ICE Admiral SM Ahs-
an, DSC, a former Co-
mmander-in-Chiel of

the Pakistan Navy, before his
sudden death on 4 August,
1989, had me the text of
his statement before the
Hamoodur-Rahman Comm-
fssion. | regard this as a rare
and most illuminating
document on the circum-
stances preceding the 1971
crisis, by a man known for his
outstanding courage, candour
and calibre as civil and military
leader.

Much as | would have
wished to see the full text of
late admiral's testament in
print it has not been ible
owing to consiraints ol space.
While excerpting the state-
ment | have taken good care
against tampering with the
meaning or the sense of the
statement even slightly, at any
place either by editing or quot-
ing any part out of context.
Excerpts together with my
own notes, here and there, are
as follows:

"l (Admiral Ahsan] was ap-
pointed the Governor of East
Pakistan on September 1,
1969 after relinquishing my
position as DCMLA (Navy) and
member, Council ol Admin-
istration for Finance, Planning
Commission, Industries, Com-
merce, Food and Agriculture.
On the same date | was
compulsorily retired from my
substantive appointment as
Commandecr-in-Chief, Pakistan
Navy — a position which | held
for less than three years.

."When the Council of Adm-
inistration was being dissolved,
ushering in a civilian cabinct, |
had begged to be allowed to
revert to the Navy. | had gone
to sea at Lhe age of fifteen and
during the thirty-three years
service as a sailor | had learnt
something of delence and war,
but little else. As a disciplined
officer 1 had abjured polilics
and only mel political leaders
in the coursc of official duly.
For seven years prior to my
becoming the Commander-in-
Chief, 1 had been kept away
~Jfrom the Navy on oulside
ass ts; four as the
Deputy and Chief, Military
Planning Oflice of SEATO in
Ba k and therecaller lor

three years as Chairman
of IWTA in Dacca. The
governmental duties following
Martial Law had kept me away
from the rest of my working
life in contributing to the
modernisation and
strengthening of our neglected
service, and was naturally
averse (o a premature termi-
nation of a carcer which | had
followed with great dedication
and some success.

“President Yahya under-
siged my rcluctance to accept
a political office but kit that
the problems of East Pakistan
were al that time extremely
complicated. lle required a
person with previous experi-
ence in that rcgion 1o be its
Governor. He sald that my lib-
eral outlook an sympathctic
aititude towards the people of
Bengal was a ss asscl as
it was the and purposc
of his government lo win over
the le there an oblain
their willing co-operation in

appointment as an act of public
duty much against my private
intcrest and inclination.”

afler his arrival in
East Pakistan, Governor Ahsan
found the provinee facing what
_appeared o be "intractable”
socio-cconomic, polftical and
admindsirative problems sum-
med up as follows:

f) Police: “The law enforcing

. ke the Police and

the East Pakistan Riflcs had
sullered serious scibacks in
the last days of the Ayub
Covernment. Their image was
"anii-pcople”, coercive and
, serving peolilical
tyranis thrown up by the Basic

Democracy The police
force lacked 'nee and
readily sided with the

of the two opposing
sides without oo much regard

o the ends of

inactivitly. The fcar of Lheir

trial and reorgani-
gave them another cause
H“hpﬂlﬂtlﬂﬂﬂhﬂ-
1 -making and shou-
ring of responsibilily they

well

E

dreaded and avoided

#is ol class com

WI TNESS TO HIS TOR g

How the Stage was Set by Yahya for the Crackdown ...

The testimony of Vice Adm1ral S M Ahsan before the Hamoodur Rahman Commission
| hy[h'igadia'ARSiddiqul(Reﬁd) |

suggest 15th F
You will see that I

Among many crucial phases that marked the history of Pakistan prmr to its crackdnwn on its eastern wing, finally paving the way for the liberation struggle, the
governorship of Admiral Ahsan in the erstwhile East Pakistan, from Sept 1, 1969 to March 4, 1971 occupies a place of its own. While this d:shngutshed Navy officer went
on with his efforts to resolve the crisis between the province and the centre. The stage was being set by Yahya Khan for the crackdown.

