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1.

aaloti did not notice the shadow of

the man standing in the dark. She

did not know how long he had been
standing beneath the Kulboroi tree to
protect himself from the untimely rain. She
had never seen such rain in the month of
Boishakh--she had felt sad watching the
very first heavy drop of rain fall on the
ground and dissolve into the dust.

“Beware, beware"--the night guard's
warning cry had not been heard in the lanes
these last two days. Maaloti had been up all
night with the household chores and feeding
the children. They were never very hungry,
and Maaloti did not force them to finish their
meals.

The shadow moved towards her. The
pale and wet man trembled as he spoke:
“The Pakistanis have killed Shankar Da. We
have to collect the body. Old Moslem told
me that there are corpses stacked by the
side of the PTI building. It looks like a
market for dead bodies--so many people are
going there to claim the bodies of their
relatives. You can also find his body if you
go there in time.”

Maaloti kept silent for a few moments--
she was listening for any howling within
herself; would a storm of grief rise inside
her?

Kanai was drenched all over. He kept
blinking his eyes while he trembled in the
rain.“How long have you been standing
here? Why didn't you call me? Were you
afraid?” asked Maaloti.

Kanai paused to stare at the conch-shell
bangle on Maaloti's hands. “Yes, | was
afraid. | wasn't sure how to break the news
to you.”

Maaloti looked absentminded and was
silent for a moment. She ran her fingers
through her hair. The bangle touched her
forehead; she had not put on sindoor for two
days. “Come and sit inside. Change your
clothes; I'll get you some rice to eat.”

“| can't stay. We're leaving tonight. We'll
be refugees like our uncles. Aren't you going
to go?”

It was difficult to guess if Maaloti paid any
attention to these words. She gazed for a
long time at the wet dark, then said: “Won't
we have to cremate his body? Where do |
have to go? Yyou said the PTI building,
right?”

Kanai did not answer and instead looked
at her, confused.

“I've to go now, Boudi. I've been standing
here for two hours, | couldn't find the
strength to tell you. Our entire household is
leaving; will you go with us?” Kanai asked

this time in a pleading
voice.

“It must have been very
hard for you standing out
there in this untimely rain.
You're a very good boy,
Kanai. Your brother always
used to tell me that.”

“Boudi, won't you cry?”
Kanai asked in a bemused
tone.

Maaloti did not reply.
Her mind seemed to be
lost in the sound of rain.
The rain these past two
days should have
quenched the parched
earth's thirst to some
extent. So many creatures
were craving the rain! The
month of Boishakh was a
thieving month, it stole all
the water from ponds and
marshes. Once the month
of Ashar arrived everyone
would be able to drink as
much as they wanted.
These two days, however,
the sky had provided some
relief; everywhere there
was the incessant sound
of rain.

The children were
sleeping soundly, covering
themselves with the winter
quilt. Not once, at any time, had they asked,
“When will Father come home?” They were
very good children.

Maaloti snapped out of her reverie. Kanai
was not there anymore; he had disappeared
in the darkness of the lowering afternoon.
She could not hear the sound of his
retreating footsteps. “Go home Kanai. Go
home.” Maaloti went inside to wake the
children up. “Komol, Bimola, wake up
quickly. We have to go. Someone has killed
your father. We have to bring him home.
Wake up! Wake up! The father of these
children is no more. Sleep no more, you
should not sleep anymore.”

©
.Q\-
=\
3
o
©
>
o
L
=
E
©
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“I'm Kamal, I'm Muslim, | am a good boy.”
He whispers these words to himself all the
way. Maaloti has taught him the words. He
has memorised them well. He is a boy; he
may face danger. And if anyone asks
Bimola, she is to say that her name is
Moyna. Sometimes Shankar used to call her
by this name. Maaloti was leading the way,
a gunnysack under her arm. This year she
had leased a little land, the crop had been
good-- at least two maunds. The brand-new
sack fat with rice had become leaner day by
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day. Maaloti had dumped its remaining
contents on the floor, and. Komol and
Bimola had gathered the scattered rice and
piled it up in the corner of the room. The
gunnysack smelled different now--neither of
jute hessian nor of rice. Who knew how it
was going smell like later?

