had a 
Yery strange shape, like a splash of spilled ink, and seemed to con-
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sist of large portions of the Ganges Delta. There was nothing on 
the map to indicate that it was the seventh most populous na
tion in the world, with a population of 75poo/XXJ. 

When President Yahya Khan, the military dictator of Pakis
tan, decided to massacre the Bengalis of East Pakistan for daring 
to demand regional autonomy, the world's tragic ignorance about 
the country was a factor of inestimable value to him. Since there 
were comparatively few people who knew or cared about the peo
ple of East Pakistan, fewer still would care how many he mas
sacred. No journalists would he permitted to see what he was 
doing. The massacres would take place quietly, as though in some 
remote and unknown region like the North West Frontier Prov
ince, where no news trickles out. All the advantages were on his 
side. The American government and the Chinese government 
were supporting him with armaments and advisers; he had un
limited funds at his disposal, a large army, a powerful propaganda 
machine, and the active sympathy of the some of the most power
ful men on earth. Dr. Kissinger had only unstinted praise for 
him, President Nixon admired him, and Chairman Mao Tse-tung 
gave him a medal. There seemed to be no reason why he should 
not succeed in massacring as many Bengalis as he wished. He 
thought t11at three million Bengali dead would be a sufficient 
punishment. T11ereafter the Bengalis would stop asking for re
gional autonomy and become the docile slaves of his dictatorship. 

It did not happen like that. T11e Bengalis fought back, the 
journalists succeeded in entering the unknown country and thus 
making it known to the outside world, and the Indian Army 
marched in to deliver the coufJ de grace to an army of massacrers. 
For the first time in our generation a powerful military dictator
ship had been overthrown. 

This was a historical event of the first magnitude, for it demon
strated tl1at determined men can always destroy a military dicta
torship, the most corrupt and the most evil form of government 
ever instituted. It offered hope to a world which has lived too 
long under the threat of military despotism, and gave no comfort 
to the dictators. What happened in Bangla Desh can happen 
elsewhere: both the massacres, and the retribution. 

In the following pages I have described what happened in 
Bangla Desh, India, and West Pakistan during those tragic 
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111m11 Its when the survival of Bangla Desh sometimes hung by a 
1 l11<::1d. This account is based largely on interviews with many. of 
I ht· people who helped to bring the new nation t o  birth. I visited 
I 11di:1 nnd Bangla Desh in March and April i972. Among those 
11 II c1 viewed in India were Mrs. Indira Gandhi, Mr. Jagjivan Ram, 
l\lr. K.B. La11, Mr. P.N. Haksar, Mr. Sharada Prasad, and Mr. 
S.K. Singh. Among those interviewed in Bang1a Desh were 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, President Abu Sayeed Chowdhury, 
I )1. l\.K. Mallick, the poet Kabir Chowdhury, Dr. S.N. Sen, the 
Vic:c-Chancellor of Dacca University, Dr. Rowshan Ali, head ot 
I lie Department of Psychology at Dacca University, and Dr. Mu· 
l1:1111111ed Sirajul Islam of the Department of Islamic Culture, 
whose name appears on the death list printed here. I owe many 
k111dnesses to Mr. Badrul Huq and Mr. Fariduddin Ahmed. 

I nm also deeply indebted to Mr. Yusef Haroon, who has 
k11own Sheikh Mujibur Rahman for many years, Mr. Samar 
Sc11, the permanent delegate from India to the United Nations, 
1\111. AK. Ray, who watched the unfolding of the drama from 
( ::ilcutta. 

'f'o my friends Professor Raja Rao, Professor Amiya Chakra
\':trl y, Mr. Rajeshwar Dayal, Mrs. Sushila Dayal, Mr. T.K. Ma
hadevan, and Mr. Nim1al Jit Singh I owe the most precious of 
dchts, because they are those that can never be repaid. 

ROBERT PAYNE 



 



6 MASSACRE 

typhoons and cyclones of winter dominated the lives of the Ben
galis, and they lived precariously, never knowing what the next 
day would bring. Their insecurity bred a certain fatalism, a calm 
acceptance of disaster reinforced by their faith in Islam; but 
sometimes their calm broke down and they gave way to violence. 
vVhcn their patience snapped they were as dangerous as the tigers 
who roamed the swampy jungles of the Ganges Delta, a wild re
gion of a myriad waterways called the Sonderbans. 

On any normal day a visitor to one of these villages would find 
himself in paradjse. A labyrinth of sunken paddies, jute fields, 
palms, and banana groves, a stream nearby, "people chanting, a 
water buffalo ambling down a road, and somewhere the white
washed mosque or shrine of a local saint. The droning sound in 
the air comes from a mullah reciting the Koran. Sometimes the 
people working in the fields break into song, and in the evening 
there ace more songs as the villagers crowd under the largest tree. 
The women wear heavy gold bracelets, necklaces, and anklets, 
and move with extraordinary grace. There is so much water that 
the clouds seem to be racing beneath the surface of the earth. 

In these villages a man might earn less than a hundred dollars 
a year in cash, but he often lived better than most of the people 
in the towns. He did not have to pay for food and shelter, for he 
built his own shelter and there was food in abundance. It was a 
hard life, but a satisfying one. The villagers were not only fam1-
ers; they were fishermen, boat-builders, hydraulic engineers, archi
tects of rough-hewn houses and huts, builders of dykes and ca
nals. Newspapers usually reached them too late to provide much 
useful information, and they relied on tl1eir cheap mass-produced 
transistor radios for news of the world beyond their villages. 
Transistor radios had revolutionized their ideas, and they no 
longer saw themselves as people living in remote baek\vaters. 
They had an intelligent understanding of what was happening in 
the world. They listened to Radio Dacca, but also to Radio Cal
cutta; and every evening the village elders would discuss the 
news. They knew about the war in Vietnam and the comings and 
goings of great politcial figures. It was not only that the vil
lagers were politically conscious, but they also possessed great 
untapped stores of political energy. 

More than eighty percent of the people of East Pakistan lived 
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in villages. There were few towns. Dacca, the capital, was a vast 
sprawling city with perhaps a million inhabitants, and by official 
count seven hundred mosques. Jute, rice, oil seeds, hides, and 
sugar cane provided Dacca with its wealth; there were few indus
tries, and the days when Dacca muslin was famous all over the 
world had long since vanished. In the center of the city wen� 
parks, gardens, a race course, the governor's palace, the university, 
the Intercontinental Hotel, all giving an appearance of wealth and 
spaciousness, but beyond the inner city were winding teeming 
little streets with buddied bamboo shops, street after street, noisy 
and ragged, so poverty-stricken that they seemed about to crum
ble into the dust. The French traveler Jean Baptiste Tavernier, 
who visited Dacca in the seventeentl1 century, spoke of "t11e pal
try huts built up with bamboos and daubed over with ·fat earth." 
The huts have not changed, nor have the misery and the filth. 

In the monsoon season, from June to August, and sometimes 
extending into October, ilie city becomes a steaming lake, an 
enormous quagmire. A hundred inches of  rain fall every year, and 
most of it comes during the monsoon season. This is the time 
when a green mold grows on clothes and shoes, and mosquitoes 
and malaria flourish. During these months Dacca becomes a sea 
of black umbrellas. 

When tl1e sun shines Dacca comes to life again, shrugging off 
the long misery of interminable rains. The slow dragging pace of 
life during the monsoon changes to a brisk gal1op; and the crowds 
of three-wheeled pedicabs, whic11 looked dark and sinister during 
t· hc rains, are now revealed in their true colors. Nowhere else in 
the East are pedicabs so extravagantly, so deliriously painted. The 
canvas roof, the wheels, ilie back, the sides, even the miserable 
cushion, are brilliantly painted with palaces, dragons, snow-cov
ered mountains,. volcanoes, man-faced tigers, and lovers among 
gauzy curtains. The artists let tlieir imaginations run free, and 
t-licy have a special fondness for panoplied kings leading their 
n rmies into battle. You can read the dreams of Dacca in these 
"paintings. \:Vith streamers flying from the handlebars iliese pedi
cabs flash through t11e colorless streets like multicolored birds. 
For the equivalent of ten cents the driver will take you for a mile's 
ride, offering in addition a running commentary on everything 
be observes around him. 
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The city covers an area of twenty-five square miles, lurching in 
all directions across the lowland plain . . Most of the streets are 
lined with blossoming trees; there are jute fields inside the city, 
and more playing fields and gardens than you would axpect to 
find in an Eastern city. Every Bengali has a sweet tooth, and the 
confectioners' shops are well attended. There you find curds 
dipped in syrup and dumplings made of sugar and rice; and there 
are at least twenty varieties of sweets. "Sweet sl1ops are to Dacca 
what pubs are to London," the Bengalis say, and they derive 
some pleasure from the fact that even in India people say that 
the sweetmeats of Dacca are the best in the world. 

T11ey are a people who like to smile and laugh, and tell stories, 
and chew betel nuts, and work hard under the broiling sun. Al-

l though they detested the military dictatorship ruling from Is
lamabad in West Pakistan, the Bengalis were reasonably tolerant. 

T11ey were treated like a colony, the greater part of their wealth 
going to support a corrupt government. As long as their military 
governors did not press too hard on their family life, they were 
prepared to submit. T11ey had their own ways of confounding the 
military authorities. I n  the spring of i970 they were saying that 
in the space of five or six years they would acquire autonomy 
within the Pakistani union, with their own parliament, their own 
separate financial structure and their own am1y. 

In the course of eig11t months, between the summer of i970 
and the spring of i971, three heavy blows fell on East Pakistan, 
and all their predictions proved to be wrong. 

T11e first blow came in August i970, at the height of the mon
soon. The rains fell uninterruptedly, millions of acres were in
undated, hundreds of bridges were washed away, and the eco
nomic life of the country came to a standstill. It was calculated 
that a quarter of a million peasant buts were destroyed in the 
storms. Trains stopped running, the buses were mired in the mud, 
the telegraph wires were down, cholera spread from village to 
village, and no one knew how many people were drowned. The 
president of Pakistan, General Yahya Khan, flew to Dacca, set 
up his headquarters in the governor's palace, assumed complete 
charge of relief operations, accomplished almost nothing, and 
then flew back to Islamabad after announcing that the national 
parliamentary elections scheduled for the autumn would be post-
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poned until December to give East Pakistan time to recover from 
l he floods. He had promised to hold elections and liquidate the 
111ilil'ary dictatorship, but these promises were designed more to 
improve his own image as the beneficent father of the nation 
l lian to be kept, and he had no intention of surrendering his 
power. 

The floods subsided, the dead were dug out of the mud, and 
I he peasants rebuilt their bamboo huts and worked their fields. 
They observed ruefully that the government that took their tax 
money had done very little to protect them from the floods and 
l lia t most of the money sent from Islamabad for relief had some
how found its way into the pockets of the officials. 

A month before the rescheduled elections the second devastat
i 11g blow fell on East Pakistan. On November 6 came the first 
warning that a cyclone was building up in the Bay of Bengal. 
American weather satellites reported its progress to Islamabad, 
which failed to warn Dacca either because it thought the matter 
was too insignificant or because on general principles it was re
luctant to act. On November io the cyclone, which had been 
111oving in a northwesterly direction, suddenly altered course and 
headed straight for the Ganges Delta with winds of up to i 50 
111ilcs an hour, crashing into the coastal area of the Sonderbans 
:ind sweeping across Chittagong, East Pakistan's only major port. 
Twenty-foot tidal waves roared across the islands at the mouth of 
l ltc Ganges. More than a million people lived on Bhoda, the 
largest island in the Bay of Bengal, and all the southern half of 
1 ltc island was destroyed. There are about two hundred islands 
i11 the delta, nearly all of them inhabited by farmers; the huts 
:ind the farmers were swept away. The cyclone struck shortly be
fore midnight and by dawn most of the damage had been done. 
11 was the worst cyclone within living memory, and only one 
ol licr comparable cyclone is recorded in l1istory. This took place 
i11 l 737 when 300,000 people perished in the same area. 

The bodies were buried in mass graves when the waters re
rtclcd, and gradually the officials exerted themselves sufficiently 
lo estimate the numbers of the dead. They arrived at a figure of 
�00.000. The Bengalis themselves thought the figure was closer 
ln :1 million. The government finally scaled down its original fig-
111t· lo 207,000, which was said to be the number of corpses actu-
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ally seen by reputable officials and doctors and registered in offi
cial documents. Since few or no officials visited the islands where 
the greatest destruction took place, and in any case the dead had 
been buried before the officials arrived, while many thousands 
had been washed out to sea, it was generally thought that the 
official figures were inadequate and represented not So much what 
the government believed but what it would like to believe. On 
this basis they would calculate the amount to be granted for re
lief operations. 

The government in Islamabad acted slowly. By November 21, 

ten days after the cyclone struck, it was beginning to organize re
lief operations and two days later it announced that a special 
fund of fifty million rupees had been set aside, but it was not 
made clear exactly what it was set aside for. President Yahya 
Khan, returning from a visit to Peking and drinking steadily, 
diverted his military airplane to Dacca and flew over the disaster 
area at a height of three or four thousand feet. His four-day visit 
to Peking had been a formidable success. He had met Chairman 
Mao Tse-tung, received a Chinese meda1, and signed an agree
ment for massive am1s assistance. 111c destruction of vast areas 
of southern Bengal in what was perhaps the greatest natural dis
aster of the century evidently left him unmoved. 

As the Bengalis recovered from the effects of the cyclone, they 
felt as never before a sense of bitter resentment. The aloofness 
and indifference of the government, its inefficiency and incom
petence, were never more clearly demonstrated. They observed 
that British aid teams arrived a fu1l week before the team from 
West Pakistan. They observed too that the West Pakistan team 
spent most of its time in Dacca, which had been flooded by a 
tropical storm but was otherwise unharmed 

Something had gone irretrievably wrong, had in fact been going 
wrong for a very long time. But a remedy was at hand: the na
tional elections rescheduled for December 7. President Yahya 
Khan did not postpone them a second time, and they proceeded 
normally. In East Pakistan the Awami League, headed by Sheikh 
l\1ujibur Rahman, won a sweeping victory with case. The Awami 
League-Awami means people-was a grass-roots political organ-
1/.ation founded in East Pakistan shortly after the Partition; its 
goal was to wrest power from the landowners of West Pakistan 
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.111d the military. When the final list was tabulated, the Awami 
League had won i67 out of i6c) seats. In West Pakistan Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto's newly created People's Party won 81 of the 138 seats. 
I .ogically, therefore, the next prime minister was Sheikh Mujiour 
Rahman. 

'l'hc two political leaders were a study in contrasts. Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto was born on January 5, i928, the son of Sir Shahnawaz 
Kl1an Bhutto, who possessed enormous estates in Sind, where his 
family, originally from Rajputana, had settled in the eighteenth 
t·cntury. He had been knighted for his services to the British Raj, 
;1nd for many years was a delegate from Sind to the Bombay As· 
�cmbly. After Partition in i947 the son enrolled at the University 
of Southern California, Los Angeles, where he took part in dcm-
011slralions against Richard Nixon and studied economics, pub· 
lie administration, history, and French. He was not an especially 
t·:igcr student, but did well on the debating team, and his grades 
i111proved during his senior year when he transferred to the Uni
versity of California, Berkeley. In the fall krm of i950 11e entered 
Christ Church College, Oxford University, obtaining an M.A. 
degree in jurisprudence two years later, and in the same year was 
railed to the bar. Then, briefly, he became a lecturer in interna
l ional law at the University of Southampton, England. 

Because he owned large estates and came from a prominent 
family-one of the twenty-two families that dominated the eco-
11omic life of West Pakistan-he found no difficulty in entering 
gcwcrnment service when he returned to Karachi. He started 
from the top. He was only thirty wl1en he became minister of 
c·o111merce. In the following five years he became successively 
1111nister of Kashmiri affairs, minister of information, minister of 
I 11c;l, and minister of industries and natural resources in the mili
l 111 y dictatorship of President Ayub K11an. Despite (or perhaps 
hl·cause of) his wealth, education, and connections, Bhutto had 
110 roots among the people; he spoke Urdu, the language of \Vest 
l'akisla11, badly, and thought in English. 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, born of middle-class parents in a 
\111:111 town sixty miles southwest of Dacca, attended Islamia Col
kgc in Calcutta and the University of Dacca, but never acquired 
1111 academic degree. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman started from the 
lo11llom, building up the Awami League slowly, his office being 
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his own bedroom in a middle-class neighborhood in Dacca. He 
was a fiery orator, handsome and vigorous, capable of working 
twenty hours a day. He spoke the Bengali of the peasants and it 
was said that he knew twenty dialects. He had spent nine years 
in prison owing to his aggressive political activities that displeased 
the authorities in West Pakistan. 

The symbol of the Awami League was a little wooden boat. 
Such boats 1 could be seen all over East Pakistan; they were 
painted on walls or appeared on posters, sometimes with the 
"Six Points" printed �mder them. The Six Points formed the 
Awami League's demand for regional autonomy with the federal 
government in  charge of foreign policy and military affairs. Im
plicit in the Six Points, but not mentioned, was the restoration 
of parliamentary rule and the elimination of martial law. 

In January i971, after the elections, President Yahya Khan 
flew to Dacca to conduct preliminary negotiations with the 
Awami League. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was adamant in de
manding regional autonomy. He towered over the short presi
dent, who appeared at these meetings in full military uniform 
with seven rows of medals, and carried a silver-tipped swagger 
stick. They talked in English, their only common language, and 
came to no conclusions. "You have the votes, but I have the 
power," President Yahya Khan said. There could be no agree
ment between them, for while Sheikh Mujibur Rahman insisted 
that he possessed a mandate to rule through the elections an<l 
that in any democratic country he would already have been sworn 
in as prime minister, the president declared that a new constitu
tion would have lo be drawn up and agreed upon before he 
could assume power. The National Assembly was scheduled lo 
meet on t-.1arch 3 in Islamabad and there presumably all the 
constitutional questions would be resolved. 

At this point Zulfikar Ali Bhutto announced his intention to 
boycott the National Assembly. There was then total deadlock, 
for in spite of the comparatively poor showing of his People's 
Party at tl1e elections, there could be no National Assembly with
out it. He had his own reasons for prolonging the crisis, and he 
was aware that the president and his generals were planning to 
destroy the Awami League by armed force. The boycott, then, 
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was theoretical, for the president was determined that the Na
tional Assernblv would not meet. 

'fhe decisio1� to crusl1 the Awami League had been taken in 
the middle of December sl1orlly after the annonncemcnt of 
Sheikh lvlujibur Rahman's O\"Crwhelming victory at the polls. To 
the military elite it was intolerable thal Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 
should become the prime minister of the two Pakistans. The first 
step was to bolster up the military forces in East Pakistan, where 
t·here were already 30,000 troops. Another 30,000, rapidly indoc
trinated, were sent by sea and air to East Pakistan during the fol
lowing three months. 'T11c indoctrination consisted of a short 
course on the psychology of the Bengalis, who were depicted as 
weaklings, traitors, and subversives who loved India more than 
Pakistan and were not truly ;\1us1ims. Their instruction� were 
lo put down a rebellion that was expected to occur in Lhe near 
f ulure. 

Tl1e final decision to embark on a general massacre was made 
on February :n, 1971, by five men who sat round a table and drew 
np plans for a genera 1 massacre in East Pakistan. 'T11e five were 
President Yahya Khan, General Pirzada, who was chief of staff, 
General Tikka Khan, who commanded an army corps, General 
Umar Khan, the chairman of the national security commission, 
and General Akbar Khan, the chief of intc1ligenec. Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto was immediately informed and orclcrcd to place himself 
at the disposition of the president. 

The first step was to engage the leaders of the Awami League 
in fnrtl1er negotiations, thus giving them the illusion that some if 
not all of their demands \\'ould be met. 'T11e negotiations could 
be protracted indc6nitcly, and if necessary the signal for the 
massacre might be given while negotiations were still continuing. 
Although Sheikh 1vlujibur Rahman distrnsted the military dicta
torship, he genuinely believed tliere was some substance in the 
negotiations Hnd he continued to argue point hy point with the 
emissaries sent to Dacca b'· President Yahra Khan. 

On March 3, i971, the motor vessel Swat arrived at the port 
of Chittago11g witl1 a regiment of Baluchi soldiers and an im· 
mense store of ammunition. Tl1e stevedores refused to unload the 
nmmunition and erected barricades around t11e port to prevent 

destroy the Awami League by armed force. The boycott, then, 
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the· ammunition from being sent to the military cantonments. 
The danger had never been so clear, but the shape it would take 
was uncertain. On the same day Sheikh Mujibur Rahman de· 
clared a hartal, a general strike, a weapon that had proved effec
tive against the British in India. Newspapers were still published; 
radio, television, and telegraph still operated; but banks were 
open for only two hours a day; and everything else came to a 
standstill. Trains did not move, ships were not unloaded, and pri· 
vate businesses closed their doors. No children went to school, 
and the students at the university and the technical colleges left 
the campuses. The hartal affected all government offices, the high 
court, the offices of Pakistan International Airways, and the col
lectors of taxes. "The movement will continue until the people 
realize their emancipation," Sheikh Mujibur Rahman declared. 
"The denial of the rights of the majority of the people by order 
of an undemocratic minority is an intolerable insult to the peo
ple." 

Inevitably there were disturbances, for there were now road
blocks all over the country to prevent the anny from moving. 
Barricades went up around Dacca. The army fired into crowds of 
demonstrators and some 200 people were killed. There were more 
ominous signs that the army was about to engage in a crackdown 
to put an end to the hartal. 

On March 7 Sheikh Mujibur Rahman addressed a crowd of 
nearly a million people on the race course in the center of Dacca. 
He spoke bitterly about the killings. "If they fire another bullet," 
he said, "then make every home a fortress." He ordered road· 
blocks to be set up wherever they were needed. Food and 'Nater 
must be denied to the army, for the milit ary dictatorship in 
Bangla Desh must come to an end. "Fight with whatever you 
have, even if I am not there. I f  we have to shed blood, then it 
will be shed until we have won our independence. Inshallah, we 
shall free the people of this country!" 

He said later that this was probably the last speech he would 
ever make, for he expected t11e army to arrest him and pe r haps 
kill him. He had not made a declaration of independence, but 
he had come closer to it than ever before. 

In spite of the hartal the "negotiations" continued. President 
Yahya Khan Bew again to Dacca on March i5, and six days later 
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lie was joined by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who announced that he 
\\ottl<l launch a civil disobedience movement in \II/est Pakistan 
1111lcss the negotiators accepted his own terms. Genera] Tikka 
Khan, the governor of F.as� Pakistan, ordered all the judges and 
government servants back to work. He also ordered that every
one in possessio11 of firearms must immediately surrender them. 
Both orders were disobeyed. 

Day after day the negotiations continued. There were promises, 
lialf-promises, protracted discussions on constitutional law, pro
visional agreements thal were changed into different provisional 
agreements on the following clay. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman <le-
111ancled the withdrawal of martial law, an official inquiry into the 
:1r111y killings, all soldiers to remain i n  their barracks, and the 
I ransfcr of po\\'er to the elected representatives of the people. 
From time to time President Yahya Khan would pretend to agree 
willt one or other of the points, and then there would be more 
discussions to define Llic precise area of agreement. He was play
ing for time, but time was running out. Ile had already fixed the 
elate for the massacre. He spent the afternoon of l\lfarch 25 in 
fotilc pretense of uegotiations ancl around seven o'clock he flew 
out of Dacca in the presidential airpla11e, having given the order 
for the massacre to begin. 

In a famous poem Rabindranath Tagore had spoken of Bengal 
as Sonar Bangla, "golden Bengal." It would not be golden mucl1 
longer. Soon it would vanish under a mountain of corpses. 



CHAPTER � 

Massacre 

II.. <ASSAC,. began '' c""tly c!Mn twenty-five 
on the evening of Nlarch 25, i971. 

four American-built M-24 tanks, followed by a platoon o( 
Punjabi and Baluchi soldiers, rolled up in front of the two stu
dent dormitories of the University of Dacca and shelled tl1em at 
a range uf fifty yards. The tanks had not made much noise as 
they advanced along the metal road from the cantonment, and 
the soldiers marching behind them were under orders to keep 
silent. The few passers-by were not particularly surprised to sec 
the tanks moving through the center of the city; there 11ad been 
strange and erratic troop movements throughout the previous 
week. 

The soldiers crouched behind the tanks, as thot1gh they feared 
heavy gunfire from the windows and roofs of the dormitories. 
:rvfany of the students were already in bed, others were working 
Jate, while still others were discussing the political situation 
which had been growing increasingly tense during the lasl few 
days. They had the feeling that trouble was brewing, but not 
even the most intellectually adventurous could have guessed that 
it would take the form of an attack 011 the donnitories and the 
butchering of students followed by a ge11eral massacre in Dacca. 
On that dark and sultry night the last thing to occur to them was 
t11at they were in danger. 
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The two dormitories were known as Iqbal Hall and Jagannath 
I lall. Iqbal Hall was named after a famous 1'·1uslim poet and 
lionsccl the Mnslim students, while Jagannath Hall was named 
:after one of the Hindu gods and housed the Hindu students. 
'l'hc two dormitories lay close together, and it was therefore an 
easy matter to shell both of them simultaneously. 

The shelling, which lasted five minutes, killed about thirty 
students, including a young artist who was painting at his easel 
:ind whose body was later found sprawled across his blood-soaked 
canvas. A few students succeeded in reacl1ing the flat roof and 
were able to fire at the tanks and the advancing Punjabis and 
Haluehis with old-fashioned, bolt-action rifles before the search
lights sprang up and they were picked off one by one by sharp

shooters. Then the soldiers, shouting loudly, broke into the 
dormitories, shooting at random, and o rdering t·he students to 
come out with their hands above their heads. Those who did not 
come out fast enough were shot or bayoneted. Once outside the 
building, the students were lined up against the walls and mown 
down with machine guns fired from tanks and armored cars, 
which had now come up so that the officers could observe the 
scene. Students who remained alive were then bayoneted to 
<lea th. 

\IV'ithin a quarter of an hour io9 students were dead. The 
bodies of the JVfuslim students were dragged up to the roof of 
fqbal Hall, where they were left to the vultures. Tl1e hodies of 
the Hindu students vverc heaped together like faggots and later 
in the night , six students, who had been spared, were ordered to 
dig a grave for them. After they had dug the grave they were shot. 

The orders given to the army were to ki ll everyone in the two 
dormitories. Thus it happened that janitors, servants, sweepers, 
and resident professors were also killed. An old man, known as 
�faclhu, who was in charge of the canteens for the students, was 
killed, and so were his wife, his son, and his two daughters. A 
clcath list of professors living in the neighborhood of the uni
versity had also been drawn up, and raiding parties were sent out. 
Sn111e of these professors lived in an apartment building known 
as House No. 34. In apartment D lived Professor Maniru Zaman, 
I he head of the dcpa rt men t of statistics. The professor, together 
with his son, 11is brother, who was an advocate in the East 
Pakistan Higl1 Conrt, and a nephew who happened to he spend-
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ing the night in the :ipartmcnt, were dragged out, lined up 
against the wall of the first Boor foyer, and shot down with 
machiue-gun fire. The professor, however, was still alive when 
the soldiers left and his wife dragged her wounded husband back 
into the apartment. Three hours later the soldiers reh1rnecl under 
orders to remove the bodies and bury them. They found Pro· 
fessor Zaman in the bedroom, dragged him clown the stairs, 
propped him up against the wall, and shot him through the 
head. It transpired later that the man on the death list was not 
the professor but his namesake in the department of Bengali 
cultnrc. 

Professor Govindra Chandra Dev, head of the department of 
philosophy, was an cklcrly bachelor who had never taken any 
p�rt in politics. I le liked Lo look after poor students, whom he 
housed and fed, and he delighted in leading them in discussions 
on religion and pl1ilosophy. The soldiers broke into the house. 
killed the students, and then marched the professor into a nearby 
field and shot him. 

The killing of Professor Dev was inexplicable. He offered no 
threat to the military regime. His crime was that he was a pro
fessor and a Hindu. Most of Ll1e professors who were killed that 
night or during tl1c following days worked in the department of 
Bengali culture. Altogether eleven professors and lecturers were 
killed. Dr. "\llunim, an instructor in the English department, was 
killed by mistake. The soldiers had been searching for a certain 
Dr. Munir in the department of Bengali cultnre. Tn tl1is casual 
way the soldiers went about the work of killing professors. 

There was method in their violence. Very soon it became clear 
that there were about a dozen men on the universitv staff work
ing wit11 the military officials. The deat11 lists writte� in English 
in a curiously unformed liand have survived. 

By coincidence, a professor of engineering, Dr. Mohammed 
Naser, living close to the dormitories had acquired a new video
tape camera only a few days before. From a window overlooking 
Jagganath Hall he was a blc to make a film of the attack on the 
dormitory and the murder of the students, helped by the blind
ing searchlights playing on the walls. In the film the students 
can be seen pouring out of the shattered dormitory with tl1eir 
hands above their heads, and being lined up against the walls. 
An officer is seen jumping down from a tank turret to examine 
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1hc111, and as he marches up and dow11 Lhe line of students he 
appears to be holding a review. Then he steps aside, gives an 
order, and the long line of sluclcnts falls to the ground. Then, 
111ysteriously, as thougl1 eo111ing from nowhere, another line of 
students appears, and I he)' too :1re mown down. The film moves 
jerkily, with someiliing of the effect of an old silent movie, and 
slTange shapes arc seen moving in the shadows. i'\cvcrtheless, the 
film records for posterity the first of the many massacres that 
look place in F.ast Pakistan. 

Two clays later Miel1el Laurent, a foreign correspondent, 
slipped into the dormitory. About twenty bodies were still lying 
outside, and there wen: still some students lying in their beds. 
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They were dead, and their bodies were burned by shellfire. There 
was blood everywhere, and the tank treads could still be seen. 

The attack on the student dormitories was part of a con
certed plan to wipe out the intellectual life of the country. But 
the military were not concerned with destroying only the in
tellectuals. As fanatical Muslims they were detennined to destroy 
the Hindu minority and all the other elements that might dis
pute their authority. As the night wore on their intentions became 
clearer. The plan of operations involved indiscriminate killing in 
order to inspire fear and terror, but it also involved carefully 
selected targets. The plan had been worked out over many weeks, 
and in its original form offered a list of objectives to be pursued 
in a period of forty·eigl'1t hours. In fact very few of these objec
tives were achieved, and eight months later the military was still 
pursuing the same objectives. 

While the attack on the dormitories was continuing, tanks, 
weapons carriers, and soldiers were converging on other areas of 
the city. For several weeks troops from \.Vest Pakistan had heen 
flown to East Pakistan, and at least twenty thousand well-armed 
soldiers were availahlc for military operations in Dacca. One 
target was tl1e barracks of the East Pakistan Rifles, a constabu
lary force recruited from the local Bengali·speaking population 
and therefore unlikely to join forces with the Urdu-speaking in· 
vaders. Just as the military received orders to destroy everyone 
in the dormitories, so it was ordered to destroy everyone in tl1e 
barracks situated in the Pilkhana district at some distance from 
the center of the city in the western suburbs. The commandant 
of the East Pakistan Rifles had some warning of what was about 
to happen, and the barracks were placed in a state of defense. 
'TI1e attackers shelled the building, set part of it ablaze, and then 
sent in the Punjabi and Baluchi soldiers to finish the work. Un
like the students, who were caught off-guard and i n  any case had 
only a few bolt-action rifles to defend themselves with, the East 
Pakistan Rifles were armed with machine guns and recoilless 
rifles, but the final outcome was the same. About a hundred were 
killed inside the barracks, and those who surrendered were bay
oneted to death. There was another mass grave, and a column of 
thick black smoke drifted up into the dark sky from the gutted 
barracks. Anotl1er column of black smoke was rising from Jagan
nath Hall, and there were small fires raging all over the city. 



Massacre 21 

Two police slalious '�cut up in flaines. One of these police 
,1:1tions, in the Rajar Dagh district, was attacked with tanks, 
h:izookas, and automatic rifles, but the policemen were fore
ll':trncd and defended themselves so well that for days afterward 
llte Punjabi soldiers lalked about the atll1ck as the most terrible 
rxpcriencc they had endured during that terrible night. They had 
given no quarter, and the policemen had gone on fighting even 
wltcn the whole building was an inferno. 'l11ere were only a few 
�11rvi\'ors among the police, and they were carried off in a 
weapons carrier, and nothing more was heard of them. 

From the windows of the huge Intercontinental Hotel, re
porters saw fires breaking out all over the city. The reporters 
rnuld only guess whal was happening. Someone had scrawled on 
:1 blackboard set up in the hotel lobby: "Plense do not go out
�1clc." The warning was reinforced by the presence of heavily 
armed soldiers i11 battle dress in tbc lobby. The captain i n  charge 
of the soldiers was more explicit and threatened to shoot every
one, especially reporters, who so much as stepped an inch beyond 
t lac glass doors. The lobby, all glass and chrome-plated steel, was 
beginning to look like ;1 staging area in a war. 

There were only two good hotels in Dacca, and the lntercon-
1 incntal was the best, the most expe nsive, a 11d the most luxurious. 
!'\early :111 the foreign correspondents lived there. By midnight all 
of them re:i]i;-ed that they had become war correspondents, but 
very few of them knew what the war was about. President Yahya 
Khan had just flown to Karachi, an<l il was a reasonable assurnp· 
lion that there had been a military coup against him. A few 
guessed thal it was a11nthcr kind of war. A Bengali student, gaz. 
ing out of an upstairs window, suddenly cried out: "My Goel, 
lltey arc shooting everyone!" That, as it happened, was the kind 
or W'Jr that \\'aS being fought. 

From time to time the heavy glass doors opened t o  admit 
�nme more soldiers or some luckless visitors ordered off the 
�I rcets. So it happened that around mid11igl1t some British dip lo
mats returning to their embassy from a party found tliemselvcs 
under arrest and co1111mmcled to cool their heels in the lobby, 
which had now become a general pri�on for all foreigners. The 
flrit isl1 diplomats reported they 11ad seen military roadblocks all 
over the city. This �urprisccl no one, but explained nothi11g. The 
lclcphone was working, and the more enterprising reporters were 
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busily attempting to contact sources of information in the city. 
Surprisingly often the telephone would be lifted at the other end, 
but as soon as the reporter announced himself there was silence 
and the telephone was replaced. Occasionally there would come 
a scrap of information. A Bengali newspaper man telephoned to 
say that in the downtown area crowds armed with iron bars and 
staves were racing through the streets. At 1: 15 A.M. the telephone 
went dead and the beacon light on top of the telephone exchange 
went out. 

'CT1e reporters milled about the lobby filled with overstuffed 
armchairs and sofas and Bowering plants. There were three orna
mental Chinese canary cages in the lobby and they were now 
covered wit11 damask curtains for the night, so that the canaries 
could sleep. But very few people slept that night. One of those 
said to be sleeping was Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who had flown into 
Dacca on March 21 at tl1e invitation of President Yahya Khan. 
His suite on the eleventh floor was guarded by soldiers armed 
with tommy guns. Reporters who reached the eleventh floor by 
the slow and erratic elevators were told that he could not be dis
turbed. 

In fact Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was not asleep. He was looking out 
of the hotel window and watching the fires blazing across Dacca, 
seeing tl1e army in action and sometimes wondering apprehen
sively what the future 11ad in store for a country now wholly in 
the hands of the military. "In front of my eyes I saw the death 
and destruction of our own people," he wrote a few days later in 
a short autobiographical pamphlet called The Great Tragedy. "It 
was impossible to think straight. Many thoughts crossed my 
mind. Had we reached the point of no return?" After gazing at 
the burning city for three hours, he finally went to bed, only to 
be awakened early the next morning with the news t]1at he had 
been ordered back to West Pakistan by President Yahya Khan. 
He had nothing to say to the reporters who crowded round him 
in the lobby, and brushed past them. \IVhen he reached Karachi 
that evening, he declared: "By the grace of God Pakistan 11as at 
last been saved." It was a very odd comment indeed, and far from 
the truth. 

The man the reporters most wanted to see on the night of 
March 25 was Sheikh fvfojibur Rahman. A telephone call to his 
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1esick11cc less than a mile from the hotel, 111a<lc shortly before 

1 l1l' h.:lcphoncs were cut off, elicited the information that he was 
.dive and well, but two of his J\wami League supporters had been 
k1llc.:cl at :i roadblock. 

111 fact Sheikh .Mujibnr Rahm:rn was calmly wailing to be ar-
1rslccl. AL about eight o'clock that evening a pcclicalJ had swung 
down the narrow lam: leading to his two-storied bungalow in 
llu.: district known as 32 Dhanmandi and left a brief, unsigned 
111essagc. The mL'Ssagc said: "Your honsc is going to be niided 
tonight." Tlc had 11ut the least idea that thousands of people 
woulcl be ki lled before the night was uver, and his only thought 
was that lite party leadership was :ibout Lo be a rrested. He sum-
111onccl some of his followers, told them about the message, and 
:ts the acknowledged leader of tlic pa• l y order<.:d them to disperse 
a I once and go underground. Llter, when he \\'as asked why he 
dicl not fo llow 11is own advice, he answered: ·• l must spare the 
pc.:oplc. If I am not here, Yahya Khan will burn Dacca to the 
ground in his effort to find me." He knew the violence of the 
enemy and 111adc his arrangements :iceordingly. 

Meanwl1ilc there \\'Cre family matters to be attended to. Jlis 
wife, the Begum Fazilatcncssa, L\\O daugl1tcrs, and two of his 
t liree young sons were in the house \\'ith 11irn. He could not send 
his wife nway, for sh:: would refuse to go, hnt it was necessary 
that his two daughters should kavc the house immediately. The 
cider daughter, 1-fasinn, was lwcnly-four, married, and prcg
n:mt. Tl1c younger daughter, Reh:inn, ten years younger, was a 
student at the Dhan111:111di girls' school. They were hoth taken to 
a friend's house. 'I here remained his sons Sheikh Jamal and 
Sheikh Russel, who \\':JS named after the British philosopher Ber
trand Russell. Jamal was seventeen, and Russel was six. Auolher 
rnn, Sheikh Kamal, \\'as nineteen, a stu dent at Dacca University, 
:ind could be expected to look after himself. Ile was not at the 
house, and Sheikl1 Mujibur Rahman did not know where he was. 

