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Recallaing Bangabandbu

On the Eve of Natronal Mowurming Day

An Eye-witness Account of Indira-Mujib

HE British Comet Jet pl-
ane carrying Sheikh

I Mujib on his triumphant
return to his dreamdand,
Bangladesh, on 10 January,
1972. overflew Calcutta,
disappointing millions waiting
in vain to have a glimpse of the

eat leader. The first official

] talks between the Prime
Ministers of Bangladesh and
India was, therefore. sch-
eduled to be held in Calcutta.

My inclusion in the Prime
Minister's entourage was a last
minute decision. A few hours
before the scheduled depar-
ture I was informed on tele-
phone of this decision the rea-
son for which became clear
when Finance Minister
Tajuddin told me that he had
recommended my inclusion so
that the Prime Minister would
have with him a senior and
trusted official during his -talks
with his counterpart. That the
Prime Minister and the
‘Finance Minister reposecd so
much trust on me was flatter-
ing, specially when it was only
two weeks that the Finance
Minister came to know me as
his Finance Secretary.

The short trip to Calcutta by
an Indian Air Force plane was
uneventful. Years later when |
was ed in Delhi as Chief of
UNI , 1 met one Air Vice-
Marshall Malhotra who told me
that he had the rare distinc-
tion of piloting the plane

carrying the Bangladesh Prime
Minister to Calcutta. He still

carried the old passenger
manifesto and located my
name there.

At the Calcutta Airport,
Bangabandhu was received by
Mrs Indira Gandhi and the:
West 1 Chief Minister. We
were informed that Prime
Minister Mujib and the Foreign
Minister. Abdus Samad Azad.
would travel by a government
helicopter and that -others
would have to travel by car.
Since it would take anywhere
between 2 and 3 hours to
catch up with the Prime
Minister at
Government H?&Jal; where the
entourage wou staying. |
suggested that S A Karim, the
Foreign Secre . should be

glv-:l a place in the helicopter.
case, there was any un-
scheduled meeting between
the two Prime Ministers be-
fore we eould reach Calcwtta.
Sheikh Mujib shiould have a
semfor officer by his side. A
seat was managed for Karim in
.another helicopter and the

rest of the party proceeded by
car

- | shared a car with Tolael
Ahmed. Prime Minister's
Political Secretary. Perhaps lor
security reasons the govern-
memt ol India ook a last
minmite decision to take the
Bangladesh Prime Minister to
the Government House bv he-
lcopter. We found both sides
of the long route 1o the
Calcutta Governmenn! House
lined up with citizens ol all

. four-five d . o have a
aimpll‘.' of Banga

ndhu. As
our car sped through the
Calcutta ]:tr:r:u. we dwelrr

ted with applause and slo-
g: from the crowd still un-
der the impression that the
Bangladesh Prime Minisier
was in one of the cars. | Lold

Tofael that he should return

the Calcutta -

LY

Talks on Bilateral Issues

the grecungs ol the people 1o
make Lhem hiappy. Finally, we
ended up waving to the crowd
on both sides ol the road until
we reached the Governnient
House,

At the Government House,
the Chiefl of Protocol was very
apologetic, as he had not been
able to manage a separate
room for me. The Indian
Government was informed
about my inclusion in the dele-
gation only a few hours before
and, therefore. the best he
rould do was for me to share a
room with Tolael Ahmed,
Prime Minister's Political
Secretary. It was no problem
for me, but perhaps embar-
rassed Tofael who was always
very respectful to me. 1 was
like his eider brother. He
made a point nol to enter the
bedroom until 1 had gone to
sleep and leave before dawn
before 1 was awake.