The three of them walked on the slushy
mud, with Maaloti sometimes tugging
Bimola closer to her so that she did not
delay them by lagging behind. Bimola tried
to walk faster, her hand brushing Komol's. It
was so wet! So cold! It was raining in
torrents. It didn't rain on days like this.
Mother had told them that Father was gone,
that he was dead. No one went to school
after the death of a father; she was going to
get married to Horen Das after two years.
Two years back Horen's wife had died,
unable to stop coughing. He had a shop, he
owned land, and wanted to marry her.
Shankar had had no objection to it. How
many Untouchables were there like this--
Bimola was lucky, but she had to finish
school first.

Maaloti has also agreed to it. The sooner
girls were married off the better. Where
would you get a good bridegroom? What
better lot could a peon's daughter aspire to?
Now, like others whose fathers have died,

Bimola would not be able to finish her
studies; in a few days she would have to set
up house with Horen. His two sons were a
little younger than Bimola. They keep crying
“Mother, Mother" all day. Bimola felt very
cold.

They heard the growls of dogs when they
reached the field behind the PTI building.
Maaloti ran forward upon hearing it.

“Hurry up, or they will take your father
away to eat...” She did not wait to finish her
sentence and reached the pumphouse
shouting “Hoi, Hoi”. She saw a man bent
down searching for something by the light of
the lantern in his hand. In his other hand he
held an umbrella.

“Who's there?”

“I'm Maaloti, Shankar the peon's wife.
Kanai told me that he was killed. His dead
body may be here.”

“Where have you been all this while?”

“| got the news late. Don't | have to bring
my children with me? How can a woman
carry away the dead body of their father?”

“Will you be able to recognize the body in
the dark? All the heads have been sepa-
rated from the bodies. They are scattered all
over. I've been picking them up since noon.
I'm holding up the light so that people can
recognise the bodies. So many people have
come to take the bodies. Nobody mourned
except for the dogs. They are angry with me
for not letting them eat human beings.”

Moslem went on muttering in the
incessant rain; Bimola and Komol were his
audience. It was hard to tell whether they
understood any of the words the old man
uttered. Their faces were wet, tears mixing
with the raindrops.

The people who had ruled the country till
now, the ones that started the war, they had
killed many men. They caught Hindus and
slit their throats in the PTI building. Even
Muslims had not been spared; the men
need not be criminals in order to be killed.
Moslem had gathered the dead bodies in a
pile the whole day. All of them must return
home, all of the dead bodies had to go
home, all of them must had to go to either to
a funeral pyre or to a grave.

“Who'll look after them if | go away? I'm
the guard at this place; everyone has been
calling me 'Old Moslem' for the last forty
years. Don't | have a responsibility on my
shoulders? So many men have been killed
and | am still alive. Why? Because | have
work to do. Moslem will go home when they
are all gone; do you hear me?”
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They were breathless from dragging the
sack--they could not understand why the
corpse was so heavy, why Shankar had to

return in a sack after his death-- when
suddenly some men blocked their way. The
rain had lessened and they were crossing
the small garden of jamrul trees beyond
Ukilpara. This was not their usual path; they
lived on the other side of the small town.
Still, they had chosen it thinking that it would
be easier to return this way. The men had
torches and sticks in their hands. A man
holding a rifle called out. They laid the sack
on the ground.

“Who's going there? Can't you say your
name? What is in the sack? Started looting
already? And a woman too--got down to
business with your kids, huh?”

“We are not thieves. Someone killed my
husband. We are carrying the dead body in
this sack.”

“Are you Joi Bangla people? You want to
break up Pakistan?”

"We are poor, we want to go home. We
don't know Joi Bangla.”

“What's your name?” the leader of the
men asked, taking Komol by the hand and
drawing him close.

“My name is Kamal, I'm Kamal. Kamal is
a good boy.”

“Only saying it won't do. We want proof.
Whose dead body are you carrying?”

“My father's.”

“What's his name?”

“Baba...” Bimola broke into tears. Komol
stood silently. On hearing Bimola's words
the men snickered. Maaloti sat down on the
ground. She now left it to her children to
deal with the men and did not have any
strength of her own.

“Many Hindus have died. How do we
know if you are Hindus or not?”