Having made his decision to keep his wife and his two sons 
with lii111, lie simply waited on events. "\Ve arc staying here," he 
said, and jerlced his thumb toward the ground. He was quite 
calm. From time to time there came telephone messages from 
his friends asking for news of him and he became impatient. 
"What do they expect?" he asked. "I am slaying 11erc because 
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this is what I must do. If I ran away, I would be capitulating lo 

them." He still thought that very little of importance except hi� 
own arrest would happen to him during the evening. He liad 

been arrested five times, and each time they had attempted lo 

break his spirits by torture and threats, but they had always 
failed. They might kill him, but that was a matter of indifference 
to him. "Do you ever think about death?'' a friend once asked 
him. "I tltink about death all the time," he answered, "but it is 

of no consequence." 
So he waited for the arrival of the officer with the order for l1is 

arrest, calmly puffing on his pipe, secure in the knowledge tlt:tl 
he had done everything he needed to do. By midnight he realized 
that things were changing rapidly. The telephone was ringiug 
continuatly, the sounds of gunfire could be heard, and there was 
distant shouting. He knew nothing yet about the attack on the 
university, but he knew that the barracks of the East Pakistan 
Rifles and the police headquarters at Rajar Bagh were under fire. 

This could mean only that the Pakistani Army was determined to 
wipe out all the pro-Bengali military installations in the country, 
and he therefore made the secon<l weighty decision he would 
make that night. He dictated to a friend in the Central Telegraph 
Office the following short message to be sent down all wires. 
"The Pakistani Army has attacked police lines at Rajar Bagh and 
East Pakistan Anny Rifles headquarters at Pilkhana at midnight. 
Gather strength Lo resist and prepare for a war of independence." 

No one receiving this message would doubt where it came 
from. It was not necessary that it should be signed; it was enough 
that the message should be heard in all the towns and villages of 
East Pakistan. The military had made the 6rst of their irretriev
able mistakes: they had attacked the university and the police 
before seizing the telephone exchange. 

"Gather strength to resist and prepare for a war of independ
ence" was the most fateful sentence he had ever spoken. It was 
also the most dangerous, for as soon as it became known to the 
military authorities, t11ey would have cause to arrest 1lim for high 
treason. There would be a summary court martial and he woulcl 
be immediately sentenced to death. 

His wife, speaking about the events of that night many months 
later, remembered that he was unusuallv calm and deliberate as 

' 
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I he noise of the shelling grew louder. The message was sent to 
I lie Central Telegraph Office shortly after midnight. No further 
111cssages were sent, though news of the troop movements in 
Dacca kept coming in until the telephones went dead at 1 :15 
A.M. Strangely, no one had come to arrest him. 

Clis two bodyguards were hovering over him protectively, and 
it occurred to him that they were quite useless. They were heavy
�d, powerful men, absolutely devoted to him. Their names were 
Raza and Moheuddin, and the y had served him for many years. 
Ile told them it was time they

.
slipped away, but they kept argu

ing. Finally he shouted: "I order you to go!" and they backed 
out of the room, surprised by his sudden vel1emence, and went 
downstairs to conceal themselves nearby. 

He gave the same order to his sixty-year-old maidservant Rana, 
explaining to her patiently that it would be dangerous for her to 
remain. She, too, refused to go. Since she had always won all her 
arguments with him, he simply abandoned the struggle. The 
houseboy also refused to go. 

Afterward people wondered why he clid so little while he was 
waiting to be arrested. In due course he would answer that there 
was very little he could do. It was not a time for oratorical pro· 
nouncements, for giving detailed orders, or for mapping strategy. 
A nation of �evcnty-fivc million people was about to be plunged 
into war. At such times silence was best. 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was a bookish man, and so he went 
into his small library and began reading. The shelves were heavily 
stocked with the works of Bernard Shaw and Bertrand Russell, 
the two modern writers for whom he had the greatest respect. He 
leafed tluough some books and then wrote up his diary, which 
he had kept since he was an undergraduate at Dacca University. 
Except when he was in prison, he had never gone to bed with
out writing up his diary. Later lie would say that one of the mis
t_akes he made that night was not to safeguard his books and 
diaries, which could have been buried in the garden or given t o  
friends for safekeeping. After that night he never saw them again. 

At about i: 30 A.M. there came the deafening clatter of tanks 
and armored cars moving down the tree-lined lane leading to his 
house. T11ere were two, or perhaps three, trucks full of soldiers 
who spilled out and took up positions on botl1 sides of the small 
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house, shouting and shooting into the air. Sheikh Mujibur Rah
man was resting on his hcd. As soon as he heard the shooting, he 
sprang up and pushed his wife and youngest son into lite bath
room. A shot fired through an upper window grazed his youngest 
son. 111ere were at least a hundred soldiers surrounding the 
house, and this disproportionate force suggested that the army 
believed his house 11ad been transformed into a defense post. 111e 
soldiers were still firing into the air, and by this time the house 
had been completely encircled. 

Alt110ugh he had been calm all evening, the Sheikh was now 
in a cold rage. There was something grotesque about the mas· 
sive attack on a small unprotected house. There seemed to be 
hundreds of soldiers in the lane and in the garden. Searchlights 
were being played on the house and orders wert: being uttered in 
harsh voices, and the noise was deafening. 

A young captain shouted in English: "Sheikh, you should come 
down now." 

Wearing a maroon colored dressing gown over pyjamas, the 
Sheikh stepped onto the wide balcony overlooking the lane and 
shouted: "Kill me if you like, but stop shooting at my people! 
You don't have to behave like dogs and rats!" 

"Please come down now," the young captain said. 
He was studiously polite, and seemed to  be a little frightened 

by the behavior of the soldiers. He was under orders to take the 
Sheikh alive. 

"I am quite ready," the Sheikh said. "There is no need for you 
to fire, no need for all this barbarism! All you needed to do was to 
call me on the telephone and I would have come!" 

The young captain waited for his prisoner to come downstairs. 
The Sheikh said goodbye to his wife, his children., and the maid
servant, and then came down the stairs, looking pale but other
wise unruffled. Before entering the heavily armored Toyota land 
cruiser waiting at the gate of the house, he characteristically or
dered the soldiers to get his luggage, a small bag with a change of 
clothing, which he had deliberately left behind. He looked grim, 
and expected to be shot before the night was over. 

The young captain congratulated himself that the arrest of 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman had taken place without incident. In 
this he was wrong. A night watchman standing near the garden 
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l11 .. 1 :111l:111cously with a single bullet. 

Sht'ikh l\1ujibur Rahman was carried off to military headquart
' 1 �. wlicrc he refused t o  answer questions. There was no court 
111,1II1:1 I. Evidently the military authorities had not yet decided 
ll'lml lo do with him, or perlrnps they regarded him as a hostage. 
11011111 d:1ys later he was flown to West Pakistan, and an observant 
pl1Ulographer took a picture of him sitting on a bench at an air· 
pi 11 I. looking totally unruffled and a hsorhed in his own thoughts. 

1\11 hour and a half after his arrest another army tmck drove 
d1111·11 the lane leading to his house. This time the intention was t o  
1111l·sl his wife and children, but they had fled to the shelter of 
11 11<'igl1horing house. In a rage the soldiers smashed everything 
1 ltq C'Ould by their hands on, broke up the furniture, overturned 
I Iii· beds, threw down the bookcases, destroyed his manuscripts, 
1111<1 ripped up the pictur es and photographs hanging on the walls, 
111111111g them a signed, silver-framed photograph of Mao Tse-tun g. 
1\ 1 cportcr, Anthony Mascarenhas, who visited the abandoned 
lto11s1: :1 few weeks later, was surprised by the evidence of wanton 
tl('�l 111<.:Lion and puzzled by the photograph of Mao Tse-tung, 
wl10 was actively engaged in supporting the military rulers of 
1'11kisl:111 with tanks, guns, and ammunition. In fact, there were 
11011d reasons why Sheikl1 Mujibur Rahman should have placed 
� l.10 Tsc-tung's picture on the wall, for he bad been one of the 
l1wkrs of an official Pakistani delegation to Peking in 1952. He 
w11s deeply impressed by i\!Iao Tse-tung, although less impressed 
liv Chinese Communism. The 110use was a shambles, and it oc-
11111ccl to Anthony Mascarenhas that they had savaged it in the 
�11111c way that a wounded 6ger will savage a tree, clawing at it in 
d1·�p:1ir and frustration because there is no other enemy in sight. 

Nevertheless they left the house standing, having received no 
Utdl'rS to burn it to the ground. Elsewhere they burned, 1ooted, 
11111rclcrccl, and raped at their pleasure. In the poverty-stricken 
11i11cl u areas all that was necessary was to set fire to the thatched 
lours :md watch the people streaming away like ants from a bat
k1l'<I :mt hill; then tl1ey were machine-gunned. Shopping bazaars 
1w1c set on fire, and the huge white walls of the Bait-ul-Makar-
111111 Mosque, which dominates the city, flickered in the light of 
1111· names. 
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At 2:45 A.M. the newsmen at the International Hotel looking 
down from t11e upper windows saw a jeep with a mounted ma
chine gun swinging into an alley just below them. Some soldiers 
fo1lowed the jeep on foot, carrying a rocket gun. From :Mymen
singh Road there came a band of a dozen Bengali youths, shout· 
ing defiantly, and at the sound of their voices the jeep edged out 
of the alley, the machine gun swung round, there was a burst of 
fire, and the youths fled. In the darkness it was impossible to see 
whether any of them had been killed. The soldiers and the jeep 
then turned into the dark alley, their objective being the building 
that housed the presses and the editorial office of the newspaper 
The People, known to be a supporter of Sheikh Mujibur Rah· 
man. 1l1e newspaper had also published articles deriding military 
rule. The soldiers were moving about in the dark alley, their 
flashlights flickering eerily, shouting and calling on the people in 
the building to surrender. No one came out. A rocket was fired 
into the building, the machine gun on the jeep fired into the 
windows, and soon the building was on fire. A s  far as the news
men could see, no one was killed. After setting fire to The 
People, the soldiers burned a bazaar and several houses before they 
raced away. 

Around 4 A.M. the sounds of shooting died down, but from 
time to time there were bursts of automatic fire. Most mysteri
ously, tracers from a long way away flew past the hotel The 
night was full of strange noises, but when the hazy dawn rose 
all was quiet; here and there black smoke rose into the skl' 
Dacca did not look as though it had changed very much. The 
Bait-ul-Makarram Mosque still dominated the skyline; and if one 
half-closed his eyes, one might think it "vas the same city one 
had seen the previous day. 

That night 7,cx>o people 11ad died in Dacca, and another 3,000 
were under arrest. This was only the beginning. In towns and vil
lages all over East Pakistan the army was in command, the fires 
were raging, t11e dead were lying in the streets, and the ugly 
black crows were so gorged with blood that they could scarcely 
fly. 

That day the newsmen were ordered to leave and were taken 
under armed guard to the airport where they were searched, 
their notebooks and films confiscated, and they were warned that 
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II \\'1 111ld be better for them if Lhcy wrote nothing about their 
111�1 11iglit in Dacca. Most of tltelll left in the early evening. To 
lltl' last moment they remained prisoners in the hotel, threatened 
\\itlt ckalh if they ventured even a few yards outside. Some, 
l11.1vcr than others, followed a captain as he walked out of the 
tloor. I Tc screamed at them to go back, adding: "If I can kill my 
11w11 p<:oplc, I can kill you!" 

If the military rulers of Pakistan thought they could stifle all 
IH'\\� from East Pakistan, they were mistaken. The newsmen in 
I lit· I ntcrcontinental Hotel were well aware of the reasons for 
1•xpdli11g them. In the eyes of the military they had already seen 
loo 111uch. 

'I lie military believed that once the newsmen had gone, it 
1 1111lcl impose a cordon sanitaire flround East Pakistan, and then 
�l'lTtl ly perform the surgical operation required to preserve the 
dltl.1lorship. No foreig11 government could interfere, for this was 
,111 internal matter anti they were the sovereign rulers of the na-
111111. The People's Republic of China and the United States were 
llici1 :1llics, on whom they could rely in any emergency. Air-
111ii11<:s, tanks, guns, and ammunition were theirs for the asking. 

I was expected that in two or three weeks the surgical operation 
would be completed and the patient would be all the better for 
1 lu.: hloocllctting. 

For month after month in all the regions of East Pakistan 
tlit· 1nassacres went on. They were not the small casual killings of 
I oung officers who wanted to demonstrate their efficiency, but 
111g:111izccl massacres conducted by sophisticated staff officers, who 
k11cw exactly what they were doing. Muslim soldiers, sent out to 
klll l\lfuslim peasants, went ahoul their work mechanically and 
l'llit·icntly, until killing defenseless people became a habit like 
�111oking cigarettes or drinking wine. Before they had finished, 
1 lit·y had killed three million people. Not since Hitler invaded 
H11ssia 11ad there been so vast a massacre. 
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The Military Elite 

�• Nntt ><ONTHS &st p,Jcistan, one ol the most 
densely populated regions on earth, was given over to massacre 
on a scale unprecedented in recent history. Only the Japanese 
massacres in China during the 193o's and the German massacres 
in Russia during the 1940's could compare with it. \Vhat hap· 
pened was something so terrible that it passed beyond ordinary 
comprehension. It was a methodical, deliberate, and calculated 
massacre, and it failed only because the perpetrators made a se
ries of obvious mistakes. Tf they had not made these mistakes, 
they might very well have succeeded in their aims. They had 
powerful allies, and t11ey were in a position of strength so over
whelming that it seemed impossible for them to fail. 

Massacres take place only when men want them to happen, 
give the orders, and feel sufficiently secure to carry out their plans 
wiili impunity. They are prepared, planned in detail, and carried 
out according to logistical programs. The word "massacre" is not 
used. It is most customary to use the word "destroy." vVhole sec
tions of a city, whole villages, whole districts may be "destroyed," 
meaning that nothing must be left alive in that area. The military 
planners arc not in the least disturbed by ilie total immorality of 
t11eir acts, for a massacre is merely an extension of war to its ulti· 
mate aim, the eljmination of the enemy. The people of East 
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l',1kl\l,111, by declaring for regional aulouom�, had assuu1ctl Lite 
111lr 11r tltc enemy in the eyes of the military elite in 'Vest Paki
\11111. They must therefore be punished, and the punishment 
11rn1ld 1;1kc the form of a general massacre. It was believed that 
ilu· �l1oek of a gener::il massacre would bring the l�ast Bengalis to 
1lil'i1 scnscs. 

'l'l1t· orders came fro111 fslaniabad, the scat of government of 
\\'t ,I Pakistan. Islamabad is a ne\\', gleaming, modem city on the 
11111\kial� of Rawalpindi, with no pretensions to beauly, willtoul 
1a.1dil ions, and with no particular reason for existence. Built at a 
1 ml lhat Pakistan could ill afford, it seemed to symbolize by its 
l111111:11:;11late tall buildings and air-conditioned luxury the gap bc
l 11 (·t·1 1 lhe rukrs and the ruled. Jn l\ifarch i971 the president's 
p.al:1tt: in Islamabad was occupied by General Yahya Khan, wl10 
10111hi11cd the offices of president, commander-in-chief of the 
11111t·d forces, and chief martial law administrator. These titles 
111·11· i11tcrchangcablc, and he was in fact the military dictator of 
l'.1ki.,l:111, which had been under military rnlc since October 1958. 
11 ltrn Field Marshal /\yub Khan seized power. 

Yalaya Khan's appearaucc was strikingly dramatic. Heavily 
1111111, with a round face and low forehead, with graying hair, 
I laiC'k black eyebrows, a small pinched mouth, a stubborn chiu, 
111111 :i strange while patch of hair :imidst all the gray, he had 
\11111t'l lting of the appearance of the dramatic actor in search of a 
k111i.:ly role, although his real talents lay in comedy. He was a 
11rn11;111izcr, an adulterer, and a common thief, for he contin11· 
11lly 1:1iclcd the public treasury. He liked t·o Aaunt his mistresses, 
111111 of whom were well known and often appeared witl1 11i111 at 
11ip,lal clubs. The Wcsl Pakistanis were not especially clisturbecl 
111 la i� constant womanizing, but they despised 11im for his hard 
tl1111king. He was rarclv sober, and at times of crisis they would 
lw.1r his thick, cunllc<l 'rnit'C coming over the radio like a -message 
111 doom, for they realized that a drnnkcn head of state might 
k:ul l hem inl·o intolerable dangers. Nevertheless they admired 
lii111 for his human qualities: his innocence, his garrulousness, his 
1111 of bonhomie. Unlike his predecessor, Ayub Khan, who had 
'riznl power by armed force and always resembled a sergeant 
111.1j11r on parade, Yahya Khan resembled a good-natured buffoon 
\\Illa 110 savager)' in him. In fact, he was very savage and lie had 
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no qualms in ordering tl1e arrest and torture of anyone who spoke 
against his military dictatorship. 

Those who knew him well spoke of his extraordinary indeci
siveness. His opinions were nearly always those of the last person 
he had spoken to. Since he was impatient with civilians and 
rarely listened to them, his opinions were those of his military 
staff, men like General Pirzada and General Umar Khan, who 
shared 11is contempt for the civilian world. Brought up as a 
soldier, witl1 a soldier's limited interests, he found himself out of 
his depth when it came to discussing economics, production 
costs, housing, and wages. He was not concerned with social ques
tions; these were left to his subordinates. J1is main interest lay iu 
military affairs and queslions of �trategy and tactics. According to 
.Mr. Jagjivan Ram, the Indian minister of defense, all the major 
decisions made by the Pakistani high command during the war 
of December i971 could be credited to Yahya Klrnn. They were 
nearly always reckless decisions made in total disregard of the 
consequences. There came a time when the Indian chief-of-staff 
found it comparatively easy to imagine wlial 11is next reckless de
cision would be. 

Yahya Khan was not quite a nonentity. People who should 
have known better were fascinated by him, and there must have 
been some reason why he cast a spell over them. He felt genuine 
concern for 11is friends, aided them financially, asked after their 
children, and frequently sent them costly presents, unlike Ayub 
Khan, who was close-fisted and somewhat puritanical. Y:ihya 
Kl1an enjoyed his wealtli, his power, and his women, and he 
communicated a sense of enjoyment. He enjoyed being drunk. 
and he liked others t o  be drunk with him. He was a man who 
took liis responsibilities lightly. 

In the modern world such men arc anachronisms, and it is al
ways difficult to understand l1bw they survive. Since they are in· 
competent as rulers, and continually betray their incompetence, 
tl1e question arises why the people pennit them to remain in 
power. The answer would seem to be that the people 11ave no 

alternative. 'J11e dictator has acquired supreme power and can 
force everyone t o  do his will. Such men can only be swept away 
by revolution, by a shattering defeat, or by an economic crisis .• 
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II """Id also appeat that the people o[ Wcsl Pakistan were pre-

1'·111 d lo 1·olcrate him precisely because he was au anachronism, 
'' 111111ding them of an imaginary past of kings and sultans. 

11 i, possible that Yahya Khan was perCcclly aware of Lhe need 
1 ... 1t'I out an anachronistic role. Ile liked to ascribe l1is regal 
I 11.11i111; to his descent from Nadir SJ1a h, lite l ribal diieftaiu who 
t In :1kd himself to the Persian ll1ro11c, Illa relied against India, 
, 1111•111c.:rcd Delhi, sacked it, and then retired to his own frontiers, 
I 11..111:; with him an immense treasure lhal included lbe Kohi11001 
tl1.11111md and the Peacock Throne, cmbcddccl with emeralds :ind 
111hil'S, of the wlughal emperors. Yahy:i Kl1an worshiped the 
1111·111ory of his great ancestor, and everyone in West Pakistan was 
11\\':11c of his imperial origins. In quieter moods he would confess 
lli,11 lie \\'as not descended from the c111pcror bul fro111 uuc (l[ 
ilw r111pcror's generals. [n his official biography \Hilteu for pub· 
111.ilion abroad he described himself as a man who came "from 
,, "di-known family, descendants of the milita1y elite of Nadir 
'llLtl1. who conquered Delhi in i 739." An earlier biography Llc
�c 1 ihes l1im more modestly as "the clescendanl of a long line t1f 
•111ld ic.:rs." 

\Vhat is certain is that he drew strength from the image of 
l11111�l·lf as a closccnd:mt of �adir Shah, and his fantasies of con
•f111·,1 thrived on an imaginary ancestry. That Nadir Shah was in 
l111111:1nly cruel and rapacious, a looter and murderer on a pro
tl11:1011s scale, was not a matter wbich gave him much concern. 
I l1wc in power he was able to convince himself that he was clc
�c c·11rlccl from an emperor, whose footsteps he was clelermiucd lo 
l111lnw. He, too, would sack Delhi a11d pun ish the infidels, his 
111111i<·� 11dvancing at great speed across Rajasthan, pausing 011ly 
l1111g cnougl1 t o  light the firebrands that would burn the city lo 
1111· grOlmd. I t  was a pleasant dream, and lie surrendered t o  iL. 

Y:1hya Khan was horn on :February 4, 1917, in the obscure \'il-
1.11:1· of ChaKwal near Jhclum, some sixty-five miles southwest of 
lbwalpindi. There is some mystery about l1is father, wl10 is 
1li-�nihecl variously as a small farmer or as a tailor. The name 
Y:tl1y:1 is quite common in Pakistan; it  is the Arabic form of f ohn, 
ll'f1·1 ring especially to John the Baptisl, whose birth is rt:countcd 
h1 it·ny in the Koran. To an Arab or a Pakistani the name �uggcsts 
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steadfastness, for this is the quality attributed to Yahya in the 
Koran. Khan means "prince" or "chief," and was merely a deco
rative addition to Yahya. 

As a boy he was described as cheerful and impudent. He at
tended Government College at Lahore and obtained his B.A. de
gree at the University of the Punjab in i936, when he was nine
teen. He entered the Military Academy at Dehra Dun, coming 
out at the head of his class. Indian officers who knew him have 
described him as an excellent cadet who was determined t o  make a 
career in the army. Commissioned in i938, he was assigned to the 
Second Battalion of the Worcester Regiment and a year later lie 
was transferred to the Third Battalion of the Baluch Regiment 
at his own request. During World War II 11c served with his regi
ment in the Eighth Army in Egypt, the Sudan, Iraq, Libya, 
Cyprus, and Italy, where he was captured by the Germans but 
succeeded in escaping to France. He made no very great mark in 
the war and never rose above the rank of captain. In the spring 
of i944 he returned to India on leave, and on April 4 he was 
married in Lahore to the daughter of an army officer. The mar
riage produced a daughter known as Yasmeen Yahya and a son 
known as Agha Saddat Ali Khan. 

Yahya Khan's rise to prominence came after the war. In 
August 1947, when Pakistan came into existence, he was a rel
atively little known staff officer with a reputation for hard drink
ing and womanizing. He had no power base, no deeply rooted 
political connections. Mohammed Ali Jinnah, the astute and 
fragile politician who brought Pakistan into existence, was already 
ailing and would soon descend into a strange form of madness 
that left him helpless in the hands of a small oriental court of 
intriguers. Yet to the encl Jinnah possessed some grasp on reality. 
In particular he knew that Pakistan, divided into two wings sep
arated by over a thousand miles was essentially vulnerable and 
would need a large and powerful army in order to defend itself. 
He had not the sligl1test intention of permitting the military t o  
rule. Like Nehru, h e  regarded the military with suspicion and 
kept them in tl1eir place. Unlike Nehru, who already possessed 
in tlle Indian Army a substantial and well-trained force, Jinnah 
possessed little more than a skeleton army, ill-equipped, with 
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1 11111p:1 rat ively few officers. T n pre-Parlilio11 days it was generally 
lwl1cvcd that the British favored Muslim officers over Hindu offi· 
11·"· It was said that a Muslim officer lrnd a more martial bear-
1111: t li:111 a Hindu officer, and was more of a lighting man. Army 
1c·rn1ds at the time of Partition, however, show that the great 
11i:qority of officers were Sikhs or Hindus, and only thirty-two 

111,li111 commissioned officers were listed. Pakistan was left with 
thl' 1.1sk of building up a new am1y almost from scratch. Yahya 
"li.111 was appointed commandant of l11c new Staff College wit Ii 
1111' 1:11tk of licutcnanl colonel. He was then only thirty year� old. 

I k advanced rapidly. In 1950 he was appointed general staff 
11lkcr at a divisional headquarters, and a year later he was a 
111 ig:1dicr in charge of an infantry brigade. In that year Liaquat 
1\li "l1an, who was Jinnah's successor, was assassinated while 
111ld1c:.sing a public meeting. The motives of the assassin were 
11t'H'I discovered, but it was widely believed that the army was 
1npo11sible for the assassination. The army, from its headquarters 
111 lbwalpindi, wa� now �trong enougl1 Lo impose its will on tl1c 
1;111'l'111ment· iu Karaclii. From being a small, frustrated, amor
pl11111� group it became in the space of four years a highly dis
' 1pli11cd force. It was, in fact, the only well disciplined force in 
I Ill· nnmtry. 

I 1 is important to recognize the role played by the army in the 
1.11ly history of Pakistan. It was built up at great speed by de· 
tn111 inccl men who saw themselves as the clcstincd rulers of the 
c·11111tlry. They despised parliamentary elccl'ions, but they pcr-
111it lcd parliament to pa�� the laws they approved of. They ruled 
111tlircctly, invisibly, couspiratorially. They bribed politicians and 
11flici:ils, and the few who refused to be bribed were killed or 
1.111i�hcd into obscurity. The phenomenon was not an unusual 
om·, for the Gem1an Army after World War I behaved in the 
,,1111t· way and the Young

. 
Turks rose to power with the same 

11ll'lhods. Unfortunately for the leaders of the army of 'Vest Paki
•ili111 there was no Kcmal Ataturk posses�ing a social vision and 
tlw dclcrmination to create a secular stale. Tl1esc young Pakistani 
11ll1ccrs saw themselves as conquerors, with India or at least vast 
11·1:1011s of northern lu<lia as the prize. 

A 11cw aristocracy was born. In a remarkably short space of time 
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it imposed itself on both East and West Pakistan. It proclaimed 
itself the inheritor of the martial tradition of Islam, the successor 
of  Timurlane and Nadir Shah and all the other Islamic con
querors of India. Although most of them had worked with In
dians in the military academies, and some of them had been on 
terms of close friendship with Indian officers, these officers taught 
themselves to despise the Indians. This was probably their great
est mistake. 

Among themselves the officers talked English by preference, 
and sedulously imitated the British. They spoke an excessive out
moded English, dating back to the i92o's or even earlier; it was 
almost Victorian. This was not the English spoken by the Indian 
Civil Service or by officials of the Indian government, who speak 
with cultivated ease in the English of today. The English spoken 
by the Pakistani army officers (and to a somewhat lesser extent 
by the Indian army officers) was a conscious imitation, almost a 
parody, of a language that had long fallen into disuse, a throw
back to an earlier age when Britain ruled the East in the panoply 
of imperial glory. 

An officer who was ordered to massacre an entire village and 
who carried out the assignment \vithout casualties would be re
garded as "a jolly good chap." He was "a 11ale fellow well met," 
who had not "let tbe side down." His "bag" might include a 
hundred bayoneted women and children, but the exploit was "a 
jolly good show." An elite always possesses a language of its own, 
and this archaic language, though curiously inappropriate to the 
business it was conducting, hdped it to believe in its innate su
periority and its remoteness from ordinary human preoccupa
tions. 1t was one more of the many cushions protecting it from 
the outside world. 

A Pakistani officer wore a uniform exactly modeled on the Brit
ish- uniform. He carried a swagger stick in exactly the same way 
that British officers carried it, saluted in the British manner, and 
usually wore the trim, close-cropped mustache commonly worn 
by British officers. Well-tailored, elegant, serene, he affected a 
nonchalant air of superb authority, as befitted a man who be
longed to the conquering race. If 11e had few intellectual endow
ments, this was a matter of indifference to him. Like the British 
officer in pre-Partition India, he was concerned with his women, 
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111, horses, his polo-playing, and his troops. Ile lived in a world 
1q1.11I, and he was content with it. 

\Vl1ilc the outward forms were predorninantly British, the i11-
1w1 l1>1111s w ere lsla111ic, tribal, Asian. Though the Pakistani offi-
11·1� imitated British manners and regarded themselves as the 
l1rn.� of an enduri ng imperial tradjtion, their minds moved in 
.. 111·11tal ways, colored by Islamic tradition, tribal rivalries, the 
�111m ledge that had bec11 bred into lheir bones of the many 
i\ lmli111 conquests of T ndia. They were only a few generations 
111\.1) from tl1e feudal principalities of the Punjab and the tribal 
d11h·cloms of Baluchistan. Islam, in particular, penetrat ed their 
l11'1·s. It was not the Islam of Mecca or of Al Azhar University in 
< ::1110. It was agains t the Muslim creed lo drink spirits, but they 
d1.111k prodigiously. Islam frowns on excess, ancl demands that all 
111111 �hould live in lnnnblc servitude to Cod, and they were the 
h""' humble of men. The <..'Ssential egalitarianism of Islam, by 
11 l11d1 the slave becomes the equal of the master, had no mean-

1111: for them. They observed the outward fom1alities of Islam if 
11 pleased tl1em or if ii suited them, but did not feel bound to 
llil'll1. They were above the law, even the moral Jaw. 

Ncvcrtl1eless, Tshlm confronted t11em at every turn, demanding 
I l11·i1 attention and their allegiance. Though they disobeyed its 
111wal precepts, they fervently recited the hlood-curdling passages 
111 I he Koran which cclehmte war again�t the infidel. They knew 
I ltr\c passages by heart, and there were even more blood-curdling 
p.Magcs hidden among the hadith, the traditional sayings of the 
l1111pltct. A Pakistan officer reading, for example this text from 
1111' Koran: 

rr there be of you twenty steadfast, they shall overcome two 
l111ndred, and if !here he of you a hundred, they shall overcome 
.1 thousand oE those who disbelieve, bcc:111sc I hey arc a people who 
tl11 11ot understand ... 

'''1111kl find himself believing that the Prophet was pointing di-
1cTtly :it India, for the Indians were preeminently "a people who 
do not understand." 

lkmused by his reading of the Kornn, a Pakista ni officer would 
dn I.ire that one P:ikistani solilier was worth ten Hindus, and 
1:11 1111 lo declare that all Hindus were cowards who ran away at 
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the sight of a Pakistani brandishing a gun. The Hindu was weak
bodied, because he ate no meat, and spiritually weak because he 

needed the assistance of a hundred gods instead of Allah, the 
One Cod. The extraordinary thing is that in spite of all the evi
dence to  the contrary they came to believe in the equation: one 
Pakistani soldier equals ten Indian soldiers. It was an article of 
faith, recited even at moments of defeat. 

The military elite existed in a world of unreality, and was 
therefore all the more dangerous and explosive. No other military 
elite had come into existence so suddenly from such small be
ginnings. Out of this handhil of men there had grown a formid
able army of officers who controlled both East and West Paki
stan. By the autumn of i958 they had come to the conclusion 
that it was absurd to continue ruling from behind the scenes. 
They decided to rule openly as a military dictatorship. Field Mar
shal Ayub Khan became the dictator in i958. 

Ayub Khan was born on tviay 14, i907, in the little village of 
Rehana, fifty miles north of Rawalpindi. His father was a soldier 
who achieved the rank of Risaldar Major, his mother a peasant 
girl. Like his successor, Yahya Klian, he claimed a distinguished 
ancestry, being descended from Sardar Muhammed Khan Tarin, 
a tribal chieftain ,vho ruled a few villages in the neighborhood of 
Culdheri. In his .autobiography Ayub K11an rem·arks casually that 
his distinguished ancestor became "head of state," but this is to 
stretch the words beyond any reasonable meaning. Ayub K11an 
remembered vividly that when he was two-and-a-half years old, 
his mother gave birth to a baby and he was so jealous that he 

seized a club and attempted to kill it. He was a violent child and 
a violent man. 

He attended Aligarh University without taking a degree, hav
ing shown no particular aptitude for his studies. Some British 
officers, visiting the university, were struck by his martial bear
ing, suggested that he. might be officer material, and invited him 
to take the entrance examination for Sandhurst, the military 
training college near Alclershot in southern England. He passed 
the examination, did well at the college, and graduated first 
among the Indian students. It was not an especially enjoyable 
period, for he made no close friends and was desperately home
sick. \II/hen he returned to India he joined the ist/14th Punjab 
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Rq;imcnt, where he attracted little attention and advanced very 
\lowly. 

\Vi th the outbreak of war in September 1939 his advance was 
111orc rapid. Ile attended the Staff College at Quetta and was ap
pni11ted to army headquarters in New Delhi before being posted 
In Barrackpore, near Calcutta, where he worked on plans for the 
dd1.:11se of India against a Japanese invasion. He saw fighting iu 
Burma, and was by all acc.-ounts a brave and capable officer. At the 
rnd of the war he was on the North-\Vest Frontier in command 
or a battalion al thc Khyber Pass fighting the frontier tribesmen. 
1\v11h Khan said later he disliked fighting the tribesmen because 
ii was completely senseless. 

During the period or Partition, when millions of Muslims and 
I li 11d us in the Punjab were being uprooted, he was a staff officer 
.1tlached to the Boundary Force intended to control and assist 
I Ii<.: mass migrations. The Boundary Force was totally ineffective, 
a11cl he found himself in the position of au observer who could 
do notl1ing at ;111 except write reports on the numbers of people 
kilkd and tltc nu1nbers of women and children mtttilated. Then, 
''ill an obscure staff officer, he was sent to Waziristan, hc}•oncl 
I lie frontier, wl1ere several divisions were engaged in a11olhcr 
liopclcss war against tribesmen. It was decided to withdraw these 
di,·i�ions, and Ayub Khan was given command. IJe organized the 
1dreat so well that lie attracted tl1e attention of the com111ancler· 
111 chief of the Pakistani Army, a British general. Thereafter his 
iisl: was rapid, and wl1c11 1111.: British general retired in 2951 J\yub 
l-:li;111 stepped into his shoes. Not for two hundred years had a 
t\ 111�lim commanded armies in this region. 

Almost from tltc beginning Ayub Khan had been a member of 
1 lic officers' conspiracy. He was older than 111ost of them, and 
111ore cautious. One day in 19s4, returning from a visit to mili
l:1r\' installations i11 tlie United States, lie found himself alone in 
:1 hotel in London. The night was warm. he could not sleep, and 
l1l' hcgan to write out nt some length his ideas about tl1e future 
of Pakistan. Jn twc11ly-fivc numbered paragrapl1s he drew up a 
program for a new streamlined form of governmcnl willi the 
president as "the repository of power," while the provinces were 
to he given "as much autonomy as possible." The powers given 
lo the provinces were stated in vague terms, while tl1e overriding 
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powers granted to the president were repeatedly stressed. It was 
his first sketch for the dictatorship he imposed on Pakistan four 
years later. 

He discovered to his surprise that the process of assuming 
power was very easy. "It was as simple as pressing a button," he 
said. He simply dismissed the cabinet and parliament, warning 
them that they would be shot if they opposed the dictatorship. 
Someone had the courage to ask him on what authority he was 
acting. "My authorily is revolution," he said. "I have no sanction 
in law or constitution." 

With the coming of Ayub Khan to power in 1958 Pakistan 
became an iron dictatorship subject t o  his will. He styled him
self head of state, field mars ha 1, miuisler of defense, chief mar
tial law administrator, commander-in·chief of all land, sea and 
air forces, and he called his dictatorship "basic democracy." It 
was not democracy in any form recognizable to the social scien
tists. 

Under a military dictatorship there is usually a slight improve
ment in transportation. The trains ran on time, the airplanes ran 
on schedule, the passenger ships left the docks at Karachi at ex
actly the moment promised by the travel agents. There were 
some other useful achievements. He dismissed or forcibly retired 
i,66o civil servants for corruption, inefficiency, and misconduct, 
and sent hundreds of politicians to jail. Businessmen engaged in 
blackmarkcting and hoarding were also jailed. He vigorously col
lected unpaid taxes a11d instituted price controls. The larger land· 
owners, who had formerly exercised a considerable measure of 
political control at least in matters affecting the ownership of 
land, found themselves stripped of their powers. It is not difficull 
to collect taxes, jail landowners and politicians, and see t11at the 
trains run on time when one is a military dictator with power of 
life and death over everyone in the state. He promised that his 
authoritarian rule would be only temporary. That, at least, was 
how his words were interpreted. "Let me announce in unequivocal 
terms," he said, "that our ultin1ate aim is to restore democracy." 
The "ultimate aim" lay far in the future. 

Under Ayub Khan, East Pakistan could expect t o  be treated 
harshly. He despised the Bengalis, whom he described as a peo
ple who have "all L:l1e inhibitions of the down-trodden races and 
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coming they examined the route from the airport to the race 
course where he would be speaking, and concluded that it was 
beyond their power to guarantee his safety. Rumors that there 
would be an attempt to assassinate him during his triumphal jour
ney through the city ''"ere flying round Dacca. There were still 
many Pakistani agents and members of the fanatical secret socie
ties Al Badr and Al Shams at large. The police suggested tlrnt it 
would be better if he came from the airport to the racecourse in 
:111 am1orcd car, or better still in a tank. A sense of fatality hung 
over his arrival. 

The student council met hurriedly and decided that this was 
111orc a matter for students than for the police. \Vith the ap· 
proval of the provisional government they decided to assume full 
n.:sponsibility for his safety. They stationed themselves nlong the 
route from the airport �mcl they mingled with the crowds massing 
on the racecourse. 111ere were only six thousand policemen i n  
Dncc<1, but there were fifty thousand students from the univer
sity, the colleges, and high schools. Tl1cy were deadly serious. 

Sheikh 1\1ujibur I�abman drove through Dacca in a Dodge 
truck. There were twenty people standing "·ith him on the bunt
i11g-drapecl truck, so that he was almost surrounded. "Sheil�h 
Muiib zindabad!" (Long live Sheikl1 Mujib). The words came 
like a deep rl1ythmic chant, like an inc-anlalion, full-Lhroatecl, 
charged with emotional energy, for he had been very close to 
death and his long life seemed miraculous. Nothing quite like 
this had happened in the world since the clay when General de 
Gaulle marched i n  triumph along the Champs Elysees. 