The Prime Minister's pro-
gramme included calling on
the Indian Prime Minister. bi-
latera! talks. public reception

Bangabandhu's Calcuita
visit was a monumental
success. He dominated the

proceedings all through.
He knew what he wanted -
and got what he wanted.
We returned from
Calcutta with our
heads high.

o

al the Calcutta Maidar., ban-
quet by the Indian Prime
Minister and meeting with a
citizens' group etc. ,

The public reception at the
Calcutta Maidan was a mam-
moth Ent S}i}gn;lmurnm . :h“
roads to t aidan wht

18tE vioon was turried iito a
rtlchmlng" address br the
Caleutta Mavor, Mrs 'Indira
Gandhi spoke. Addressing the
E‘athfring. the Indian Prime

inister said that she, on this
very ground, some two months
ago promised three things
First. that rsh would be
liberated. the second that the
refugees would go back to
their homes and tﬁe third that
Sheikh Mujib would come be-
fore them and here was
Sheikh Mujib standing before
them. The crowd broke into a
thunderous applause.

What Mrs Indira Gandhi re-
ferred to was her appearance
at the Calcuita Maidan on
December 3, 1971, the day
Pakistan Air Force launched a
sneak attack on some of the
Indian air fields in the Western
Sector. Mrs Gandhi came to
the meeting more than an
hour late and during her brief
appearance made the above
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statement. She redeemed he}
pledge to the people: of
Calcutta.

Sheikh Mujib addressed the
gathering immediately after
Mrs Gandhi. He spoke for only
ten minutes and he said:
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"l have no asset. nor any
lreasure,

Nothing

Yet love within
boundiess

And that I offer with all my

that 1 can give
me is

hfiné."
(English rendering by A Z
M GBIt Khag

This had’an electrifying 1m-

ct on the Calcutta crowd.
impact on us was no less. |
had known Bangabandhu to
possess a ‘photofraphic mem-
ory. but that he could with
such-ease and spontaneity re-
cite couplets was not known to

many ol us.

The DbHateral talks took
place in one of the cosy lounge
ol the Government House

where both the Prime Mini-
sters were staying. Foreign
Minister Abdus Samad Azad
was assisting the Prime
Minister and | took a seatl on
the Prime Minister's side. The
agenda covered in this meet
ing were: expeditious and
orderly return of the Ban
gladeshi refugees. restoration
ol their properties. restoration
ol the properties vested in the
governmentl under the Defence
of Pakistan Rules, withdrawal

Clhp

cetds dmdran prime

T

The

ol Indian troops. 1. however,
lid not find dny otlicial agenda
of the meeting which
nevertheless covered the above
frounds. The Indian Prime
Minister was assisted by Mr D
I' Dhar. among others.

On the question of the re-
turn ol the Bengali refugees
displaced by the war of libera-
tion. Sheikh Mujib gave his
government's firm resolve to
expedite and complete as soon
as possible orderly return of
the Bengali refugees who left
their homes during the crack-
down of the Pakistani army. A
question arose whelher
Bengalis migrated from the
then East Pakistan béfore the
army crackdown should be al-
lowed to return., The
Bangladesh Prime Minister
was quite categorical in his
statement that the question of
accepting those who had mi-
grated to India before the army
crackdown should not arise at
all. Sheikh Mujib’'s position on
this was quite clear and unam-
biguous. The Indian Prime

o e

mintster Indira

Minister did not dispute this
position of the Bangladesh
Prime Minister.

Prime Minister Mujib also
held out categorical assurance
lo restore to the returnin
refugees their properties lefl
behind during army crack-
dowrt. ' e s

The vexed question. how-
ever. was the restoration of the
properties vested in the gov-
ertmmert under the Defence of
Pakistan Rules during 1l
1965 war between India .and
Pakistan. Sheikh Mujib's view
on this was thal properties
vested in the then government
through the operation of rules
and regulations valid during
that Lme ‘ould not be re-
turned to their original owners
and that his government was
not prepased to reopen this is-
sue of testoration of such
roperties. Because of
ia bandhu’'s strong position
on this. Mrs Gandhi did not
think it appropriate to preus
this point and the subject was
treated as closed

The question ol withdrawal
ol Indian troops cane next
Hancladesh P'irlme
Minister s view on this was
thit the bt roops shcard

&
=
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atly

now be withdrawn from the
Bangladesh soil. Mrs Gandhi

responded by saying that the

Bangladesh government should
first assess their capability to
cope with the problem of in-

ternal security and law and
order befor: asking for wiin-

drawal of the Indian troops.