“Do we show you the head?”

They laughed again. “No, you'll have to
show the penis. Was his circumcision
done?”

Two of the men had already started to
take out the body out of the sack. Shankar's
head rolled out the sack and fell near
Maaloti's feet, out of the torch's circle of
light. Maaloti, still sitting down, held the
head with her feet so that it did not roll away,
did not get lost. The men stood as brother
and sister hauled out their father's body
from the sack.

“That'll be enough. Take a look, which
caste.”

Someone in the group came forward and
with his stick lifted the covers off the body.

“Sir, it's Muslim. It's circumcized. Only a
Muslim can have such dick,” he announced
proudly.

“But look what's happened to it now! Born
into a Muslim family, and why did he have to
die like this?”

“What'll we do with them now?”

“Let them go, what else can we do?

They've had enough punishment. Hey, you
kids, take your mother home. Go, shoo!”

The men walked away into the dark, the
mud squelching behind them. Without
saying one more word.

Maaloti stood up. The two children also
stood with the sack in their hands. The
trance was broken at the voice of their
mother and they dropped the sack to run to
her.

“The Muslim man has saved us today.
They would've killed us all if | had to take off
my clothes.” She was relieved now. She
held the head against her bosom, wouldn't
let it go.

“Your father was rolling away; | got hold
of him quickly. We have to keep an eye on
him all the time. Whose body and whose
head. Old Moslem has given someone
else's body to us. If it hadn't been a Muslim
body, they would've buried us in the
ground.” Maaloti caressed the children with
one hand.

“Will you let me hold Baba?”

“Why not? But be careful, don't drop
him.”

“I'll be careful.” Komol took the slippery
head in his hands; he pressed Shankar's
ears, hair and chin. It felt like ice. Last year,
an ice-cream shop was built in their school.
Ice used to be one of the items on sale. He
knew how cold ice could be.

“Bimola, open up the sack and let me put
the man inside. We've dragged him all night;
it must have been painful for him.”

“Where'll we go now, Ma?”

“Won't we have to give the man back?
He's saved us all, shouldn't we return him?”

“Shall we go back to PTI?”

“Where else can we go? We'll have to
drag the sack there. I'm sure his head is
lying there somewhere. We'll have to find it.”

“Where'll you find a pyre mat for Father?”

“I don't know. If we can't find a mat, then
we'll dig a hole and bury him. It'll be better if
we find one, though.Perhaps we won't need
any since we've only his head, what do you
think?”

Komol nodded. They put Shankar Das's
head in the sack and walked to the field
where Old Moslem was sitting with the pile
of dead bodies, straw and heads. Many
people will come to claim the bodies while
others may not. The earth craved human
flesh and bones. He dug deep into the earth
to widen its starving mouth. Or else, it would
not be able to swallow its food.

Afsan Chowdhury is a columnist and short story writer. He has
written widely for South Asian newspapers and journals.
Sabreena Ahmed is a student of the English department, Dhaka
University.
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KHADEMUL ISLAM

The Year That Was by Ishrat
Ferdousi; Dhaka: Bastu
Prakashan; 1996.

The Year That Was is the end
product of a personal and
idiosyncratic campaign to
document the experiences
during 1971 of a number of
people-- a most symmetrical 71
voices, to be exact. Reportedly
the author Ishrat Ferdousi
nagged friends, acquaintances,
and strangers for interviews,
walked everywhere, took
rickshaws, was often broke,
bummed cigarettes, bought and
lost tape recorders in dogged
pursuit of his objective. In the
execution the project took on a
life of its own. As the editor
recounts in his disarming and
insouciantly hip note, “Originally
| did not plan to speak to so
many people...At one point |
even had serious doubts
whether | would be able to make
up my mind about how to wrap
up the project. But it was no big
deal, just took five years.”