When he reached the racecourse he vanished from sight, mov

i11g through the crowd within a phalam: of students. Suddenly 
ii young student appeared on the rostrum . "'I 'lie Sheikh is here!" 
lie announced, meaning that he would soon be speaking to 
them. Then the student \rent on: "For his sa fcty and ours, every-
011c please sit on the grass! Keep your hands on the grass! \Vatch 
I lit: hands of everrnne around voul \Vatch! vVntch!" . . 

vVhcn Sheikh .i\!Iujil.mr Rahman climbed up on the rostrum, 
1 licrc was a sound like a gasp, a roar of surprise, as though even 
now the half million people sitting on the ra ce course could 
�earccly believe what they saw. For a long while he stood there 
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ants. The officers organized corruption in the same way that they 
later organized massacres: methodically, efficiently, without re

gard for the consequences. The country was being bled to sup
port the army, and the army was being bled to support the offi
cers. 

Although all this was widely known, and the president was 
deeply involved in the conspiracy, there was never any effort to 
put an end to a state of affairs which threatened to destroy the 
state. There are precise social laws that apply to a corrupt so
ciety. Long ago Giovanni Battista Vico had shown that all so
cieties progress through six stages: "Men first feel necessity, then 
look for utility, then attend to comfort, still later amuse t�ern
selves with pleasure, thence grow dissolute in luxury, and finally go 
mad and waste their substance." Under Ayub K11an's dictator
ship the country's substance was being wasted to an appalling de
gree, and not only its financial substance. The spiritual energies 
of the country were being wasted. The farmers, the students, the 
teachers, the government clerks on small fixed salaries, and the 
workers in tl1e factories who were paid starvation wages, all knew 
what was 11appening and dared not protest. They had nothing to 
live for. 111ey lived at the mercy of a military elite, which was 
indifferent to everything except its own power. 

Islamic countries are well aware of the dangers of the concen· 
tration of wealth and power in the hands of a small elite. Islamic 
philosophers and social critics, remembering the fate of the 
Umayyad Dynasty, that ruled in Damascus during the seventh 
and eighth centuries, and many other dynasties in the past, con
stantly warned against the establishment of military elites that 
inevitably alienated themselves from the people, acting like 
cancerous growths, poisoning the body politic, ·until at last the 
state collapsed or went into acute convulsions, embarking on 
fatal adventures that were merely the outward signs of t11e sick
ness within. "From these sicknesses," wrote the great pl1ilosopher 
Ibn Khaldun, "no state can ever recover. Once it has reached 
this stage it is marked by death." 

Ayub Khan and his lieutenants destroyed the last remnants of 
tl1e democracy that had existed during the rule of Mohammed 
Ali Jinnah and Liaguat Ali Kllan. Ayub Khan's successor, Yahya 
Khan, an even less able general, with even less knowledge of his-
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lory and social affairs, merely followed in his path, proclaiming 
himself dictator while i11 fact the forces of corruption worked on 
him, dictated to him, and drove him to madness. Too corrupt 
and too cowardly to attack India in force, he lurned his arm� on 
11is own people, thus enabling the military elite to enjoy a war 
without the least danger to themselves. Medals wo11lcl be 
:1w<1rded, promotions would be secured, the body counts would be 
tabulated, and there would be the continuing excitement of the 
h:ittlefield, only this time Lhe b:ittlefield was their own country 
:ind the victims were their own compatriots. 



CHAPTER � 

The Year of the Vulture 

@, '.l>!"c" 4, '97" Lieutc"'nt Gcncr.>l T;kb 
Khan was appointed governor and chid martial law administrator 
of East Pakistan. He was a tall m:m with a clipped mustache, a 
sallow complexion, dark brown eyes, and a rather pointed chin. 
He dressed well, always wearing a uniform that looked well
prcsscd at the end of a day's \\'Ork, and he possessed the brusque, 
quick military manner almost lo the extent of caricature. (n F.ast 
Pakistan he nearly always \\'Ore dark glasses, which gave him a 
faintly sinister appearance, and there was the ine,'itable swagger 
stick under his arm. 

Since he was one of the military conspirators who had final!} 
decided on February 22 to punish East Pakistan, he knew ex 
aclly wl1at was demanded of him. Unlike his predecessor in F.ast 
Pakistan, General Sahibzada Yakub, who had offered his resig
nation because he objected to President Yahya Khan's policies, 
General Tikka Khan was not only in favor of them but regarded 
himself as a hawk among hawks. He appears to have genuinely 
believed that all problems would be solved by a forty-eight hour 
blood bath. He had considerable experience with blood baths 
and was known as "the butcher of Baluchistan" because he had 
annihilated a whole tribe of rebellious Baluchis in 1965, when he 
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c·11111111ancled an army corps. He destroyed all their villages, forts, 
1111d strongholds, an<l there \\'ere no survivors. 

11 is origins were obscure, but it is k110\l'n that his family came 
I io111 Kahuta, a small town t\\'enty miles cast of Rmralpindi. He 
l1:1d 1 isen rapidly, and at the time of l1is appointment he was a 

111t·111ber of the select military planning board at Islamabad. He 
""'s one of the very few men whom President Yal1ya Khan trusted 
implicitly. Like the president he \\'HS a heavy drinker and woman
i1.<:r; unlike the President he was :ihle to hold his drink and did not 
p:1raclc his \\'Omen. His aide-de-camp \\'US his son who resembled 
liim to perfection, so that wl1cn they appeared together-and 
tli<:y were rnrely apart-it \\'as as though tl1e general was being 
utc:ompanicd hv himself twenty years younger. 

The appointment of General Tikka Khan struck horror into 
I lie Bcngalis, who knew from that moment tl1at they could ex· 
pcct no mercy. JJis appointment became legal only after he had 
hcc11 sworn in by the chief justice of East Pakistan, but the cl1ief 
j1 1stice refused to attend the S\\'Caring-in ceremony. The general 
1111.:rcfore had no legal standing as governor of East Pakistan and 
nil his acts derived their a11thority from the president. 

The Indian officers who knew him well before Partition rc
i.;:1rdecl him as a run-of-the-mill officer 0£ no particular distinction, 
wl10 C'Omplained bitterly because he was not promoted over the 
l1cacls of men he regarded as inferiors. Ile was proud, touchy, 
1mcl short-tempered. His rapid rise after Partition surprised them, 
for the\· did not feel he was good officer material. "He was an 
i11diffcrcnt soldier," said an Tndim1 general wl10 had studied with 
him ;:it tlic militar�' college. "T would hate to be under his com· 
111and, and 1 am sure T coulcl beat him on tl1e field." Among Jn. 
dia11 Army officers the story was told that Tikka Khan \\'as origi· 
11ally an illiterate soldier wl10 had applied to eutcr tl1c officers 
I raining corps and been rejected b\' the British colonel. Later, the 
colonel saw l1i111 during a boxing match, and was so impressed by 
liis fighting ability that he decided to let him enter the corps. 
Still later, the colonel learned to regret his decision, but by then 
ii was too late. 

Overall command of the massacre was entrusted bv President 
Yahy;;i Khan to General Tikka Khan. As h e  was aho�1t to leave 
Dacca by airplnne for \Vest Pakistan on the night of March 2s, 
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President Yahya Khan turned t o  General Tikka Kl1an and said: 
"Now sort them out." For the next six months General Tikka 
Khan faithfully atte mpted to carry out his instructions. 

Hjs pr incipal lieutenant was General Rao Farman Ali, who 
knew East Pakistan well, for he had spent most of his military 
life there. Unlike General Tikka Khan, General Rao Farman Ali 
had some prctcntions to being an intellectual. He read books, 
cultivated the professors at the uniYersity where his daughters 
were being educated, and spoke Bengali. Formerly he had been a 
brigadier stationed in Chittagong and he was now the mili
tary commander of all the forces stationed in Dacca. "Rao" is a 

lJinclu word meaning "rajah," and there is some mystery about 
how such a dedicated Muslim acquired a Hindu name. 

He was born in Rajasthan, which is now in India, to a lower 
middle-class family. Ilard-working, intelligent, and unscmpnlous, 
he advanced rapidJy and was only forty when he became a major· 
general. One of his first tasks when he was appointed to Dacca 
was t o  organize a society of fanatical �Iuslims loyal to the mili
tary clictalorship, recruiting most of them from the university. 
This secret society was called Al Baclr and was named after the 
battle of Iladr, which l\1ohammcd fought successfully i11 A.D. 624, 
with three hundred of 11is own followers pitted against a thou
sand Mcccans. Thereafter this \vas known as "the Day of Deliver
ance." The members of the secret· society knew that they were 
being recruited to bring about another "Day of Deliverance." 
They were responsible for compiling the lists of professors and 
students to be executed. There was also in existence another se
cret society ca1Ied Al Shams, meaning "the sun," which had the 
same purpose. 

When Ceneral Tikka Khan was asked shortly after the mas
sacres began why he was killing so many people, he answered 
ambiguously: "I am 11ut concerned with the people. I am con· 
cerned with the Janel" General Rao Farman Ali was concerned 
wit11 the people. He was the principal organizer of the massacres 
in the Dacca area throughout the entire nine months of military 
occupation. He did not look like a killer. Like Tikka Khan he was 
tall, handsome, and sported a small military muslacl1e. He dressed 
elegantly and carried the usual swagger stick. What distinguished 
him from other Pakistani officers was a certain studious air, even 
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:i cc.:rtain refinement. Ile: wo re hornrimmcd spcelades a11d car· 
11c.:d hirusc.:lf J11ore like a young professo r tlrnn a �encr:il. 

I Tc was the dedicated killer wilhout scruplt: and without 
111c.:rcy. "l will finish the Bengalis in forty hour<:," he announced 
on :Vfarch 25, 1972. l le spent the night with a large-scale.: 111ap of 
Dace-a i11 (1011t uf him and a battery of telephones at his side. 
There wa� ;i lsti " tape recorder Lo rccorll Iris orders in detail for 
poster ity. 'l ltcsc orders were delivered in Eng lis h. The tape sur
l'il'<.-<l, and we can hear his rather sofl and lilting voi<.'C ordering 
llrc.: attack on the students' dormitories, and then wl1cn 1'11c at
l:lck was over, he can be heard Sa) ing: "Nothing asked, nothing 
do11c. You don't ha\·c to explain :in�thing . Once again, well 
done." 

/\fler liis arre st a sheet of paper with some casual jottings in 
hi� liandw riting was found in his desk dra\\'er. One sentence at 
I lie head of t he page particularly intcrcs tccl I he Bangla Dcsh 
officers \\'ho disCO\'Cred it. "The green of Ea�t Pakistan must be 
painted red," lie wrote. T1c did not mean that East Pakistan 
�houlcl become Communist; he meant lhal it �l1ould be drowned 
i11 hlood. 

General Rao Farman Ali was nol a typical product of the Paki· 
'l:111i m ilitary elite. Jn his quiet studious way he was more fanat
tl'al than the fanatics in Tslamabacl. Though 111.: played the game 
11f massac1c as if it were a game of chess, he was playing for high 
\lakes. The spur was ambition, for great rewa rds and even higher 
positions 11 ere open to the chief architect of "the Day of De
l" cr:mce.'' 

1\t the beginning c.:vcryt-hing worked well for the m ilitary· com-
111:111cl. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was under ancsl, the leaders of 
Ilic Awami League's local offices were heing hunted down and 
'hot. students and professors were being killed. the Hindu shop· 
pi11i:; area in the Old Town was going up in A:imes, Hindu tem
ple� were being sacked, and the olliccs of newspapc.:rs favorable to 
ll1t• /\w:imi League were being clcstroyccl. On the following day 
l>q.;:111 the great exodus from the city. The mass exodus provided 
< :rncral Rao Fanna11 Ali with one of his favorite stratagems: 
\111:1'1 groups of well-a rmed soldiers were stationed along th e high· 
wav� :incl at rin�r crossings. At these checkpoints the soldiers 
11111�l1ly examined the refugees. formed them into tw o groups, ex· 
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ecuted one group and allowed the other group to go free. The 
bodies were thrown into the rivers or buried in mass graves. 
vVithin a week, half the population of Dacca had fled, and at 
least 30,000 people had been killed. Chittagong, too, had lost 
half its population. All over East Pakistan people were taking 
flight, and it was estimated that in April some thirty million peo
ple were wandering helplessly across East Pakistan to escape the 
grasp of the military. Many of the townspeople had friends ancl 
relatives in the villages. Slipping at night past the checkpoints 
they made for the villages. The further they were from the towns, 
the safer they were. If they took refuge in villages close to Dacca, 
they were doomed. At the village of Demra, nine-and-a-half miles 
from Dacca, all the women between the ages of twelve and 
forty were raped and all the men between twelve and forty were 
shot. 

The villagers fought back. The interminable fields of rice and 
jute provided hiding places, and the rivers and canals provided 
them with escape routes. Unlike the vVest Pakistani soldiers, 
they were boatmen and knew their way through the complicated 
mazes of canals. Although the military authorities ordered them 
to surrender their transistor radios, few did so. The voice of Radio 
Calcutta was louder than the voice of Radio Dacca. W11ile Radio 
Dacca proclaimed that East Pakistan was at peace, with only a 
handful of miscreants disturbing the public order, the villagers 
were well aware of t11e true situation. 

T11e weapons of the Bengali villagers were cunning and silence. 
'Vornen were well-guarded and hurried to their hiding places at 
the first sign of danger. B y  day the younger men worked in the 
fields, and a visitor would observe that everything was normal 
except that there were fewer women about. But in fact the en
tire organization of village life had changed. T11e elders who 
formerly ruled over the village had given up their authority to the 
younger men whose task was to secure the safety of the villagers. 
Lookout posts were manned, guards took up their stations along 
the roads, scouts were sent out to explore the situations. Commu
nication with the neighboring villages was kept open. The most 
important task was to gather information about the enemy's in
tentions. By day the villages lay clro\•,:sy in the heat, but at night 
a11 of East Bengal awoke into feverish activity. In the evening 
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1 l1l' , illages became so,·creign, for the villagers knew the sccrel 
p.11 hways, their small boats glided along the waterways, and their 
\11111<.:<.:s of information were more accurate than those of the 
1·11c111y. Messengers wcr<.: running constantly from one village to 
:1 1101 her. J\t night, too, thc villagers wcnt over to the offensive. 
l•'.11emy patrols "·ere cut to pieces, and c11c1ny sentries cliccl 
q 11ictly with knives sticking out of their throats. A surprisingly 
l.11gc number of jeeps and we-.ipons carriers were destroyed or 
d.1111aged by the simple expedient of digging a wide ditch across 
the road and cO\'Cring the ditch with hrnshwoocl. Tn time, using 
the tactics worked oul during the early months of the massacre. 
I he: villagers became a po\\ crf ul fighting force. The massacres 
11·crc followed by countcr-mas�acres. 

'l'he inhabitants of :m unarmed village like M ylai can be mas

':iercd with case, but when massacre is vi�itccl upon an entire na· 
1io11, the military power is "·ell advised to secure its 01111 de· 
knscs before it embarks on a general stratcgr of extcrminalio11. 

'l'ltc military in East Pakistan \\'as more vulnerable than it 

t I 1ough t; they had not taken into account the rcsourcefu lness of 
the villagers. :--Jor had they take::n into account the fact thnt in Asia 
po\\'Cr is exerted not only from the barrel of n gun, but flows in
l'isiblr through the ether. A professor from Dacca Uni,·crsity told 
me that he sometimes listened to the radio for twelve to fifteen 

honrs a day when he was hiding in a remote village, and his chief 
worry was how to secure radio batteries. r llSt as the Viet Cong 
fights under iDstniclions from Radio Hanoi, and the radio pro
vides it will1 the sense of adhering to n lnrgc community, so in 
l•'.:isl Pakistan the radio pro\·idecl the village rs with a sense of 
C'ommunity and pm pose as well as lite information tl1at some-

1 imes helped them to �ave their lives. "\Vitltout our transistor 
radios," said the professor, "I think we would have all died." 

'I he trouble, of course, \\'as that tramistor radios break down, 
hatteries die, and few people know how to repair them. There 
were never enough of them. There were times when the loss of n 
r:1clio confronted a village \\'ith stark trngcdv. Men ::ire never lone· 
lic1 tl1an when they kno\\' the army is lrnnting them down; the 
1:1clio provided them with a psychological defense against lone· 
lincss. Power in Asia flows through trnn:.istor rJ<lios. This was 
�omcthing that the Pakistani militar�· authorities did not k11ow. 



50 MASSACRE 

There \\'ere many other things they did not know. Many of the 
Pakistan officers had been faced with uprisings among the tribes· 
men of Baluchistan. They quelled these uprisings by bombing 
raids on the tribal strongholds followed by a general massacre 
of the survivors. Since these villages \\'ere all in a comparatively 
small area, the operation was conducted without the slightest 
difficulty. Dut East Pakistan is not a small area, and the East 
Pakistanis arc not Baluchis. \Vhilc the villagers of East Pakistan 
knew very little about fighting, they learned the hard way, very 
quickly, and they were too numerous to be exterminated. 

The errors made by the Pakistani military authorities were built 
into the structure of their thinking. The military elite that con
ducted the massacre l1ad no roots among the people and could 
not conceivably understand what the Bengalis were thinking or 
how they would conduct themselves. The army had an espionage 
system recruited from fanatical Muslims which proved useful in 
drawing up lists of names of members of the Awami League or 
of professors who showed a special interest in Bengali culture, 
but these lists were defective. Their chief allies in the villages 
were always the rich landowners and officials, who soon rca lized 
that they were outnumbered by people wl10 hated them. Tn 

many cases the lanclow11ers and the officials continued to live in 
the village in a state of armed truce with the villagers. Mililary 
intelligence derived its infonnation from these gentlemen, hut it 
was not necessarily accurate. Nor were the military authorities 
deeply concerned to collect accurate intelligence. 'I11e theory be
hind the massacre was expressed by Yahya Kl1an during his 
military confcreDce in Februar}' 1971. "Kill three million of 
thc111," lie said, "and t11e rest will cal out of our hands." It did 
not mallcr whicl1 three million were killed. The figure of three 
million rcprcseul·cd four pcrce11t of the population. 

Yal1ya Khan's order was carried out, but his prediction remained 
unfulfilled. Jt seems never to have occurred to him tliat even 
when they arc unarmed, when their houses have been burned t o  
the ground, when their women have been raped and their children 
slaughtered and they ha,·e nothing left to live for, men will go 
on fighting.  

The Bengali villager is  not a studious person and rarely pos
sesses more than a few books. He knows the Koran, and he has 
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p;11cl :.peeial attention to the text that reads: ··eoa abhors nil 
oppressors."' But he knO\\'S many poems and can recite the epics 
hy the hour, and he possesses a la11guagc uf 1c111a1labk: turnplc:-· 
1t)' and beauty. It is tlic languagc of Rahimlranath Tagore ancl 
un1ntk�s other pocts, for the l:mguagc lcncls itself more rendily 
to poetry than to pros<'. lkng;1li is a clifficult language to learn, 
nnd Camlhi, \\lio spe11l a11 liour c\·ery <lar <luring tlic last )Cars of 
hi� life allc11Jpli11g to ka rn it, confc��ed hi1nsclf bafficcl hy it<> 
to111 pkxi tics. 

The Rcnga li \'ilbgcr may not ha\'c spent many )Cars al school, 
hul he was likely Lo be a cultured 11rn11 \\ilh a <l�cp knowlcdgc of 
liis cou11Lr� ·s l1istory and a wide knowledge of Tkngali poetry. Hc
rnu�e lie knc\\' his conntry's history. he knew 1'11:1t since the hcgin· 
11i11g of the �lugh:11 empire Bengal had nC\'Cr bcc.:n free:. Trncli 
lio11:1l ly Bengal was a cou11lr� of rc.:\'Olulionary uprisings. Year 
afler )Car the :\fughal emperor'> reigning 111 Agra or Delhi had 
\Clll expeditions against flcng:tl, :incl � e:ir after year lhC) au· 
11m111ccd the success of the cxpcditiu11 a11<l the sub111issio11 of t ltc 
rebels. But the ne:-t ) c.:ar, or lltrcc yc:ars l:itcr, ·there would be an
other 1c.:bdlion agnimt tht rnlcrs \\'ho.�c mpital w:is hundreds of 
111ilcs away. \Vhcn 1'11<.: British conquered Imlia. Lhe lCbcllio11s 
c:onti1111cc1. In 1971, \\'hen \\'est Paki:.ta11 a111101111<:ecl i11 thinly 
veiled terms that tl1c Dcngalis must �nh111it or face the con�c
que11cc.s. they wcrc not aware that anything especially new was 
happening. They liacl a long tr::iditio11 uf l(:bdlion, ancl this I ime 
l hey proposed to rebr?l lo l he uti110:.l. Th1.:rc wa:. scar ce ly a B<.:n
g:i li who did not r<:alizc.: I hat th<: nrn-;�:H'l't� on the night of l'vf;1rch 
25, 1971. were the clc:monstr:iblc �igns of an ultimate victory. It 
wa) not only th at tht' encm�· hacl cho:.c11 lo c111pluy the basest 
weapon imaginable, a11<l thm shown ;in tsscntial wcaknes�. hnt 
hy dcciclin� upo11 11ia:.:.acrc a'> his principal wc:ipon he had 
ck111011stratccl finalh· that he \\':lS not in l he lcasl int crested 
in the welf:irc of East P:ikisl;H1. Yal l\·a 1'1ian would, if he could . 

nnnihilatc all of thc.:111 (Ill(] r<.:populate Ilic h111cl \\'ith Pnnjahis. 
Since this wa nol pmsiblc, mass:ierc w:is merely a ful'ilc geslu1c 
of despair. like stahbing over :'.Ind O\'C:r again Lite 'bod� of a man 
who died \\ith the first stab \\'Ouml. 

Certain consequcm:cs followed: first, the Rcngalis knew from 
the bcgin11i11g that the cncm,· would cvcnhtalk foil. They as 
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sumed that it would take two or three years to rid themselves of 
the military oligarchy. The cost would be terrible, and it proved 
to be even more terrible l11an they had thought it would be: 
nevertheless they were prepared to pay the price. Second, they 
knew that during the first weeks they would be at a hopeless 
disadvantage because the enemy would exert all his .power to 
crush them, hoping to announce to the world in the shortest poS· 
siblc time that the rebellion was crushed, although in fact there 
had been no rebellion. Third, they knew that during the day the 
Pakist:rni Army would have l11em at its mercy, and by night the 
soldiers were at the mercy of the Bengalis. Fourth, they knew 
that they possessed invisible weapons-courage, resourcefulness, 
knowledge of the enemy. They knew the mentality of the Pun
jabi and Balucl1i soldiers, because they had lived under an army 
of occupation ever since Partition. 111ey also knew the mentality 
of the officers. Finally, they were buoyed up by the vision of in· 
dependence, the belief that in their own lifetime they would be 
masters in their own house. 

W11en at the end of the massacres the psychologists at Dacca 
University set out to examine the evidence before them, they 
were struck by the fact that nearly everyone Lhey questioned con· 
fessed to an extraordinary sense of elation throughout the nine 
months of slaughter. Life was hideously dangerous; friends were 
killed or vanished into the torture chambers; everyone knew 
about the unspeakable atrocities committed by the s�ldiers; and 
yet, confronted by total disaster, they felt only a boundless hope. 

Something very similar happened in Ilritain i n  World War II 
when all of Europe was in the grip of Uitler's armies. Jn this 
desperate situation the British found a triumphant sense of com· 
munity among themselves. Life was never so sweet as when it 
was threatened by an overwhelming power. In Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman the Bengalis found their \Vinston Churchill, seeing him 
magnified, all the more present because he was absent. 

Much of what the Bengalis thoughl they knew, tl1ey did not 
know. They had not guessed-it was beyond the ir wildesl imagi
nations-that the Pakistani Army would be given license to rape, 
torture, and bayonet Muslim women, and that it would tear chi) 
dren apart. No doubt there would be atrocities, but it was un· 
thinkable that those immaculately dressed Pakistani officers, who 
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•l'�cmbled British officers of a slightly darker hue, would deliver 
�pccific orders to their soldiers to rape women and murder chil
dren. 

By all accounts the Punjabi soldiers were the most ruthless, the 
most adept at murder. The Baluchis were less intelligent, but 
111orc scrupulous, killing without enthusiasm. They were good 
soldiers, but reluctant murderers. Cases were known of Baluchis 
killing their own officers and going over to the freedom fighters 
who were known as the Mukti Bahini, * but it did not happen 
very often. The Punjabis were aroused easily Lo hatred, and the 
officers skillfully manipulated their hates and their fears. 

Sometimes, to ensure that they would obey orders, the Paki
stani officers led their Baluchi troops to believe that they were 
in India fighting against the detested Hindus. The Baluchis were 
not so stupid that they could not recognize a Muslim temple or 
n l\lfuslim shrine, and it did not take them long to learn that the 
officers were lying to them. Later a slightly more credible reason 
for massacring Bengalis was offered to them. It was explained 
that the Bengalis were Hindus recently converted to Islam, whose 
religion was merely on the surface. They were really heretics, and 
therefore deserved to be killed. 

The Pakistani military elite was experienced in small-sea le mas
sacres, for most of the officers had taken part in punitive expedi
tions in Baluchistan and the North-\iVest Frontier Province. In 
their eyes this was part of the day's work, and they were not 
troubled by the fact Lhat !'he tribesmen shared their own religious 
faith. The massacres were merely a logical extension of martial 
law. The martial law authorities had the right and duty to sup· 
press dissent. If a million people dissented, or seventy-five million 
people dissented, then every last one of them must be punished 
to the full extent of the law. Once martial law was established by 
Ayub Khan, the only acceptable condition was one of total co�
fonnity to the law. A military commander had no difficulty in
terpreting the law, for in its most general terms the law was 
"whatever the chief martial law administrator \\�ll approve of." 
Since it was known that he approved of soldiers and disapproved 

• Originally they called themselves Mukti Fau;. "Mukti" is a Bengali word 
meaning "freedom," "fauj'' a Persian word meaning "am1y." "Bahini" means 
"anny" in Bengal i. 
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of civilians, believed in the need for stern punishment, and was 
not especially interested in the improvement of social conditions, 
the officer could do as he pleased. 

The Bengalis found no comfort in the military dictatorship, 
which continually exasperated them, injured them, and plun
dered t11em. 111e military elite was all powerful, for it was in
vested with governmental autl1ority. It was the last court of 
appeal, the judge, the tax-gatherer. Its influence extended through
out the whole country, reac11ing down to the most remote vil
lages. It had been in power so long that it had come to regard 
military rule as somehow sanctioned by antiquity. In the eyes of 
the officers a country could be managed just as easily as a pla
toon on the parade ground. 

The Bengalis could perhaps have stomached the incompetence 
and corruption of the officers for a few more years; what was in· 
tolerable to stomach was their ignorance, their stupidity, their 
senseless cruelty. Up to i947Bengalis 11ad been ruled by the British 
and the Indian Civil Service, which was occasionally corrupt 
and sometimes but very rarely incompetent. It was never igno
rant, stupid, or cruel. As a result of Partition the Bengalis, who 
had hoped for something better, found themselves being ruled by 
administrators from West Pakistan who amassed fortunes and 
then returned t o  their estates in Sind or Punjab. Few Bengalis 
were permitted to rise in the administration. 

When the army attacked on March 25, i971, the Bengalis, 
after a few days of stunned astonishment at the cruelties of the 
invaders, fought back, even though they were unarmed. 111ey 
bent, but did not break. 111ey fought with a sense of conscious 
moral superiority. 

Although killings took place all over East Pakistan, and no vil
lage escaped, there is evidence that Dacca and the surrounding 
regions suffered most heavily. This was perhaps inevitable be
cause Dacca was the seat of the military government and the 
center of communications in East Pakistan. At all costs it was 
necessary to ensure that this region was completely pacified. The 
surrounding villages were systematically destroyed and depopu
lated, checkpoints were established to prevent anyone leaving or 
entering the city without authorization, and a special army group 
was formed to administer the vast bumed-out area around Dacca. 
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'l'ht: military authorities w:rntcd at all costs to prevent the Mukti 
ll:ilii11i from entering Dacca, ancl they believed that by creating 
11 1i11g of destruction around the city they had ::iccomplishccl their 
p11rpose. 

Tlicy failed in this, as they failed in so many other things. Peo
ple slipped out of the city nt night without passing through the 
d1cckpoiuts. Not all llie villages cuuld be destroyed, for tltc mili
tary needed a continual Aow of snpplies from the conntrysiclc, 
111Hl it was necessary, especially on the main highways, to preserve 
I ht: ficlio11 tliat cvcrything had wme back to norm:11. So, very 
often, it was the remote village, the one that could not bc seen 
rrom the main highway, that suffered most. These Yillages, like 
Mylai, vanished. 

llcre, in the dead region surroundi11g Da<.:c<1, tl1c military au-
1 horitics conducted experiments in mass extermination in places 
1111likely to be seen by journalists. At Hariharpara, a once thriv
i11g village on the banks of the Buriganga River near Dacca, they 
ronncl the three elements necessary for killing people in large 
1111mbers: a prison in which to holcl the victims, a plac'C for ex
ecuting the prisoners, and a method for disposing of the bodies. 
'I 'lie prison was a large riverside wMehuusc, or gocluwn, belonging 
lo the Pakistan .'.'Jational Oil Compan�·, the place of execution 
was the river edge, or tl1e sl1allows near the shore, and the bodies 
wcrc disposcc.l of l.Jy the simpk: means of permitting them to 
float downstream. The killing took place nighl after uigltl. 

Usually the prisoners were roped together and made to wade 
out i11lo the river. They were in batches of six or eight, and in 
the ligl1t of fl  powerful electric arc lamp, ll1ey were easy targets, 
black against the silvery water. The executioners stood on the 
pier, shooting clown at the compact bunches of prisoners wading 
in the water. There were s<.:reams in the hot night air, and then 
silence. The prisoners fell on their sides and their bodies hipped 
:igainst the shore. Then a new bunch of prisoners was hronght 
ont, and then Ll1t: process was repcated. In the morning the vil
lage boatmen hauled the bodies into mi<.lslream and the ropes 
binding the bodies were cut s o  that each horly drifted separately 
downstrca 111. 

·n1c wareho11sc of the Pakisla11 Natiunal Oil Comp•my was the 
main extermination center for f-11e region around Dacca. Here 
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came prisoners picked up from Dacca itself, from the nearby 
town of Narayanganj, and from the villages. 

There was no time to interrogate the prisoners, and there were 
no trials. All those who arrived at tl1e warehouse, usually in 
trucks with their hands tied behind their backs, were doomed. 
Men, women, and children died together. 

At Hariharpara the military authorities achieved one of their 
greatest successes-mass extcm1ination at almost no cost. There 
was no need to build costly installations. There were no expen
sive gas chambers and incinerators. Death was packaged, wrapped 
up in bundles. The dead left no trace, and the terrified boatmen 
with their knives and grappling hooks performed their functions 
in a proper silence. 

Although the Ilariharpara extermination camp was primitive 
and unsophisticated, it was efficient, orderly, clean. Since all the 
large towns and most of the villages lay on the banks of rivers, 
the same system could be, and was, employed elsewhere. 

The Pakistani military authorities prided themselves on their 
gift for organization. But while they could organize killing, they 
were inept in other tasks. They failed to keep the trains running 
on time, they were unable to organize regular food supplies for 
the town, and the Bow of medical supplies to the l1ospitals 
abruptly ceased. The problem of the railroads was especially diffi
cult, because they had shot the senior railroad officials and there 
were very few people available who knew how to run the trains. 
They had also burned down the railroad workers' colony at Chit
tagong and killed most of the workers. The management of the 
docks and port installations at Chittagong was in the hands of 
regular army and naval officers, because all the senior officials had 
been killed or had escaped. To provide a working force for the 
docks it was necessary to  fly in workers from West Pakistan. It 
was also necessary to fly in porters to work at the airports at Dacca 
and Chittagong. 

Within a month of the first massac�es, economic stagnation 
had settled on East Pakistan. The railroads were almost at a 
standstill, hw1dreds of barges lay idle along the river banks, food 
stocks were rotting in the docks, the jute was dying in the fields, 
and the main rice crop lay unl1arvested. The freedom figl1ters 
were blowing up roads, bridges, and railroads. While President 
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Yahya Khan proclaimed from Islamabad that the count·ry had 
reverted to normal, everyone else knew that t·he country was still 
in cl1aos; and wltile the military attempted to organize chaos, 
they singularly lacked the means to do it. The country was in 
ruins, and they were incapable of putting the pieces together. 

The evidence shows that they did not try very hard. In June 
President Yahya Khan called for a "maximum austerity program" 
in East Pakistan, as though maximum austerity had uut already 
been reached. He called for "maximum economy," the banning 
of all i11essential imports, and modest development programs. 
The most inessential imports consisted of  armed soldiers, but 
they continued to be imported in large numbers. Originally they 
had been given the single task of massacring Bengalis; now they 
were given three more important tasks, for which they were un
fitted. They had to defend the i, 350 mile frontier with India 
with the real expectation that t1 1ey migl1t be attacked at any mo
ment. They had to run the ports and railroads and in many 
other ways attempt to organize the economy of an economically 
ruined country. They bad to fight the Mukti Bahini. Sometimes 
they were compelled to do all these things simultaneously. 

The army was overextended, and no longer enjoying its task. 
The Indians observed the growing signs of incompetence in the 
Pakistani military command, and the :tv1ukti Bahini took courage 
from the knowledge lhat l'l1ey were liglil-ing an enemy which 
could no longer manage its affairs, but was at the mercy of forces 
over which it had no control. By the end of June, three months 
after the March massacre, the tide was turning and the Bengalis 
were speaking openly about a victory by the end of the year. 

If they were optimistic, it was be cause they could see the dem
onstrable signs of demoralization. It was becoming easier to bribe 
the enemy, to obtain false passports for travel wit11in the coun
try, and to secure the release of prisoners. The ar my offered no 
guarantees: a bribe might be accepted, and the prisoner might 
still be killed. The man offering the bribe might also be killed. 
But surprisingly often the bribe was taken and the pri soner re
leased. Bribery, like massacre, was organized, and it was widely 
believed that any man possessing t11e equivalent of a thousand 
dollars could save his own life . B y  far the largest number of peo
ple killed were the poor, who could not barter for their lives. 
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One of the first tasks given to the military was to execute all 
known members of the Awami League. If they could not be 
found, their houses were burned to the ground, and their wives, 
sons, and daughters were killed in their stead. If they were found, 
they were usually submitted to slow torture, not in order to wring 
secrets from them but in order to punish them. Sometimes a 
single son would be taken, or a daughter would be carried off to 
one of the makeshift houses of prostitution in the barracks. The 
soldiers were evidently knowledgeable in the art of torture: they 
knew how to keep their victims alive after submitting them to in
tense agony, reviving them whenever they fell unconscious. They 
would cut off a man's leg one day, and on the next cut off the 
other leg, and then an arm, and then anotl1er arm, and then 
break his spine. Another victim was cut into pieces and his body 
was rearranged so that the head seemed to come out of his stom
ach, and then the victim's best friend was brought in to observe 
their handiwork. The more impotant members of the Awami 
League died more slowly than the junior members. 

By the middle of April the order to execute members of the 
Awami League out of hand was rescinded. Instead, a new system 
was inaugurated. Supporters of the Awamj League were classified 
in three categories--:-white, gray, and black. The white, who were 
few, were given complete clearance. The gray lost their jobs and 
might be imprisoned or transferred to West Pakistan, wl1ere they 
could be kept under observation. Mostly the gray consisted of 
civil servants, and it was felt t11at they might become useful later. 
They were allowed to live, but only on sufferance. The black 
were shot. In April 1972 a board of inquiry established by the 
government announced that a careful accounting showed that 
i 7,cxXJ members of the League had been murdered. 

On July 30, 2971, President Yahya Khan gave his first televised 
press conference since the beginning of the massacres. He was in 
a jovial mood, not in the least dismayed by the articles in tl1e 
world press describing him as a butcher. He told his audience 
that he received complete and accurate reports from East Paki
stan daily, and he could find nothing in them to warrant t11e 
suggestion that the country was in a state of upheaval. On the 
cqntrary everything was proceeding smoothly now that the 
"Awami League terror" was broken. The refugees who had fled 
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Io 1 mlia were under a misapprehension; they should rctnrn to the 
loving arms of their compatriots. "Today," he went on, "we hear 
:i bout refugees who are not refugees at all, because it is nothing 
111orc than a show put on by the Indians." As for the burning of 
of villages, it should be obvious to everyone that this was enemy 
1>rnpaganda. "It's a lot of rubbish!" he said in his clipped parade 
ground voice. 

"Just that?" someone asked. 
"Yes, just that!" he answered. 
President Yahya Kl1an's powers of self-deception had been im· 

111casurably strengthened by his enjoyment of the presidency, and 
lie could no longer tolerate reality. To the very end he was able 
to pretend that no blood, or very little, had been shed in East 
Pakistan. If there were some slight disturbanc.-es, this could be at-
1 rihuted to "secessionists, miscreants, rebels, extremists, intruders, 
anti-state elements, criminals, mischief-makers, saboteurs, and in
filtrators." In bis pnblic speeches lie repeated this litany of evil
doers several times. It was a satisfying litany, for it explained 
cvcrything. 

·n10se small disturbances that sometimes occupied his attcn· 
I ion were now taking place all over East Pakistan. By August the 
Mukti Bahini had killed 500 collaborators, and a small counter· 
massacre was being mounted by men who were absolutely de
lcnnined to rid the country of President Yahya Khan's am1ed 
assassins. 'TI1e Mukti Bahini had an extensive espionage system, 
:ind they had their own secret ways of dealing with the enemy. 
l•'or example, the chairman of the "peace committee" at Khulna 
was beheaded in broad. daylight in his own house, although it was 
hcing guarded by ten bodyguards. 

There is no evidence that tl1e military made any contingency 
plans for a counterattack by the people they were massacring. In 
I heir eyes it must have been unthinkable that the people would 
ever dare to strike back. They thought tl1ey liad broken the spirit 
of the Bengalis, and they came very close to it. "Too long a 
sacrifice can make a stone of the heart," wrote the poet Vi.B. 
Y cats. Their sacrifice was prolonged almost beyond endurance. 
Nevertheless, by November the Mukti Bahini controlled a quar· 
1·c r of the country, and they were to claim later that they had 
killed 25,000 of the enemy. They were on the offensive and the 
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enemy was becoming desperate. All over East Pakistan there 
were villages flying the bottle-green flag of Bangla Desh with its 
scarlet circle on which there had been superimposed a bright 
ye11ow map of the country. The green flag with the crescent was 
coming down. 