However, if the government
was fully satisfied that their
army and the law and order
agencies were capable of facing
any. eventuality, she would be
happy ts o~der.withdrawal ct
lntﬂan troops on a date muuu-
ally agreed. On the asgurance
of the Prime Minister and the
Foreign Minister that the
Bangladesh government was
capable of meeting any law and
order situation on their own, it
was decidel that the Incian
troops would leave Bangladesh
before 31 March, 1972.

At this time, Mr-D P Dhar,
Special Adviser to the Indian
Prime Minister, came up to
Bangabandhu and said that the
Indian Railways had prepared a
master plan for the rehabilita-
tion of the Bangladesh Railways
severely d ed during the
war of liberation and that a
team from the Indian Railways
was waiting in another room to
explain the rehabilitation plan
to the Bangladesh Prime
Minister. Mr Dhar requested
the Prime Minister to accom-

pany him to see and approve |

the master plan. The all-smil-
ing Prime Minister suddenly
became very formal. He looked
at me and told Mr D P Dhar
that his Finance Secretary in-
stead should go to examine the
plan on behalf of the Prime
Minister. Mr Dhar was taken
aback. He again requested the
Primie Minister who did not
change his mind. Instead he
asked me to accompany Mr
Dhar to see the master plan
and report back to him. | obe-
diently carried out Prime
Minister's order and accompa-
nied Mr Dhar to see the reha-
bilitation plan -which was ex-
plained to me in great detail by
the Railway officials. | thanked
them on behallf of the
Bangladesh government and

reported back to the Prime
Minister. !

I never asked Bangabandhu
why he did not accompany D P
Dhar tp see the master plan.
lmm . My guess. was that. he
1
instead of the Indian Prime
Minister. the request came
from her Adviser.

I did not take any part in
the preparation of the draft
communique which | presume
was handled S A Karim and
Humayun Rashid Chowdhury,
our High Commissioner in
Delhi. 1 got a copy while leav-
ing for the airport and had
time to read it only on the
plane. No sooner | finished
reading it. then the Prime
Minister stepped into the
economy class cabin and asked
me whether | was happy with
the text. | replied: | was.

Bangabandhu's Calcutta visit
was a Inonumental success | e
daminated the proceedings all

through. He knew what he
wanted and got what he
wanted. We returned from

Calcutta with our heads high.
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troversy. The government needed to move slowly and discreetly. It might be a well-
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- causes and issues thut were undermined during the last 21 mpm

the

HE ruling Awami League
is trying to impress upon
the up&ocsitlun political

e people in gen-
eral that it has set its eyes on
consensus governance. The
nierit of the concept remains
unexplored until it is put into
practice. That the induction of
iwo ministers from two other
parties is no consensus gov-
erninent is clear. Without the
miin opposition in the Jatiya
Sangsad, the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party. no gover-
nance can be equal to the idea
either in form or content. With
the BNP rejecting the idea

'-:‘% 2 .-:'-ns:“ *
there is no way of knowing
how such an arrangement
could be a::n}nnnndatf:(f and to
what eflect within a parliamen-
tary systemi. -’ -

It might' be
politics. it might not. Let alone
a government of cgnsensus.
can we expect the bare mini-

- mum agreement on issues by

the ruling party and the oppo-

sition BNP to derive the max-

imum benefit that a parliamen-
tary democratic system offers?
Today the hard truth is that
the nation finds itself politi-
cally divided and allows the
unaffordable luxury of wran

gling over issues that should by
now have long been settled.
The nation is divided on three
broad lines: a)] pro-Liberation
and secular; b) pro-Liberation
but culturally not secular: *and
c) anti-Liberation. For the
three divergent political
sireams to converge on a point
is a very tall order. A political
marriage ol convenience be-
Iween either two of the three
political forces may take place
«il some point of time, But that
is cold comfort both for the
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good for ulnur-

parties concerned and society
at large. The divisions are
there to stE;aﬁr and eating into
the very vital of our nation.

