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PEOPLE AND PLACES
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by Fayza Haq

argaon

Now virtually half buried under heavy clusters of bamboo and dense jungle stands the lost

township of Sonargaon, about 17 miles off north

history of great significance.

-east of Dhaka, bearing the testimony of a

ONARGAON origina-

tes in the Sanskril

words Subomo Gr-
am, meaning Golden Town,
and dates back to the Bud-
dhist and Hindu reign ol
six century AD lo eleventh
century AD. It is said that
the history of the place
‘washed by the Meghna,
Brahmaputra and the Sila-
lakha cannot be exaclly
dated. It is listed in the
history of the literature of
Tibet.

According to Dr Habiba
Khatun the Sonargaon of
Early and Middle Age is
Subarno Gram Dr. Nihar
Ranjan Roy declared the
place to be a "char” in the
sixth century. In many
places of this area red
coloured earth is to be
found.

During the Buddhist
Hindu period it was near
the capital of Samatata and
some Buddhist relics were
found in this place. De-
scriptions of this was found
in the Tibetlan literalure.

It is believed thal it was
‘the capilal of Eastern Ben-
gal before it fell in the
hands of Mohamimed
Bakhtiar Khilji, Cunning-
ham says il was deflnitely a
Hindu capilal. Other histor-
ical evidences say Son-ar-
gaon was a big city and was
the capital of East Bengal
much before Dhaka.

The present Sonargaon
came inilo being in 1281 A.
D. Its decay quickened
when Ikhtiaruddin Mo-
hammed Bin Bakhtiar Khilji
captured Lhe Nadiva dis-
trict of West Bengal. In
1204 Laxinan Sen fled from

and came (o Sonar-
gaon. He had his two sons
administralied this area
with a powerful hand.

The [irst delinite histor-
ical reference to thid town
is found in the ‘Tarikh-i-
Firozshahi' of Ziauddhin
Baranl who mentions the
establishment of friendly
relations between Sultan
Gilyasuddin Balbon of Delhi
and Rai Danuj ol Sonargaon
when, in 128], the Sultan
visited East Bengal.

With the constant atlack
of the Muslims,

ol separated (rom
. From 1270 the

Devraj family ruled. At that
time Tugril was ruling Ben-
gal as representative of

Tu
ban marc
and reached Sonargaon.
From that period a reliable

hbtﬂﬂf&mnr[aonmnbc
traced. Between 1280 AD

E
;
:

sport, in politics and its
extreme cxtension called war,
and

peo-

Th
2

re.
£

;
L
55
i

i
Ih
s

41
I
:
;

i
z{E

]
i

!
;
!

:
It
¥

&
:

by

and 1300 AD the Muslim
rille in Sonargaon began
and il served as Lhe capital
of East Bengal upto 1583.
When Balban reached
Sonargaon he found a
Shoilbya King ruling. Balban
left behind his son Bughra
Khan as Lhe administrator
of Sonargaon. Bughra Khan
being lazy and lackadaisical,
his kingdom got divided
into four parts. Shortly
Rukunuddin took over. For
the first time land lax was
imposed. Shortly aller-
wards Firoze ruled over
Sonargaon [rom Lakhan-
abali in Gaur. He repre-

Gateway to Kadam Rasul Mazar, Sonargoan.
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sented alban and assumed
the name of Sultan Sham-

suddin Firoze Shah. No

coins were discovered in
this period. However his
revolling son Bahadur fled
from Gaur and minted
coins at Sonargaon in tLhe
name of Abdul Muzallar
Giasuddin Bahadur Shah.
and declared the indepen-
dence of Sonargaon even
when his [ather was alive.
Meanwhile the Tughlaks
took over in Delhil [rom
Balbans in 1324. Giasuddin
Tughlak attacked Bengul
and Bahram Khan adminis
trated Sonargaon on his

Visitor throng Lok Shilpa
up by the famous painter Zainul Abedin.

Jadughar (Folk Art Museum), set

The first definite his-
torical reference to
Sonargaon is found in
the Tarikh-i-Firozs-
hahi of Ziauddin
Barani who mentions
the establishment of
friendly relations be-
tween Sultan Giyasu-
ddin Balban of Delhi
and Rai: Danuj of
Sonargaon, in 1281 .

behall.