It is a compulsively readable
book. By not having a set plan,
by generously, and wisely,
letting the book go where it
naturally led itself, by doing it in
oral interview form and letting
each voice be, by refusing to
think that it represented 'official
history' in any way, Ishrat
Ferdousi produced a book that
captures a huge slice of the
impossibly wide range of human
experiences during a time of
stark terror. The tales range
from the mordantly funny to the
utterly grotesque, often within a
single narrative, but the genius
of the oral interview form is that
it allows considerable latitude
within the same frame so that
while the interviews knit
together to form a whole, yet
one can open the book on any
page and begin reading. There
is nothing quite like it in the
English-language books on
1971, which tend to be
descriptions of military
operations in a stiffly buckram-
ed prose. Here the book's
English (translations of the
Bengali interviews actually), a
freewheeling khichuri of
unselfconscious American slang

('scared shitless," 'turkey shoot'),
Indian English ('my good self'),
local colloquialisms, Dhaka
slang, nicknames, etc., makes it
marvelously readable. | can't
emphasize the point enough--by
stripping English of its totemic
status (in our daily writing still an
all-too risible sign of redundant
punditry), the author
transformed it into a plain,
pliable instrument for conveying
vividly the emotions of horror
and scenes of intense heroism.
He went with the flow, and in
every sense the decision was
right. Even a somewhat
incoherent account of Dhiren
Dutta's (a legendary leftist
whose death was mentioned by
Indira Gandhi in the Lok Sabha)
murder in Comilla contributes to
the overall effect of the book.
The explanatory notes (of, say,
regional dialecticisms like the
Chittagonian 'so----- foa') at the
bottom of the page instead of at
the end of the book is helpful.
Of special interest are the
interviews of two Biharis, one a
rickshaw van puller who was a
Razakar and participated in
Bengali killings, and the other of
somebody who was a 10-year-
old boy at the time. The latter's
matter-of-fact recounting of
communal violence is a chilling
record of one of the lesser
discussed aspects of our
liberation war. Another
revelation of the book--through
some of the most intensely
described battle scenes of
1971--is to the extent Razakars
and West Pakistani militiamen
were used against the Mukti
Bahini. The popular perception
is that of the regular Pakistan
army versus our boys. Not so.
There was extensive use of
Razakars and other such forces,
often in pitched battles.
However, as Afsan
Chowdhury warns in an
appreciative note, the truth is
not always rosy, that the book
“is not going to be an easy read
for many because it
demythologizes 19717, takes it
away from the domain of
“polemics and outrage.” He is
right. It can be construed as a
counter narrative to the black-
and-white official history of
proud struggle and prouder
liberation. But, if one reads it
carefully enough, in the end the

book is also proof, if ever one
was needed, of the
extraordinary courage,
resilience and patriotism of the
common women and men of
Bangladesh. When faced with
the biggest test of their lives
they came through. And, as
Ishrat Ferdousi might say, How!

JTHE YEAR-
THAT WAS

ishral firdousi

VOICES FROM THE BOOK

“After completion of our (Mukti Bahini) training they took us to Shaalban for rest. Over two
thousand fighters were camped there. The first night, they organized a grand feast for us
and the menu was boiled eggs and khichuri. | was put in a team responsible for shelling
the eggs. Most of us sampled two or three from the twenty or so we cleaned. But there was
a rakkhosh in our group and he swallowed all eighteen he had shelled! After the feast we
turned in. Wild boars infested the area and came out at night to forage so the doors of the
makeshift huts were bolted tight from within. Around midnight the glutton tried to convince
some of us to go out with him to the bushes. He pleaded and cajoled but nobody
moved...The pigs were out there; we could hear them.

Shortly afterwards a foul stench knifed through our sleeping ranks and woke people
up. Then someone shrieked, “Eeesh! Halai kabor sabor maira disay!!” Oaths and
curses were followed by empty boots. In the end, the offender was forced to throw out
all his soiled bedding, clothes, the lot, and spent the rest of the night almost naked,
shivering in a corner, cursing us, the boars, and the eggs--naturally!"

Fkk

“But as soon as Nadeem fired a 2" mortar all hell broke loose. The Pakistani defences
opened up and it looked like we were up against two companies or 3-400 men! Then
the guide disappeared; the son of a bitch was probably a collaborator. We exchanged
fire with the enemy for a few minutes then ran back to base. One freedom fighter was
missing. (We later heard that he was captured and skinned alive)..."

ok

“We remained marooned indoors for the next three days and nights. We slept under
our beds. | made it through the first night with a glass of milk and a half-boiled egg.
Once, | was crying and asked my father, "Abba, will this never stop?" He told me
gently that it would probably subside by morning. | would lose track of time. Once
there was a crackling sound in the distance. Father said they were bamboo bursting in
the fire. It was the slum area. | could differentiate the sound from those made by
guns..."