That is a great tr for
the nation. '%he natﬁﬂhat

- £ame out in flying colours from

the severest of tests during the
Liberation War is now groping
for guidance,

- We all know that the three
forces are represented by po-
litical parties like the Jamaat-
e-Islami. the BNP and the
Jatiya Party in a bracket with
the latter on course of more
political opportunism but soft
on the issue of nationalism and
the Awami League. Each of
these parties has a large fol-

lowing among the people in
~ . this country. Suppo

rt however
varies. There are blind sup-
porters. others extend a tacit
support because they find re-
flected in one of them their
views and to a large extent
their beliefs.

Now it is a fact that the
Jamaat -does not believe so
much in Bangladesh (although
lately a few of their leaders
have gone on record that they
are no longer in dispute with
the concept of Bangladesh). On
its part the BNP has been try-
ing to promote a political fic-

tion to suit its - strategy. The

L 5
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party has maintained a deliber-
ate silence jo obliterate the
most important ingredients
lrom our Liberation War and
the pre-liberatipn history of
preparation for that great
event in the nation's life.

Now the crux of the prob-
lemm lies here. Diagonally op-
i:Oﬂt't'l as the BNP and the AL
are, there remains an un-
bridgeable political gap. The
BNP would not admit that
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was
more than a president of the
country. What is most unfortu-
nate is that the BNP's political
centrepiece has been the de-
nial of historical facts and a
replacement of that vacuum by
only partial truth and also in-
vented additions. Surprisingly,
its politics has thrived on this
campaign. So it has largely
been successful as a political
u&rlv in the post-Liberation

angladesh. without being
equally lucky in pushing Ziaur
Rahman as a competitor to the
lounder of this country
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman. It has however left no
Atempt untried to do that.

_ Even it has gone to the extent

of systematically obliterating
Bungabandhu's name from
school textbooks. When the
difference is so ingrained on
an issue which should act as
the source of our nattonal
pride, we should better face
the question squarely — par-
ticularly when all the political
arties are talking about a
ealthy polity.

The question needs to be
asked with a reinforced com-
pulsion at a time when the AL
is in power and is trying to in-
troduce or reintroduce things
long forgotten. A few of the of-
ficlal moves have been viewed
as coniroversial not least by
people who revere Bangaban-
dhu unreservedly. The man
who conceived and delivered
the national liberation must be
kept beyond controversy. The
government needed to move
slowly and discreetly. It might
be a well-judged move had the
government allowed ihe peo-
ple to take a'lead in promoting
the causes and issues that
were undermined during the
last 21 years, so argues some
well-meaning people. The fear
is that executive decisions on
putting up Bangabandhu's por-
trait in government offices and
observing the 15th August as a
national mourning day and a
holiday could be reversed once
the BNP came to power. That
fear is not totally unfounded
but should it be enough reason
for the government to take no
initiative at all? There was a
need for a fresh beginning at
some ]_:;.';inL The I:ll::l Eia]b job
was n — and just begin
— th&:D pru%iem and dgle? ate %he
responsibility to people and
cultural and social organisa-
tions. If years of concerted at-
tempts to stamp out Mujib's
memory from people's mind
failed, the undisputed leader
hardly needed any government
Eatrnnagf for recognition ol

is place in history.

Now can the BNP continue
to pursue the political line it
has done so far in the emerg-
ing socio-political realities?
Refusal to endorse Mujib's
rightful place may ave
brought dividends to the party
in the past but no longer. What
Ziaur Rahman did not claim,
the BNP is oul fo establish.
History will never accept this
kind of factual (eviation For
the sake of consiructiveg poli-
tics and the counjry s socig-

s A
to be accepted. Major ‘Zia's'rtlé

in the Liberation War will have
an objective endorsement.
Short of it the country's polity
cannot be propelled on course
of a smooth journey. The par-
ties that have been
marginalised politically
sgca ing — matter little.But for
the mainstream parties to
reach a consensus on soine
fundamental issues wherefrom
emanates the justification of an
independent and sovereign
country is a must.If that con-
vergence of principles is
there, the parties will be able
to learn to practise democracy
in letters and spirit. In that
healthy environment politics
will be about people and on the
more mundane but pressing
issues for a nation's survival
and prosperity all parties will

have an- agreed stand — a
salient feature ot developed
democracy.
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