In 1352 Sultan Mo-
hammed Tughlak ascended
the Delhi throne and re-
leased Giasuddin Bhadur
Shah from prison and sent
along Bahram Khan to ad-
ministrate the place.

Bahadur Shah revolied
against Delhi and was de-
[eated and killed in 1328.
Tartar Khan was the next
administrator of Sonargaon.
There ends the Balban rule.

Then came the Sultani
period. Alfter the dealh of
Bahram Khan in 1338
Fakhruddin Mubarak Shah
revolted against Delhi and
declared himsell the inde-
pendent ruler of Bengal. He
was a cool and courageous
Sultan. A lot of travellers
were altlracted to Sonar-
gaon. It was during Lhis
period that Ibne Balula
came (o Sonargaon in
1345. From the period il
became Internationally [a-
mous. Trade and com-
merce flourished through
the port specially muslin.
The visit of Ibne Batula has
been recorded as a histori-
cal fact.

The fall of Sonargaon
took place in the time of
Isa Khan's son during Musa
Khan's period, and Dhaka
became the capital. Musa
Khan was defeated by

Subeidar Islam Khan.
Sonargaon had become Im-
portant as a commercial
cenire over the centuries
and not so much as a capi-
lal because earlier kings of
Bengal all ruled Bengal
from Pandua, Lakhanwatlor
and Gaur. Anything related
lo Bengal took place at
these three points.

It was full of mosquitoes.
Low lying land. There was
a lol of internal rivalry and
scheming and since Bengal
was a revoit prone area so
the Subaildars of Moghul
emperors selecled Ja-
hangirnagar as their fort. As

a consequence il was im-
portant in the thirteenth
and fifteenth centuries only
as an important river port.
After the fifteenth century
the glory started waning.
The centre of trade and
commerce shifted to the
new [ort city Dhaka.

The places to see in
Sonargaon are 1) Moghra-
para Darga Sharil 2) A huge
stone statue 3) Sivalinga 4)
Terracotita remains 5) The
tomb of Pokai Dewan 6)
The tomb of Sultan Giasud-
din Azam Shah 5) Dargah
>anch Pir 6) Langal Bandh
Tirtasham (holy bathing
place) 7) The bandar 8)
The tomb of Haji Baba
Saleh and the mosque ad-
joined to it. 9) Nabiganj
(where you [ind the
"Dargah” of Kadam Rasul)
10) The mosque of Yousuf
Jang ‘11) the mosque ol Go-
raldi built in 1519 12) Khas
Nagar Dighi (pond) 13)
Panamanagar 14) Ponkhiraj
Bridge 15) Com-
pany's"Kuthi” (the centre
for indigo planters for

1626-1660) 16) Lokonath
Brahmahchari Ashram.

At Sonargaon loday also
to be seen in the only folk
museum (o be buill in
Bangladesh. This was con-
ceived by Zainul Abedin and
contains models showing
village people at work. Con-
sidering the circumstiances
of limited expertise and
skill., it depicts the vil-
lagers and their back-
ground with conviction and
precision. The effort to in-
dolise and immortalise the
country people ol
Bangladesh is admirable in-
deed.

Also to be seen al this
place is a small but impres-
sive museum which con-
tains the remnants of
wooden and terracotta
work, with Buddhist and
Hindu goods, goddesses
and deities. Images of ani-
mals, swans, flowers, lotus
and interlaced plants cer-
tainly fascinate the viewer.
There is a splendid display
of silver jewellery from the
past which includes neck-
laces, waistbelts, bangles,
anklets, armlets and rings.
Weapons from the past are
also displayed, and one is
impressed by the collec-
tion of "ramdaos”, Knives,
axes and swords f(rom
places like Barisal. There is
also ample proof of the ex-
istence of the Muslim rule
in the famous cily to be
found in the relics at the
musewm.

HE traditional dress of

l the country one is

visiting s no doubt a
treasured Souvenir. I you are
talking of Bangladesh the
clothing that perhaps best
represents its culture in the
most elegant way, is the saree.
Six yards of cloth draped
around a woman's body in del-
icate folds and gatherings with
not a single stitch is truly an
ingenious invention. Some ar-
chaeologists have Lraced this
dress to the Greek dress
women used to wear thousands
of years ago. It is fascinating
that this Grecian costume orig-
inally brought by the Aryans, is
now an intrinsic part of the life
and identity of every Bengali
woman.