Early in April, in a mango grove near a small hamlet just in
side the East Pakistan border, the acting president of Bangla 
Desh, Syed Nazrul Islam, proclaimed the sovereign independence 
of his country. There were honor guards, salutes, presentations 
of garlands, solemn speeches. Small boys perched in the mango 
trees, which filled the summery air with their scent. Someone re
membered that the Battle of Plasscy, which brought most of In
dia under British domination, had been fought only a few miles 
from the mango grove. "However long it takes, however many of 
our people die, we shall win in the end," said Syed Nazrul Islam, 
a descendant of the prophet in whose name the Pakistan military 
elite was waging war. No one dared to guess how many would 
die before the end of the massacres was in sight. 



CHAPTER � 

l'"'he Terrible Art 

�ASSACRE "A' ART, not ' science, •nd it i> m-

1 ied out by men possessing recognizable qualities. Among these 
q11:tlil'ics is a n  overwhelming conten1pt for ln11mmity, which <::xtcnds 

1101 only to the victims but to the soldiers ordered to massacre 
I hc111, so that the general who orders 41 massacre is likely lo lurn 
ng:iinst his soldiers once they have accomplished his purpose. 
Since he despises all men, he inevitably despises himself and is 
11cvcr far from suicide. Though he regards himself as a man who 
exists beyond good and evil, with no feelings of morality, l1e is 
11cvcrtheless haunted by the knowledge of guilt and by obscure 
fears that the dead will take revenge on him, and therefore takes 
t·arc that he is well gmmlt:cl. But since he despises his guards and 
is always at their mercy, his sense of insecurity only increases. He, 
I oo, is a victim. 

A man who embarks on a massacre and carries it through must 
have an iron will, an absolute detcrmirn1tion to succeed, for if he 
f:i ils the consequences to himself and to his army may be disas· 
I mus. Though he may pride himself 011 his will power, he will 
�01netimes find himself faltering, not so much because he is un
certain of his aim but because he is burdened with a responsibil
ity so heavy that he feels that l1e must le111purarily cast it off and 
lake .solace in other pleasures. He therefore appoints a subordi-
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nate to assume overall command of the massacre, and days or 
weeks may pass while he gives himself up to drugs, or women, or 
drink. vVhen he awakens from a drunken stupor, he asks his 
aide-de-camp: "Is the massacre still going on?" Told that it is 
progressing favorably, he drinks down another bottle of whiskey 
and falls into another drunken stupor. 

All massacres are the acts of madmen, but they are madmen 
with a difference. They have the power to carry out their fan
tasies on a scale so vast that they are frightened by it, and whip 
up their courage by embarking on still greater massacres. Once a 
massacre J1as begun, there is no theoretical reason why it should 
ever encl. If Hitler had conquered the world, he would no doubt 
have developed an unreasoning hatred for some other races be· 
sides the Jews and ordered the execution of the Chinese, the Tn
dians, and the Amerimns. 

One can imagine a general sitting in a padded cell with a 
roughly drawn map in front of him. From time to time a hospital 
attendant appears. He does not enter the cell. It is enough that 
his face should appear behind the iron bars. 

"Excellency, twenty thousand peasants were killed this morn
ing in the northeast corner," the attendant says. 

The general beams his approval, tears off the northeast corner 
of the map, and lets it fall to the floor. 

"Very good," he says. "Now tell them t o  attack the northwest 
corner. Kill everyone there. Have no mercy." 

"Have you any further instructions?" asks the attendant. 
"Yes, today they must all be garroted. Tomorrow you may line 

them up and machine-gun them. It is much simpler and does not 
take so much time." 

"Excellency, your wis11 is my command," the attendant replies, 
clicking his heels and giving a military salute. 

So it goes on, clay after day. 1l1c northeast corner, the north
west corner, the top, the sides and the middle are all torn off the 
map and allowed to fall on the floor. \Vhen there is no more 
map, the general exclaims like Nero: "What an artist T am! To
morrow I shall draw up a new map and we shall begin another 
campaign. T want you to carry it out just as expeditiously as the 
last one. Also, I sha 11 design some more mecla ls." 

T11cn the general in the padded cell smiles and goes quietly to 
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\Inv, :iwarc: thal lie has successfully nccomplishcd a superhuman 
1i1�k. 

So1m:thing ,·cry like this takes place when massacres are or· 
d(·rnl. J>n.'Siclent Yah)<ol Khan, sitting in his air-conditioned palace 
111 Islamabad ;ind listening to his daily military briefings, neither 
knew nor cared what was really happening. The: milit<iry reports 
\\'nc carefully tailored lu l1is "ishes; they represented no rceog· 
11iz:1hk: rc;1lity. Nor was he in the least interested in the details of 
I Ii�: massacre, for he had assumed from the beginning lhaL il 
would be cnunenlly successful. \'1l1al lie wanlecl was to enjoy the 
f:1111e of a conqueror, the respect due to a man who has accom 
1>li\hcd great deeds; and he gloried in his power to chastise the 
l•'.:isl- Pakistanis who had not submitlc:d to his will. Yet he was so 
1n11ult: from them, so inclillercnt to them, that he might just as 
wdl ha vc been in a paclclccl cell. 

'l'hc pity is that so fe\\' generals arc kept in p<1tl<led cells, where 
I lic:� (.<111 c111ba1k 011 imaginar�· massacres witl1 no clanger to am·· 
flllC:. 

vVhcn the generals attempt to rntionalizc their nrnssac:rc:s, tlacy 
nsuall y exµlain t lia l thev 11ccd the territory occupied by the vic-
1 i111s . They do not need it for their personal use, though the}' may 
acquire some pleasant estates. On the contrary, they regard them
sdve� as lutallv disinterested: tlie tcrrilorv is rcciuired to enable 

, , 

I heir people to live well. They will be gnarnntccd a continuous 
snpply of food, oil or minerals, and their stancfard of living will 
i111prove, and th1.;y will be endlessly grateful lo the general who 
rn11q11crcd 1'11e hincl for them. 'The conqueror secs himself as a 
sa,·ior. The fa tc of tlie people he is massacring is not worthy of 
co11siclcrntion. All that m:lttcrs is that his peopk are enriched <IL 
lhc expense of an enemy so contemptible that he scarcely clc
�crvcs to live. The watchword is "loot," thougl1 it  may be dis 
i;niscd as ":l rectification of frontiers." 

Another rationalization is found in the need to punish. Thus 
llitlcr called upon the German people: to punish tlac Czechs bc
t:iusc tlicy were: committing "11nhe.1rcl of crimes'' against the Ger-
111an minority. The crimes were imaginary, but this did not pre· 
vent him from threatening to level Prag11c to the gronnd. TI1c 
imaginary crimes clesen·e· real punishment. 

Otl1cr massac1cs have been justified by religious differences: 
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the fanatical belief in the superiority of one faith over another, 
or of one sect over another. Thus Catholics and Protestants mas
sacred each other. 111e Jews massacred the Canaanites, Moham
med ordered the massacre of the Jews, and the Crusaders mas
sacred the Muslims. Such massacres nearly always mask the 
naked desire for territory and slaves. The announced aim of a 
massacre is rarely the true aim. Sometimes the cause of a mas
sacre is simply the blood lust of a conqueror. Hulagu, destroying 
the seven hundred thousand people of Baghdad and then order
ing the reigning caliph to be trampled to death by his horsemen, 
gained nothing at all by his victory, for he left Baghdad immedi
ately after destroying it and never saw it again. A nihilistic rage 
for destruction for its own sake, without any reason, inexplicable 
except in terms of deep psychological wounds or madness, has 
brought about many massacres. 

The Chinese chronicles relate that toward the end of the Ming 
Dynasty an adventurer ca1led Chang Hsien-chung invaded the 
province of Szechuan at the head of a small army and proclaimed 
himself emperor of the Great Western Kingdom at Cbengtu. 
The scholars rejected his claim, and 11c immediately gave orders 
for the massacre of the scholars. Having destroyed them, he set 
about destroying all the merchants, then all the women and all 
the officials. Finally he ordered his own soldiers to kill each other. 
He ordered the feet of the officers' wives to be cut off and made 
a mound of them, and at the top of the mound he placed the 
feet of 11is favorite concubines. For some reason he was obsessed 
with cars and foet, and since it was too much trouble to bring the 
bodjes of the villagers who lived in remote outlying districts to 
Chengtu, he ordered his private guards to bring him their ears 
and feet, and he carefully counted them. When the massacre 
was over, he ordered that there should be placed in a prominent 
position in Chengtu an inscription carved in stone, reading: 

Heaven brings forth innumerable things to help man. 
Man has nothing with which to recompense Heaven. 
Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill. 

Sixty years ago the inscription, in twenty-one characters, could 
still be seen in Chengtu. 

Cl1ang Hsien-chung was the classic example of the man who 
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dc!>lroys in furious rage without any desire for territory or slaves. 
11 is rage was directed against mankind, so insignificant and 
powerless compared with the sovereign power of heaven, and it 
is possible that he genuinely believed that men were so con
tc 11 1pl'iblc that they did not deserve to live. But he arrived al 

this conclusion only after the scholars ba<l rcjccte<l his claim to be 
I heir emperor, and he killed them because they frustrated his plans 
:ind because they constituted the traditional ruling class which 
would inevitably attempt to overthrow him once he was in power. 
Tlic ferocious three line poem provided him with a philosophical 
justification for his acts, but it was not necessarily the real justi
fication. The poem celebrates philosophical nihilism, of which 
many vestiges remain in the great Chinese classic called the Tao 
'l'eh Ching, which appe;irs to 11ave been written in a period of 
tonstant wars. Taoism offers its follower a way of withdrawal 
from the tumultuous events of this world, a retreat into the Void, 
the consciousness that human life is so much at the mercy of in
scrutable forces that it is better not to act at all than to act 
counter to those forces. TI1e unknown author of the Tao Teh 
Ching writes: 

I leaven and Earth arc without benevolence. 
To them all the creatures are but as straw dogs . 

The Sage has no benevolence: 
To him the hundred families are but as str:iw dogs. 
The space between Heaven and Earth 
rs a blacksmith's bellows, 
Vacant, inexhaustible. 

Chang Hsien-chung was simply going one step further. If all 
the creatures are but straw dogs, the straw animals used during 
the sacrifices and later discarded, then it was perfectly permis
sible to discard them, since they serve no purpose. "Kill. Kill. 
Kill ... " is, in this view, the logical conclusion to be drawn from 
!he statement tl1at "IJeave11 and Earth are without benevolence." 
111 much the same way Dostoyevsky came to the conclusion that 
if tl1crc is no God, then everything is permissible. 

Happily, the philosophical nihilist usually ends by killing him
self, and he does not embark on massacre because he does not 
possess the necessary weapons or because he finds himself too 
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immersed in his own nihilistic thoughts to care whether a mas
sacre takes place. Dostoyevsky's "underground man" says qui
etly: "May the whole world perish so long as I have my cup of 
tea." By the time he bas had his cup of tea, he may feel too re
freshed to pursue his thoughts on world destruction. Dostoyev
sky's "underground man," coming out from under the floor
boards, is a man without certainties, believing in nothing, venge
ful and destructive, and too weak to kil1 a fly. What happens 
when the philosophical nihilist is robed in imperial panoply with 
an army to do his bidding? 

When Timurlane advanced on Delhi after winning many vic
tories and capturing a hundred thousand prisoners, it occurred to 
him that he had only to threaten to kill all his prisoners and the 
rulers of the city would capitulate. Unfortunately the ruse failed, 
and Timurlane found himself in a position which he found dis
tasteful, especially since most of the prisoners had already been 
given as slaves to his amirs, his officers, and the scholars who were 
in his retinue. He issued orders that all the prisoners were to be 
strangled within an hour. A contemporary chronicler speaks of 
the repugnance felt by a scholar, who would not have voluntarily 
slain even a sheep, when he saw his fifteen slaves being strangled. 
Timurlane's warriors conquered the army of the King of Delhi, 
and then sacked the city. 

When Timurlane wrote his own account of the sack of Delhi, 
he went to some pains to explain that the final massacre of the 
inhabitants occurred as a result of a series of accidents and mis
understandings. He had announced a general amnesty after the 
city fell to his troops, and therefore expected that peace would 
settle on the city. Soldiers were sent in to gather stores and pro
visions; they acted a little too violently, and he sent in some 
officers to restrain them. Some women in his harem had asked 
permission to see the conquered city, and he permitted them to 
enter under an armed escort, thus adding to the number of armed 
men capable of mischief. He had learned that part of the city was 
filled with refugees from the surrounding areas, and for some 
reason he wanted them expelled and sent in more armed men. 
Soon his Turki soldiers were completely out of his control. Here 
he describes what happened: 
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For tht:i.e seve::ral reasons a great number of fierce Turki soldiers 
11trc in the city. \Vhen the soldiers proceeded to apprehend the 
1 linclns and gabrs who had fled to the city, many of them drew 
lhcir swords and offered resistance. TI1c flames of strife were thus 
lighted and spread through the whole city from Jahanpanah and 
Siri to Old Delhi, burning up all it reacl1ed. The savage Turks 
fell to k illing and plun<lering. The Hindus set fire to their houses 
with their own hands, burned their wives and children in them, 
and rnshcd into the fight and were killed. ·n1e Hindus and gabrs 
of the city showed much alacrity and boldness in fighting. The 
mnirs who were in charge of the gates prevented any more soldiers 
from going into the place, but fl1e flames of war had risen too lligh 
for this precaution to be of any aw1il in extinguishing them. On 
that dar, Thursday, and all the night of Friday, nearly 15,000 
Turks were engaged in  slaying, plundering and destroying.* 

For Timur1ane there were no regrets. By a series of accidents 
he had accomplished his purpose. The amnesty had lulled the 
I lindus of Delhi into a sense of sccurily, and the Turki soldiers 
had them at their mercy. If Timurlanc's expl::tnation of how the 
massacre was brought about is not completely credible, it is be
cause the accidents seem to be contrived. There was a terrible 
massacre, and he went to some p;iins to explain that it was not 
his fault, he had not wanted it, and he regretted, or half
rcgrctted, that it bad taken place. 

Unlike Timurlane, Hitler never offered excuses for his mas 

sacres. He gave orders that Leningrad should be le\·eled to the 
ground and the entire population massacred, and be reserved a 
special fate for Moscow. Not one person was to be left alive and 
not one stone was to be left standing on another, and the rubble 
of the city was to be concealed under a vast lake. The Sonder
lw111111a11dos were under orders to kill 111e11, women, and children, 
and those who showed s igns of squea mishness at the prospect of 
killing women and children were to be severely punished. It was 
pointed out to them that Jews, Poles, and Russians were sub
human and did not deserve to live. If there were a few survivors, 
they could be employed as slaves. Hitler's attitude toward the 

•Sir JI. M. Elliot, ed., The Autobiography of Timur (Calcutta: Susil 
Cnpta, 1963), pp. 5<}"-60. 
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inhabitants of eastern Europe was not markedly different from 
Timurlane's attitude toward the Hindus. In his view they dc
st:rved to be killed not because they bad committed any crime 
but because they existed. 

:Massacres were committed by the Sonderkommandos daily, 
hourly. They were part of a day's work. The soldiers entered vil
lages and burned them down with flame throwers, or they stood 
the villagers up against a wall and machine-gunned them, or they 
ordered the young men to dig a mass grave and calmly ordered 
the rest to march into it. The Germans practiced the art of mas
sacre with efficiency; it became a habit. They kept careful records 
-so many men, women, and children killed in such and such a 
place, together with the methods employed-and special rewards 
were given to those who had shown themselves possessed of a 
talent for mass slaughter. So automatic were the massacres in 
Poland and Russia that the armed zealots who obeyed Himmler's 
ordt:rs took on the aspect of automatons. Massacre was mech
anized. 

As the war advanced and Hitler decided upon the mass
slaughter of the Jews, massacre became formal and institutional
ized. The extermination camps came into existence by a process 
of trial and error. At .first the prisoners were placed in a small 
room and poisoned by the exhaust from a diesel engine which 
poured in through a funnel. Gradually they were placed in 
larger rooms, more sophisticated poisons were employed, and the 
corpses were burned to ashes in incinerators. The most modern 
machinery was employed, and a massive bureaucracy superin
tended the conveyor-belt executions. No bureaucracy like this bad 
ever existed before. Normally, bureaucracy t'an afford to be reck
less of human material; this bureaucracy was absolutely reck
less. Yet it was demonstrably a bureaucracy, and anyone looking 
at the clerks poring over their ledgers might have thought it 
was a quiet government office. The ledgers with the innumerable 
lists of the innumerable dead have survived neatly bound in 
black leather, with every execution meticulously recorded under 
eight headings. According to Heydricl1's Order Number Eigl1t 
any deviation from these proceedings must be severely punisl1ed. 
The eight headings were ( i ) serial number ( 2) surname and 
given name (3) date and place of birth (4) profession (5) last 
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known place of domicile ( 6) grounds for execution ( 7) date ancl 
place of execution (8) remarks. 

The extermination camps provided employment for hundreds 
of thousands of SS officers and soldiers too cowardly to go to 
t lw front, but who nevertheless were permitted to enjoy the 
excitement of killing. Inevitably the SS guards became demoral
ized, and showed themselves t o  be totally useless for any other 
task. Jt is not difficult lo kill defenseless people; it demands very 
little skill; and it is deadly boring when it is practiced every hour 
of the day. The prison guards were therefore given license to kill 
without reference to the bureaucratic rules handed down from 
headquarters. It was permissible to beat a man to death or beat 
011l a child's brain. All that was necessary was to insert under 
t lie heading of "remarks": "Shot while trying to escape." Thus, 
together with the rigidly coutrolled bureaucratic methods of exe
cution there existed a simpler and for the guards more satisfying 
method of execution, and during the later stages of the war when 
the extermination camps were being filled to capacity, the guards 
increasingly found satisfaction in private killings of a peculiarly 
bestial kind. At first this privilege appears to have been reserved 
exclusively for the camp commandants, but later it was granted 
lo any guard who wanted it. 

All aspects of killing are disturbing and terrif}iing, but this 
aspect is the most disturbing and terrifying of all. The privileged 
killers in East Pakistan, like the killers in the extermination 
camps, did not limit themselves to killing. They tortured, muti
lated, degraded, as though they felt an overwhelming need to 
rcclnce the person they were killing to the status of an unrecog
nizable, inhuman "non-object." They took pleasure in discovering 
ever more horrible ways of degrading the human person. They 
raped, but it was not sufficient to rape. They must go on to other 
lhings. The girl's breasts are cut off, a bayonet is thrust up her 
vagina, she is disembowelled, and her head is cut off. \�hat is left 
no longer resembles a girl, and the murderer can convince him· 
self that he is seeing only a bloody object lying on the ground, 
despicable. In this way he can sometimes protect himself from 
feelings of guilt, forgetting that he is in fact all the more guilty 
of a crime that cries to heaven because in mutilating a girl he has 
degraded the human condition. 
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When Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, he gave orders that 
thirty-six million Russians should be "liquidated." This figure, 
which represents roughly half the Russian population west of the 
Urals, was not chosen blindly, for he wanted a large work force of 
slaves to do the menial work for the German settlers and at the 
same time he wanted to strike so much terror in the survivors 
that they would never dare t o  rebel against Gennan rule. In his 
view the killing of thirty-six million Russians was a sufficient de
terrent. The Pakistani military authorities were not so demanding 
or so foolhardy, and they demanded only that the population 
should be reduced by three million. According to official Soviet 
figures, Hitler's armies and secret police forces killed twenty mil
lion Russians. 

Although it is scarcely possible to speak of any philosophical 
basis for Hitler's wars, nevertheless there were certain philosophi
cal assumptions involved. They were related to the value placed 
on human life. In an order published on September 16, 1941, 
shortly after the invasion of the Soviet Union, Field Marshal 
Keitel wrote: "It should be remembered that a human life in un
settled countries counts for nothing, and a deterrent effect can 
be obtained by unusual severity." \�hat he meant by "unusual 
severity" was not spelled out, but the officers were well aware that 
it included the massacre of civilians and of prisoners and the de
struction of towns and villages. :Nluch had changed since World 
War I, when every Gennan soldier from the highest to tl1c low
est carried in his paybook a document called Ten Commcmd
me11ts for the Conduct of the German Soldier in War pasted in· 
side the cover. Among these commandments were: The Red 
Cross of the enemy is inviolable, the civilian population is in· 
violable, the soldier must on no account plunder or wantonly de
stroy, and wounded enemy soldiers were to be treated humanely. 
Field Marshal Keitel's order was an invitation to indiscriminate 
massacre. 

Another order, found among Keitel's papers after his arrest, in
cluded women and children among those whose lives counled for 
nothing. "You are authorized to take any measures without re
striction, even against women and children, in order to achieve 
success," he wrote. General Rudenko, tl1e Soviet prosecutor at the 
Nuremberg trials, asked Keitel how he interpreted this order. He 
replied that he meant only that women and children should be 
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removed for their own protection from the scene of operations. 
General Rudenko was not convinced. "By removal you mean 
111urder," he suggested. "Tell me, is that a just order?" 

There was a long pause, while Keitel grew visibly pale. The 
document signed with a "K" resembling barbed wire was pre
sented to him. 

"I consider this order to be just," he said, "and as such I admit 
it-but not measures to kill. That would be a crime. No German 
soldier ever thought of killing women and children." 

Kejtel was h anged, and this document was his death warrant. 
\Vhen he offered himself as  a man who genuinely believed that 

a direct order to kill might somehow be interpreted as an order 
to remove people to a safer place for their own protection, he was 
d emonstrating his stupidity as well as hi s inhumanity. \l\fhat was 

most remarkable about the Nazi leaders when they we re placed on 
trial at Nuremberg was their appalling stupidity. They lied trans

parently, they continually reminded themselves and the audience 
that they had sworn a sacred oath to Hitler and could by no con
ceivable means find any reason to break it, and they were contin
ually attempting to throw the blame for their own crimes on 
others. It seemed inconceivable that these dull, shoddy men 
could once have held the world by the throat. Some like Hermann 
Goering had ordered massacres, others like Albert Speer had 
worked slave laborers to death and thought nothing of it, while 
others like Julius Streicher had hounded Jews to their deaths. In 
stupidity and in guilt there was nothing to choose among them. 

To the Bengalis of East Pakistan there was no heavier cross to 
bear than the stupidity of their conquerors. There was little to 
choose between the behavior of the Punjabi soldiers and the be
havior of the SS gua rds in the extermination camps. The Pun
jabis enjoyed inflicting pain. Death came, but only after pro· 
longed torture. At Auschwitz slow torture and degradation were 
practiced with astonishing virtuos ity . There are reports of bearded 

f cws having their beards ripped off and then their bleeding faces 
were burned with torc11es. Tl1ose who struck back had their eyes 
gouged out and their teeth smashed. Only after they had suffered 
these and many more indignities, were they strung up by one leg 
and left to die slowly. The Pun jabis, too, showed ingenuity in in
venting tortures of considerable complexity. They regarded the 
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quick shooting of defenseless prisoners with distaste. It was more 
rewarding to spend half a day working over their prisoners, re
viving them when they became unconscious, then starting all 
over again. Unlike the Japanese during the sack of Nanking, who 
thought it sufficient to  bayonet women and children and then 
left them alone, the Punjabis took pleasure in sexual mutilation, 
and indeed there were sexual overtones in their massacres. When 
a male prisoner fell into their hands, they would first examine 
him to see whether he was circumcised. If he was, it meant that 
he was a Muslim; if he was not, he was a Hindu and therefore 
deserving of a heavier punishment. A Muslim might be per
mitted to die after a torture lasting twenty-four hours. A Hindu 
would not be treated so leniently, and he would die a week later. 

At the root of the mystery was the phenomenon of boredom. 
At all costs boredom must be avoided, and the more intricate 
and painful the tortures the more certain were the executioners 
of deriving emotional profit from the operation. It was immensely 
satisfying to them to hear the cries of the dying. They delighted 
in seeing how the most noble of men can be made to weep pite
ously and to die in agony. To ensure the greatest profit the spec
tacle must be made amusing, as though some fantastic joke was 
being played. A man whose bones are broken or whose skin has 
been peeled off him evokes commiseration in most men; for the 
executioners he is an object of comedy. 

AU through history the executioners have acted in the same 
way. Jn Assyrian reliefs and Mayan wall paintings we are aware 
of the amused, indulgent smiles of the executioners. When Sul
tan Abdul Hamid II ordered the m:,issacre of the Christian Ar
menians in October i&)5, a German doctor who was traveling 
in the area reported that the mobs aided by regular troops and 
the police were soon bored by killing and quickly invented elab
orate techniques to provide comic relief: 

The monotonous work of dragging hundreds of defenseless 
Amienians out of their homes and hiding places merel y to behead, 
stab, throttle, hang, or beat them, soon palled. The merry mob 
wanted variety. Simple murder became dull, and the business must 
now be made more amusing . How would it do to light a fire and 
roast the wounded at it? To gibbet a few head-downwards? Drive 
nails into others? Or tie fifty of them together and fire into the 
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coil? Putting out eyes and cutting off cars a11d 1w�c:; was a spn:ial 
;1ccomplishmcnt. Christian priests who refused to hcco11u.: Mola:1111· 
mcdans were considered particularly worthy of this fate. Petroleum 
and kerosene were at hand. It is true that the authorities intended 
them to be used ony for the purpose of burning down l10uses and 
ckstroying grain. But why not put tl1em to other and more useful 
purposes? ... 

The baker in Kesserek, wl10 had already m urdered ninety-seven 
Anncnians, which he proved by exl1ibiting their ears and noses, 

declared that he wo uld not rest until he had brought up the num
ber to one hundred. But he found his master in Hadji Bcgo of 
Taclem, who liad butchered more than a lnmdred Christians, and 
who, as a sign of his prowess, cut a woman into four pieces and 
put them on posts to public Yicw. The butcher of Aintab, who 
stuck the heads of six Armenians on his spit, was outdone by the 
Turk at Subaschigulp, who slaughtered Armenians like sheep and 
hung their bodies on meat-hooks. The people of Trebizond brought 
out the humor of the thing; the y sl1ot Adam, the Am1enian 
butcher, and l1is son, cut tl1em to pieces, stuck the limbs separately 
on sticks and offered them for sale to passers-by: "Who will buy an 
arm, a leg, feet or hands? Cheap! Who will buy?" But innocence 
must be spared. The Sultan had commanded that Chri stians under 
seventeen should not be killed. But who heeds such caution? The 
Muhammcdans of a large village in Marash saved at least one small 
child from this fate by throwing it into tl1e fire.�' 

The Turks indulged in the same barbarities when killing the 
Armenians as the Punjabis when killing Bengalis. Reading the 
chronicles of the Armenian massacres we might be reading the 
chronicles of the massacres in Bengal. There are only a limited 
number of ways to extract amusement from dead or dying men; 
and wild laughter always accompanies massacres. 

Today no one remembers Aintab, Kesserek, Subaschigulp, or 
Marash, but they were places where human dignity was violated 
and assaulted beyond any hope or possibility of forgiveness. 
There are blood-stained fields all over the world that cry out for 
vengeance. 

Unhappily there is no way to avenge a massacre. The crime 
is too vast, too absolute, for vengeance. To place Yahya Khan 

• M. C. Gabrielian, Armenia, A Martyr Nation (New York: Fleming H. 
Revell Company, i918), pp. 260-61. 



CHAPTER © 

A Schema of Massacre 

l.�l,,.CRE ... m OWN"'"""" •nd •lthough it 
appears to assume many outward forms, the basic structure is 
nearly always the same. It obeys predictable laws and assumes 
predictable shapes according to the nature of tl1e forces involved; 
and just as one can study the nature of war, so one can study the 
nature of massacre, which is war reduced to its simplest dimen
s10ns. 

A massacre is the most hideous act that men can perform. 
Under no conditions whatsoever can it have moral justification. 
Those who perform the act put themselves outside the pale of 
humanity; they are guilty of a crime that shrieks to heaven. It is 
so terrible that the men who plan and order it always take care 
not to witness it. \Vhen the massacre is taking place, they are as 
far away as possible from the scene of the murders. The sight of 

murdered men and mutilated women and children offends them 
and tends to weaken their resolve. They therefore run away like 
the most abject cowards, and surprisingly often turn to drink and 
womanizing to drown their sense of guilt, their knowledge that 
they will one day be called to account for their crimes. Yahya 
Khan was perl1aps an extreme case of a man wl10 orders a mas
sacre and then runs away as fast as possible. On the day he issued 
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the final order for the massacres in East Pakistan he flew from 
Dacca to Rawalpindi, thirteen hundred miles away. 

There are two basic forms of massacre: the static massacre and 
the massacre of maneuver. The static massacre is simply the mass 
execution of men who have fallen into the conqueror's hands. 
They are usually prisoners, and surprisingly large numbers of them 
have been executed in a single day, or in the space of a few days. 
Thus it appears that the 11,000 Polish military men killed in the 
VVorld \Var II massacre at Katyn Forest near Smolensk were all 
shot within the space of four or five days. A huge pit was dug, the 
men were led into it blindfolded or with their coats wrapped 
round their heads, and they were then shot in the nape of the 
neck. Afterward the pit was covered with earth and planted over 
with saplings. 

In a static massacre the victims have no chance of escape. 
When Brigadier General Dyer ordered the massacre in the Jal
lianwalla Bagh at Amritsar on April l 3, 19191 all the advantages 
were in his favor. The unarmed Indians, whom he had decided 
to pnnish, were in an enclosed space surrounded by walls and 
houses, and it was an easy m<ltter to bring up his Gurkhas and 
Baluchi riflemen and order them tu fire into the crowd. Some 
1,650 rounds were fired, and about 400 Indians were killed and 
four times as  many were wounded. Only a handful of Indians 
succeeded in escaping over the walls, and t11ose who were se
verely wounded were allowed to bleed to death, for at his orders 
no doctors or medical orderlies were permitted on the scene until 
the next day. 

In a static massacre men die, and that is the encl of the matter. 
The massacre of maneuver is a far more complicated affair, for 
it brings into existence a complex system of forces which never
theless moves according to ascertainable laws. The classic exam· 
ple of the massacre of maneuver took place during the first 
stages of tl1e German invasion of Russia in World War 11. The 
German Army carried everything before it. There were large-scale 
massacres in aJI the towns they passed through, and hundreds of 
thousands of prisoners were ronnded up and later massacred or 
left to perish of hunger_ Yet the Cennans never possessed com
plete authority over the lands they had conquered, for inevitably 
they found themselves opposed by partisans. The partisan groups 
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blew up bridges, railroads, and ammunition cfepots. They were a 
presence that could be felt, though they moved invisibly behind 
t11e lines. A hundred thousand partisans were hiding in the for· 
ests, harrying the German forces. Later, when the Russian Army 
was brought up to strength and went over to the offensive, the 
partisans lost their importance. In those early days they showed 
wl1at could be done by groups of determined men working be
hind the enemy lines. The Mukti Bahini were acting in Bangla 
Desh like the Russian partisans in the autumn and winter of 
1941. 

One of the reasons why it is possible to construct a schema 
for a general theory of massacre is that the charncter of a man 
who orders a massacre is invariably rigid and fanatical. He is con
temptuous of mankind, guilt-ridden, insecure in his personal re
lationships, incapable of compromise, merciless. He usually cush
ions his insecurity by inventing for himself a distinguished an
cestry and by proclaiming his adherence to a martial elite. He has 
a recognizable character and his actions under stress are predic
table. The actions of the people he is massacring are far less pre
dictable. They may, or may not, strike back; they may, or may 
not, find a leader; they may, or may not, surrender. The mas
sacre may come upon them so suddenly that they are taken com
pletely unawares and find themselves helpless in the hands of the 
adversary. But if they strike back in force even when they have 
suffered a million dead, then the general who has ordered the 
massacre is likely to panic, make all the wrong decisions, and is
sue a stream of orders urging his commanders in the field to be 
even more merciless and more brutal, as though they had not al
ready reached their maximum effort in mercilessness and brutality. 

Since t11e pattern of his actions is known, the survivors of the 
massacre act accordingly. They, too, become merciless to the ut
most possible extent, capture hostages, torture them to death, and 
make sure that the enemy finds the bodies. They know that it is 
not necessary to  l1ave bullets in order to kill; it is only necessary 
to have a pair of hands. When J asked Mao Tse-tung what his 
soldiers would do when confronted with the heavily armored 
tanks of the Kuomintang, he answered quietly: "We shall tear 
the1n apart with our bare hands!" So, too, in Bangla Desh, the 
peasants and the Mukti Bahini defended themselves with their 
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bare hands, with ·sharpened stakes and with kitchen knives 
against the Punjabi and Baluchi soldiers armed with tanks and 
automatic weapons. 

The survivors act with tl1e strength of despair. They are pre
pared to undertake any burdens and assume any risks in order to 
rid themselves of the hated enemy. They act with a steady un
yielding force. The enemy usually acts with maximum force at 
the beginning, and thereafter the force declines. 

Since a massacre of maneuver is often a long, tedious, and un
nerving affair, almost mechanical in its repetitive operations, the 
enthusiasm and fervor of the soldiers soon dies down. The sol
diers who found themselves murdering at their leisure, killing 
defenseless townspeople and equally defenseless villag_ers, quickly 
discover the limitations in the art of massacre. It is compara
tively easy to race down a street in an armored car macbine
gunning everyone in sight. It is easier still to set fire to shops and 
houses, and to murder and mutilate women. To kill a child de
mands no very great skill. But when the people fight back, the 
soldiers discover that they are not dealing with pasteboard figures 
set up in a shooting gallery. People do not like being killed at the 
orders of drunken, incompetent dictators or generals who regard 
a successful massacre as a military feat which will bring them pro
motion. They fight with cunning. They learn how to hide. The 
soldiers must therefore ferret them out by entering their hiding 
places, thus depriving themselves of the luxury of fighting on 
their own ground. 

The danger point for the soldiers comes about a month after 
the massacres have begun. By this time killing has become so 
wearisome and exhausting that they turn away from murder to 
the more pleasurable excitements of loot and rape. The military 
authorities in Dacca were well aware of the dangers of looting 
and promised severe punishment for all looters. Nevertheless the 
looting continued, and the people who were being massacred 
watched with grave interest the demoralization of the enemy. 

One could construct graphs showing the curves of declining 
morale of the soldiers. A massacre can be analyzed statistically, 
the forces at work can be isolated, studied, and compared with 
similar forces working during other massacres. Since massacre by 
definition is the organized destruction of human beings without 
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mercy and without any regard for moral laws, the mere fact that 
it is organized means that it is subject to the laws of force. But it 
is more important to observe that the people instinctively came 
to understand the forces at work without benefit of statistical 
analysis. They felt these forces acting on their skins and on their 
nerves, for a man fighting for his life against desperate odds pos
sesses reserves of intelligence and understanding denied to the 
enemy. 

From the available historical records it appears that massacres 
go through eight formal stages. Sometimes of course a massacre 
is so swift and complete that it is a11 over in a few days, and in 
such cases there is no development. Sometimes, too, the second 
or third onslaught by the army will reduce the civilians to such a 
state of weakness that they will surrender, preferring to become 
slaves or to be executed than to carry on a hopeless war. But 
when the army massacres defenseless civilians who resist with 
all their strength and finally overcome their oppressors, then the 
schema of a massacre will almost invariably follow the same pat
tern: 

First, the future victims are lulled into a sense of security. A 
military commander who prepares a massacre seeks the utmost 
advantage. He therefore draws up 1iis plans in secret and does 
everything possible to ensure that the people know nothing about 
them and do not even suspect they are being drawn up. It is ex
plained to them that an their wishes will be met and all disagree
ments are at an end. Ideally, the victims should be in a state of 
euphoria. This principle was recognized by the guards in the ex
termination camps who gave sweets to the children on their way 
to the gas cl1ambers. 

Questions of morality do not ari�e, and the military com
mander is not swayed by motives of kindness, nor does it occur 
to him that he is committing an act of cowardice and treachery. 
His aim is to 1u11 them into a false sense of security by every 
available means. He is perfectly capable of inviting the people to 
attend a military parade and to throw flowers at the marching 
soldiers. At exactly the right moment the guns open fire. 

Men intent on massacre have gone to extraordinary lengths to  
disarm suspicion. Abdul Hamid II, Sultan of Turkey, pleasantly 
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surprised the Armenians in October i&)5 by signing a firman 

granting them the reforms they desired and then gave the order 
for a general massacre. Timurlane publicly granted an amnesty to 
the people of Delhi and then sent his soldiers to kill them. \'\Then 
the Japanese attacked Nanking in December i937 they encour· 
aged the Chinese to set up "safety zones" for the civilian popula
tion. Once Lhey were inside Lhe city, they raced to the "safety 
zones'· and massacred nearly everyone in them. President Yahya 
Khan conducted negotiations with Sheikh Mujihur Rahman 
until shortly before he flew to Rawalpindi on 1t!arch 25, 1971, 
after announcing that the negotiations were proceeding satisfac
torily. 

Second, the death blow. The massacre is planned like a mili
tary campaign. The streets are the battlefields, but there is almost 
no house-to-house fighting. TI1e aim is to strike a paralyzing blow 
in the shortest possible space of time. Potential centers of resist
ance are wiped out. Colleges and universities are among the first 
t o  be attacked. The Japanese deliberately bombed Nankai Uni
versity in Tientsin during the early stages of the war agafr15t 
China for the same reason that Yahya Khan gave orders for the 
attack on lhe students of Dacca University . "Everything revealing 
itself as a Polish power of leadership must be destroyed again 
and again with ruthless energy," wrote Ilans Frank, the ruler of 
the General Government of Poland. The aristocracy, the clergy, 
the professional classes, the scholars, and the students arc always 
among the first to be rounded up and shot. 

Since it is intended that the blow shall be decisive, the militarv 
commander will engage the whole weight of the army in the mas
sacre. There is no need to call up reserves. Striking with over
whelming force against a defenseless population, he expects the 
first blow to be the last. After some clays the massacre is called 
off, and the commander announces a general amnesty t o  the pop
ulation while intelligence officers study the situation. In East 
Pakistan the fust massacre was called off within forty-eight homs. 