** Ahsan narrated his version of events before the Hamoodur Rahman Commission and gave a copy of his statement to Brigadier A R Srddrqm (Retd), a former Pakistan
army officer, a few days before his sudden death on 4 August, 1989. With cnmments by Siddiqui, the statement appeared in Dawn, Karachi on December 16, marking the
fall of Dhaka. With courtesy to this leading Pakistani paper, we reproduce this histaru: document. But The Darly Star takes no responsibility for the views expressed in

. Admiral Ahsan's statements or in comments made by Brig. Sndd»qun

litical actlivists, were secthing
with resllessness, They had
forged a strong and militant
grouping. The strongest and
most numcrous comprised the
Students League the avant-
garde of the Awami League po-
litical parly; the two Student
Unions aligned with the two
wings ol the National Awami
Party; and the [slamic Chhatra
Sangha of the Jamaat-i-1slami).

"On the imposition of
Martial Law, polilical activitics
were suspended, but political
parties were not banned nor
lecaders arrested. This was ex-
tremely frustrating for the
popular leaders who had op-
posed the last regime and had
hopes of early assumption of

wer. The extremist political
caders on the other hand
favoured the curb on open po-
litical activities as the genus of
their particular species flow-
ered best in a closed sedicty.
They prelerred the continua-
tion ol Martial Law indefinitely
s0 as (o continue their struggle
in a covert and clandestine
manncr. They felt the time 12
be on their side, and held high
hopes of a leftist landslide.”
(Maulana Bhashani and his
licutenant Masithur Rahman
had been vocal in their opposi-
lion to elections. They knew
they had not a chance to win
against Mujib. Masthur Rahman
advocated elections on the ba-

itary, against West Pakistan
and against the goodwill which
was our endeavour to establish.
"l pointed out these factors
to President Yahya and ree-
ommended that the time had
come when a gradual disen-
gagement of military forces
[rom civilian duties was in of-
der. While cover of Martial Law
would continue, military offi-
cers were to be more circum-

spect and military power was
Men who mattered ....

Pakistan differed from the
Maulana's opinion about me.
Knowing thc strict cede of
discipline under which the
Jamaat operated, Prolessaof
Ghulam Azam's remark in
opposition to his leader's view

was generpus of him and
salisfying for me. ;
"To Sheikh Mujibur

Rahman, who | met usually in
the company of MLA zone B

" (Lt-Gen Sahajada Yakub Khan)

-

Maulana Bhashani and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman

Some people wanted the growing Bengali
nationalism to be checked by a West Pakistani
Jingoism. They regarded the people of East
Pakistan as a vast colonial popuiation waiﬁng to .

be proselytised.

e

sition In
place of adult franchise or on
the basis of one man one volc).

"Bengal has always been a
difficult province to adminis-
er. Historically, it has passed
through decades of anarchy. It
has always been in the fore-
front of political strugglc and
advanced thinking. The geog-
raphy and climate, the pres-
sur¢ of pepulation and eccvo-
nomic distress had all con-
tributed to a growing scnsc of
disharmony and discord. It was
nol just a dislike of Easl
agains! West, the local againsl
non-local, the Chiltagonias
against the Daccalles, the poor

against Lthe rich or the haves

against the have-nots, bul
there to be in Bangal
at the time a kind of

melaphysical rebellion against
the wotlal environment ilsclf

"Around November 1968, |
warned the Government that
the rcgime was exposcd Lo
many siresses and strains and
was vulnerable to great risks.
Until then, the Armed Foree
had acied with commendable
restraint but there was no
guaraniee of this in the [uture.

I said | could foresee some
scenarios depicling many
things. going berribly wrong,
causing conflict between the
people and the Arnwed Foroes.
"For these and other rea-
sons, | urged that the
clections should be held as
carly as possible. In my previ-
ous a niment | had pro-
March 1970 as a possi-

le date. This was then
thought to be too ¢ and |
had reminded my collcagues

that the Indian Emphc was
partitioned in just six weeks.
"During t'l':"“t:-fhd between

the Ist Sep r., 19689 and
the 31st December, 1969
there were (wo incidénts

which necessilated a call to
the Army in ald of civil power.”
(im November 66, Bengali-non-
Bengali riots broke out in
Dhaka aflecting the two non-
Begali localities, Mirpur and
Mohammadpur most. The
Army was called in for the first
time since the imposition of
Martial Law. "There was
widespread condemnation in
the province against the use of
troops, and resentment against
the Army rosec . | was
desperately s o min-
imvise the risk of deaths due to
Army firting which would im-
mediatcly lead 1o the strongest
public reaction against the mil-