The same can be made of a

of fabrics — silk, cotton,
chiffon, georgette, nylons of
innumerable gradations and
colours. With its layers of cov-
ering worn with and short
blouse that leaves the midrifl
bare : the sarce manages Lo
retain the mysterious look of
modesty and hidden sensuality
of the Bengali woman.

Among the mosl bcautiful or
most expensive whichever way
you want to look at i, are the
‘jamdanis,” Tangail’ silks, and
Rajshahi silks. If you do not
wanlt to spend hours trying to
find the most unique ‘jamdani’
and also avoid huge crowds,
the best place to go is probably
Bailey Road. Localed in one of
the most ccntral parts of
Dhaka, this road is lined with
boutiques and shops sclling a
variely of ‘jamdani’, and Tan-
gail silk and collon sarees. The
only thing you should make
sure belore you leave your ho-
tel or guest house is that your
wallet is fairly robust. This is
because the prices ol the sa-
rees are [airly high, compared
to other loss ¢legant shopping
areas and there is less scope
for bargaining.

- A 'jamdani’, for cxample
may cost [rom Taka 2,000 Lo
Taka 3,500/-, dcpending on
the quality ol the work. Tangail
silks may cost belween Taka
1000 to Taka 1,500/-. And Lhc
Tangail cottons are [rom Taka
360/- upwards to about Taka
1.200.

But most visitors from
abroad are not interested in
going to the usual boutiques,
which arc known as ‘lourist
shopping centre’. They want to
fcll the thrill of the unknown,
the mysterfious. To be less
dramatic, Lhey are curious
aboul places Lthat have a local
flavour and a character of their
own. Perhaps the place that
best fits this description is the
arca around New Market,
where Lthere is Gausia Market,
Chandni Chawk Market and
Hawker's Market.

Apart [rom being jam-
packed with people at any
given lime of the day, these
markets ofler the greatest va-
ricty of practlically every thing,
from sarees to dress material,
even jewellerics and sandals.

it is also the place where
you can get the best bargain.
There s no such thing as a
fixed price. No matter what
the shop kecper' says, il you
have the paticnce and confi-
dence of an cxpert ‘haggler
you will be able 1o reduce the
price by hall or cven morel
Before | go on o the delights

by Aasha Mehreen Amin

of this arca, a word ol warning,
il you arec a [orcigner, and
especially if you are a woman;
it is always advisable 10 take
along a local person, preferably
male. IL is notl just for inter-
preting bul also to avoid being
paid unwanled male attention |

If it is just sarees you want,
then llawkers Market is the
perfect place, for it is an in-
teresting maze of small shops
sclling jamdanis and Tangails
in all sorts ol combinations and
designs. A large variety ol In-
dian silks can also be found in
every single shop or store in
this markel. The prices at first
may scem as high as those
quoted in Lhose expensive

| All About Sarees and Where
| to Look for Them

its many folds are pleats. This
is not really the casc since the
arl of wearing a sari is both
simple and like swimming,
something never forgoiten
once learnt. But even then,
there are other types of tradi-
tional dresses thal are casier
to wear. Chadni Chawk and
Gausia Markets are practically
bursting with ready made
"Salwar Kameez® scils and
dress material fabrics include
plain as well as printed - linen,
cotton, polyester, silk, bro-
cade, lace, salin clc. Quality
can bec assessed oflen buy the
discrcpancy in price. "Good

quality” linen may cost Tk.
150/- per metre, while ‘bad

A prospective buyer selecting a ‘jamdani’ at a boutique.

bouliques bul with just a little
bargaining you can be assured
of a more than satisfaclory
deal. As soon as you enter the
market you will be hailed by a
thousand voices, all coaxing
and pcrsuading you to  sit al
their shops. Within seconds
they will take several sarces
down and open them up Lo
give you a better view. If you
are nol persuaded by Lhelr so-
licitude, the ‘anjals’ of the sa-
ree whether it is a jamdani or
Tangail silk, will definitely
tempt you wilh their breath-
takingly becaulilul patlerns. The
shop kceper will even tell you
what colour will suil you but it
is betier Lo use onc’s own dis-
creton sincee more ollen than
not what be says will suil you
also turns oul to be whal docs
not suit your wallct! One thing
you can be surc ol howcver,
whether you buy something or
not, at this market you will be
treated with a warmth and po-
liteness that makes these
arcas so special.
Sarees are beautiful outfits