The death blow causes the worst damage anc.l paralyses tl1e 
survivors, reducing them to a state of passivity and almost of in· 
difference. They arc too numbed to be surprised by the brut:il 

manifestation of the enemy's will. An army, faced with a similar 



MASSACRE 

blow, will panic and flee in disorder. The civilian population will 
flee, but does not panic. Instead, it falls into a kind of stupor, 
which the military commander mistakes for acquiescence. 

Third, the victims recover from their paralysis. The massacres 
do not come to an end with the first knock-out blow. During the 
following weeks there are sporadic mass killings, but they are 
neither on the scale of the first, nor are they carefully planned. 
They are the echoes of the thunderclap. These killings serve the 
pmpose of reminding the population to remain quiet and submis
sive. 

As the victims are gradually aroused from tl1eir apathy, they 
begin to strike back, at first timidly, then more passionately, witl1 
ferocious determination. Soldiers patrol the streets at night at 
terrible risk. If they are on foot, they are likely to be murdered. If 
they are in jeeps or weapons carriers, they may find a steel wire 
drawn tightly across a road. ff they arc in tanks, they may sud
denly be brought up short by a Molotov cocktail. Finally, they 
abandon their night patrols, leaving the civilian population in 
command of the streets during the night. 

The civilians have by this time formed spontaneous groups, 
usually very small. If one group is captured and put to the tor
ture, it can reveal nothing of importance to the military, which 
inevitably magnifies the·strength of the resistance, imagining that 
it is organized when in fact it is still disorganized. At this stage 
the lack of organization benefits the civilians. 

Fourth, the military mounts a second massacre. Like the death 
blow, the second massacre is carefully planned on the basis o f  in
telligence reports. The aim once more is to terrify the people, but 
where previously the blow was aimed at selected targets-univer
sities, police stations, barrackS-\.vith the mass shooting of civil
ians playing a minor but essential role, the second blow is de
liberately conceived as pure unrestricted terror. 

Outwardly it appears that the military has lost its nerve and is 
giving itself up to destructive fury, but in fact it knows what it is 
doing. It destroys aimlessly, but aimless destruction is itself an 
aim. By destroying at random on a massive scale it hopes to crush 
the last remnants of resistance. 

In East Pakistan this second massacre began toward the end 
of April, i971. Previously the military employed tanks, armored 
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cars, and ground troops. Now, as the troops fanned across the 
country, they called in the support of warships, gunboats, an<l jet 
planes. Chittagong was continuously and heavily shelled by the 
Pakistani naval vessels Babar and Jehangir. Gun boats shelled 
villages on both sides of the lVIongla and Chalna channels. Jet 
planes .streaked low over the countryside, dropping napalm on 
villages and chemical bombs on jute plantations to render them 
useless. The terror was unrestrained, and it was no longer thought 
necessary to make any gestures of appeasement. Schools were 
burned to the ground and school children were lined up and 
shot. 

Fifth, the victims begin to organize. Since the enemy has over
extended his lines during the second phase of operations, more 
and more guns are falling into the hands of the civilian popula
tion. Guerrilla le;1ders are emerging. The period of shock and 
stupor has passed, and there arc the beginnings of organized re
sistance. The military command may congratulate itself on the 
vast numbers of people killed and the vast numbers of villages 
burned to the ground, but these satisfying statistics are somewhat 
mitigated by the knowledge tl1at increasing numbers of soldiers 
are being lost. The military now takes stock of the situation, and 
there follows a period of withdrawal and recuperation. 

Sixth, the military mounts a third massacre. There is, of course, 
no reason why the military should not be capable of mounting 
an indefinite number of massacres. It is in its power to kill, but 
it is rarely in its power to inspire respect. By the time the third 
massacre is mounted, the victims have acquired an intelligence 
service of their own and they have already formed well-led and 
well-trained guerrilla armies. The 1\!Iukti Bahini suffered badly in 
April during the second massacre. By the middle of July they 
were winning their first victories. 

The third massacre took place during June, July, and August 
at the height of the monsoon. One might have thought that the 
monsoons would help the defenders, but it was not so. As the 
waters rose, it became easier for the military to move along the 
rivers at night and to descend upon unsuspecting villages, and 
then vanish mto the night. The military was learning guerrilla 
techniques, but it was almost too kite. 

By tl1is time the guerrillas were well-armed, and almost the en-
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tire population was supporting them. The military was now being 
diverted from their main task of killing defenseless civilians and 
concentrating their efforts on stamping out the NI ukti Bahini. This 
was war, and they did not like it. Neither the military elite nor 
the soldiers had shown that they possessed stamina. They were 
losing their nerve. 

Seventh, the victim bites off the enemy's hands and feet. Once 
the tide begins to turn, the military begins to disintegrate. It has 
acted on the assumption that at all times it possesses overwhelm
ing strength, and in fact it still possesses tanks, armored cars, and 
airplanes in large numbers. It has intelligent staff officers and an 
efficient communications system. It has, in fact, everything ne
cessary to conduct more massacres. What it lacks is  the will to 
fight. Eroded by fear, incapable of making accurate judgments, it 
surrenders to panic. It is still dangerous, but it is beginning to be 
dangerous to itself. Uncertainties crowd in on it and the center 
does not hold. 

The Mukti Bahini were now occupying large areas and sur
rounding the towns. When talking about the fighting, they say 
they were amateurs until September, but by October they were 
professionals. They were now better trained, better disciplined, 
and better equipped. They had tanks, small ships, motor boats, 
even half a dozen airplanes. TI1ey were a hundred thousand men, 
roughly the same number as the Pakistani Army, now reduced to 
a rabble demoralized by six or seven months of privileged mur
der, rape, arson, and looting. There were still some good fighting 
men, but they were outnumbered by the rabble. 

The Mukti Bahini had the will to fight and the will to victory. 
The enemy was suffering from a disease well-known in hospitals 
-it was losing the will to live. 

Eighth, the f1.nal massacre. A dying viper attacks up to the mo
ment of its last breath. Even when it is paralysed with a broken 
back, it will still raise its head and strike anything within reach. 

Confronted with inevitable defeat, the German Army retreat
ing across the steppes of Russia and the plains of Poland set fire 
to villages and massacred peasants not because there were any ad
vantages to be gained by destruction but because they knew they 
were defeated. They killed in a fury of hatred, in paroxysmic 
rage. Since they were doomed, everyone else must be doomed. 
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Similarly, when the guards in the extermination camps realized 
that they were about to be overrun, they sometimes attempted 
to bum down the entire camp and all the inmates before fleeing 
to whatever safety remained for them in the West. They de
manded a last holocaust. 

So, too, in East Pakistan, in every district occupied by the 
army, massacres took place only a few hours before the formal 
surrender. In Dacca the people who were killed were mostly pro
fessional men, doctors, scholars, and students. Many of the dead 
were found scattered in shallow ponds and depressions in a de
serted brickyard near lVfohmmedpur on the outskirts of the city. 

They were still recognizable. All of them had their hands tied 
behind them; the majority had hecn shot to death; and about a 
dozen had been brutally butchered. 

After the surrender the death lists were found, giving the 
names of all the intellectuals and professional men who were to 
be killed. The lists were long and numerous. TI1ey were com
piled by collaborators and mercenaries belonging to fanatical or
ganizations like Al Badr and Al Shams, which sought to restore 
East Pakistan to the West Pakistan fold. Many of the men on 
the death lists could not be found, because they were in hiding. 
At the next-to-last moment orders were given to round up as 
many of these people as possible and shoot them. East Pakistan, 
too, must have its last holocaust. 

This schema of a massacre from its cautious beginnings to the 
last inevitable paroxysmic flare-up is biased in favor of the vie· 
tims, for it assumes they will win. They do not often wi n. TI1e 
victory of the peasants of East Pakistan is that rare phenomenon 
-the massacre that fails. Recorded history is full of massacres 
that succeeded only too well. 

Nevertheless there is some hope to be derived from the 
thought that massacre is a complex organism with a structure of 
its own, capable of endless variations, but composed of recog
nizable elements acting in recognizable ways, following laws 
which are invariable. We realize that the chosen victims are not 
necessarily powerless. They, too, are fields of force, capable of re
acting violently whenever the enemy lets down its guard. They 
are least powerful, and perhaps powerless, when they are cooped 
up in a small space like the Chinese who were massacred in the 
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"safety zones" in :-Janking and the Spanish Republicans who 
were massacred in the bullring at Badajoz. Given space, they may 
yet overcome their oppressors. There is a sense in which the fast
est airplanes cannot move as fast as a man running for his life. 
The most elementary stratagems are often successful: running, 
hiding, digging pits, trenches, and tunnels, tluowing Molotov 
cocktails, wielding knives, or killing with one's bare hands. A 
mechanized army furnished with the mosl modem Gennan weap
ons roared across southern Russia, massacring everyone in its 
path, but in the end most of the German soldiers were killed and 
t11e partisa11s ;:ittended the victory celebrations. 

As long as there is space, there is always hope. The greater the 
space, the greater the hope. Thrust, recoil, regrouping of forces: 
thus armies act, and so do unarmed civilians. They can thrust 
more effectively, recoil, and regroup more effectively, when they 
have space to move in. Space is their hiding place, their innum
erable lines of retreat, and their source of supplies. "At night every
one seemed to be 011 the move," said one of the Mukti Bahini 
fighters. "\Ve were like ants scurrying in all directions." The army, 
for its own safety, preferred to spend the night in cantonments. 
Space was Jess useful to them. 

The victims often have advantages denied to the enemy: a 
sense of common purpose, which is more than .a common desire 
for survival. TI1cy have what Ibo Khaldun called asabiya, which 
means the affection men feel for their brothers and neighbors 
when they arc badly treated or killed, and then by extension 
their instinctive sense of brotherhood in its most positive out
going sense, so that asabiya becomes a weapon they can hurl at 
the enemy. It is more than brofl1erhood, for it becomes power. 
lbn Khaldun showed how the Arab armies, surging out of Arabia 
and conquering the Byzantine and the Persian empires in the 
course of a few years, were in full possession of asabiya, and how 
that power gradually diminished in the empires of their succes
sors when there no longer existed a hard-core sense of com
munity. The Bengalis possessed an abundance of asabiya. It was 
their secret weapon, and perhaps the most effective. 

Native courage they also possessed in abundance. It was not 
the courage of trained soldiers who march into minefields at the 
command of their officers. It was more secretive, more cunning. 



A Schema of Massacre 

more human. They had lost so many of their friends and relatives 
that they placed a high vnlue on their own Jives. They were fight
ing to enjoy the day when the last corrupt Pakistani officer had 
been swept into a prison camp, and they fought all the more vig
orously because freedom seemed to b e  waiting for them at the 
encl of the long bloodstained road. 

The lesson to be learned from the victory of the freedom fight
ers in East Pakistan is therefore an important one. In an age of 
atom bombs and mechanized warfare, when man appears to be 
helpless at the mercy of huge imponderable forces and of de
hllmanized politicians, his own humanity is his safeguard. He 
may be overwhelmed by tl1e enemy, as the Samnites and the 
Etruscans were overwhelmed by the Romans in massacres so 
dreadful that nothing was left of them except the evidence of 
their art, but he has a fighting chance, he is not entirely weapon
less, and he has more allies than he suspects. 

Jn the raw will of man lies the key to victory. 



CHAPTER lJ 

The Prisoner 

�""'"' MuJ""' RA•M•• '"'' on< of thoso '""' 

who possesses the raw will to victory to an extraordinary degree. 
He was in prison in West Pakistan, reduced to the status of a 
blind deaf-mute, knowing nothing, incapable of influencing the 
course of affairs, at the mercy of his jailers. Yet throughout all 
the months of imprisonment he never despaired. He was certain 
of victory, as other men are certain that the sun will rise tomor
row. It was inconceivable to him that the Bengalis would ever 
submit to the invaders. 

"I knew my people well, and I knew their strength," he said 
later. "That is why I did not despair." 

Ilis world consisted of four waJJs, a bed, a stone floor, a win
dow so high that he had only a fleeting glimpse of the sky. It was 
a world he knew well, for he had been in many prisons. He liked 
to boast that except for his first short prison sentence he had al
ways been kept in solitary confinement. "When they want to 
break your spirit, that is what they do to you," be said. "Very 
often they succeed." The sun rose, the shadows lengthened, 
darkness came, and there was only the smaJJ ceJJ. The guards 
brought his food and then vanished, leaving him to his endless 
meditations. He did not know what town he was in, and if he 
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T/ie Priso11er 

had known, it would have been a matter of indifference to him. 
I Ic knew he was somewhere in \Vest Pakistan and he knew that 
al any moment the door would burst open and there would be 
a man with a machine gun standing outside. 

In East Pakistan they called him Banglabandhu, which means 
'"friend of Bengal." It was an expression of their affection for 
him, their asabiya, their sense of community with him. Some
times they called him Muiib-bhai, which has almost the meaning 
of "dear :Mujib." To the prison guards he was an important 
prisoner of state, whose life was likel}' to be brief. Every week the 
prison governor despatched to Islamabad a report on the prison· 
cr's behavior: he had taken food, he had not taken food, he had 
marched up and down his small cell, he had slept well or badly. 
President Yahya Kl1an was more interested in the statements he 
made, but apart from the obligatory "Salaam" in answer to the 
same greeting by the guards when they enlered his cell, he spoke 
hardly at all. He was a model prisoner. "I should not be com· 
mended for being a model prisoner," he said later. "After all, I 
had a great deal of experience." 

There are some men \vho can adapt themselves to a long 
prison term, falling into a kind of mindless lethargy. Sheikl1 Muji
bur Rahman was not one of them. He was never able to adapt 
himself to prison life except in the most superficial way. He 
hated, loathed, and despi�ed prison, all the more because he was 
naturally ebullient, high-strung, and fond of talking. Those who 
have met him arc surprised by a quality rare among political lead
ers-l1is gaiety. When he enters a room, the lights seem to grow 
brighter, fountai ns suddenly seem to be playiug, and the sky out
side i s  ablaze with fireworks. He speaks of "my country," "my 
children," "my people," his arms shooting out to embrace them 
in an ecstasy of astonishment that anything so beautiful as Ben
gal and its people could exist. He possesses a genuine friendliness 
and sympathy, and is puzzled because there are people in the 
world who are not equall)' friendly and sympathetic. 

Sheikh l\lfujibur Rahman knew that his life depended upon the 
wl1im of a military dictator. He was therefore in the same posi
tion as the Bengalis during the first weeks of the massacre. H e  
knew, n o  one knew better, that he had n o  weapons except the 
raw will to victory and the consciousn�s that he was not alone. 



MASSACRE 

"I was ready to be executed," he said. "A man who is ready to 
die, nobody can kill." 

He knew nothing about the events that were happening in East 
Pakistan, but he could guess much. If East Pakistan had been 
overrun by Yahya Khan's troops, if the Awami League had sur
rendered, then he would be killed. As long as Yahya Khan could 
find some use for him as a hostage, he would be permitted to 
live. He was allowed no newspapers, no books, no radio. lie was 
given tobacco, his only luxury. Meanwhile he kept count of the 
days, recited the Koran, gazed at the tiny patch of sky, and gave 
himself up to the interminable silences of prison. 

The guards, of course, knew who he was, and treated him with 
some deference, perhaps because they knew that changing politi
cal fortunes might bring him once more to high office, perhaps 
even to the presidency. This deference was exp ressed in bows, in 
half-smiles, and very occasionallr in whispers. But as he remem
bered those long months in prison, he was aware of being en
closed in a vast cone of silence from which there was no forsee
able escape. Years would pass, and he would still be looking at 
the little patch of sky. 

What sustained him was his pride, bis absolute refusal to be· 
licvc that anyone or anything could break his spirits, and a 
strange, almost mystical belief in the power of the people to sup· 
port him in adversity. He felt very close to them, as though in 
their millions they were physically present. He had not the slight
est doubt t11at they were supporting hi111 with their prayers and 
more than their prayers. "I felt their love, and I returned their 
love," he said. "So it was when I was among them, and it was 
the same when I was in prison. I loved them ardently, and this 
was enough to sustain me. If it had not been for their love, I 
would have died many times over." 

When speaking of his prison experiences, he i s  inclined to he 
abrupt, saying that they were too horrible to be contemplated 
and one learned nothing except patience, which was not a vir
tue. He was not a calm prisoner, but he made sure that the jtiil
crs would think he was calm. Once, when he was sentenced to 
life imprisonment, he said he found himself working out quite 
calmly t11at with remission for the time spent in prison before 
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affect a villager living with his family on a few acres of land. 
"Hundreds of thousands of rupees are being spent on the cities," 
he said, "although eighty per cent of the people in the provinces 
do not have two square meals a clay and cannot clothe themselves 
adequately." 

He was born on March i 7, i920, on a farm in the village of 
Tongipara about sixty miles southwest of Dacca in the district of 
Faridpur. His father, Sheikh Lutfur Rahman, was a clerk of the 
court who possessed some land and fam1ed it. "Sheikh" was not 
a title but part of his name, and to a Bengali, living far from the 
sheikhs of Arabia, such a name suggested not wealth and power 
but a rather lowly orig in. Sheikh Lutfur Rahman acquired the 
name because it  had been given to him by his father and he in 
tum handed it down to his son. 

As a child Sheikh Mujibur Rahman suffered &om beri-beri, a 
disease not uncommon among people who eat pol ished rice 
which is devoid of vitamins. He was severely ill, and it is pos· 
sible that the disease affected his eyesight. From that time he be
came very nearsighted and sometimes had trouble in focussing his 
eyes. Yet even as a child he read prodigiously, regarcling books as 
though they were almost objects of worship. His father en cour
aged him in l1is reading, and he was soon reading the law books 
in the house. 

He was about ten years old when he displayed the first signs of 
a social conscience by distributing rice from the family store to a 
tenant farmer who worked on the farm. "They were hungry, and 
we have all these things," he explained. Sheikl1 Lutfur Rahman 
was not particularly disturbed and asked the boy to consult him 
before rai ding the family store again. 

The boy grew up tall and straight, uncommonly handsome and 
graceful , but not especially studious in his school work. Partly be
cause of his weak eyesight, partly because he disliked the curricu
lum, and partly because he preferred talking to studying his 
school books, he matriculated from high school at an age when 
many Bengalis have settled down and begun raising a family. He 
was twenty-two when he left 11igh school, and he had already 
been in prison. It was the year when Candi was denouncing 
British rule more vigorously than ever before. Sheikl1 Mujibur 
Rahman joined the independence movement. For tl1rowing 



Tire Prisoner 93 

,11111L., al a police station he was sentenced to six clays in jail. It 
"·" liis first taste of priso11, and he cnjO)C<l the cxpccieuce. Later 
ltt• would develop a deep horror of prison and find himself at the 
�:1111c time strangely allrnclc<l to it. 

I 11 that same year he went to live in a student hostel in Cal
rnl 1;1, while he studied hislory an<l political science at Islamia 
Colkgc, the only Muslim college in the city. He worked at his 
hook� during the morning and spent the afternoons and evenings 
pol ii icking, building up short-li,·ed political societies among the 
'111dcnts, v isiting Muslims who held politica l office, and acting as 
'tudcnt councillor of the All India Muslim League founded by 
�lohammcd Ali Jinnah. Politics was his life. "I spent all my time 
i11 politics while 1 was living in Calcutta," he s aid later. l t was 
1101· quite true, for 11e sometimes attended lectures and took ex
.1111i11ations. At Islamia College he firsl c11cou11tere<l th<.: works of 
l\crlrand Russell, who left a lasting imprcs�ion on him. Tn i947 
lu.: graduated. It was the year of Lbe Partilio11 of India, a11d he 
wa� now a citizen of East Pakistan. 

I le returned to Dacca, enrolled as a law student in the univcr
�il y and con tinued to be active in politics. Herc, too, lie spent 
1 ltc morning with ltis books ;md the rest of the clay politicking. 
I le,; founded the Easl Pakistan l\1Iusli111 Students League, became 
:i practiced speaker, and soon found himself in jail again. Once 
ag.1 in he received a six-dar sentence, this Lime in �o]jtary confine-
111cnt. A year later, in March i949, he was making speeches on 
hd1alf of the servants and menials at Daec.i Univ ersity wlto !tad 
gone on strike for better wages. This was a punishable offense, 
:111cl he went to prison again. \;\!hen he came out he learned that 
lit had been expelled from Dacca Univcrsitr. He also learned 
1 ltat he had been appointed joint secretary of tl1e Aw·ami League, 
(011ndcd by the veteran politician Hasan Shaheed Suhrawarcly, 
whom he regarded as his mentor. There were food riots that year. 
The Awarni Leagtie held demonstrations ca lling on the govem-
111c:nt to lower the price of food, and once more Shei kh l'vf11jihur 
ll.ahman was sent to prison. For the next twe nty years he was in 
and out of prison. "Prison," he said, "became mr other home." 

Bel ween i9<;3 and iq57 ther e was ;1 change in his fortunes . By 
tlti� time the l\!fuslim League was in a :.tatc of decay. To placate 
Bengali nationalism, it was decided to permit Bengalis into the 
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cabinet. Fazlul Huq, known as "the Lion of Bengal," briefly be· 
came prime minister of Pakistan, and Sheikh 1\1ujibur Ralunan 
was appointed minister of agricultural development. TI1e appoint· 
ment lasted two months. He went to prison again. But in June 
i955 he was elected to the Constituent Assembly of Pakistan, 
and once more became a cabinet minister. This time he was 
minister of commerce and industry. Seven months later he relin· 
quished his ministerial office and returned to Dacca to reorganize 
the Awami League. 

During this period he was often traveling. He accompanied a 
delegation to Peking and another to New Delhi, where he had 
two private talks with Jawaharlal Nehru, and was impressed by 
the Indian prime minister's good sense, his belief that it was per
fectly possible to come to an agreement with Pakistan if there 
was good faith on both sides. He also talked with Rajendra Pra· 
sad, who was then at the height of his power and influence. He 
did not share the prevailing Pakistani belief that India was the 
enemy destined to be conquered. India was the friend to be won 
over if there was to be any peace on the subcontinent. 

When Ayub Khan seized power in i958, Sheikh Mujibur Rah
man was among the first to feel the dictator's wrath. He was 
thrown into prison in October i958, released two years later, then 
arrested again and given another two year sentence. TI1is was his 
longest continuous period of imprisonment. He was a very sick 
man when he was finally released in 1961. Warned to keep away 
from politics, he continued to work for the Awami League until 
it became the major political party in East Pakistan. In April 
i966 Ayub Khan threw him into prison again. He remained in 
prison until January i968. Then, as he was leaving prison, he was 
arrested by some military officers, who ordered him into a jeep. 
He thought they were going t o  execute him. There was just time 
to bend down and gather a handful of dust to sprinkle on his 
forehead. "O Allah, I was born from this dust," he whispered. 
"A11ow me to die here!" Then they took him to Kurmito1a Can
tonment and held him in jail for five more months. No one knew 
where he was. He seemed to have vanished from tl1e face of the 
earth. TI1e prison cell was twelve feet square, and there was no 
sunlight, for the solitary window was covered with thick red 
paint. In the evening he was allowed to walk for a few minutes in 
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Ilic g:1rdcn under the eyes of an annetl guard. Of all his prison 
<'.,pcricnccs he remembered this as the worst. 

/\ynl> Khan had not yet .finished with him. He was placed on 
I 1 i:d as one of the ringleaders of an extraordinary conspiracy 
ui111cd against the government. This was known as the Agartala 
Cc!ll�pirncy. He was accused of conspiring wilh members of the 
111111cd forces to ovcrtlirow the government of East Pakistan and 
lo cslahlish an independent state. The conspirators were said to 
lw cngaged in the conspiracy throughout i965 and Lhe spring of 
1966. There were many secret meetings, the conversations had 
hcc11 recorded, and all those who took part were said to have con
fessed. Altogether twenty-eight conspirators Imel been rounded 
up. and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman's name was at the head of the 
lisl. 

I 1· was not difficult to prove that there had been no conspiracy 
1111cl that aJI the confessions had been extracted under torture or 
threats of torture. The evidence presented to the court was so 
flimsy that even the lawyers for the prosecution found themselves 
s111ili11g. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was portrayed as tl1e paymaster 
doling out small sums of money for military weapons-two thou
s:llld rupees to one person, four t11ousancl to another. It was an 
astonishing way to begin an armed revolt. Witnesses came for
w:i rd to say that they bad seen him waiting at a bus stop for 
other conspirators and then taking them in a roundabout way by 
t�•r to a secret meeting place. He was accused of being in con-
1 inual contact with Indians who provided him with large sums of 
111oncy. He denied all the charges, launched into an attack on tl1e 
government, and was sentenced to life imprisonment. 

The trial was a mistake, as the government later realized. The 
/\gartala Conspiracy Case was reported in tlte newspapers. The 
cviclcncc, which appeared so flimsy in court, seemed even flimsier 

in cold print. 111e students in East Pakistan came out on strike. 
marched in procession with the portrait of Sheikh Mujihur Rah-
111an, and denounced the government for imprisoning him on 
1·rumped-up charges. There were riots with police shooting into 
I he crowds. In February i969 Sbeikh Mujibur Rahman was re
leased unconditionally, and there was a mass meeting at the race 
course in Dacca to celebrate his return to freedom. A 111011tl1 later 
/\yub Khan resigned all his offices in favor of Yahya Kl1an, the 
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commander-in-chief of the Pakistani Am1y. The military elite was 
still in command. 

Yahya Khan was one of those men wl10 learned nothing from 
the past. He was another Ayub Khan, remote from the people, 
governing by armed force. He hated Sheikh I\1ujibur Rahman 
even more than Ayub Khan hated him, and from time to time 
while the massacres in East Pakistan were going on, he spoke 
darkly about the fate reserved for his prisoner. 

Tl1e most ominous threat came in his broadcast on March 26, 
i971, the day after the massacres began. "Sheikh Mujibtu's de
cision to start the non-cooperation movement is an act of t-i:ea
son," he declared. "I-le and his party have defied the lawful au
thority for over three weeks, they have insulted the Pakistan flag 
and defiled the photograph of the Father of the Nation. 'fhey 
have tried to run a parallel government, they have created tunnoil, 
terror and insecurity, and they have committed murders." It was 
generally assumed tliat Sheikh Mujibur Rahman would be 
brought before a military court and tried for treason, a capital 
offense. 

The more Yahya Khan thought about it, the more he found 
himself in a quandary. He had expelled the journalists from 
Dacca, and hopefully nothing would ever be known about the 
massacres. But if he announced publicly that Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman would be placed on trial, then in the normal course of 
events journalists from all over the world would demand to be 
present. Therefore it would have to be a secret trial, or perhaps 
there would be no need for a trial at all. It was enough to sign a 
presidential order for his execution. 

From statements lie made later it became clear that he was toy
ing witl1 the idea of killing him quietly. He was acutely aware 
that he was treading on dangerous ground, and at the same time 
he was quite unable to disguise his hope that the prisoner would 
soon be dead. In July i971 he said: "The Bengali leader is alive 
and well in the highest class of \Vest Pakistani jail. But I cannot 
vouch for Sheikh Mujib's life 'beyond today.' He will be tried 
a.nd that does not mean that I will shoot him tomorrow. He can 
die a natural death. He is  in the highest class of jail. He does no 
labor, 11as a small room with a bed, a fan, hot water, and a doc
tor in attendance." 
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The last words were ominous, for they prepared the;: ground 
for the "natural death" which could be expected daily. The in
sistence on "the highest class oE jail" was puzzling. So, too, was 
tlie remark that "he does no labor." What was clear was that 
Yahya Khan was still uncertain and had not yet worked out a 

clear course of action. There were advantages in keeping Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman alive, but there were also advantages in killing 
liim. L1ter lte said: "My generals are pushing for a military trial 
for Mujib and for his execution. I have agreed, and the trial will 
be held soon." 

A few days later it was announced that the trial would be held 
before a military court consisting of five judges. It would begin 
on August 11 and was expected to last three or four weeks. 
Meanwhile evidence was still being collected by an army of plain 
clothes policemen in East Pakistan. The charge against him was 
one of "waging war against Pakistan." This vague charge was 
subdivided into twelve specific charges, of which six carried the 
death penalty. If the prisoner was found guilty of only one of 
these charges, he could expect to be hanged or shot. 

The trial took place in a new one-story red brick jail in the 
textile town of Lyallpur, a hundred and fifty miles due south of 
Rawalpindi. The judges and the witnesses were carefnlly selected, 
and Sheikh l\!fujibur Rahman was provided with a lawyer chosen 
by the judges. The prisoner refused to defend himself and refused 
to consult with the court-appointed lawyer. The witnesses, flown 
in from East Pakistan, were journalists w110 reportedly had been 
present during Sheikh Jvlujibur Rahman's speeches. Speeches 
originally made in Bengali were solemnly translated in Urdu, the 
judges took copious notes, and the prisoner remained silent. The 
trial was a farce, for the sentence had already been handed down. 

Nevertheless all the proper trappings of a trial were in evi
dence: the judges, the prosecutor, the lawyer for the defense, the 
witnesses, the court stenographer, and the prisoner accused of 
high treason who announced when asked whether there was any
thing he wanted that he wanted his body to be taken to Bangla 
Desh for burial, thus infuriating the judges who regarded the 
mention of the words "Bangla Dcsh" as an act of treason. For the 
rest of the time he remained silent. Silence was a weapon he 
wielded with skill and deftness. There arc many kinds of silence 
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-the silence that accuses, tbe silence that thunders, the silence 
that pronounces judgment on the judges, and the silence that ac· 
cepts whatever fate has to offer. The trial was being held in se
cret, and his many silences were magnified. On August 24, two 
weeks after tl1e beginning of the trial, tl1ere came tlie announce
ment that tlie court was in recess. No date for the resumption of 
the trial was given. 

To many it seemed that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was in 
greater danger than ever. There were rumors tlmt he was being 
tortured, that ]1e was on a hunger strike, that he was already 
dead, and l1ad indeed died before the military trial began. Islam
abad did nothing to dispel the rumors. It was to tl1e advantage 
of the military elite that no one should know wlrnt was happen
ing to its most distinguished prisoner. vVhen questioned during 
one of his rare press conferences, President Yahya Khan answered 
iliat it was a matter of no importance at all, everything would 
be understood in clue course, and he was not permitted to divulge 
the secrets of the courtroom. Asked where Sheikh Mujibur Rah
man was imprisoned, he said he did not know. 

The technique had been worked out originally by Hitler in his 
Nacht und Nebel order. The prisoner must vanish into "the 
night and ilie fog." No one must know whether he is alive or 
dead, where he is, whether 'he is sick or in good health. His name 
is obliterated from the records, and he is known simply by a num
ber. HitJer believed rightly that when a man vanishes in this way, 
there is such misery among his friends and relatives that the pun
ishment extends over ever-widening circles. It is almost the ulti· 
mate punishment. Man becomes a question mark. 

Jn East Pakistan tl1e Bengalis did not know whether he was 
alive or dead, and thougl1t of him, alive or dead, as the President 
of Bangla Desh. In this way 11e entered into legend, and was larger 
than life, all the more powerful because ne was silent, invisible, 
and far away. If President Yahya Khan thought that by keeping 
his prisoner in solitary confinement he was punishing the Ben
galis, he was mistaken. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was all the more 
present among them precisely because he was absent. They 
fought in his name and died with his name on their lips. 

Jn Muslim tradition ilie Absent One, the Hidden One, has 
a cherished place. When, for example, Imam Muhammed, the 
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lll'l'll I Ii of his line and the fourteenth in direct descent from the 
l1111plid, vanished into a cave in Samarra, he became for many 
1111llio11s of :rvfuslims the most potent of imams, ruling mankind 
111111 g11iding its destinies, more alive in their imaginations than 
ll'lil'11 lie was physically present; and it was believed that in time 
lw \\'011ld return as the divinely appointed Mahdi to usher in a 
111·11• :igc or a new heaven. 

'J'l1crc was therefore nothing new in the idea of the absent 
lc·;1dn. They were not especially shocked or hurt by his absence. 
I 11 I lie small box where they kept their small treasures there was 
1t\11:1lly a portrait of him pasted inside the lid, and they would 
l1111k :11· the portrait to remind themselves that 11c was once among 
1 li1·111. It was not worship; it was simply that he had become in 
11 '11rprisingly short space of time the undisputed leader of the 
11:11io11. \.Vhen in late October Radio Bangla Desh from Calcutta 
11111HHrnccd categorically that he was :ilivc, liaving remained silent 
1111 I lie; subject through all the months of massacres, no one was 
p:1ilicularly surprised. They felt lhcy had known all along that 
hi· would return in his own good time. 
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Indian Summer 

� '"" '" "" '""""' uf >97' ""' li,;,,g thwugh 
a nightmare. The rdugccs were pumi11g over the frontier in un· 
imaginable numbers :incl llie massacre� of lhe Bengali� were con· 
tinuing at an incr easing pace. The Iudians were dcspcraldy aware 
that tl1crc was nothing they could do to prevent the complete 
takem·er of East Pakistan by tl1e military. It \\"dS not lhe slightest 
11�c to appeal to Islamabad, and there was almost nothing to be 
gamed by appealing to the United J\:ations. The West Pakistani 
111ilitary was riding high, secure in its alliance with the United 
Slates and the People's Republic of Chino, both of whom could 
be relied upon tu �encl g1111s, tanks, and ammunition whenever 
they were called upon lo du so. That these \\·capons were being 
used to kill defenseless pcasa11ts wa� not a matter of the slightest 
concern to them. 

The world conscience was a roused, a 11d people of good will 
prayed and hoped that the military dictatorship would co111c lo 
grief. Hut praying and hoping are ne\·er enough, and the world 
conscience is notoriously forgetful. In an age of massacres, wlial 
was one more massncrc? 

The Indians \\'ere in the position of people looking down from 
the upper story of a house at the garden next door, where people 
\\'ere being butchered in broad daylight, men, women, and chil-

100 
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tl11 11 \('1ca111ing for help until they were shot or hacked to pieces. 
'11111w �11ccc cdecl in escaping over the garden wall and they were 
, 11 nl I or. There was no police force which could be summoned. 
I lw11· 11.1� 110 court of appeal. There was no way to protect the 
111111111·111 and no way lo pu nisl1 the guilty. '11u: massacres might, 
111.I 1H11h;1 hly would, continue for many 111011lhs without any 

1 111'1 1 ivl' protest. 
1°111· long smnmcr confronted India with a dilemma which na-

111111\ 1:ircly ha\·e to face. During \:Vorld \Var II Sweden was con
l11111lul with a comparable sihiation on a scale incommcnsurably 
1111.ilkr. When Hitler invaded Norway and instituted a reign of 
It 11111 1 liroughout lhc cou11try, 11undreds of Norwegians escaped 
111111 s,H·clcn. The Swedes, fearful lhat they would be invaded 
"' ' ' · 1.1i�cd no protest against the invaders, shcllcred a number of 
11I1w,n·s and continued to trade profitably with Germany. A 
I''""' 11cutrality, weighted in favor of Germany, permitted them 
111 • 11111� the luxury of peace. India could not afford the luxury of 
11 1111.1111). The Indian people were clamoring for action, but no 
11 111111 was possible. 

\\ I lie flood of refugees increased, the cost of supporting them 
1 ' 11 1111 a minimal subsistence level readied staggering propor-
111111". 1 lircatcning to drain the 1 ndian cco110111y. By Kovember 
'I'-· .. '·' <X> refugees were being cared for. Many of Uiem were sick, 
111.111\ died, many ha<l been wounded. A cholcrn epidemic, whic11 
11111 .lln1c:(l lo kill off hundreds of thousands, was successfully con
I 111llnl wit h Lhe help of a newly invented immuniz.ation gun 
"liu It clllly needed to be held against the bare arm of a refugee 
I 11 l.1 kt· effect. From a 11 over the world doctors and nurses came 
111 wtH' in the pathetically ill-equipped field hospitals near the 
l11111lw1. Money came in, but it was never cnougl1. During the 
1111111\111111 rains the refugees lived in the shelter of rough larpau-
1111. "' t 1ouched inside concrete pipes, while the land around 
1111 111 C'lt11rncd with mud. The lucky ones lived in hastily erected 
I'" l.tlH1ealcd l1uts. One could sta11cl in a refugee camp and sec 
t It•.,,. lt11ls stretching to the horizon, and beyond the horizon 
1111 11· "ere more huts, more concrete pipes, more huddled fami-
11• ·. •.lidlcring under tarpaulins. As t·he months passed, hope gave 
11 11 111 dcs1>air. They were waiting for the massacres to end, but 
111•" 11;1\ no cud to them. 
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In New Delhi some of the best minds in India grappled with 
the problem. A new generation of Indian administrators had 
come into existence. They were cool professionals, precise, in
tricate, competent, with clearly clefined '1ims. They resembled 
British administrators in the precision of their language and their 
refusal to indulge in rhetoric, but they also possessed a peculiarly 
Indian subtl ety, a gift for making fine-drawn distinctions which 
sometimes involved them in unnecessary complexities. They were 
confronted with problems of nuclear energ)', electrification of the 
villages, the manufacture of airplanes, tl1c green revolution, which 
was at last producing an abundance of rice and wheat. The birth 
rate was under control: tltcre was 110 immediate prospect of a 
vast increase of population to offset the growing food stocks. The 
Naxalitc terrorist orga11i:.wlion, which once threatened to spread 
across the country, was now contained, principally because it had 
no organi7�tion lo spc-.ik of, and Bengal, where the �axalites orig
inated, was still under presidential rule, mCllning that it was no 
longer governing itself but being governed by managers sent from 
New Delhi. 

All the internal problems faded before the pressures coming 
from East and \:Vest Pakistan. The Indians were sure they could 
repel an invasion, for they 11ad long ago taken the measure of the 
military elite in Pakistan, and in additio11 they possessed an ex

cellent cspiouage 5yste111. 1£ the invasion came, they were sure 
they would know when it was coming. Whal cl1icfiy troubled the 
Indians was their sense of isolation, the knowledge that vast and 
imponderable forces were at work over wl1icl1 they had no con· 
trol, and the <.-crtainty that the Nixon administration was actively 
supporting President Yahya Khan and tl1ercforc was an accom
plice in the butchery in East Pakistan. The Nixon administration 
officially denied that it was sending arms to Pakistan while con· 
tinuing to send them. Jt was not a question of a few rifles and 
machine guns, wliich could be used for killing Bengali pe::isants, 
but of heavy armaments which were being transported on '1 pri
ority basis by the United States Air Force to '\l\Test Pakistan. 
Later lite U.S. Government Accounting Office revealed that more 
than $3.8 million in milit:uy supplies were sent to Pakistan after 
the massacres had begun and after a government spokesman told 
Congress that all shipmeuts to Yahya Kl1an's regime had ceased. 