to be more unobtrusive.
“In early 1970, the ban on

political activilies was lifted.
Martial Law Regulations and
orders were issued laying
down the guidcline for politi-
cal conduct. The political cf-
fervescence which was bot-
Ued-up for so many years sud-
denly gushed forth when the
lid was rcmoved, resulting in a
rash of disturbances in the
public mectings. However,
nothing very serious or alarm-
ing occurred.. Early in the
campaign, Lhe immense -
larity of Shetkh Mujibur
Rahman was clearly estab-
hshed, and in course of time,
it became incrcasingly clear
the Awami with its
charismatic lcader and 6-Point

After the crackdown ...

Programme had a wide and
sworping appeal.

"During 1thcse months of
campaigning when the East
Pakistani lcaders were secking
public approval of the party's
programmes and personal
popularity, | followed the
of neutralily to the best of my
abtlity, and cnjoincd the gov-
ernment officers o foliow my
example in all their official

whaltever thetr private
inclinations. | had cstablished
working rclations with Shetfkh
Mujibur Rahman, Maulana
Bashani, Professor Muzafiar
Ahmed, Khawaja Khairuddin,
Professor Chulam Azam, Khan
Sabur Khan, Mr Waheed -uz-
Zaman, Mr Nurul Amin and a
host of ether political workers.
Maulana Maudood! once t:hl.r

fo maﬂu ;
Ihh:l“hulr o
Azam to whom | complained
replied that the Jamaat in East

Hldti: Bahini nuldim preparing for a counter attack

or Major General (Civil Affairs),
Major Gen. Rao Farman Ali
Khan or both, | counselled par-
ticular reference to the inter-
ests and aspirations of the
people of West Pakistan and
words of praise for the armed
forces who were a sentinel
against ultimate disorder or
ODVYET

“l often asked the President
lo relieve me from governor-
ship, as | was working alone in

an atmosphere of growing

licnﬂali nationalism and sufler-
ing in addition from ulcers. lic
declined to accept my resigna-
tion on a number of occcasions
and always said: “We shall both
go home at the same time."
"Around March 1970 the
Legal Framework Order was
discussed by the President at a
closed session with the two
Government of East and West
Pakistan before the document
was taken to the Cabinet. The
Draft had been prepared in
Rawalpindi and | saw the doc-
ument for the first time at the
meeting. | suggested thal the
LFO should contain the mini-

mum provisions necessary for

the conduct of the general
clections, leaving out such
controversial ifssues as the
breaking up of "ONE UNIT". In
my view, it was not necessary
at that time for the military
government to give a judge-
ment on a malter which
roused such passionate fecl
ings both for and against the
unit. | was over-ruled for two
reasons: firstly it was felt that
of One Unit was not broken in
advance of the general elec-

tions, it would become a
election issue and the
smaller provinces of West

Pakistan would return the
most rabid anti-One Uniters o
the latures. Similarly it
was feit that if the Unit was
not broken in advance of the
general elections, the smaller
provinces of West Pakistan
muhmnmm
Mujibur Rahman as a price of
supporting the breakup.

"During June 1970 or ther-
eabout | heard whispers both
in East and in West Pakistan
that some mﬂlla.ry as well as

clﬁllan felt that the
Acﬂ'run!atrltjun oug-

.ht ln become more authori-

tarian. After all, it was as-
serted, this was a Martial Law
Government and it ought to
exercise "discipline’ ‘and "firm
control”. In practice the dif-
ferent groups of interests who

Muzaffar Ahmed of NAP
[.wvoured a severe application of
Martial Law did so for their
own various p . Some of
the industrialists wanted to
use the Army (o brutally sup-
press the labour. Some of the
politicians wanted Army sup-
port for arrests of opposition
workers and their trial by
Martial Law Authorities. In
other words; in order o gain
some particular advantage for
themselves, they wanted Lo
expose the Army to a danger-
ous confrontation with the
people. Some people wanted
the growing Bengali national-
ism to be checked by a West
Pakistani jingoism. They re-
garded the people of East
Pakistan as a vasl colonial
population waiting Lo be prose-
Wytsed. ..