"One day | came up to the marketplace for a haircut and saw a pagla. | was certain
watching his gait that he was a nonBengali. | had a feeling that he was just
masquerading as a madman--long hair, beard, and dirty clothes. | came home and
and informed my father. He went out to check and when he returned, he seemed sure
that the pagla was spy. This frightened us. So that afternoon we took a boat and went
to another village, closer to Narail...the following morning Pakistanis attacked
Laxmipasha...three persons were killed, the rest managed to flee...the soldiers torched
the village. The place we had stayed had an image of the Hindu goddess Kali and
received special attention. It was totally gutted..."

Fkk

"A group of Bengali naval commandos arrived for an operation. The commandos were
going to plant limpet mines on the body of the...three ships at Chadmari ghat, with one
flying the Chinese flag...In the evening we dropped the naval commandos on the bank
opposite Chandmari. We waited at the pick up spot. By 8:00 p.m. they were back.
They had done the job! We were halfway to our hideout when we heard the
explosions. Even in the semi-darkness you could see our malicious grins..."
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AZFAR AzIZ
Mukti Juddho

Rachanasangraha by Hasan
Azizul Huq, edited with a preface
by Abul Hasnat; Dhaka: Charulipi
Prokashan; February 2007; pp.
215; Tk 200)

Prologue: A Revealing Hunt for

: Books

* March 18: It's SundayandI'mona
- hunt for books on the Liberation
- War published in the last Ekushey
- Boi Mela. | have a list of three
- books on a piece of paper that has
Khademul Islam is literary editor, The Daily Star. tboeoconr?:n?llrt'}raf;céz t?:cltsg;réesn?;
- own. Now at 5:05pm, it seems |
: have been walking for miles.
© From noon in the hot spring sun |
‘ have been going in and out of
- bookstores in New Market and
. then
- Everywhere the answer is the
- same: “Sorry, you have to wait five
- to seven days more to get them”.
- One shopkeeper sympathetically
. advises me to go to the Liberation
© War Museum if lwant to buy them.
© Again | take to the street. The
‘- museum's wrought-iron gate
- however, is padlocked, manned
. by aguard. He tells me Sunday is
- weekend for the place, unlike
. other offices, institutes, etc in the
: country. He informs me that they
: are commencing a Liberation War
. exhibition from March 22 where
“many new books will be for
. display and sale. After six hours of
 hectic search, | head for home
- empty-handed. Except for a 4-
. volume history of the war by Afsan
- Chowdhury and a collection of
- short stories by Hasan Azizul Huq
- in only one shop books written
© about the Liberation War are
. absent from Dhaka's bookshops.
: What sort of
- wondered, on the part of our
‘- publishers and booksellers can
- lead to such an absence in a
-month when
- proclaimed its independence? Or
- may be it is the fault of readers
. too, because, after all demand is
: supposed to drive supply in an
: open economy. On my way home

in Aziz Super Market.

inattention, |

this nation

| thought that despite all that we
say to the contrary, we are
neglecting and ignoring in a real
sense our past, the history of our
emergence as an independent
nation.

Hasan Azizul Huq is a man
who may be slightly shorter than
the average Bangali but his
genius as a littérateur would

dwarf any high-rise we could
ever build. That is a fact which
Abul Hasnat, the editor of the
book, Mukti Juddho
Rachanasangraha, reminds us
by compiling 14 of Hasan's write-
ups on the Liberation War, of
which the first 11 are pure short
stories, the twelfth is the writer's
memoir of 1971 ,the thirteenth is
Hasan's own introduction to his
stories--the editor would have
done better by placing it after his
own introduction instead of as an
annex--and the last one is an
epitaph to a Saontal freedom
fighter as well as an to a people
who fought hard for the country's
independence but since then
has been suffering the
oppressions of the majority
population.