. . . 
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1 lw Indian government was well aware of the Aow of armaments 
lo Pakistan and arrived at the only possible conclusion. In the 
1·1 l'S of the Nixon administration India was expendable. 

The urgent problem was to discover why the American gov-
1 111111cnt had come lo Lhis con clusion. The problem was partly 
\111\'l.:d in June when the Indians learned that the military gov-
1•111111c11t in Islamabad had worked out an astonishingly simple 
111111 to bring about the downfall of India. There were three 
,1,1gc� to the plan, and one of them was already in operation. The 
""' stage was the massacre of the Bengalis and the domination 
111 l•:ast Pakistan by a firm military dictatorship. The second stage 
11.1� the establishment of an entente cordiale between the United 
"ii 1lc� and the People's Republic of China, with the government 
•'' Islamabad acting as the marriage broker. 'TI1e fact that the 
l l11itccl States and China had been declared enemies was not a 
111.iltcr Ll1at greatly exercised the mind of Yahya Khan, who dc-
111 cd military assistance from both of them. I!is suggestion that 
1,l.1111abad, where there were both American and Chinese military 

'"'i,t;incc missions, was tl1e obvious meeting place where agree-
1111·1its hctwccn the United States and China could be worked out 
11.1s assented to by the American and Chinese governments, and 
,11011 a strenuous stream of messages passed between Washington 
.111cl Peking. The entente cordiale was perhaps not as warm-hearted 
''' Y�11tya Khan had hoped, but at least it was progres�ing favor-
11 hk, with Islamabad a cling not only as the marriage broker but 
,i1, .. as the director of ceremonies and chief telegraph office. 

'l'ltc third stage was the most important one. It was nothing 
11·\s than the invasion of Tndia, aided bv China and the United 
Sl:ilcs. 

'l'lic idea, so captivating in its simplicity, sG vast in its i�p]i-
1 .11 ions, delighted t11c military elite in Islamabad. India, without 
.tllics, isolated and boxed in, would be attacked in force from 
!1111 Ii Rist and West Pakistan, by the Chinese in the north, and . 
l1upefully by the United States in the south. The box would be' 
c 11 1shcd by hammer blows from four sides. t:i 

'l'his plc;isant prospect originated in the minds of Yahya Khan 
111tl his staff officers. The idea however was not completely orig-
111:11, for it had been discussed at length shortly after Ayub Khan 
'"i1.cd power and agai !1 during Ayub Khan's first visit to the Chin-· 
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ese capital. But Yahya Khan had the distinction of being t11e first 
to prc::sent the idea, though in a somewhat disguised form, to the 
United States government. His tj111ely offer to act as marriage 
broker led ultimately to the stmnnit conference between Chair
man Mao Tse-tung and President Nixon in Peking, but none of 
the communiques issued after the conference paid tribute to his 
services. 

Meanwhile secret agreements were being drawn up with the 
People's Republic of China. Yahya Khan offered substant i al areas 
of northern India to the Chinese in return for their assistance. 
He was committjng an error common among politicians: 1tc was 
selling the bcar's skin before he had captured the bear. 
t The Indian government learned of the existence of the plan 

1and was understandably shocked by it. They noted that the plan 
suffered from a fundamental error, which could be stated quite 
sirnply. India was not couquerable. Even if the Pakistani armies, 

cq� ith 11eavy - ta11ks and the latest airplaues and accom
panied by American and Chinese advisors succeeded in crossing 
the frontiers, they woDlcl ultimately be lost in the vast mass of the 
subcontinent. lt was inconceivable that India would ever �!!T
rencler, just as it was inconc�l)i_ablc that the United States, China, 

"Orthc Soviet Union would ever surrender if they -;ere i1ivaded. 
The war would go on indefinitely, draming the. energies of U1e 
fnvaclerstmtil at_las t they ran away. 

--

�Nevertheless orders were given for stepping up the supplies of 
a�1mu n ition nnd the Indian Army was placed on the alert. In a 
speech delivered in June, the prime minister, Mrs. Tnclira Gandhi, 
said: "We shall have to go through hell before w e  have finisliccl 
witJ1 this thing." 

A new Indian government J1ad come into power only a few 
days before the massacres in East Pakistan began. Outwardly the 
new government did not appear to differ remarkably from the 
previous government. There were the same familiar faces, Ivlrs. 
Indira Gandhi was still prime minister, and tl1c Congress Party 
was still the ruling party. But the new government 11ad some
thing that no previous government had possessed: it had received 
such an overwhelming majority of votes, such a clear mandate 
from the people, that it was no longer under the necessity of 
compromising with any party .or group of parties. In effec tive di-
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11·d power it was stronger than any government that had ever 
''"'led in lnclia. 

The new government was relentlessly determined to carry out 
11 \ 111andatc. At fifly-four, tl1e prime minister could scarcely re-
111rn1hcr a time when she was not deeply involved i n  politics. As 
ll1t' u11ly child of Jawaharlal J\chru, she had been caught up in 
ll1t· independence movement and had known everyone who had 
t.1kc11 part in it. She had known Gandhi well, and she had also 
k11own the great Bengali poet, Rabinclrnnath Tagore, who influ
rnn:cl her per11aps more deeply than any other person except her 
l.11hcr. She was a politician to her fingertips with all the advan
l.1gt-s t11at come from having lived among politicians all her life. 
I k1 marriage to n young Parsee called Fcroze Gandhi had given 
111'1 hy the purest accident-for her husband was in no way re-
1.llt·d to rvfahatma Gandhi-Lhc only name in India that pos
"'"t·d more political resonance that her father's name. She was 
hl'I father's daughter, with many of his mannerisms, but she was 
11101c precise, more practical, more down to eartl1 than he had 
1•11·1 been. Jawaharlal Nehru would compromise, if necessary; his 
d.111t;hter rejected compromise. He was sometimes carried away by 
''" oratory; his daughter rarely permitted herself the luxury of 
111.11ory. She liked facts and was impatient of theories. 

'J'lic men closest to 11er in the government were Kashmiri Brah-
111i11s like the Nchrus. Cultivated and humane, they lacked fanat· 
i1·i�111 and their minds moved like well-oiled machinery. P.N. 
l l:1ksar, T.N. Kaul, D.P. Dhar-it i s  significant that they were 
111 .11 ly always knO\\·n by their initials-wielded enormous power, 
l>11l !>howed not the slightest interest in the trappings of power. 
P N. Haksar was the prime minister's principal secretary, tall, 
111 l1:111c, with the sharpest cutting edge of any mind in the govern-
111('111, reducing all problems to their harsh essentials. T.N. Kaul 
111tl D.P. Dhar were her chief advisors on foreign affairs, and 

ll111c was little to choose between them in intelligence and dar-
1111: ·n1ey knew the world of international politics as though it 
ll':is all clearly visible to them from the heights of the Kashmiri 
111111111tains. Outwardly D.P. Dhar, wit11 his heavy black eyebrows 
.111d 1ound moon face, resembled an indulgent 'Nfoghal aristocrat 
1d1mc fine manners seemed designed for the simple purpose of 
p11l l i11g himself and everyone else at their ease, but he was the 
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most daring of them all. Ile was to become the chief architect o[ 
Indian foreign policy, 11is master stroke hcing the Twenty Year 
I nclo-Soviet Pact sig11c<l on August 9, i971. By this pad tl1c 
USSR and India were pledged to come to each other's assistance 
if either was invaded by a foreign power. Pakistan and the Peo
ple's Republic of China were on notice that India possessed a 
powerful ally. Thereafter the Indian govcn1111ent moved wilh 
self-assurance through the mazes of international politics, more 
certain than ever before U1al lhe proble111s 011 her bor<lers would 
be solved. 

To D.P. Dhar, too, went tl1e cl1ief rcspo11siuility for main lain· 
'1 ing close contact with the Provisional Government of Bangla 
(Dcs h, which worked out of an office i11 Calcutta. Thi.: :Yf11krj 
\ �1ini�\'Cre l2eir1g trained on Indign soil; funds were placed at 

� the disposal of the provisional govcrn111e11L; tl1c count<::rattack was 
.J;eginning. The Indian government had no illusions about the 

necessity of transforming East Pakistan into the sovereign state 

Jof Bangla Desh. The question was how it could be done, for the 
bloodbath was continuing, Slieikli 1'fujibur Rahman was still in 
jail, and the United States was still supporting the military re· 

.,, girnc in Islamabad. Dr. Henry Kissinger's visit to Rawalpindi in 
July was an ominous indication of official United States sym-

, pathy for Pakistan and his secret fliglil to Peking to lay the foun
dations for a summit meeting between President Nixon and Pre· 
micr Chou En-lai was even 111orc ominous, for the People's 
Republic of China w::is also supplying weapons to the military 
dictatorship. 

\Vl1en Dr. Kissinger visited Delhi in an effort to explain Presi
dent Nixon's attitude toward the war i11 East Pakistan, he in
evitably received a cool reception. Students marched in the 
streets bearing the slogan "Kissinger of Death." The Indian gov
ernment l1a<l studied his writings and his actions in depth, and 
they had few illusions ahout his antipalliy to India. The meeting 
between Mrs. Indira Gandhi and Dr. Kissinger was described as 
"chillv." 

Or. Kissinger uttered no words of sympathy for the embattled 
people of East Pakistan. The massacre i11 l1is eyes was simply an 
11nfortunate political event which interfered with the cordial re
lations bet"·ecn the United States and Pakistan but did not di-, 
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1111111\lt the high regard they had for one another. They would 
11l11l 11111c to work in harmony, however many massacres took 
pl.in·. 'J'his was all llu:: more surprising because the American 
( :1111sul General in Dacca was cabling accurate accounts of the 
111.1\�:icres to vV:ishiHglo11, which could not ple<1d ignorance. '111c 
111111t· charitable Indians believed that the cables were being 
11111h.:d through Islamabad, where they were severely edited before 
l11111g �cnt on to \Vashington. In fact they went to \Vashington 
d11l'd and were never edited. 

'1'111.; Indians were not baffled by Dr. Kissinger. They had taken 
111' 111t·a�Lirc. They knew him well, disapproved of his theories of 
111)1 Id politics based on his early studies of tl1e career of Mettc.:r-
1111 Ii. and thc.::y understood the compulsions tl1at led President 
1\1\on's national security adviser to spend his free hours in the 
•It .111 world of night clubs, belly dancers, and Hollywood starlets. 
I 111·1 111ade a distinction between the worlds of the living and Ll1c 

d1 .1d. V.1hat distressed them 'vas his essential vulgarity and his 
11111,la11t straining for the limelight, while he embarked on his 
111·11 publicized secret missions. Nor did they have any difficulty 
1 'pl.1i11ing why a German Jew, who spoke English with a heavy 
1 :1 ·1111:111ic accent, should be so acceptable to the Muslims of 
I-.l.1111ahad, for he shared tl1cir pleasures. ThC}' could not imagine 
111111 ' isiting the refugee camps. Set that owlish face opposite the 
I 1t 1 of a wounded Bengali girl, and no one could doubt how 
11111111 of dignity and hnman warmth there was in the girl and 
111111· lillle in the man. 

For the Indians Dr. Kissinger remained a threat to be watched 
1 lmt·h· and studied minutelv, because many of their tlifficulties 
li.111 their origins in Washi�gton. TI1ere were times when they 

• 1 111l·cl to be stu<l}i11g Dr. Kissinger even more closely than they 
.1tul1nl Pakistan. 

l•'.wi.:pt for the Inda-Soviet Pact all the news that summer was 
I 1.1d By August 30 the refugees actually counted num hered 
11, .. 117.000, and no one could possibly tell how many hundreds of 
I l11111�:111ds had slipped into India under cover of darkness. About 
11 q 11.11 I er of a million refugees were dispersed into the interior, 
1 11.il i11r; the inevitable social disruptions. India could not afford 
'" 111.1i11tai11 the refugees and could not send them back. Mr. 
'i.1111.11 Sen, the Indian ambassador to the United Nations, who 
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was born and raised in Dacca and therefore felt the Full force of 
tl1<:: tragedy, said t o  a visiting journalist: "'l 'her<:: is 11othing we 
can do except pull a little bit here and a little bit there. vVhat we 
c-au do is out uf all proporliuu lo lite irurnensity of tlie problem . 
Vie arc like litt le fish ;1ttempting to deflect the movements of a 
whale." l'ro111 his office in New Yor k the \'it:w was spectacularly 
dismal, but in India it was considerably less dismal. The Paki
stan military command was having difficulties with the l\1ukti 
Bahini, its supply problem was acute, and President Yahya Khan 
was speaking of holding by-elections and convening a National 
Assembly. He did not explain how this could be brought about 
while East Pakistan was being violently disrupted. He declared 
in a brm1dcast on June 28: "Since tbc nation has r<::cently lx:en 
snhjected to a very severe jolt, T have decided that the nahonal 
and provisional govcrnme11ls shall have at tbeir disposal the cover 
of martial law for a period of time. I n  actual practice martial law 
will not be operative in its present form, but ''-c cannot allow 
chaos in :rny part of the country and the hands of the govern· 
mcnt need to be strengthened until things settle down." Jn this 
way President Y�1hya Khan promised to climinat<:: martial bw 
while simultaneously rcl·aining it for an indefinite period. Bv
elcetions would be 11eld for seals in East Pakistan which lta<l been 
declared vac-ant and the nonn:il processes of the government 
would continue under "the cover of martial law." It was not a 
prospect that offered any 110pe for the people of East Pakistan. 

Jn that year the monsoon rains were unusually prolonged, and 
it was not until tl1e beginning of October that the rains finally 
ceased. The fighting continued throughout the monsoon season, 

witl1 large areas falling inlo lite hands of Lhc Mukti Bahini. Still 
l:.irger areas fell to them wh en the military authorities in Dacc;1 
ordered their best troops to the frontier to guard against an Indian 
att:ick. Since the frontier was 1,350 miles long, these military 
movements h;1cl the effect of ,,·eakcning the forces engaged in mas
sacre and for a brief period t11c people of East Pakistan enjoyed 
a respite. l11ey had the satisfaction of knowing that the Mukti 
Bahini were benefiting by llie 11ew uisposition of troops. Similar 
Pakistani troop movements were observed on the western border. 
The Indians were not unduly al:irmccl. On October i 3. exactly 
eleven da�'S ::ifter the Pakistanis began to move up their forces, 



lndian Summer 

I hey ordered their own troops up to the frontiers and a week 
l:il t.:r they were in their battle positions. If there was a Pakistani 
.II l:ick, General Sam Manekshaw, in command of the Indian 
1\1111y, was confident that he could defeat them on all fronts. 

This confidence was based on a profound understanding of the 
P:1kistani military mind and an equally profound faith in the 
ligl il' ing ability of the Indian troops. "We had the confidence 
1 li:1 l comes from studying them closely," said K.B. Lall, the secre-
1:11 y of defense. "Vve had watched them becoming increasingly 
dl'111uralizccl in East Pakistan, and we knew that if there was any 
ligl 1 l ing in the east we would be in Dacca within two weeks. We 
did not underestimate them, but we knew exactly what they were 
worth in fighting power." He observed that the best generals 
wnc being given ministerial posts, while the worst were being 
1:i\'t·11 commands in the field. With some satisfaction the Indian 
111i11istry of defense learned that General Tikka Klrnn, a third-rate 
1:rncral, had returned to Islamabad, being replaced by General 
\111ir Abdullah Khan Niazi, who was so wholly inept and corrupt 

I li;1 l he might legitimately be accounted a sixth-rate general. If 
I lint.: was any fighting in East Pakistan, General Niazi could be 
1'\IK'ttcd to panic at the first opportunity. With President Yahya 
1,11;111 in overall command and General Niazi in direct command 
1il Dacca, the Indian Army felt that the enemy was singularly 
di �crvcd. Long before the battle the Pakistani Army was digging 

. 1 I 11w11 grave. 
()11 October 24, when the Indian and Pakistani armies were 

luring each other at the frontiers across a distance of two hun· 
il1nl yards, Mrs. Indira Gandhi decided that the time had come 
lo 111ake an appeal to the world conscience. Above all she wanted 
11 llOli1·ical settlement of the problem. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 
11111�1 be released from jail, the refugees must be pem1itted to re
I 11111, there must be an end to the massacres in East Pakistan-
1 lw�c were not negotiable terms, but all the rest was negotiable. 
Su. wl1cn she traveled across Europe and the United States, she 
�pokt' on behalf of the refugees and the people who were being 
111:1�!.acrcd on a scale unprecedented in modern times, saying that 
Ille' 1Hohlems of India and Pakistan, which together include a 
q11:irlcr of the population of the world, were soluble if only men 
nl f:oocl faith would attempt to solve them. In the course of two-
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and-a-half weeks she visited Brussels, Vienna, London, Oxford, 
Washington, New York, Paris, and Bonn, pleading for an under
standing of these urgent problems, receiving much goodwill and 
many checks for the refugees, but coming no nearer to a solution. 

There were no longer any great world figures who could speak 
out with indisputable moral authority. An Albert Einstein, or 
an Albert Schweitzer, might have been listened to, and their ad
vice might have helped to tum the scales. It was left to Andre 
Malraux, almost alone among intellectuals, to speak with high 
seriousness about the desperate need to assist the freedom fighters 
of Bangla Dcsh, saying that it would be a crime against humanity 
if the Pakistani Army succcedecl in conquering Bangla Desh. He 
was seventy years old, but he offered to fight against the Paki
stanis, s aying that it was absurd for intellectuals to attend con
ferences on behalf of Bangla Desh and to pass resolutions of sup· 
port. Instead, they should fight. "It is not easy," he said, "but 
everything else seems useless to me." For various reaons his offer 
to fight was politely rejected, but to the end of the war he con· 
tinued to thunder against the governments wl1ich did not recog
nize that the invaders were irremediably evil, while the freedom 
fighters at least possessed the possibilities of good. Meanwhile 
President Yahya Khan thundered against India, repeating that no 
one must be permitted to interfere in the internal problems of 
East Pakistan, that everything was going well, and that India 
alone was the culprit, the source of all the crimes committed on 
the subcontinent. Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was sent to Peking to nego· 
tiate a defense pact with tl1e People's Republic of China. He re
ceived some enigmatic promises of assistance. "China is fully and 
enthusiastically supporting Pakistan," he said on his return. "We 
can expect the maximum assistance, and India should have no 
illusions about this." 

Mrs. Indira GandJ1i's travels in Europe and the United States 
were not entirely in vain. She had learned the full extent of the 
aid given by the United States government to Pakistan, and she 
had learned too tl1at there was scarcely anyone in the United 
States who had any sympathy for Pakistan outside the Pentagon 
ancl the small coterie around President Nixon. When President 
Nixon suggested that she should withdraw her troops from the 
frontiers, because President Yahya Khan had promised to with-
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1li.1w his troops unilaterally, she answered coolly: "Let him take 
.all lus troops outside of Bangla Desh." 

She returned to India for the ;muiversary of her father's birth
da) on November i4. Sl1e looked pale as she stepped off the air
plane at Delhi, but her eyes flashed and her jaws were set. She 
would not panic, she would not submit to dictation, she would 
.1<'1 with calm and strength to the very eud. If it became neces
\:1ry to invade East Pakistan, it would be done. Hopefully, the 
1·11t·my could be counted upon to make the first ill-timed move. 
Site expected that by the end of November or the beginning of 
I kccmber the crisis would be reached. 

Site like to quote from the Vpanisltads, and in one of her 
'pccches at Bonn before returning to India she quoted the lines: 
"Tlto11gh man through his intelligence 11as the power to roll up 
1 ltt· sky like a strip of leather, there will be no end to his suffer-
1111: until he finds the Light within." 

\Vith the coming of winter the great powers were poised for 
:1 rnnfrontation. They could roll up the sky like a strip of leather, 
1!111 lhcy could not find the Light within. 



CHAPTER ® 

Counterattack 

l.f.n.w, DncnMm J, '97" w.- ' quiet d•y in New 
Delhi. There were the usual crowds milling about Connaught 
Circle, the hawks hung i n  the sky, and the children were out in 
force In the gardens of the Zoo, where the white tigers prowled 
in the shadow of an ancient fortress. It was a day like every other 
winter clay, the air crisp and sweet. November and December are 
always the best mouths in New Delhi. 

Nothing of great importance was being discussed in parlia
ment, where the day had been reserved for private members' bills. 
Many members of parliament had returned to their home st ates 

for the weekend, and the leading members of the government 
were dispersed over the length and breadU1 of the country. l\1rs. 
Indira Gandhi l1ad flown to Cakutta to address a inass meeting. 
Mr. Jagjivan Ram, the defense minister, had flown to Patna in 
eastern India, and intended to fly later in the day to B angalore 
in the south. Mr. Chavan, the finance minister, was in Bombay 
in western fndia. Sardar Swaran Singh, the foreign minister, was 
one of the few leading members of the government in New 
Delhi, and he spent part of the afternoon attending t11e Rajya 
Sabl1a, the upper house of parliament, watching over the fortunes 
of a bill concerned with relief for the refugees from East Bengal. 
This was a private member's bill, bnt it clearly had the backing 

112 
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1 •I I lit· government, and he was there to see that the government's 
11L·11·s were heard. He finished his speech, an<l then walked in a 
1,·i-urdy fashion to 011e of tlwst: curious ceremonial meetings 
"liich plague the lives of cabinet ministers in New Delhi, a tea 
p.11I1· r;iven on the lawn of Parliament House to celebrJte the 
·.1h-cr jubilee of tlie Public Accounts Committee, one of the 
111:111�· Fiscal arms of the government. The tea party was being pre
.1dnl m·er by the President o( Jmlia, �Ir. V.V. Giri, who was 
"11.111}-six years old, a little bent, but rem:irkably active. The 
J'•niclcnt concealed behind a kindly exterior a sharp intelligence 
.111cl a passionate indignation over I Ire social inequalities still re-
111.1111i11g iu lndia. I le therefore attended all lhe social functions 
lit rn11ld in order to make his 1·icws kno\\ 11, a11d he was muc11 
11uJ1t' lh:m a cercmo11ial president. 

'\,,n·crthclcss this tea party w<1S one of tliosc very nearly mean-
1111•,lcss cclebra tions where ever�' speech and every act were only 
l1u1 predictable. Everyone was a little listless. The President 
1 •r.1i,c.:d the work of I he Puhlic Accounts Committee, and the 
1:111·,h stood about in small groups or sat in their chairs witl1 
1 1111.'c.: l>lank expressions which hetrny the foct that nothing sur-
1" "ing, nothing that will exhaust their euergics, is going to hap-
1" 11 \ few minutes before 6 P.lll.. when it was growing dark, and 
1 lw lights were coming up all over �cw Delhi, they were cata
p1illcd out of their scats and the meeting came to an abrupt end_ 
'\11ddcnl�· they heard the fierce penetrating wail of the air-raid 
".1111ing !>ystem. 

The "·ar, which so many l1ad feared and so many liad expected 
l 1 rd hcguu. 

I 11 C1lcutta, nine hundred miles awav, l\lrs. Indir::i Gandhi 
'"" :1hout to conclude her speech when an aide came to the plat
'""" :r11d "hisptTcd that Pakistani airplanes had attacked several 
111.!1.111 airfields in the west. A few moments later the air-raid 
11 .1111i11g sounded ove1 Calcutta. She brought her speech to an 
ii 1111111 c11<l and left the platform, looking grimmer tl1a11 anyone 
1, ul t·1-c.:r seen her. \Vl1en she became prim<.: minister, she had 
''"l'nl :1nd prayed llrat :.he would never be the prime minister of 
,, 11.il 1w 1 :1 t war. 

'l'lll' :1ir strike by the Pakistani Air Force was eviclentlv mod-
\• l1,G111 the israeli air i.trike ag:ii�st th � F.gypti�n airfield; at ll1

0e _ 
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beginning of the Six-Day \Var. Airlicl<ls al Srinagar, Avantipm, 
Amritsar, Ferozepur, Chandigarl1, Faridkot, Pathankot, Sadek, 
Okha, Jodhpur, and Uttatlai were allackcd in the ,,·est, and the 
airfield of Agartala \\·as attacked iu the cast. lVfost of them were 
brief running attacks, am! the heaviest attack \\'as on the airfield 
at Amritsar, lasting about half an hour. 'n1c first attack came at 
5 :47 P.M. The airplanes were French-hnilt Mirages and Arnerican
huilt F-86 Sabre jets. Si111ultanco11sly with the air attacks came 
massive ground attacks along the western border, especially in the 

Poonch sector, ;ilor.g the cease-fire line in Kashmir. 
Although the cabinet members were scattered over the coun

try, all tl1c service chiefs were present in New Delhi, and so was 
.1r. K.B. Lall, the secretary of defense, who now found himself 
in command in the absence of the minister of defense. l lc 
worked well witl1 the service chiefs a11d \Jelo11ged to the new 
breed of government officials, cool, l'recisc, imperturbable. \ Vhilc 
the primc minister and t11e cabiuet ministers raced to New Delhi, 
importa11l ck:cisions were already being made. 

The servict: chiefs were mystified by the attacks on the Indian 
airfields. \V11at mystified them \\'aS the curiously amateurish and 
ineffcclual nalure of the attacks, as though they had been 
concicved in haste and carried out with reluctance. Very small 
forces \\'ere invoh-ed. Thus, two airplanes attacked the Indian 
bomber base at Agra and three airpfancs attacked the base at 
Srinagar. Altogether less than twenty Pakistani planes were in
volved over a vast area reaching from Kashmir to Rajasthan. TI1e 
official Jnrlian losses were one light airplane and one three ton 
truck damaged at Amritsar. There were a number of bombed run
ways, hut they were recommissioned within a few hours. 

The service chiefs controlled a network of espionage agt:nts in 
Pakistan, and they knew a good deal about the intentions of: 
President Yabya Khan. They also knew that on November 25 he 
had told a visiting journalist: "\Ve will bt: figlili11g a war in the 
next ten <la}s." President Yahya Klia11 frequently boasted of the 
figl1ling capabilities of U1e Pakistani Am1y. and his words were 
not necessarily to be trusted. Out the Indian Anny had heen 
placed on a state of alert, the airplanes had been dispersed. and 
the naval vessels were at their battle stations. If Pakistan struck 
India, which possessed a much larger standing am1y, far more 
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.111 planes and at least three times as many warships, was in a posi-
111111 lo strike back. \Vhat chiefly bemused the service chiefs was 
111.11 Pakistan by this unprovoked allack 011 the air£elds was in
' ll111g the occupation of the country they were coming increas· 
1 111: ly lo call Bangla Dcsh, and when the prime minister arrived 
111 New Delhi later that night Bangla Deslt was uppem1ost in her 
1 lio11glits. The signal for the advance into Bangla Dcsh had al-
11.1dy hccn given. 

l'1csidcnt Yahya Khan had ruled as a military dictator with in
c rn11pctcnce, and be now led his country into war with the same 
111(0111pctence. Th<:: rndio at Islamabad proclaimed that Pakistan 
11·11� fighting a jihad, a holy war, against India. This, too, bewusecl 
I lie service chiefs, who had never regarded wars as holy. 

t\ I rs. Indira Gandhi flew into New Delhi from Calcutta at 
11 •.10 P.l\r., and an hour later there was a formal cabinet meeli11g. 
N1 11• Del11i had been blacked out. The leaders of the opposition 
p.11tics had pledged their support, and President Giri had pro-
1 l.11111ccl a state of national emergency. The wheels of govem-
1111·111 were running smoothly, and by the time Mrs. Indira Gan
dhi came to the microphone at twenty minutes past midnight all 
1li:1t could be reasonably done had been done. 

t\ I rs. T ndira Gandhi's speech over All-India Radio was a call to 
111111� and a calm recital of events. TI1e enemy had attacked the air
lidds :incl shelled defense positions on the frontiers. India was in 
p<'1 ii, and there was a long period of hardship and sacrifice ahead. 
11111 though she spoke of war and grave hardships, she dealt at 
i:1t·:1t length with Bangla Desh, whose liberation was now at last 
111 sigli t. Slie said: 

Since last March we have borne the heaviest of burdens �md 
11 ilhstood the greatest of pressures in a tremendous effort to urge 
I lie world to bring about a peaceful solution and prevent the 
.11rniltilation of :m entire people, whose only crime was to vote 
<kn1ocratically. But the world igno red the basic causes and con
<'nnccl itself only with certain repercussions. 

The situation w:is bound to deteriorate. A courageous band of 
f 1 rcclom fighters have staked their all in defense of the values 
lrnie to our way of life . 

Today a war in Bangla Desh has become a war on India. TI1is 
1111poscs on me, my government, and the people of India great 
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responsibility. vVc have no other option hut to put our country 
on a war footing. Our ;e1we1ns and forces arc mobilized for the 
defense of the country. Emergency has been dechucd for the 
whole of Jnclia , and every necc.:ssary �lcp is being taken. 

lt was not a fiery speech, nor was it intended to dramatize a 
situation already sufficiently dramatic. She spoke quietly, a little 
hoarsely, almost hesitantly. In a message to the arme<l forces she 
spoke with more warmth ancl color. She said: 

The enemy has raised the false and pernicious cry of a religious 
war. The people of Bangla Dcsh, who arc overwhelmingly Moslem, 
have given a fitting reply to the military rulers in Islamahacl. 

You ancl we arc fighting in defense of the great principle that 
the people nf all religions arc equally our brotJ1crs. \,Ye :ire defend
ing the great ideals of equality ;md brotherl1ood, which are the 
life and blood of our dcmoeracr. 

"Blwral" mcm1s nol only the fields, hills and rivers which make 
up our country, not only 560.000 villages and towns, not only the 
550 million people, but the ideals of tolerance and respect for 
higher morality which the very mention of India has evoked for 
thirty centuries. 

Fight well, my eonntrymen. Victory will be ours. 

The service chiefs felt certain of victory, but they were also 
aware that Pakistan had p owerful allies in China and the United 
States, and there were indications that both had been forewarned 
of the attack against India and that both had given their blessing 
to the enterprise. "n1ey were nut, of course, public blessings. They 
were whispered i n  coded telegrams, they appeared as Aashing 
lights in the \Vhite House Situation Room, ur they appeared 
in secret mjlitary appropriations. The service chiefs feared toreign 
intervention, and every member of the c1bim:t realized from the 
beginning that a diplomatic war would have to be fonght at tho 
United Nations. Sardar Swaran Singh, the foreign minister, had 
formerly been minister of defense. On him more than anyone else 
fell the responsibility of forestalling and preventing for eign inter
vention. 

The more the service chiefs stuillcd tl1e maps and the intelli
gence reports the more they felt certain that unless Pakistan had 
suclclcnlv been provided wi�h a superab11nd::incc of sophisticated 
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weapons from the United States, the Pakistani am1ed forces were 
1111 111atch for the Indian am1ed forces. The high passes leading 
I 10111 China into India were deep in snow and ice, and it was in
t onccivable that Chinese an11ies would pour into India. The min· 
l\lcr of defense had repeatedly warned Islamabad that if Pakistan 
al l;icked India, the war would be fought on Pakistan soil. 

1.ogistically, Pakistan was at a devastating disadvantage, being 
1111l 11u111bered in men and weapons by three to one. India l1ad 
cpo,ooo men under arms, Pakistan had 324,500. India had 625 
11:1rplanes, Pakistan had 270. India's naval supremacy was even 
111orc marked, for India had one aircraft carrier, INS Vihrant 
(formerly HMS Hercules), while Pakistan liad none. India had 
I wo cruisers, three destroyers and four submatines, wllile Paki
\l :111 had one light cruiser used for trnining, five destroyers and 
I \\'o submarines. As a fighting force the Indian Navy was three or 
lour times more powerful than the Pakistani Navy. 

On the first night of the war, while lVIrs. Indira Gandhi was 
'IK"aling to the nation, the Indian Navy scored a great victory. 
l'lic victo1-y was all the more remarkable because four days passed 
htfore the Indians were aware that they had destroyed the enemy 
1·c-ssel, the submarine PNS Ghazi (formerly USS Diablo), which 
\\':ts lurking outside the naval port of Vishakhapatnam, waiting 
lor the Eastern fleet to emerge. The submarine, wl1ieh carried ten 
�1 inch torpedoes, had left Karachi in mid-November under or-
1krs to take up its battle station by December 3, its main task 
l>ei 11g to destroy the aircraft carrier Vikrant. Tl1e Indian destroyer 
H11;put was patrolling the harbor approaches that night and de
lccl"ccl on the sonar screen the presence of a submarine a few 
111ilcs off the entrance channel. Depth charges were tossed into 
1 ltc sea, but without any apparent result. Half an hour later there 
w:is a tremendous underwater explosion wl1ich shattered windows 
all over Visbakhapatnam. During the following days there were 
ht·:1vy seas, and it was impossible to send down divers. �'hen the 
w:1� calmed, two fishermen found a torn life jacket and brought 
ii l o t·he naval authorities. The life jacket provided little informa
l ion except tJ1at it had been made in tJ1e United States, and for a 
11111mcnt the Indians wondered wl1ether they had sunk an Amer
i(';111 submarine. Finally divers were sent down, and they found 
I ht· Ghazi, the pride of the Pakistani Navy, lying on the seabed 
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with a crushed nose. She had been a majestic vessel, 2,400 tons, 
311 feet long, carrying a complement of 200 men, with a cruising 
range of i4,ooo 111iles. Pakistan l1ad lost l1alf of its subrnarine fleet 
in the first hours of the war. 

The war was scarcely a cla�; old when the Indian l\avy made a 
daring attack on the rn1val base at Km1chi, which W<lS he;ivi.ly de
fended with guns, radar, and missiles. The object was to deliver a 
crippl ing blow on tl1e d1ief Pakisla11i naval bast: at the very be
ginning of hostilities. l\ilaintaining radio silence, the Indian task 
force steamed toward Karacl1i, reaching the outer waters at mid
night. On the nidar screen Lhey cleteclccl Llie presence of four fast 
moving enemy warships, and opened fire. The battle was soon 
over. The Pakistani Navy lost a tltstroyer and a minesweeper, 
both sunk, and another destroyer and minesweeper were badly 
crippled and limped back to harbor. To acid insult to injury, the 
task force steamed closer to shore ;rnd bombarded the port, the 
harbor, and the oil installations. Four nights later the task force 
renewed Ll1c atL·ack, bombarding Karachi again. Cwadar, Paki
stan's second lnrgcst port, was set on lire, 1mcl all the minor ports 
on the Makran coast were bombarded. 

The Indian Navy commancleLl the l1iglt seas. They were busily 
boarding Pakistani merchant ships and escorting them to Indian 
harbors. One Indian frigate, INS Klwkri, was lost to enemy tor
pedoes during the second engagement against Karachi. 'J'his was 
the only serious naval loss sustained by India during the war. 

fn the cast the lndi::in Army was advancing into East Pakistan 
with astonishing speed. The total strength of the liberation forces, 
inclnding about ioo,ooo tvlukti Baliini, was about 340,000 men. 
Since East Pakistan was surrounded on three sides by India and 
011 tl1e fourth by the Ba�, of Bengal, with Indian warships in full 
command of the sea approaches, it was 011ly a question of time 
before the Pakistan army would be brought to its knees. The total 
effective force of the Pakistani Army in East Pakistan was a little 
less than ioo,ooo men. They were heavily ontnumbered, ::incl 
their morale was at a low ebb. The Indian commanders were sur· 
prised when the Pakistani forces surrendered and begged lo be 
protected from the l\lfukti Bahini. "\.Yhy do you surrender?" 
asked nne Indian commander. "Because we are afraid of being 
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loalurcd to death by the Mukti Bahini," said the Pakistani colo-
11d. "We are not afraid of dying-only of torture." 

( :cncral Osmani, in command of the Mukti Bahini, gave ex
plicil instructions that his troops should not torture the Pakistani 
•,olclicrs who fell into their hands. "We follow the rules of war," 
lic �aid. "We are too proud of our freedom to engage in mas
�.1<Tcs." Nevertheless there were occasional counter-massacres, 
1111<1 the Bengalis derived some small satisfaction from watching 
I I 1t Punjabis pleading for their lives. ,, 

'l'hc Mukti Bahini infiltrated Dacca, where they had their own 
1 11111111and headquarters. They were in the government offices, for
t•1g11 c.:unsulates, banks, hotels, businesses, and shops. They were 
l111�ily "cutting off the hands and feet" of the enemy by sabotag-
111g electricity and oil supplies, destroying bridges, and assassinat-
111g collaborators. The internal lines of the enemy defense system 
\\' l'rt· becoming hopelessly confused. General Niazi was complain-
111g bitterly to Islamabad that his ammunition supplies were run-
11111g low, and he needed 50,000 more troops. Neither ammunition 
11111 I roops were sent to him, vVithin five days the war became a 
111opping up campaign. 

J•:\"crything about the last few days of Pakistan's military rule 
Ill n:icca l1ad a curious dream-like quality. The Indian Air Force 
11·11� bombing the airfield, the cantonments, and the main supply 
1rn1ks, but the Pakistani military command was bel1aving as 
I I 1ougli no war was taking place, or rather as though a war were 
l.t�ing place inside a dream. Orders were transmitted, but they 
Wl'll' rnrcly obeyed. Staff conferences were held, but they were 
1111•1t·ly opportunities for the officers to meet, drink, and discuss 
ll1l' l:1tcst hockey scores or the horse races in West Pakistan. 