"I mentioned to the
President and to the PSO that
if such views of the militarists
were to prevall, | was nol
cquipped mentally or emotion-
ally toe ca on as the
Governor. While | understood
the wisdom of the adage that a
‘coercion without virlue was
disaster and virtue withoul co-

1970 was much later than |
had wished and advocated,
that dalec too had to be posti-
poned due to heavy floods in
September. The President ar-
rived in Dhaka and in his first
meeting with Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman agreed with him that
posiponement was undesir-
able. However, after his in-

. spection of the flood affected

arcas, he changed his mind.
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, in

Comrade Moni Singh of CPB

et

==

Islamabad followed by the un-
der delay in the dLﬁpau:h of
helicopters required urgently
for rescue work was capi-
taliscd upon by Majib, Yahya
did go back to Dhaka lo stay
there for several days. DBy then,
however, Mujib had been able
to expose thc shocking indif-

ference of the Cenire towards:

East Pakistan!

(As for deploying the army,
commander, Eastern Comm-
and, Gen Yakub when requ-
ested by Governor Ahsan for
help, regretted he had no
lroops to sparc. llis troops
were all in their operational
areas and could not be
touched. "The cat would land
square amongst the pigeons,”
he said as a resull of any shift-
ing of forces from Lheir battle
locations).

(The fullest advantage of the
catastrophe was taken by the
Awami League whose popular-
ity increased by leaps and
bounds. Leaders like Sabur
Khan and Mohan Mian with-
drew from the ficld and called
it a day). "The clections 1o the
National and Provincial Asse-
mblics gave Awami League a
viclory more decisive than
Sheikh Mu{i’bur Rahman him-
scllf had believed possiblc).

"WiLh the clections over, |
telephoned the PSO to con-

sider Lhe advisability of inviting
both Sheikh Mujibur Rahman

The image of law enforcing agencies had
suffered serious setbacks during the last days
of the Ayub regime. Their image was anti-
people, coercive and corrupt. The civil service
mﬂnrurglﬂydemaltsedarndmdtmdto
masterly inactivity.

-

the meantime, having oblained
the President's first reaction,
publicly spoke against the
for postpenement. At a
subsequent meeting, the
President informed him of his
latest decision. Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman remonstrated: "On the
basis of your previous assur-
ance | have opposed post-
poncement in public. Now if you
decide to postpone | shall be
accused by the public for
showing scan concern for their
welfare. The people of East
Pakistan lve hall- suniberged in
watcr, There can be no insur-
mountable difficulty to vote.”
The widespread devastation
causcd by the cyclone had cre-

ercion was weaknoess'
record with truthfulness that
until alas in February 1971)
such sentiments of mine were
always cndorsed by the PSO Li-
Gen. SGMM Peerzada and ap-
proved by the Prestdent | sus-
pecied themn nefther of guile
nor guilt. From September |,
1968 when | was appointed
the Covernor and March |,
1971 when | was relieyed |
held these views constistently
and advocated them on all ‘T
propriate occasions, | fe
them teo represent

L
quintessence ol my religious
belief In such matters as also

the correct practical policy in

the ctreumstances.
" the daie fAned for
holding in Oclober

ated doubts about elections be-
ing held as scheduled on
Deccmber 7, 1970. Yahya,
however. dispelled all doubts
on that score by declaring cat-
egorically at his Press conler-
ence (November 29) that elec-
tion shall be held exactly as
scheduled.

However the visitation
proved to be as greal a man-
made calamity as natural disas-
ter. Gen Yahya had been on a
state visit to China. On his way
back, he made a short halt at
Dhaka, had an aerial view ol
the cyclone ravaged arcas and
decided for himsell that the
actual damage done was less
than it was being projected by
Muijth and other political cle-

menis. His hasty return to

]

and Mr Z A DBhutlo to
Rawalpindi with a view to as-
certaining logether with them
the desirability ol forming an
inlerim government or any
other course of action.

"In early January 1971, Lhe
President visited East Pakis-
tan. One day the PSO called at
my office and asked to see the
Six Points ol the Awami
League. While this document

was buing oblained | asked
him “the purpose of his
request. He said "The Pres-
ident is having a meeting with
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and
his collcagues tomorrow when
6 Points will be discussed. You
arc also invited to attend”. |
asked PPSO if a searchin
analysis of the 6 Points h
been made and whether fits
defects and deliciencies were
noted, so that the President
was able to ask pertinent
questions and sought clari-
fication of the most important
issues. PSO and "No such
analysis has bcen made. This
will be a preliminary briefing
session. There will be further
occasions for more detailed
discussions.” (Whether genuine
or feigned the President and
his PSO’'s ignorance of Six
Points was al once shocki
and comical. Several det
studies of the Awami League
manifesto and 6-Point agenda
had been carried out at the HQ
CLMA).