Excepting Bangladesh: Paliye
Berai Drishti Erai, Hasan's
introduction to his stories, and
Ekattor - Karotoley
Chhinnomatha (1971 -The
severed head in my hands), an
account of his own experience of
those traumatic yet glorious nine
months---all the stories are 13
sharp, beautiful, truthful, and
vibrant aspects of Bengali life
itself. As a whole they are an epic
portrait of the very womb, the
Earth, which creates, sustains,
and devours life. His real
character is the very black, fertile,
warm soil of Bangladesh which
takes on the shapes of mostly
'anarja', 'a-shushil', simple
peasants who are the multidimen-
sional souls of this land. The
stories  reveal these peasant
souls of the south-western
Bangladesh who fought for the
soil, for the family, the people, and
of course themselves in 1971,
and also the disillusionment they

faced on returning home or the
fury born out of frustration and
desperation at the ways things
turned out within a few months, a
few years.

How harsh can the disillusion-
ment of Alef be, the freedom
fighter who has just returned to his
poverty-stricken home from the
war, we realise when we read in
the second story Fera (Return):
Alef answers his mother's enquiry
about why was he going to a
nearby village thus: 'There was a
lad with us. Bullet hit him in the
thigh. They cut off his leg in
hospital. Within three days the
boy died with his flesh turning
gangrenous and fetid. His mother
needs to hear the news."

Alef's mother asks breath-
lessly, "Did the lad get a burial?"

"You throw it on the soil and it
turns into soil," Alef says.™

Incidentally, the tenth story
Keu Asheni (Nobody came), is
really the predecessor of Fera, in
which Alef takes on the name
Gafur and the lad is named Asaf
Ali, and which narrates how Asaf
Ali was wounded in the thigh, lost
his leg and then his life to
gangrene. The editor would have
done better if he placed the two
stories in sequence. We also find
a small part of Ekattor - Karotoley
Chhinnomatha in the story Matir
Tolar Mati (The earth under the
ground), which however is a
complete story by its own right.

The artistry of Hasan is
apparent everywhere, but the
dispassionate view with which he
looks at life, at terrible events,
sometimes terrorises the mind,
sometimes takes it to magic
reality. Such is a scene, when in
the story Namheen Gotraheen, a
(No name, No identity), where an
apparently schizophrenic man at
the end of a long somnambulistic
search digs and finds the bones of
his, or may be someone else's,
wife, Mamata, and his, or may be
someone else's, child, Shovan.
When he finds the white, eye-ear-
nose-less skull of the woman, he
looks at it intently and says
"Mamata", which means empathy
as well as sympathy. Here
Hasan's strokes are that of a
master painter. A reader sees
mamata turned into skull; he
realises the skull is but an idol of
mamata which is now dead and
has turned ugly and cruel. "(He)

starts digging the ground afresh.
He will tear out the innards with
the intestines of the earth" are the
finishing words of the story--
forceful, furious and stinging
words.

The stories join to form a three-
dimensional monument of the
Liberation War this nation once
built with the cement made of
lives, rapes, bloods, and miseries
of the uprooted and hunted
masses. But Hasan also indicates
how crumbling or tilting perhaps
the monument has become,
especially in Fera, Ghar Gerasthi,
Amra Opekkha Korchhi (We Are
Waiting), Bangladesh: Paliye
Berai Dristi Erai, and the epitaph
for Lada Hembrom, the Saotal
martyr. In these pieces, he shows
that though the war from March to
December 1971 achieved
independence from Pakistan as a
state, it ultimately failed to liberate
the masses from the millenniums
of indignity, insult, slavery, and,
above all, inhuman poverty. The
characters in the post-1971
period although they feel cheated,
are too feeble and friendless to
rise again to the height they
reached in '71, except in Amra
Opekkha Korchhi (We are
waiting) in which two communist
freedom fighters continue the war
to gain that liberation. After eight
years, one of them gets hit with a
bullet and both are captured by
the soldiers of their own country.
The title of the story comes from
the last words the two comrades
think, surrounded by soldiers and
about to be captured: "The air is
chilly. The ground is cold. This
place has no river. Wind blows
through the fields, freezing. We
are waiting."

This collection by Hasan Azizul
Huqg is a must read for every
Bangladeshi who wants to learn
about his or her roots.

Azfar Aziz is a journalist and free-lance
contributor to The Daily Star literature
page.
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