'l'lic new governor of East Pakistan, General Amir Abdullah 
1,11:111 Niazi, was a heavy-set man with a booming voice, who 
•,11111t·wliat resembled a bu1Jdog. In his own eyes he was "Tiger" 
Ni.1zi. and he was pleased when anyone addressed him as 
"'l'i1;c::r." He had risen from the ranks, and liked to say that lie 
11.1� "all soldier." Like his predecessor he had nothing but con
tt·1111)1 for the Tndfans and the Bengalis. Once, shortly after his 
111111·:11 i11 East Pakistan, he journeyed to the border and shouted 
11t1n '.111 electric megaphone: "Look here, you fellows, this i s  Gen-
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) 
· ral "Tiger" Niazi talking to you. If there is any nonsense fro111 

you, I'll have my men over there giving you what you deserve. , 
Take it from me, if there is an)· fighting it will be on Indian soil!" 
The Indians were not amused and prompt))' sent some shells into 
his headquarters. 

IJe prided himself on his wit. To some correspondents he said: 
"This is a low-lying area. People here are low, and they lie!" 
After such witticisms he would roar with laughter, Lluowing his 
liea<l back �md sl1aki11g like a dog that has just come out of water. 

' 

:s But what was even more dangerous was his belief tlrnt the fn. 
dian Army was quite i ncapahle of fighting. They lacke<l lite will 

I 
pow er, the stamina, and Lhc courage of the Punjabis. ·n1cy were 
half-men, whose entire history showed that they had never won 
a battle or dared to confront a powerful enemy. He believed 
these things because he had bcc11 taugl1t to believe them. One 
Muslim soldier was worth ten or twenty or thirty Hindu soldiers, 
and under certain conditions a 11undrcd Hinrln soldiers. He could 
recite all the battles won by Muslims, and t11en ask: "Tell me just 
one b�1ttle won by the Indians! H's impossible. The buggers can't 
fight." 

He was still saying these things three days before the fall of 
Dacca at a time when tl1e 111dia11 Atrny and the !vlukti Ilahini 
occupied more than half of East Pakistan. 

� There were, of course, many reasons why he believed these 
things. Since he belonged to the Pukistani military elite, he con· 

J.. tinually repeated the slogans of the elite without examining them . 
• They were articles of faith, unchallengeable. Everyone around 

him bdien!d iliem, and it would have been ba<l fom1 even to dis· 

·�cuss them and examine them. ·n1e11, too, he was lazy, leaving 
mpst of his work to General Rao F:irman Ali, who had spent a 

""much longer time in East Pakistan and could be expected to nn· 
� derstancl the situation better. General Niazi simply had to sign 

the cloc11mcnts presented to him every morning, and tl1e after· ' 

J noon could be spent in whatever manner he pleased. There was a � .harem in the governor's palace and his chief pleasure was to visit 
""B1e ladies of the harem . 

• 1_ The governor's palace itself effectively screened l1im from the 
..,'!real world. With its wl1itc dome and immaculate facade, one • ' 
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\'a�t ceremonial hall opening into another, the floor covered with 
)Persian carpets and inlaid with intricate parquetry, it resembled 

the I lollywood version of a maharajal1's palace. Everyone who en

' t·ntcred it felt dwarfed, solemn, and rather stupid. Sometimes, 
' rrossing one of tl1ose immense rooms, you would .find a glass c.·,1so 

containing a carved ivory model of a mosque or of an emperor's 
tm11b, which sec::med to have been left there by accident, gleam-
111g white against the dark hangings, and these miniatures of an
ricnt buildings made the ceiling seem higher and the far-away 
doors more remote. '!'he chandeliers tinkled faintly, the soft 
�ound made softer by the thick-piled carpets and the heavy cur
t:iins. 

On December 13 General Niazi did something he had never 
done before. He emerged from the palace with only his personal 
guard and walked briskly along the main highway in the direc
t ion of the Intercontinental Hotel. He was in full unifom1 with 
lour rows of medals and wore his customary beret, and he car-
1 iccl a shooting stick. Exactly why 11e had emerged was unclear, 
:111cl it was thought that perhaps he wanted to see the situation 
lor himse1£. Indian troops were nine miles away in the south, and 
I mm time to time there could be heard the dull roar of artillery. 

At a street comer near t11e hotel he encountered some joum
.d 1sts, who asked for an interview. He opened up his shooting 
'tick, stuck the point in the ground, and sat on the chrome
pl:tted seat. He looked carefree and relaxed, swaying a little on his 
1>crch, his hands waving eloquently. A journalist asked him what 
t lte Pakistani Army would do if the Indian Army and the Mukti 
lhhini attacked Dacca from all sides. 

"\.Vhat you fellows don't know," he replied, "is our hidden 
't1cngth. I te1l you, things are going to 11appen very quickly, 
.1111azing things. By tomorrow or t11e next day the whole situation 
\\ill have changed." 

I Tc said nothing more about the strange things that were about 
to happen or ahout the hidden reserves of strengtlt. 

"T promise you one thing," he went on. "It doe.�n't matter 
wl1cthcr we have enough men to defend the city. If you stay 
;11ouncl, you'll see our men d)'ing gloriou�ly. ft is now a question 
11f living or dying. We know what we are dying for. \Vhat does 
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the enemy know? Remember, every Muslim soldier is worth ten 
Hindus. We shall give a good account oE ourse1vcs. Gentlemen, 
the great battle for Dacca is about to begiu!" 

Then, answering a few questions without at any point com
mitting himself, he returned to the palace. 

Some passers-by waved to him, shouting: "Long live Pakistan!" 
and "Crush India!" He waved back, and walked jauntily down 
the road. 

The journalists were puzzled. Some thought he was under 
drugs, others that he was simply wandering down the street to 
escape from the oppressive atmosphere of the map room at the 
palace, where the advances of the Indian Army and the Mukti 
Bahini were more or less accurately recorded. He smiled easily, 
he looked as though he clid not have a care in the world, and as 
commander-in-chief of an army about to engage in a life and 
death struggle for the capital of East Pakistan he was unconvinc· 
mg. 

Unknown to tJ1e journalists there were reasons for his strange 
elation. On his desk in the palace lay a decoded signal just re
ceived from Islamabad. The signal read: "You must hold out 
under all conditions. The great blow frorn the north and the 
great blow frorn the south will soon be delivered." 

General Niazi had no difficulty interpreting 1'11e strange signal. 
It meant that the Cl1inese Army was poised to attack India from 
the north and massive American assistance was on its way from 
the south. The old idea of attacking India simultaneously on 
four fronts had been revived at tJ1is very last moment, just in 
time to stave off defeat. Nevertheless General Niazi's elation 
was short-lived: the Indian Army was too close to Dacca for 
comfort. The signal had been i ntercepted by the Indian govern· 
ment and sho\vn to the Soviet ambassador in New Delhi. The 
Soviet government threatened to create a diversionary movement 
on the Chinese border if the Chinese Army descended into India 
and promised to send ships into the Bay of Bengal to intercept 
any American ships coming to the rescue of General 1\'iazi's 
army. 

On the morning of December i 3, while General Niazi was 
strolling through the streets of Dacca with his shooting stick 
under his arm, the world was edging toward nuclear catastrophe. 
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'l'hc great blow from the north was never delivered. The 
1'.1cat blow from the south was perhaps about to be delivered at 
1 l1c orders of President Nixon. 'll1e Seventh Fleet, consisting of 
I lie.: aircraft carrier Enterprise, the amphibious assault ship Trip
oli, the guided missile frigate King, and the guided missile de
'l roycrs Parsons, Decatur, and Tartar Sam were steaming into the 
l\ay of Bengal, ostensibly to assist in the evacuation of American 
1·ivilians from Dacca but in fact to provide General Niazi with 
desperately needed fire power. No one in the Nixon administra
l 1011 had worked out exactly how this enormous fire power would 
hl' used or wl1at targets would be aimed at. At the Vlhite House 
ii was generally agreed that this show of force would be sufficient 
In deter the Indian Army from occupying Dacca. 

In his large wood-paneled office dominated by the portrait of a 

111C'dicval Rajput warrior-princess, the Indian secretary of defense, 
I\ Ir. K.B. Lall, received t11e news of the coming of the Seventh 
lllt:ct witl1 incredulity. 

"They must have gone absolutely mad," he said. "Suc11 things 
\1111ply don't happen! The Americans must be absolutely out of 
1111.:ir senses!" 

The decision to send the Seventh Fleet to the Bay of Bengal 
l1.1d been reached after a secret meeting of the Joint Chiefs of 
Slaff in Washington on December 8, attended lJy Dr. Henry 
"is�inger and Mr. Richard Helms, the head of tl1e C.I.A., who 
111111ou11ced that according to his information the Pakistani Army 
1111ild hold out for no longer than seventy-two hours. The meet-
111g was made memorable by Dr. Kissinger's announcement that 
l11l·�iclcnt ixon was doing 11is utmost to help the Pakistanis. He 
"·'id : 

\,Ye arc not trying to be even-handed. There can be no doubt 

ll'li:1t the President wants. The President docs not want to be even
l1.111dccl. The President believes that India is the attacker. We are 
I 1 ving to get across the idea tlrnt Indi;i has jeopardized relations 
ll'il Ii the United States. We cannot afford to ease India's state of 
11 1 i11cl . "The Lady" is cold-blooded and tougl1 and will not tum 
111!0 ;i Soviet satellite merely because of pique. We should not ease 
l1n mind.* 

• The full report of the meeting was disclosed by Mr. Jack Anderson and 
1•11ltl"l1cd widely on January 14, 1972. 
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Such were the premises upon which the decision was made. 
President Nixon regarded the Pakistanis as lambs, the Indians as 
wolves, and he was prepared to do everything possible to assist 
the lambs against the wolves. 

111e Seventh Fleet was now on its way. The radios of Manila. 
Djakarta and Singapore were all announcing the progress of the:: 
fleet. The Indian secretary of defense:: telephoned Mr. Keuuet11 
B. Keating, the American ambassador in New Delhi, who knew 
even less about the movements of the Seventh Fleet than the In· 
dian government. Nlr. Keating knew the Indians well, he had ex
cellent sources of information, and he had repeatedly warned the 
Nixon administration against supporting the Pakistani military 
regime. President Nixon was adamant. He admired and liked 
President Ya11ya Khan, and had notl1ing but contempt for Mrs. 
Tndira Ga11dhi. She was "that woman" or "that tiresome old 
woman," and he had even worse words for her. President Yahya 
Khan had entertained l1im royally in i964 and i967. He was up· 
rigl1t, manly, a born soldier, with a clear grasp of the military 
situation, a keen brain and the manners of an aristocrat. There
fore he was to be preferred to the woman who complained so 
bitterly about the massacres, and who had committed the �.!!: 

r.ardonable crime of seeking an alliance with the Soviet Union 
when her country was threatened. President Nixon had mis· 
judged tl1e characters of the two leaders, one a military dictator, 
tl1e other a woman elected by an overwhelming majority of the 
people. All bis errors stemmed from. 11is inability to judge charac
ter. The order commanding the Seventh Fleet, armed with nuclear 
weapons, to support the East Pakistani Army of General Niazi 
was among the most dangerous he had ever given. 

It is axiomatic that when a great and powerful nation makes 
a show of force, it must be prepared to use that force. But there 
was no possible way for the force to be used to help General 
Niazi's disintegrating army. Even if the Seventh Fleet had sunk 
the Indian aircraft carrier Vikrant or landed marines at Chitta
gong or bombarded towns occupied by the Indian Army and tltc 
Mukti Bahini, it could not have affected the course of the war. 
111e Pakistani Army was collapsing out of its own inertia, its ow11 
cowardice1 its own corruption. It could massacre, but it could not 
fight. \ 
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If by chance there had been Soviet warships in the Straits of 
l\Jalacca, a totally unnecessary confrontation would have taken 
pince. The wrong battle would have been fought at the wrong 
l1111c and the wrong place, with consequences which would have 
ullcdcd everyone on the globe. 

\Vhcn General Niazi returned to the governor's palace, he had 
111:111y urgent affairs to attend to. The most urgent of them was to 
�111·c his own skin, for he had no faith in the great blows from the 
1ull I Ii and south. He was already in secret correspondence with 
I lit· 1 ndians, and he was already preparing to surrender, a fact 
wliid1 he had not communicated to Islamabad. All this was 
k11own to the Indian secretary of defense, who was perplexed by 
I lit· knowledge that the Seventh Fleet was hastening to the res-
1•11t• of a commander-in-chief who knew that he was no longer in 
1·tkttive command and whose talk of defending Dacca to the last 
111,111 was not so much bluff as the weary repetition of old atti
J 11dcs. General Niazi knew better than anyone 1·hat his army was 
1111:1hle to fight. \/\/hat he wanted was a safe conduct for himself 
111HI his troops permitting them to escape unharmed. He also 
w:i 111·ed to enjoy one last massacre before he left Dacca forever. 

'!'lie massacre took place that night and the following night.1 
1\I least a hundred intellectuals, doctors, editors, professors, and 
"l11tlcnts, were rounded up, roped together, and marched off to 
<'scc11Lion. The bodies were found in shallow ponds and clepres
•o1011s in a deserted brickyard near !v[ohmmedpur on the outskirts 
nf Dacca a few clays later. 

Ccncral :Kiazi also gave orders to bum and destroy whatever 
1r111aincd of the wealth of East Pakistan, thus depriving the Ben-
1\Hli� of the substance of victory. The order was given too late to 
l1:il'c inuch effect, but he succeeded i n  destroying all the bank-
1101t's in the Central Bank, reasoning that without money the 
1·1·0110111ic life of East Pakistan would come to a standsti\1. V/hile 
1111 lhis was going on, he continued to sue secretly for a ceasefire 
1111 liis own terms, promising to leave Dacca unharmed provided 
lw w�1s repatriated with his troops to West Pakistan and provided 
I I 1crc would be no reprisals. 

'J'licsc tenns satisfied neither the Mukti Bahini nor the Indian 
liig'1 command, who wanted nothing less than unconditional sur-

• � • 'I 
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render and were prepared to fight to the finish unless Lhc enemy 
met tl1eir terms. 

Up to this moment the press in Rawalpindi and in all the 
Pakistani newspapers were proclaiming that powerful allies were 
coming to their aid and that victory was certain. If indeed there 
was no victory, the world would lhen be shown an example of 
deathless cournge and endurance. "If all else fails," they wrote, 
"at least the warriors of Islam know how to die." This was being 
said at a time wltcn the armies of General Niazi was surrender
ing en masse to the Indians and the Pakistani soldiers were beg
ging to be protected from the M ukti Bahini. 

The fronts rolled up like strips of leather. 'othing could stop 
the advance of the Mukti Bahini and the Indian forces on Dacca. 
Prom time lo time General Niazi gathered some of his senior 
officers around him and told them the same bawdy stories he had 
told countless times before, and sometimes lie would slap his 
hand against his head and murmur: "Incredible, unbelievable ... " 
In fact, his defeat vvas only too credible. vVhat was incredible 
was that a small group of buffoons was able in this modern age 
to command such a vast massacre. 

The end came at 4:31 P.M. on December 17, 1971, when Gen
eral 1 iazi signed the instrument of surrender on the racecourse 
at Dacca, where Sheikh Mujibur Rahman had spoken nine 
months earlier. He tore off his epaulettes and presented them to 
the Indian General Jagjit Singh Aurora, and then handed over 
his revolver. Pinally lie pressed I1is forehead against t11e forehead 
of lhe Indian general in the anCient oriental token of submission, 
which is also ::i plea for mercy. It was strange that he should 
plead for mercy, for he had never shown mercy to anyone in the 
past. 



CHAPTER U® 

7�he Return of 
).S'fheikh Mu;i.bur Rahman 

W. .. LE c .. ,,," N<AZ< "" suncnde<i•>g on the 
1.1n- course at Dacca, Sheikh Mujibur R<ilunan was lying on his 
'111 i11 the condemned cell i11 tl1e priso11 at Lyallpur. He had been 
'l1.11gcd with high lreason <ind assume<l he liatl been coudernned 
111 death. It remained only for President Yahya Khan to choose the 
ol.11L- :ind the method of execuliou. 

l•.vcu before the trial Sheikh :\1ujibur Rahman expected to be 
'wcutc:d, and after tlie trial he expected i t  daily. There could be 
"" appeal, no reprieve. By his own conduct during U1e trial he 
.,1111wcd that he neither demanded nor expected mercy. 

I 11 ;il l of Asia there was scarcely anyoue who knew less about 
1111.11 was happening in Bangla Desli. He did not know that he 
l1.1rl been elected president. Ile knew nothing about the establish-

111nit of the provisional government, or about the Mukti Bahi11i, 
111 :1hout the victorious march of the combiued Indian and 
l\.111gla Dcsh forces on Dacca. He knew nothing about the mas
' .. H'IL'S or the refugees, or the sudden threat of a nuclear holocaust 
ll'lirn tlic Seventh Fleet steamed into the Bay of Bengal. The 
1111H1�on11 had passed, it was winter again, and he huddled under 
Im blanket aw1inst the cold. In Dacca the sun was blazing and 
1111' I recs were in flower. 

'l'li<:r<: were m;iny other tl1ings he knew, but they were not 
127 
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rcadil) rnpauk: uf being put into word�. They re<icmhle<I dream�. 

feelings, presentiments, shapts uf fu1cc. So111e uf these thing� 
could be expressed in the form of logical st;itcments. The mere 

fact th;i t he \\'as still ali\'c meant that PrL·sidcnt Yahya 1'han was 
slill l1uping to find some nsc for him as ;1 host:ige, <1 bargaining 
point, <lnd from Ll1is il (ulkJ\\ cd that East Pakistan had not fallen 
complctcly under the S\\'<l} o! ll1c 111ilila1� authorities. lt folloll'cd 
that fighting was going on, that the Ilcngalis were resisting with 
all their might, and that the milita ry wtrc hard-pressed. He kne\\ 
his l3engalis, aml lie knew they would nC\'CT snrrcncler. 

But against tl1c kno"'lcdgc thal he was l>cmg kept alive to sc.;n•c 
as <i hosb1ge, there \\'aS the knowledge tl 1at President Yahya Kha11 
\\'as temperamcnt::tlly 1111�tahlc, capable of changing direction for 
no logical reaso11. '1111.:re \\'as nothing to prc,·ent him from \l'rit ing 
an order for the prisoner's im111c<lialc C:)<eeution while in a 
drunken stupor. I le \\'35 the dictator and his "ill \\'<IS la". I k 

111igl1L regret the order the next d:ly, but by then it would be too 
late. I le was uupn.:<lidaulc, rapaciou�, and ,·c11gefnl, :md to be his 
prisoucr was to knCJ11 ll1al your life hung on tl1e mercy of his 
\\'l1lms. President Y.ahya Kli<111 rcscmbkd l1is dubious anccstor 
Nadir Shah who ordered men strangled or stomped to death by 
elephants if he disliked the shapes of their smiles. 

One could weigh the k110\\ ledge of i11e,·ih1hlc ,·ietory :1gainst 
the C'ertainty th:it the door \\·ould soo11 ope11 a11<l the m:rn with 
the 111aehinc g11n would be standing there; aucl L11cse lwo Ll1i11gs 
might have equal ll't:i ght. '111c prize w:is ine,·itable victory, and 
this could be ad1ie,·ed by l>eillg kilkd and providing a 111nrtyr to 
the cause. In Sheikh Mujibur Ral1111:111's cycs this \\'as a �mall 
p1 ice to pay. 

Out\\"ardly, P1e�i<lL·•1t Yahya Khan possessed supreme power: 
he had the prisoner in his grasp. Neverthclcs�. the re:i lly power
ful weapons helongcd to the prisoner i11 thc condenmed cell. 
They were moral weapons, sharpened during long tern1s of i111· 
prisonment. and fo1111icbbk in l'l1eir nur·hority. The prisoner 
knew how to "·iclcl them. TTe had uulv tu remain clefo111tlv silent 
for his pO\\'er to incrc;1se. Tf he had a0us11ercd the charges :it hi� 
trial for 11igli treason, he \\'Oulcl ha1·e diminished l1is power. By 
:ins\\'ering them lie would 11avc gi1t!n them substance and re
clucccl himself to the Jc,·cl of 11is ad,·ersary. Ry the 1·otcs of the 
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dectorate in East Pakistan, he could claim that he was the elected 
[>resident of both East and West Pakistan, because he had 
achieved a parliamentary majority. President Yahya Khan was 
nothing more than a usurper, with no more authority than that 
provided by the guns of the military faction. 

So Sheikh Mujibur Rahman remained in prison, defiant to t11e 
encl, and with every passing day his stature increased. Nor, like 
President Yahya Khan, was he at the mercy of political events. 
r re was isolated from them, beyond and above them, unreach
able. Although he could make no speeches, pass no laws, reach 
110 decisions, his voice was heard, his decisions were known, and 
he was all the more effectively a lawgiver. His silence was thun
derous. 

He was a legend in his own lifetime, living in the hearts and 
dreams of people all over the world, more powerful in prison 
than he could ever expect to be as a free man. 

To become a legend means to become, in a strange way, ex
:tltcd above other men, no longer subject to their laws or to the 
ordinary laws of human behavior. Such a man may be killed by 
;111 assassin, as Gandhi was killed, but he is rarely killed until he 
lias reached old age and accomplished the greater part of his 
work, for he is protected by invisible forces, and chiefly by the 
affection of his worshipers. Love c-a11 become a protective shield. 
111aking a man very nearly invulnerable. 

Nevertheless he was \'Cry vulnerable, for it occurred to Presi
dent Yahya Khan in the last days of 11is presidency that if Dacca 
fell and all East Pakistan was lost, then it was right and fitting 
t ·hat Sheikh l\1ujibur Rahman should be punished. Ile sent bis 
agents to the prison with orders to prepare to hang the prisoner, 
hut they were to wait until they received a coded telegram before 
:1cually carrying out the death sentence. Dacca fell, but the coded 
telegram did not arrive. In the next cell a grave was dug, and 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was told that i t  was merely a slit 
I rcnch to be used in the event of an air raid. He prepared him
self For death. 

Like an actor who l1ad at last found a role in the tl1catcr of the 
absurd, Yahya Khan was disposed to act out the part of Nadir 
Shah to the end. He had always been vengeful, and tl1e prospect 
of killing Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was so pleasing that he de-
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liberately delayed sending the coded telegram so that he could 
enjoy it all the more in expectation. He was drinking even more 
heavily than usual, and in an unguarded moment be confided his 
decision to Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who had returned from a meeting 
at the United Nations with the knowledge that more than half 
the delegates regarded the military government of Yahya Khan 
with loathing and contempt. 

"And what," asked Bhutto, "do you think will happen to our 
soldiers in East Pakistan, if he is hanged?" 

Yahya Khan had not given the matter much thought. In the 
past he lia<l always acted, and the consequences looked after 
themselves. 

Bhutto explained what the consequences would be. Not one of 
the soldiers would be left alive. 

Yahya Khan insisted that the order should be carried out. 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman would be killed in absolute secrecy, no 
one would know, and if necessary the order for the execution 
could be pre-dated to Octoher. The world would be told that 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman had already been tried and duly exc· 
cuted for acts of high treason. 

Bhutto realized that it was necessary to act quickly. He was 
deeply implicated in the crimes of the military government, but 
unlike Yahya Klian he was capable of rational thought. He had 
his own following in West Pakistan, and his own small but effi
cient private anny. He therefore sent his agents to the prison and 
they arranged ·with the prison governor to smuggle Sheikh Muji
bur Rahman out, hiding him first in the governor's house, where 
he remained for two days, and then for greater safety in a house 
some fourteen miles away. From being the prisoner of Yahya 
K11an, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman became the prisoner of Bhutto. 

For Sheikh Mujibur Rahman it made very little difference. 
He was guarded round the dock by army commandos loyal to 
Bhutto, whose treachery he knew well. He was given no books or 
newspapers, and was not permitted to listen to the radio. He re
ceived no letters from his family. He still did not know that he 
was the elected president of Bangla Desb, nor did be know that he 
owed his change of residence to Bhutto. He bad simply been 
plucked out of one prison and placed in another. On December 26 
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lie was flown by helicopter to a bungalow near Rawalpindi, his 
t liird prison in the space of a week. 

By this time, e,·en without ne\Y�papers ;111cl r,1dio, he was :iwarc 
t li:it there bad been vast changes, and th:it with every ch;:inge of 
prison his prospects were more hopcfnl. J Tis guards were coldly 
watchful, but they no longer looked murderous. He asked no 

1111estions, for he knew they were under oath to remain silent. lie 
11utieed that they sometimes jumped to attention when he passed 
l lie111. 

011 tht following night he was told thal a visitor had come to 
�cc him. vVl1e11 ht entered the drawing room, he found Bhutto 
waiting there with l1i� an11ccl guards. Ten days had passed since 
1 ltc surrender at Lite rncc eomse in Dacca, that most shameful 
moment in the hislory of \Vest Pakistan, and Bhutto was 
wreathed in smiles. It pleased hi111 tu sec the rather dazed look 
on hi� old adversary·s face. Sheikl1 �1ujibur Rahman had thinned 
out, there was more gray in his hair, he 111ovcd a littk: jerkily, as 
people do when they have been in a confined space for a long 
time, but he was recogni7.ahly the ma11 who had fonuerly at
tempted to conduct negotiations with the leaders of 'vVesl Paki
st:m. 

"Jlow did you come here?" Sheikh i\lujihur Rahman asked. 
Bhutto was still smiling. 
"I am now the chief martial Jaw admini�trntor and president· 

of Pakistan,'· Bhutto replied. 
"Very good. Tdl me whether I am free, and if so, T will talk

ot hcrwise nol." 
Bhutto emphasized tliat lie was the chief martial law adminis

trator, and therefore lherc was still a dictatorship. Everything 
depended upon his will. 

"You can leave whenever you wish," Bhutto said, but this was 
only a manner of speaking, for il soo11 became clear that he 
could Jca,•c onh· when Bhutto wished. 

fi'rcedom was
· 

con cl ition:i 1. Tt depended upon a satisfactory con
c;lnsion to negotiations. The prisoner was free Lo walk out of the 
hu11galow, but not very far. From Bhutto he lc-arne<l tl1at a new 
provisional government had been established in Baugfa D�h 
11i11e montl1s ago, headed by Syed i'\"azrul Tslam, and there had 
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been much fighting. Bhutto promised to supply him with books 
and newspapers, and in future he would be permitted to receive 
letters and to listen to the radio, but beyond this he could prom
ise nothing. Sheikl1 Mujibur Rahman would be treated like a 
prisoner whose record of good behavior entitled him to the in
dulgent smiles of his j ailer. Although he was now permitted to 
receive information, he was not pennitted to grant interviews or 
to do anything with the information he received. 

Bhutto was by turns affable, threatening, sweet-tempered, 
stern, and commanding. The heavy weight of destiny had fallen 
on his shoulders, and he demanded the prisoner's sympathy and 
assistance. Only together could they settle the vast and intricate 
problems confronting Pakistan. If they continued to fight one an
other, then Pakistan wottld go down to irretrievable min . 

Sheikh l\lfujibur Rahman said little, chiefly because the habit 
of speaking had left him, but also because he knew very well 
that his words were being recorded and Bhutto would have no 
11esitation in using his words against him. Ignorance made him 
vulnerable. He had known, of course, that there had been a war, 
and he now learned that the Indian and Bangla Desh forces had 
been victorious. From Bhutto he also learned tl1at Yahya Khan 
had been within an inch of hanging him. 

"You owe your life to me," Bhutto said, recounting the story 
of l1is own efforts to rescue Sheikh Mujibur Rahman from the 
hangman's noose. 

So they talked by tl1e fireside on a raw December night, re
hashing the old insoluble problems, searching for their causes, 
and coming to no satisfactory conclusions. All the evils had come 
about when Ayub Khan proclaimed himself dictator, and they 
had continued into the dictatorship of Yahya Khan, and no 
doubt they would continue under Bhutto. Sheikh l\tlujibur Rah
man learned to his astonishment that Yahya Khan had surren
dered his power to Bhutto without protest, without conditions, 
his brain softened by alcohol, 11is mind failing. Quietly and 
firmly Bhutto had presented the case for the prosecul'ion, and 
Yahya K11an was forced to admit that he had brought his down
fall on himself and by l1is own incompetence lost an empire. 

That, too, was Bhutto's story, ancl not to be trusted unless 
there was collaborative evidence. In fact, Bhutto lrnd seized 
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power with the advice and support of the younger officers of the 
army, not by any feat of personal ascendancy or by argument with 
Yahya Khan. He was, and would remain, the tool of the army. 
IJis priYate anuy, known as the People's Guard, had been and 
still was commanded by Major-General Akbar Klian, one of t11e 
four generals who ordered and planned the military takeoyer of 
East Pakistan. This paramilitary force was designed to keep the 
people of \.Vest Pakistan in subjection to the military. Bhutto 
might talk about popular elections, but he would never hold 
them unless he was certain that he would win. 

There was high drama in the eonfrontalion between Bhutto 
and Slteikl1 Mujibur Rahman, but it belonged more to the middle 
ages than the present day. Bhutto was playing the role of a 
caliph of Baghdad confronted by a usurper who has fallen into 
his power. lt amused him to contemplate the many punisl11nents 
he could inflict on his prisoner, the many deaths he could be 
made to suffer, or the many uses to which he could be put. Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman was still in danger, living in the cloudy no man's 
land between prison and the promise of freedom. 

They were two presidents. One had been president for nine 
days, the other for nine months. One had received his power from 
a usurper and ':Y.�� therefore hmsclf a usurper,·t>while the other had 
been elected to office hy popular suffrage. Ironies abounded 
during the confrontation between the two presidents in the 
bungalow near Rawalpindi. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman did not yet 
know that he was the duly elected president of Bangla Desh, and 
Bhutto did not yet know what he was going to do with his 
prisoner." 

It was one of Bhutto's less endearing characteristics that he 
exulted in having tl1e power of life and death over people. Once 
the wife: of a high official came to him because her husband had 
been arrested. She begged him to lielp her, reminded him of all 
the services her husband had performed 011 his behalf, and said 
she would do anything if only her husband was returned to her. 
Bhutto leaned back haughtily and snapped: ''.How did you have 
the audacity to come here? How do you know I did not put your 
husband in prison myself?" Then he waved her out of the room. 

Bhutto had the feudal temper, the feudal capacity for treachery. 
If he promised somet11ing today, one could be sure the promise 
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would be rescinded three days later. Therefore his promise of 
conditional freedom meant no more than that he might, if it 
pleased him, grant a certain measure of freedom. What he wanted 
above everything was a united Pakistan, and he appealed to 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman not to break away. Bangla Desh and 
West Pakistan were brothers who had quarreled. Now let them 
unite, for the quarrel was finished. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was 
baffled by Bhutto's arguments, for they corresponded to no recog
nizable reality. If the quarrel was finished, who was the victor? 
Bhutto was evasive. There was no victor; it was only necessary 
that the two wings of Pakistan should reunite. Bhutto wanted 
the assurance that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman would work toward 
reunification, and soon it became clear that he wanted a signed 
document, a treaty, which he could present to the people as an 
earnest of the Sheikh's good intentions. "I can do nothing until 
I have talked to my people," Sheikh Mujibur Rahman said. "Let 
me go back, and then I shall be able to talk to you." On that 
note the strange conference came to an end. 

During the following days he read the newspapers published 
in Rawalpindi. Dawn and The Pakistan Times were scarcely 
more than propaganda sheets, and no one reading them could 
possibly be aware that West Pakistan had suffered an ignominious 
defeat. There were long articles in praise of Bhutto with photo
graphs of the chief martial law administrator and his family on 
every page, and his speeches were printed at astonishing length, 
but there were no reports of his meeting witl1 Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman, no mention of Bangla Desh, and it appeared that India 
was still behaving with her accustomed intolerance and brutality. 
A headline read: INDIA WAVES SABRES. TERROR IN KASHMIR. PAI<I· 

STAN CONTINUES FICHT FOR JUSTICE. The whole article might have 
been written in i956. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was trained to 
read between the lines, and soon came to the conclusion that tl1e 
chief martial law administrator was unsure of himself, still de
pended on the army, and would remain in power only as long as 
the military permitted. The real decisions were being taken by 
the generals responsible for the massacres, and there was there
fore not the least likelihood of changes in the political structure 
of West Pakistan. Bhutto had worked out no political pro
gram to benefit the masses. Perhaps he realized that the time 
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had come for profound changes, but he was as much a prisoner 
as the man surrounded by armed guards in the bungalow outside 
Rawalpindi. Bhutto, too, was at the mercy of armed guards. 

From all over the world came pleas for the release of Sheikh 
N[ujibur Rahman. The secretary general of the United Nations, 
the prime ministers of half the countries of Europe, and inter
national associations of lawyers sent telegrams to Islamabad to 
urge his immediate release. The Soviet government, allied to so 
many l\!Iuslim governments, sent a plea couched in the most 
urgent tones, with a warning that if anything happened to Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman the consequences might be disastrous. Bhutto 
remained unmoved. Throughout his political life he had listened 
to people pleading to him to release prisoners. It was nothing 
new. He knew tJ1e rules of the game, for he had invented them. 
No prisoner was ever released unless it was to his advantage to 
release them. He still hoped that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman would 
sign a document in favor of a united Pakistan or fall into one of 
the many traps laid for him. When it became clear that no prom
ises could be extracted from tlie prisoner, and that nothing fur
ther was to be gained by keeping him, but on the contrary the 
stature of the prisoner increased with every passing day, Bhutto 
decided upon a ruse. Since there was no parliament, he would 
go to tl1c people and offer tbem the opportunity to make the 
decision he had already reached. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, con
demned to death for 11igh treason by a military court, would be 
sentenced to freedom by a court of the people. 

The ruse w;is successful, for the court was packed with Bhutto's 
followers and by vociferous members of the People's Guard. The 
mass meeting was held at Karachi. Bhutto addressed the crowd in 
his most emotional style, reciting all the injuries that Sheikl1 
Mujibur Rahman l1acl inflicted on Pakistan and tJ1en pointing to 
his undoubted virtues. "Shall Sheikh Mujib be freed?" he asked 
clramatically, as though he were Pontius Pilate asking tl1e people 
to decide the fate of Jesus. "Yours is the decision! I place it  in 
your hands! You alone shall decide!" 

He paused, raised his hands high in the air, as though he had 
more to say, and then suddenly his hands dropped to his side. It 
was the signal for a hundred thousand Pakistanis to shout in 
unison: "Free him! Free him!" 
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Bhutto bowed his head in submission to their will, and whis
pered hoarsely into the microp'11011e: "You have relieved me of 
my great burden." 

The charade was over, but not quite over. The West Pakistani 
newspapers, which had never announced the arrest of Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman, and had mentioned his trial on cl1arges of high 
treason only on the back pages, now announced that the people 
of Karachi had unanimously voted for his release. Bhutto savored 
his triumph, and then decided that he would like to keep on 
savoring it. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was not told that he had 
been freed by the decision of a popular court in Karachi. He re
mained under anued guard. 

More and more telegrams piled up on Bhutto's desk, who now 
enjoyed the sensation of keeping the rest of the world on tenter
hooks, having held ]1is prisoner so long that he was in danger of 
believing that it was in his power to hold him indefinitely. In the 
mounting suspense the rumor that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman had 
been killed, a rumor widely believed during the summer, was re
vived. It seemed to be the only explanation for the interminable 
delay. Privately, Bhutto assured everyone that Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman was in good health and would soon be permitted to 
leave West Pakistan. 

Twenty-one days after the surrender on the racecourse at 
Dacca, Bhutto finally permitted his prisoner to leave. From one's 
knowledge of Bhutto. one might have known in advance that it 
would happen in this way, tortuously, in the utmost secret, after 
the prisoner had submitted to tl1e most exquisite refinements of 
mental torture and intimidation. Twice, in the days following 
the strange trial at Karachi, Bhutto visited Sheikh Mujibur Rah
man in the bungalow. He always came at night, and always with
out warning. Each time he demanded that East and West Paki
stan should continue their association, the link must not be 
broken, it was beyond belief t11at what l1ad been joined together 
should be sundered. When Sheikh Mujibur Rahman reminded 
Bhutto that he had been promised his freedom long ago, and was 
now no closer to it, Bhutto spoke of tlle importance of con
tinuing these negotiations that were still in their initial stages. 
They could, of course, be continued elsewhere. He suggested 
Teheran or Ankara. Sheikh Mujibur Ral1man showed not the 



The H.etum of Sheikh Muiibur J\ahman 

slightest interest in choosing <1 site for negotiations. \Vhat he 
wanted above all was to return to his beloved Bangla Desh. He 
did not trust Bhutto, and distrusted him more every day. 

Although he was allowed to read the Pakistani newspapers and 
receive letters, Sheikh .Mujibur Rahman still had only a ha:ty idea 
ahout the situation in Bangla Dcsh. Bhutto mentioned that the 
Indian Army was in Dacca, as though that was a crime to be 
avenged. 

"Jf that is true," Slteikl1 Mujibur Raliman said, "tl1en there 
111ust have been some Bcngalis who favored them. Arc you telling 
rnc that tl1e Indians were welcomed with open arms?" 

Bhutto returned to the prospect of another meeting in Iran or 
Turkey before Sheikh l\ilujibur Rahman flew to Dacca. At all 
costs Bhutto wanted to delay his return. He wanted to keep 
Sheikh Nfujibur Rahman as far away from Dacca as possible, and 
he was prepared to employ any ruse to do so. He still had many 
cards up his sleeve. 

At last, on the evening of January 7, 1972, Sheikh :Niujibur 
Rahman was told that an airplane, a chartered Pakistani airliner, 

was waiting for him at Islamabad airport. There were various de
lays, for Bhutto insisted that the departure should take place in 
the utmost secrecy, and it was not until two o'clock in the morn
ing that Lhe automobile carrying Bhutto and Sheikh Mujibm 
Rahman began the short drive to the airport. Up to the last mo
ment Bhutto was talking about the threads, strong as steel, that 
bound East and \Vest Pakistan together. Up to the last moment 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman assumed that he was going to be flown 
to Dacca. -

"No," said Bhutto, "we are going to fly you to London." 
"\iVhy?" 
"Because it is my wish," Bhutto replied. 
Then Sheikh l\i[ujibur Rahman knew that he was still a pris

oner and so he would remain until he stepped off tl1e airplane in 
London. 

Bhutto still retained his options. At l1is orders tl1e airplane, 
when halfway to London, could be made to return to Islamabad. 
The cat bad not yet finished playing with the mouse. Above all, 
fl1cre was the satisfaction of sending him in the wrong direction. 