but some foreigners think it is
too complicated to wcar with

quality’ inen are as low as Tk.
75/- per metre. There is no
dearth of imported matcrial —
[rom India, Pakistan and thc
Far East. But somctimes shop
keepers will claim a fabric to
be ‘Indian’, oven il L is
Bangladeshi. This docs in no
way imply poor quality. It is
more because for some rcason
the ward ‘Indian’ has a more
appcaling sound than
"Bangladeshi’ to most DBengalis.
Scarves, other wise worn as
dupallas are also in abundance
in chiffon, georgelles and
‘crepe silk costing from Tk
45/- 1o Tk. 150. As [or acces-
sarics like bangles, braccicels
and anklets, can be bought
from the young vendors, who
arc consiantly roaming around
the market to sell their ware.

These markets with their
scorcs of litte shops in cvery
novk and corncr, pooplc from
all walks of lifc going on their
shopping sprees, their hustle
and bustc, gives lourisl an op-
portunity to shop and 'scc’ al
the same Ume, nol Lo mention,
go back home with a Lrcasure
ol ‘Eastcrn’ goodies.
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through human history and lit-
eralure. The [(law which

abysmal jealousy but the
chronic parancia of a biack
man in & while socicly. When
he flouted the iribal code of

REFLECTIONS

THE FACES OF

RACISM

by Tarzie Vittachi

good fortunc of betng allowed
in a white mans bed. They
dicd. Nasiily. When we look at
intcrnational migration the
mask of racism tries (o sollen
its appearance with high
sounding lcgal canl - consan-
guinity, ethnic guotas and such
cuphemisms. Dut the racist in-
tent of most immigration laws
is abundantly clear.

for instance is on record that
they want more people to de-
velop the vast natural re-
sources it has. Dut the pattern
of migration shows thal
"peopic of colour™ are not wel-
come. Colouriess nts are
preferred. The British have
managed to stem the tide of
Commonwealth migrants by
resort o new le such as
as the "partial law” which de-
fines Britishness as a monopoly
of thosec whose grandads were

born on British sofl. But they
have ne compunction about
denouncing Malaysia's very
similar “Bhumiputra” — sons of
the sofl — principle of prefer-
ential treatment for Malays as a
violation of human rights.
The French who, as long as
they had an Empire, let mi-
rants from their colonics
reely inwo their country have
become increal zenopho-
bic about dark-s mi-
grants from Africa, Indoechina

and West Africa. Even the
Itallans who dreamed ol an
African Empire in the Hom in
Mussolini's days and nourishod
the notion that they were
colour blind, have tightened
thetr immigration laws since
violence broke out in Florence
a year of iwo ago when a hand
ful of African youngsters

sneaked in and began sclling
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their wares — tawdry trinkets
from. their homelands — on
the street outside the palatial
bouliques of Ferragamo, Gued,
Pucet and that elegant lot. And
as for the United States, tho
bilc-green ‘s lorch who I
the ::y inm York harbour
o Your Huddled Masscs for
more than a cenlury now
frowns on certain sorts of mi-
grants secking lh:mtwthn
of her hospitality. sc i
portunalte s are distin-

by colour and un-

cultyre,

The masks of ractsm are
most subtly worn in the use ol
words. Look out for evidonee
in any of the socalled
“international” magazines or
newspapers. If there is a story
about an outburst of ethnic or
racial conflict In the Third

The masks of racism
are most subtly worn in
use of words ... If there is
a story about an outburst
of ethnic or racial conflict
in the Third World you
can be sure that in the first
para the word ‘mob’ will
pop up ... All mobs are
black, brown, yellow and
purple people. Western
riots are ‘demos .

World — and there is plenty of
the, God knows — you can be
sure that in the first para the
word ‘mob” will pop up. "As
mobs rampaged through the
streets” et cetera. I ever there
is a similar incident in the
western world, and there is
plenty of that too, you will
ncver find the word "meb”
used. All mobs are black,
brown, yellow and purple
people. Western riols are
"demos.”

When people whe are ap
palled by these masks ol
raciam ask me what we can do
about all this , | have only one
reply - Remove your mask first.
Then we'll talk this over again.

Sri Lanka, Mr

Vittachi has successively
served as the Direclor of