"Next day, a meeting was
held In the President's House,
Dhaka at which besides the
President, tHe PSO and m,yiell'
the following were .

a) Sheikh Mujibur Rahman

b) Mr Tajuddin Ahmad

c] Mr Nazrul Islam

d) Mr Kamaruz Zaman

e} Mr Khundkar Mushtaq
Ahmed

) Captain Mansoor All,

“The Awami League leaders
made a presentation of their 6
Points programme and an-
swered the guestions which
the President raised.

“Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
asked the President Sir, you
now know what the Six-Point
programme iy, please tell me
what objections you have o
this prulrlmmt'? The
President replied : 'Sheikh

Sahib, | have nothing against

the Six-Point programme, but
will have to carry the West
kistan leaders with m'

‘Sheikh Mujib replied : Of

. Jor a shoot and wi

not only a s

almost a two-
remarked, "with an
majority in the
Awami League can bull
their constitution without
bothering about West Paki-
stan's interests”. Sheikh Mujib
said "No no. | am a demoecrat
and the majorily leader of all
Pakistan. | cannot ignore the '
interest of West Pakistan. | am
not only responsible to the
people of East and West
Pakistan but also to world
opinion. | shall do
on democratic principles. Teo
begin with, | hope you will ar-
rive in Dhaka 3 or 4 days be-
fore the Assembly session. |
will show you our draft
Constitution. If you find objec-
tions, | will try to accommo-
daje your wishes. As the leader
of the majority party, 1 will
prepare a draft for President's
address to the Assembly. | will -
express my gratitude to you in
the Assembly for restoring
democracy. we shall
through all the processes DIP
democratic parliament. We will
have the subjects committees,
we will discuss the issues and
find acceptable formulae Insi:lc
and outside the

"After further dilmurlc on
the methodology of Constit-
ution-making, Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman said 'Sir, my party
intends to elect you as the
next elected President of
Pakistan. This is a great hon-
our and we think you fully de-
serve this for restoring
democracy in the country.' The
President replied 'l am a sim-
ple soldier. 1 will go back to
the barracks or go home. | will
exercise my fundamental
rights'l Sheikh Mujib said ‘No
sir, we will not you to
turn down this honour. When
the nation demands your ser-

- vices, you cannot refuse’.

"After further discussion in
a lighter vein, the President
reminded Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman cof the importance of
the Awami League working
closely with the largest party
of West Pakistan, the People's
Party. Sheikh Mujib replied °I
will certainly seek the cooper-
ation of the People's Party and
also the other parties of West
Pakistan. He went on to say |
do not wish to impose 80-
lution the problems of West
Pakistan provinces. | realise
they cannot have nor do they
need the same extent of au-
tonomy as East Pakistan, | am
prepared to help, if required,
but I will not interfere with
any arrangements the Wesl
Pakistan leaders themselves
wished to make.' Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman again re-
quested the President to call
the National Assembly on the
15th February as the people
were getting impatient, there
was a great deal to be done and
time was marching on. The
President promised to do so as
early as practical. The -
President also mentioned (o
Sheikh Mujib that en his re-
turn he was visit Larkana
o ot meet Mr

utto there. He requested
that the Governor should be
called upon to seck counsel
from the clected leaders on all
important issues. The
President decided that pro-
posals for an interim arrange-
ment should be submitted to
the Central Government aller
consulting the Awami League.
Mr Tajuddin Ahmad and Dr
Kamal Hussain were appointed
to liaise with the Governor.

"The same cvening al the
President's House some Army
Officers made the suggestlion
that the President should not
only be elected as President,
but he should also continue to
remain as the actual C-in-C or
Supreme Commander ol the
Forces, not just as a figure
head. President himsell was
silent, but | pointed out that in
my opinion it was unthinkable
for the clected represcntatives
to accepl such a fon. It
would be far belier for the
President to refuse be
elected as the President
lly, honoured in

a position which would
the acceptable norms of

|