The airplane touched down at Heathrow Airport at 6:36 A.M., 
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January 8, just as dawn was breaking. The first radio message 
from the pilot was received in London an hour earlier, and was 
immediately telegraphed to the Foreign Office. A Foreign Office 
automobile met him just in time. Ile was a head of state, hut the 
usual twenty-one gun salute reserved for such dignitaries was lack
ing, for his nation had not yet been recognized by Britain. 
Edward Heath, the prime minister, was out of the country but 
immediately made arrangcruc11ls to By to London. ·n1e Bangla 
Desh authorities reserved a suite at Claridgc's Hotel for him, and 
there, in royal comfort, among servants dressed in eighteentli
ccntury costumes, in an atmosphere of pomp more suitable to 
kings, film moguls and corporate executives, the president of 
Bangla Dcsh spent his first day of freedom. 

The turn of events left him breathless, jubilant, and pro
foundly depressed. For the first time he learned from his com
patriots the full extent of the havoc caused br t11e Pakistani 
Am1y; he learned the names of friends who had been killed in 
the massacres and of the villages that had gone up in Aames. He 
asked about his family and learned that they were all safe. The 
soldiers came for his nincty-year-ol<l father aud eighty-year-old 
mother, arrested them, debated whetJ1er to kill them, decided 
that they were not wortJ1 a few bullets, and contented themseh'es 
with lining up the six servants of the house and shooting them in 
full view of the two old people. Then they burned dowu the 
house and went on to better pastures. 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman put in a call to his wife and another 
to Syed Nazrul Islam, the acting president, in Dacca. A third 
call went to frs. Indira Gandhi who was in Lucknow. Later in 
the day he held a press conference in the ballroom of Claridgc's 
Hotel. Outwardly he appeared fresh and debonair, with the jaun
tiness of a man half his age, but at intervals there was a cutting 
edge to his voice. "J assert that the existence of the People's Re 
public of Bangla Desh is an unc11allengc:able reality," he said. 
"and our future relations with any other country must be based 
on this fundamental reality." \Vhen a reporter asked him why lie 
had Aown to London, he answered: "Don't yon know that 1 was 
a prisoner? Jt ck:pended on the Pakistan Mujibm Rahman's will." 
It was an odd way lo describe Bhutto, but it served its purpose. 
Later he would take the bit in his teeth, mentioning Bhutto by 
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1111111c, saying that it was up !_o_hi1}!_ to l')!!_<;_c the criminals on .J:..llitl 
nml sec Lhat they were punished, forgetting for t11e moment th:it 
l\h11t to \\'as as much responsible for the massacres as anyone else. 

I le: kid learned how to master his anger, but sometimes the 
1111gcr broke through. Asked whether ltc had been tortured or mis
lia11<1lcd, he answered: "\;\That do you mean-mishandled? Do 
)Oii know that where I \\'3S impriso11cd, it was the worst cell in 
t lie worst place-a condemned cell, solitary confinement?" He 
rngcd against the atrocities commillcd by the Pakistan soldiers. 
"Do )'OU know that they arrested my children and interned them? 
no you know that hundreds of thousands of buildings have been 
l111n1ecl and children have been killed? How is that possible, tell 
111e?" 

\Vhen he spoke of "my children" he meant the Bengalis. At 
t liis lime he did not know that very few of them had been in
terned: it was simpler to kiU tl1em than to arrest them. "I have 
ju�I come out of jail, I was in prison, and I don't know what has 
happened," he went on. Even now he knew less about what had 
happened to his country than the most junior reporter in the hall· 
room. 

\.\Then he was asked about his plans, he said that he simply did 
11ot know. He said he would return to Bangla Dcsh "whenever I 
M) decide,

" which might mean within a clay or a week. Ile needed 
a few moments of calm in order to prepare his return, hut there 
were few such moments during that .first dream-like day of &ee
<10111. Visitors came and went, telegrams arri\·cd, baskets of flow
ers appeared mysteriously in his suite, the telephone was ri nging 
constantly. In the evening he met the prime minister at 10 Dow
ning Street, and there at last he made the decisio11 lo return im-
111cdiately, for Edward Heath offered him an RAF Comet for the 
journey to Dacca. After barely twenty-four hours in England, 11e 
new off to Bangla Desh. I fc left in complete secrecy; t11c authori-
1 ics were well aw;ire that the large number of Pakistanis in Lon
don did not share the entl1usiasm of the Bengal is. 

There was a brief stopover at New Delhi. Almost the entire 
i.;nvcn11nent came lo Palam airport to welcome him. As tl1c white 
RAF Comet came in for the landing, there was a subdued roar of 
excitement followed by thunderous applause. For a few moments 
lie stood at the top of tl1e landing steps, looking dazed i11 the sun-



MASSACRE 

light, and then he seemed to be running clown the steps two at a 
time. 

He was in no mood for making long speeches, and he preferred 
to talk quietly with Mrs. Indira Gandhi. Nevertheless a speech 
had to be made, and he spoke jubi lantly into the microphone on 
the theme of his own journey from the darkness of prison into 
the sunlight of Bangla Desh. After thanking the people oE India, 
"the best friends of my people," he went on: 

This journey i s  a journey from darkness to ligl1t, from captivity 
to freedom, from desolation to hope. T am at hist going hack to 
Colden Bengal, the land of my dreams, after a period of nine 
months. In those nine months my people have trn,·crscd centuries. 
\.Vhcn l was taken away from my people, tl1ey wept. \Vhcn I was 
held in captivity, they fought, and now when I go back to them, 
they arc victorious. I go hack to the sunshine of their million 
victorious smiles. I go back to a free, independent and sovereign 
Bangla Dcsh. I go hack to join my people in the tremendous tasks 
that now lie ahead, in turning our victory into the road of peace, 
progress <llld prosperity. 

r go back not with liatred in my heart for anyone, but with the 
satisfaction that truth has at last triumphed over falsehood, sanity 
over insanity, courage over cowardice, justice over jnjusticc and 
good over evil. 

·� 1 ' ·- �i - ' • - . ..J "- •• 

Joi Bangla! Joi Hind! 11t 
.....___ . .  

It was a good speech, for he saicY what needed to be said, a�d it 
was all in character. Someone once remarked that he used the 
word "I" so often that it was like watching telegraph poles flash-' 
ing past from an express train, but it was never, or very rarely, 
the self-indulgent "I." He spoke of "my people,'' "my brothers," 
and "my children," rejoicing in his own affection for them, cer
tain that they returned his affection. In New Delhi he was elated· 
and very tired, and when he reached Dacca airport later in the 
day he was even more elated and even more tired. He was weep
ing when he stepped down from !'he Comet, and he seemed not 
to hear the delirious cries of welcome. Flowers were showered on 
him and a heavy gar land was placed round his neck. A few weeks 
earlier he had been expecting a hangman's noose. 

The police were in a quandary. As soon as tl1ey heard he was 
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coming they examined the route from the airport to the race 
course where he would be speaking, and concluded that it was 
beyond their power to guarantee his safety. Rumors that there 
would be an attempt to assassinate him during his triumphal jour
ney through the city ''"ere flying round Dacca. There were still 
many Pakistani agents and members of the fanatical secret socie
ties Al Badr and Al Shams at large. The police suggested tlrnt it 
would be better if he came from the airport to the racecourse in 
:111 am1orcd car, or better still in a tank. A sense of fatality hung 
over his arrival. 

The student council met hurriedly and decided that this was 
111orc a matter for students than for the police. \Vith the ap· 
proval of the provisional government they decided to assume full 
n.:sponsibility for his safety. They stationed themselves nlong the 
route from the airport �mcl they mingled with the crowds massing 
on the racecourse. 111ere were only six thousand policemen i n  
Dncc<1, but there were fifty thousand students from the univer
sity, the colleges, and high schools. Tl1cy were deadly serious. 

Sheikh 1\1ujibur I�abman drove through Dacca in a Dodge 
truck. There were twenty people standing "·ith him on the bunt
i11g-drapecl truck, so that he was almost surrounded. "Sheil�h 
Muiib zindabad!" (Long live Sheikl1 Mujib). The words came 
like a deep rl1ythmic chant, like an inc-anlalion, full-Lhroatecl, 
charged with emotional energy, for he had been very close to 
death and his long life seemed miraculous. Nothing quite like 
this had happened in the world since the clay when General de 
Gaulle marched i n  triumph along the Champs Elysees. 

When he reached the racecourse he vanished from sight, mov

i11g through the crowd within a phalam: of students. Suddenly 
ii young student appeared on the rostrum . "'I 'lie Sheikh is here!" 
lie announced, meaning that he would soon be speaking to 
them. Then the student \rent on: "For his sa fcty and ours, every-
011c please sit on the grass! Keep your hands on the grass! \Vatch 
I lit: hands of everrnne around voul \Vatch! vVntch!" . . 

vVhcn Sheikh .i\!Iujil.mr Rahman climbed up on the rostrum, 
1 licrc was a sound like a gasp, a roar of surprise, as though even 
now the half million people sitting on the ra ce course could 
�earccly believe what they saw. For a long while he stood there 
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silently, while tl1c strange flickering, roaring sound welled around 
him. Then he spoke about the massacres and about the barbari
ans who had burned thousands of villnges and raped so many 
women, and he pleaded for forgiveness. 

"Forgive them!" he shouted. "Today I do not want revenge 
from anybody! There must be no more killing! The Bengali w ho 
will eat, smile, sing, and be happy is my Bengali. All who l ive in 
Bengal must live together peacefully!" 

Again and again lie spoke of the millions who fled, the millions 
who had been massacred, and sometimes he would pause, unable.: 
to continue speaking. vVhen he spoke about the enemy, there 
was a harshness in his voice. Why had they committed these ter
rible acts? What had they hoped to gain? He said: "Let there be 
no corruption among you! Do not take bribes! Do your duties 
honestly!" He said this because he realized long ago that corrup
tion lay at the heart of the problem. He went on: "The poet 
Rabindranath Tagore said, 'O Mother Bengal, you who created 
seventy million Bengalis and did not permit them to grow to 
manhood . .  .' vVelJ, they have reached their manhood now! We 
11ave proved that we are a nation of heroes, and nothing in tl1c 
world can now destroy us!" 

The massacres were over, tl1c conc1ucror had been conquered, 
a new life was beginning, a new hope was springing up. On that 
bright sunlit day, in a racecourse in a little known city, a ta11 
man on a rostrum was bringing hope to all the other oppressed 
people i n  the world. It was a day to remember, for such things 
do not happen often in the world. 

"You know," said one of the students who attended the meet
ing on the racecourse, "it was like a miracle. There was the man 
who had been condemned to death, and wl10 was still in danger 
of death, and who had spent ten of his fifty years in prison, and 
he was talking as though life was full of boundless opportunities, 
and I knew-I was absol utely sure-there were people there with 
guns ready to 'kill him. He did not care-he absolutely did not 
care. He was even annoyed with the students who we1�t to such 
lengths to protect him. He said: 'What does it matter if they kill 
me here? I am in Bangla Dcsl1 now, and I s]iall die here!' He 
smiled, because the idea of dying in Bangla Desh pleased him." 
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"\Vhat would have happened if they had killed him on the 
1 a l'l'<..11ur�e?" [ asked. 

Tl 1c student sl1ruggecl his sl1oulders. 
"Of course we would have massacred all the Pakistanis rcmain

i11g in I3angla Dcsh. \i\That else could \\'e do?" 
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CHAPTER uu 

a N ''H£ ""' ,657 the Muglml F.mpi" was ,, the 
height of its power and influence, and seemed to be enjoying a 
long summer of peace. It was the peace that comes when su· 
preme power is so well organized that it reaches down to the re

motest villages. The Emperor Sliah Jahan was genuinely be· 
loved, the intricate Mughal administration dealt reasonably and 
fairly with the people, and there was the feeling that the empire 
was so firmly established that it would endure from generation to 
generation. When the emperor fell ill, no one was particularly 
disturbed. He would soon recover, and meanwhile Prince Dara 
Shilcoh, the heir to the throne, ruled in his name. 

Prince Dara Shikoh was one of tl1ose rare princes whose minds 
are illuminated with generosity and intelligence. He was then 
forty-two years old, but looked younger. He had fine-drawn £ea. 
hires which seemed to be carved in ivory, and he possessed a 
natural gaiety. He especially enjoyed the visits of foreigners to his 
court and asked them endless questions, because l1e was deeply 
interested in the world around him. Since the Mughals were Mus
lims wl10 ruled over a predominantly Hindu population, he also 
entertained Hindu scholars and religious leaders. His consuming 
passion was to build a bridge between Muslims and Hindus. His 
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hook5 and poems, which have survived, show him wrestling clo
q11c11t ly with the problem of synthesizing the two religions or at 
I lie very least demonstrating that though they were outw.irdly 
tlissi111ilar the inner core was the same. Just as he consorted with 
l'l'1sian poets, Jewish philosophers, Jesuit priests, and Hindu 
1111111ks, so he felt that it was not beyond the bounds of possibil
il) that Muslims and Hindus would le:irn to be tolerant of each 
ol her. Since lie was emperor in all but name, he was in a position 
lo ensure that Muslims and Hindus would meet on common 
wound and quietly discuss their differences. "Pluck out the thorn 
or intolerance," he wrote, "and then there will be peace all over 
mu· land." 

I lis younger brother Prince Aurangzeb was a man of a differ
c11t character. He was a fanatical Muslim, harsh, intolerant, fero
t'iously ambitious for power. He despised Prince Dara Shikoh for 
<·onsorting with foreigners, and spent his time with his mullahs 
1111cl soldiers. He led his army against the army of Prince Dara 
Sliikoh and won the battle, then marcl1ed on Agra where tl1c 
IO:nipcror Shah Jahan, now folly recovered from his illness, or
dered him to put down his arms. "Remember," said the emperor, 
''that eternal prosperity comes only fro111 remembering God and 
\howing kindness to men." "You have brought this on yourself," 
Prince Aurangzcb replied, and for the remaining eight years of his 
life the emperor was shut up in a small room in the Red Port at 
Agra. 

A more terrible punisl1rne11t was reserved for Prince Dara 
Shikoli, who was tracked down and brouglit in chains to Delhi. 
\Vorn out by grief and misery, wearing a travel-stained cloak and 
nn old gray turban, his head bent to avoid the hright glare of the 
August sun, the prince was paraded through the streets on the 
h:ick of an old mangy elephant. Behind him on the howdah 
crouched a slave with a naked sword with orders to cut off the 
prince's head if  he made the slightest effort to escape or if the 
people weeping in the streets attempted to rescue him. But he 
never raised his head, never glanced at the crowds, and t11ey say 
lie sat tl1ere "like a crushed twig." 

The cro\\"ds were silent because they were awed by tl1e spec
tacle of the prince bowed down in misery. When he had passed 
out of sight, t11ere were riots to protest his imprisonment, but 



MASSACRE 

they were quickly put down. 111at night Prince Aurnngzeb or
dered the execution of his brother. Slaves entered his prison cell 
and hacked off his head, which was then brought to Prince Au
rangzeb. "Let the face be washed-it is too bloody," he said. 
vVhen it was washed he examined it closely, afraid that some 
other head might have been substituted, and -he was not satisfied 
until with the point of a sword lie llftc<l one of the eyelids to see 
whether there was the little dark speck on the white of the eye. 
The speck was there. He smiled, insisted that the courtiers ob
serve the speck, and gave orders that the head be embalmed, 
placed in a luxurious casket, and presented to the Emperor Shah 
Jalian. "It is good that my son should remember me," the emperor 
said when he received the casket. When it was opened and he 
peered inside, he fainted away. Today the head lies in the vast 
marble tomb of the Emperor Humayun in Delhi. 

For Aurangzeb, now Emperor, the killing of Prince Dara Shi
koh on August 30, i659, was not a matter of very great im
portance. He felt that his brother's death was destined and his 
father's imprisonment was also destined. What was at stake was 
the supremacy of the Muslim faith and the necessity to chastise 
the Hindus. He spent the rest of his long rcign-l1e died at the 
age of eighty-nine in i 707-mal.-ing their lives as inhumanly diffi
cult as possible . T11 ey were no longer allowed to build temples, 
he placed restrictions on the observance of their sacred holidays, 
lie taxed them heavily, and when they came out in rebellion he 
m assacred them. Unlike Prince Dara Shikoh, who worked con

tinually for reconciliation and tolerance, the Emperor Aurangzeb 
was determined to reduce the Hindus to the status of slaves. In 
his corrupt and brutal reign the Mughal empire went into a de
cline. 

The murder of Prince Dara Shikoh was the turning point. 
Thereafter intokrance became a way of life, and the Muslims 
continued to rule the Ilinclus by the sword until the B1itish con
quered India. 

The Pakistani military elite inherited the traditions of the last 
emperors of the Mughal dynasty. They formed a kind of royal 
court which existed in superb isolation from the people, indiffer
ent to the needs of any except themselves. Proud and insolent, 
convinced that they alone possessed the true faith and the right 
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lo subjugate all those who opposed their faith or were indifferen t 
lo it or did not bel on g to ii', they ruled despotically without fear 
of opposition because they possessed the instrument to enforce 

1 licir will. It was as tho ugh tlae Emperor Aurangzeb )1acl been 
provided with tanks and jet planes. At all costs, even at the cost 
of massacre, they must secure dominion over the country. 

The massacres in F.ast Pakistan were intended to put an end 
011cc and for all to opposition to the ruling power. If only one 
rnau escaped tl1e net, then the massacre would have failed in its 
p1111lose. Total confonn ity, total submission was essential. Only 
a 111ilitary mind could believe that these aims were desirable, or 
altai nable. Nevertheless they acted on the assumption that the 
survivors would never dare to raise their heads again. In tbc eyes 
of the military this massacre was final, for it would be so terrible 
and so long-lasting in its effect that there would be no need for 
any other. Major General Shaukat Raza, one of the three divis
ional commanders in the field, informed the Sunday Times cor
respondent in fune i971: "You must be absolutely sure that we 
have not undertaken such a drastic and expensive opcration

cxpensivc both in men and money-for nothing. V./e have un
dertaken a job. \.Ve are going to finish it, not hand it over half 
done to the politicians so that they can mess it up again. The 
nnny can't keep coming back like this every three or four years. It 
laas a more important task. I assure you that when we have got 
through with what we are doing there will never be need again 
for such an operation." 

Major General Raza was under no illusions; he knew exactly 
what he was doing. The army had given itself the task of win
nowing out the chaff, leaving only the pure grain. The Bengalis 
wlao refused to be re-educated along Islamic lines or otherwise 
proved themselves unreliable were to be killed en nwsse, while the 
11 incl us were to be killed or put to flight, their property being 
given to the good l\tCuslims, meaning those who were obedient to 
Ilic army command. There was the additional advantage that hun
dreds of tho usands of Ilindus would flee to India, where they 
could he expected to weigh heavily on the Indian conscience and 
I lac T ndian treasur y. 

/\11 this had been worked out with care by men who had al
ready acquired experience in massacres in Baluchistan and the 
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Northwest Frontier Province. They were sly and treacherous, 
deeply involved in criminality, remote from the ordinary life of 
the people, and they were incapable of telling what they meant 
when they spoke of "the Islamisation of the masses." But they 
possessed the outline of a theory and the means to put it into 
practice. They were, after all, officers in a professional army, as 
President Yahya Khan remembered several times during the 
the course of the massacres. Speaking to the correspondent of 
Figaro on September i, 1971, he said: "What liappenecl in Dacca 
was no football match. W11en my soldiers kill, they do it cleanly. 
My army is a professional army, and it is well-trained!" His sol
diers did not kill cleanly and thev were well-trained only in mas-

·-

�e. 
W1iat happened was something that has happened many times 

under military dictatorships. The small, close-knit military elite, 
feeling that it lacked popular support and was therefore threat
ened, struck out in an effort to impose its will on the people by 

'. force of arms. The reign of terror was expected to numb the peo
,451e into obedience. In the process there occurred the breakdown 
i of all human responsibility, the abdication of all human justice. 
'All those human ties which are necessary in every human society 

·�ere snapped. Since it did not matter who was killed, for the in
')ention was to create an atmosphere of numbing terror across the 
Lentire length and breadth of the land, the lives of ordinary hu
�nan beings ceased to have any value or any meaning. Only the 

lives of the officers of the military elite were regarded as valuable. 
t, Yet it should not be forgotten that the military elite acted not 

from strength but from weakness. They felt threatened, and in 
: their more lucid moments they were well aware t11at they were 
· not professionals but amateurs acting out a traditional charade. 
-President Yahya Khan continually insisted that he commanded 
· ay_rofessional anny. "Don't think I'm a weak chap!" he would 
�ay, hinting at vast reserves of strength. He thought of himself 

as strong-willed and resolute, a winner of battles, but these bat
ltles existed only in his imagination. He said: "Don't think I'm 
'a weak chap!" too often for anyone to believe that he was strong. 
/) By the very nature of his self-appointed task, a military dictator 
'is a weak and frightened man. His eyes gaze penetratingly at 

everyone he encounters, he continually makes the appropriate 
I\ • p • 
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gestures of a commander, and all the time he is living in fear tliat 
his bemedaled uniforms, his guards and his armies will suddenly 
vanish from sight and he will be revcalcd for what he is-a man 
who is terrified of life and close to suicide. He surrounds himself 
with armed guards and trusts none of tl1em. He is suspicious of 
his generals for fear that they will usurp his place. He dare not 
walk in the streets for fear of assassination. Ile must continually 
invent a new language to explain his thoughts: thus a massacre 
becomes "a military operation carried out in futherance of our 
national goals." The most miserable of men, he must remind 
himself continually tl1at he is strong and in full command of his 
faculties when in fact he is weak and close to madness. 

Because military dictators create s o  much injury and are so 
offensive to civilization it is always best to put them out of their 
misery as quickly as possible. 

The massacres in East Pakistan now belong to history. We 
ln1ow now almost as much as we shall ever know about the mo
tives of President Yahya Khan, his advisors and the small group 
of generals who imposed their will on a country that seemed to 
be defenseless. l\1ore mass graves will be opened, and one day the 
Eull extent of the massacres will be assessed. Meanwhile there 
are lessons to be learned which affect the lives of nearly everyone 
on earth. The massacres in East Pakistan were not an isolated 
phenomenon. T11ey were merely tllC expression in its purest form 
of a phenomenon that is now commonplace: the war against 
civilians. 

In \:Vorld War I the civilians were not regarded as combatants, 
and although there was often fighting near large cities, the rules 
of war demanded that civilians be protected. The soldiers faced 
the enemy and they shelled and shot and hurlcd grenades against 
one another, obeying the rules of war. The Germans sometimes 
employed the weapons of terror and massacre, but these were 
officially frowned upon. It was felt that if tl1e war was to be won, 
it was better to win it honorably. 

Something very strange and terrible happened in the years fol
lowing World War I. Where previously the military command
ers ordered that the Red Cross should he respected, that women 
and children should be regarded as inviolable, and that senseless 
destruction must

, 
be avoided at all �ost�, now the Acomrp�nqers 
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gave their soldiers license to bomb hospitals, massacre women 
and children, drop napalm on villages, and destroy everything 
that might be useful to the enemy including the smallest huts of 
the poorest peasants. The laws of war were abrogated. It was per
missible to machine-gun refugees pouring along the main high
ways because it was necessary that these roads be reserved for 
military lTaffic. Entire cities were reduced to ashes. No limit 
was placed on what might be destroyed. The aim was to destroy 
the will of the enemy, and since the enemy consisted of men, 
women, and children, it was permissible to kill them all. Civilians 
were expendable, and it was incumbent on the military com
mander to kill as many as he could. 

All over the world, in every country where armies have fought, 
more civilians have died than soldiers. In the last four decaclcs 
about twenty million soldiers have died in battle or as a result 
of their wounds and two hundred milJion civilians have died in 
massacres. 

The first sign of the coming terror was witnessed in Manchuria 
in i931, when the Japanese rape<l, looted and massacred on n 

scale hitherto unknown. There were few correspondents in the 
areas they penetrated, and little was known about the extent of 
these massacres until the Japanese began their long-planned in 
vasion of China. Only then did it become evident that the Jap· 
anesc high command regarded the right to massacre as the in
herent right of every military commander in the field. The Jap
anese 1iad discovered the simple truth that mass murder was just 
as effective as winning battles in the war against the enemy's 
spirit. When a man sees his village in flames, and discovers that 
everyone he has ever known has died, there is no more fight in 
him. That, at least, is the theory. In practice, as often as not, the 
man goes on fighting to the end. 

The fighting in the Yangtse Valley was never sufficiently re
corded in the West. Chinese sources show that whole provinces 
were depopulated, and the Japanese brought fire and terror to 
every hamlet and village they encountered. The great powers 
watched in silence, provided the Japanese with all the armaments 
and scrap iron they wanted, and showed not the slightest interest 
in the fate of China. The Japanese were a martial race, and no 
doubt they would succeed in conquering China, and it was better 
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11ot to get involved. In much the same illusory fashion the great 
powers watched the happenings in East Pakistan without any 
feeling that they were morally bound to help the helpless. It was 
hoped that the massacres would soon come to an encl and that 
1·hc military dictatorship in Islamabad would eventually arrive at 
:in understanding with the people it was massacring. 

The Japanese had been taught to despise the Chinese. The 
Germans had been taught to despise the Slavs. The Punjabis of 
\Vest Pakistan had been taught to despise the Bengali s. By arous
ing hatred and contempt for the enemy, the military authorities 
secured an advantage which would otherwise be denied to them. 
/\ soldier inculcated with contempt for the enemy finds no diffi
culty in massacring tl1em. 

In Vietnam the same situation arises. Traditionally the people 
of the north have despised the people of the south, and i t  was 
therefore all the easier for the government of Hanoi to attack the 
government of Saigon, sending its armies into the south, and or
ganizing rebellion. \Vhen the American Army was sent into 
Vietnam, the terror was compounded, for the American soldiers 
despised the Vietnamese. They were "gooks," a word that re
duces them to subhuman dimensions. The Americans spoke of 
the Vietnamese in the same way that the West Pakistanis spoke 
about Bengalis. They were expendable, their land could be de
foliated, pockmarked with twenty million bombs, and reduced to 
a wastefancl. Massacres were the commonplace of the war in Viet
nam, and no one was ever able to count how many Vietnamese 
villagers died from bullets supplied by great powers who had no 
interest in the fate of villagers. 

As we have seen, it is always the villagers, the most helpless of 
people, who suffer most. They get in the way of armies and are 
brushed aside. They have no powerful voices to speak for them, 
no wa1ls to protect them, and no one remembers their names. vVe 
remember Mylai because by the merest accident it became a 

cause celebre, but who remembers the hundreds of other l\1y1ais 
not only in Vietnam, but in China and Russia and East Paki
stan? Thus we learn that massacres are quickly forgotten, and no 
battle roll lists their names. The worst evil is that the military 
have grown so accustomed to massacre that a small one is readily 
forgiven and only a large massacre demands the attention of � 
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judge advoc<ite. In East Pakistan the am1y dispensed with judge 
advocates. TI1e more massacres he committed, the more likely 
was the officer to receive promotion. Massacre was the name of 
the game. 

Since increasingly the military have recourse to massacre, it is 
necessary to inquire whether they are likely to continue. TI1e an
swer, clearly, is that they have only just begun. The temptations 
and the rewards are only too evident. In country after country 
military dictatorships have been established, deriving their power 
from their threat of massacring whole sections of the population. 
Once it has come into power, a military dictatorship can only be 
overthrown by armed force at a cost in human lives so incalcu
lable that scarcely anyone would dare to issue the summons of 
revolt. 

The whole world now lives under the threat of massacre, for 
the military lias discovered that it possesses a weapon of proven 
efficiency and every military elite in every country thirsts for 
power. It is not in the least difficult, for example, to imagine the 
American Army deciding that the existing government was so in
competent to rule that it had become necessary for the army to 
seize power and to rule by decree. The army already possesses a 
vast compendium of computerized lists of people it views with 
suspicion. It would have no trouble in rounding up dissidents, 
and no qualms in shooting them. That the army is by its very 
nature totally incompetent to rule over an infinitely complex so
cial organization is not a fact that has ever commended itself to 
generals. They have spent their lives simplifying problems by the 
simple process of killing. Anyone who has spent any time in an 
army mess knows how contemptuous army officers are of civilians. 
In much the same tones as President Yahya Khan decreeing the 
massacre of the Bengalis, they can be heard saying: "Let's kill a 
few of them, and they'll all knuckle under." A few may mean ten 
million-a satisfying figure. Twenty million may be too much, 
and thirty million might be regarded as outlandish. 

The military elite in the United States is potentially as lawless 
and corrupt as the military elite in Pakistan. Already the generals 
do as they please, having circumvented civilian authority to a sur
prising degree and accumulated so much power within the mili
tary industrial complex that tl1ey are cushioned against the 
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possibility of thorough investigation. In Vietnam they have con
ducted their own "preemptive reaction strikes" on their own 
authority, as though the country belonged to them and they 
could destroy it at their pleasure. Like the Pakistani officers they 
receive handouts from industry and free junketing in the air
planes of corporate executives. TI1ey regard the accumulated 
wealth of the country as their own reserve fund, and if anyone 
suggests that the national wealth would he better spent in im
proving social conditions, they answer that defense is paramount, 
for without defense there will be no social conditions to improve. 
Meanwhile the cost of defense rises to astronomical proportions, 
the rich grow richer and the poor poorer. 

The military regard civilians as expendable. The civilians can 
argue more forcefully that the military is expendable, and it is 

not even tolerable unless it is under close civilian control. Since 
it is by nature lawless, it must be watched continually. What is 
needed beside every general is an advocatus humanitatis, an ad
vocate who will speak on behalf of humanity and reason with 
power to dismiss the general instantly once he steps over the 
bounds of legality. It may be inconvenient to the general, but it is 
not his convenience that is at issue. \Vars are totally pointless and 
senseless, and someone must speak for humanity. The Russians 
placed a political commissar beside every general to ensure that 
he acted in accordance with party doctrine. Someone should see 
that the generals obey the doctrines of humanity. 

Once civilian control is removed from the military the tempta
tion for the generals to indulge in political adventures is ex
panded ominously. Nothing is simpler for the military than to 
acquire power, for as Mao Tse-tung once remarked, "power 
comes out of the barrel of a gun." Having stated this, Mao Tse
tung immediately corrected himself, declaring that "power be
longs to the people." TI1e statements cannot be reconciled. Nor 
docs the generalissimo who acquires supreme power in the name 
of the army need to defend his actions, for his accusers are jailed 
or massacred and the accusations are expunged from the record. 

All soldiers are anachronisms. They belong to the ancient feu
dal world when frontiers still possessed some meaning. Today, 
when frontiers are little more than lines on a map and a man 
can travel over twenty frontiers in a single airplane flight without 
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ever asking pennission to cross them, they have lost what little 
meaning they once possessed. \Ve cannot guard against the spy 
satellites revolving around the earth, busily discovering our in· 
dustrial and military secrets. We are confronted with a situation 
in which the scientists, not the military, are in command; and 
the military is all the more dangerous because its traditional pow· 
ers have been usurped. It must therefore constantly seek new bat
tlegrounds in order to justify its existence and safeguard its 
interests. Meanwhile the military performs a murderous shadow 
play, inventing battles which should never have been fought. 
while high above them, beyond the reach of machine guns and 
airplanes, the trajectories of the future missiles are already being 
charted, as though drawn lightly in pencil on the untroubled 
ether. 

We come at last to the realization that the military no longer 
has any place in a world worth living in. Like the ancient dino
saurs with their insignificant brains and heavy lumbering bodies 
weighing thfrty tons, they have all the appearance of dominating 
the earth, seemingly powerful beyond any imaginable power, 
though doomed to extinction. The military parades its might, 
threatens and blusters, and all the time it is being eroded by an 
inner corruption. Today, for the first time, the civilian popula
tion has acquired an ally against the predatory forces of the mili
tary. This ally is the civilian scientist who commands more de
structive power than any anny, and is capable of behaving far 
more intelligently than any general. He has the power to destroy 
to tl1e ultimate degree, while the military can only destroy rela
tively. For good or evil the destiny of the world is in tl1e hands 
of the scientists and there is some comfort to be derived from the 
fact that scientists have shown no particular interest in murder
ing peasants. 

Meanwhile, for perhaps another century, we shall have to livo 
with the military, which will continue to massacre civilian popu
lations. Massacre has become the essential corollary of modern 
warfare. In Vietnam it has been practiced on both sides so suc
cessfully that the protagonists have felt encouraged to continue 
the slaughter indefinitely; and sometimes it has served as a pas· 
time for weary and frightened soldiers. The casualty lists do not 
give the number of civilians killed daily, perhaps because the war 
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would stop if the figures were known. It is felt that the deaths of 
civilians arc inconsequential, and the living wounded arc even 
more inconsequential. Should one prepare each clay a list of the 
civilian dead and wounded and those who have suffered? But the 
list would be endless, and who would read it? 

The crux lies here: for the dead, the wounded, and the suffer
ing soon enough comprise the mass of the people. The civilian 
population deserves to have its own casualty lists and its own 
memorials. It deserves, too, to be represented in the war coun
cils. In the thirty-year war in Vietnam no peasant has ever been 
permitted to speak in parliament, or ad vise the military com
manders, or discuss his plight with the military dictatorship. 
Since there are military dictatorships on both sides, 11e is at the 
mercy of forces over which he can never hope to exercise control. 

Of all the evils inflicted on mankind the worst arc floods, cy· 
clones, epidemics, and massacres. Floods can drown whole prov
inces, a cyclone can kill half a million people in the space of a 

few hours, yet we know that floods can be controlled and even 
the worst effects of cyclones can be mitigated by building storm 
shelters and sea walls. The anti-cyclone engineers are at work and 
partial remedies are in sight. Fifty years ago epidemics of bu
bonic plague swept across Asia at regular iutervals, while diph· 
thcria and tuberculosis were scourges which carried away millions 
of lives, and today they are almost unknown. The people of 
Bangla Desh who suffered floods, cyclones, epidemics, and mas· 
sacres all in the space of a few months deserve at least the pros
pect that these scourges will come to an end. \Ve need the en· 
gineers who will work to prevent wars and massacres. 

About 26o .e.c. the Indian king Ashoka invaded the country of 
Kalinga, which lay to the east of his vast territories. When l1is 
army conquered the army of Kalinga, he did something whic11 
few kings ever do. He walked across the battlefield and looked at 
the unmuubcred dead. It was reported to him that altogether a 
hundred and fifty thousand lay there. He was so shaken by the 
crime he had committed that he embraced Buddhism, a religion 
of peace, announcing that henceforth no man and no animal 
might be killed throughout his kingdom. 

In our own time it is not likely that an Ashoka wilJ arise. As 
long as there are military elites there will be massacres, and we 
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cannot hope that they will be shocked into sanity by the sight of 
the dead. 

Just as in India a king embraced an ethic which for his genera
tion outlawed all wars and killings, so in China there arose a 

moral philosopher, Confucius, who announced that the human 
body was sacrosanct and inviolable. "Not a hair of the head 
must be touched," he proclaimed. He introduced a moral code 
which gave first place to the quiet scholar and last place to the 
soldier, and it is perhaps significant that he came into promi
nence at the end of a period of interminable wars. 

Today in Bangla Desh they are still uncovering the mass 
graves. The earth and the rains have eaten the flesh away, there 
are only bones and sometimes a strip of faded cloth. Often it lias 
been observed that the dead embrace each other, the hands arc 
joined, or a hand lies protectively on a shoulder. Often, too, it 
was observed that the faded cloth was of the coarsest and cheap
est kind, such as only the very poor would buy. 

In the end our common humanity may save us, or like the 
Emperor Aurangzeb a t tl1e end of his life we may find ourselves 
regretting our sins. "I am so evil," he wrote, "that I fear Goel 
will 11ave no place for me. Therefore bury me bare-headed, for 
t11ey say that all those who come bare-headed into God's presence 
will receive His mercy. But I do not believe He will dare to look 
at me." 

That common humanity is our only refuge, our only hope. 
Confronted by murderous soldiers enjoying the prospects of mas
sacre, men, women and children nearly always retain their natu
ral dignity, and in dying triumph over their adversaries. Ilcrmann 
Graebe, a Gem1an engineer, watched the Jews dying in a grc:it 
death pit in Dubno in the Ukraine and later wrote an account of 
what he had seen: 

Without screaming or weeping these people undressed, stood 
around in family groups, kissed each other, said farewells, and 
waited for the sign from the SS man who stood beside the pit with 
a whip in his hand. During the fifteen minutes I stood near, I 
heard no complaint or plea for mercy. I watched a family of about 
eight persons, a man and a woman both of about fifty, and their 
children of about twenty to twenty-four, and two grown-up daugh
ters about twenty-eight or twenty-nine. An old woman with snow-
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white hair was holding a one year old child in her am1s and singing 
to it, tickling it. The child was cooing with delight. 111c couple 
were looking on with tears in their eyes. The father was holding 
the hand of a boy about ten years old and speaking to him softly; 
the boy was fighting back his tears. 111e father pointc.:d to the sky, 
stroked his head and seemed to explain something to him. 

At that moment the SS man at the pit shouted something to 
his comrade. TI1e latter counted off about twenty persons and 
instructed them to go behind the earth mound. Among them was 
the family I have just mentioned. 1 well remember a girl, slim and 
with black hair, who, as she passed me, pointed to herself and said: 
"Twenty-three." I walked around the mound and stood in front 
of a tremendous grave. People were closely wedged together and 
lying on top of each other, so that only their heads were visible. 
Nearly <ill had blood rnnning over their shoulders from their heads. 
Some of the people shot were still moving. Some were lifting their 
am1s and turning their heads to show that they were still alive. 
TI1e pit was already two-thirds full. I estimated th;:it it already 
contained about a thousand people. I looked for the man who did 
tl1e shooting. Ile was an SS man who sat at the edge of the 
narrow end of the pit, his feet dangling into it. He had a tommy
gun on his knees and was smoking a cigarette. The people, com
pletely naked, went down some steps which were cut in the clay 
wall of the pit and clambered over the heads of the people lying 
there, in the place to whic11 the SS man directed them. Some 
caressed those who were still alive and spoke to them in low voices. 

So it was in Dacca, and in all the forgotten places where the 
earth cries out for vengeance and where vengeance is unknown. 
Everywhere the soldiers and the SS men act like crawling ver
min, while the dying embrace and caress one another, join hands 
and speak in consoling voices, maintaining their human dignity 
to the end. 
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