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Godhra Camp”

anyone, and nor will they
ever be. Just wait and
watch--they will ruin India
too some day.”

“...Mujib was always a
traitor. He was a separatist
right from the beginning.”

“...No, the Bengalis
loved the land. East Bengal
had taken the lead in
supporting the creation of

i

SHORT STORY

but the flats were bound to be allotted to
other people soon. I wanted to go in and see
them. The Bengalis had lived there under
tremendous stress, and perhaps had left
telltale signs behind. It would have been
interesting to see them. The new occupants
would paint them over. ‘
What interest could they possibly have in

them?
A week went by, and there was no change

in the Godhra Camp. I was slowly losing

army, just to gain power.” .
“If Bhutto's advice was bad, why did

Yahya Khan and his cronies act on it? Dic?n't
they have any brains? Bhai, why not call it
the result of martial law? Anythingis
possible under martial law. The people in
power are to blame. Forget Bhutto, it's Yahya
who calls the shots.”

“And are they your fathers, those people
who fly the Bangladeshi flags on their cars
going to Dhanmondi?”

one could scarcely believe that these flats
being built in the big, sandy maidan would
one day be homes. That this desert would
become a hamlet full of people. We used to
pass the site without a second glance, and, if
it were ever mentioned, we would say in
bored voices, “Yes, we do pass the Godhra
Camp on our way.”

But often, things do not happen quite as
we imagine. In fact, precisely the opposite

NAEEM AARVI

(Translated from the Urdu story 'Godhra
Camp' by Nirupama Dutt and Pratik
Kanjilal)

r I Yhe wind was blowing in her hair. Her

face was distorted with rage and both

her hands tightly clenched the barbed
wire. Blood trickled from her clenched fists
down her wrists. She was staring about her

crazily and shouting:
“Shams...uddin...Shamsu...ddin.”
_ Beyond the barbed wire, a crowd had
* gathered by the sand dune. In the fenced

area, four or five Bengali women were trying
to pull her away from the barbed wire, but it

was impossible. She was oblivious to
everything around her. When she opened
her mouth to scream, her big, black eyes

flashed with fear and pain. Her haunting cry

pierced the darkness of the night:
“Shamsu...Shamsu...uddin...”

People passing by the dune stopped out

of curiousity. Quite a crowd had gathered

there. People were whispering and exchang-

ing notes. A young man who looked like a
motor mechanic got tired of the specula-

tion. In an unmistakable refugee accent, he

told the crowd that the woman was mad.

She enacted the same scene every day. Her

husband was in the army and posted at
Etabaad. One day, he escaped with other

Bengalis to Dhaka, joined the Mukti Bahini

and died in battle. When the news came
home, she lost her mind. She often gets
these fits and every time she clutches the
barbed wire and shouts. The young man

finished his story and looked triumphantly
at the people who had been listening to him
with rapt attention. “Oh! So she is mad and

the wife of Bengali traitor.’
s “Yes.”
“Is she really mad?”
“Yes, she is.”
“All right, all right.”
The crowd soon dispersed. In a few

moments, all was quiet but for the rustling

of the sand in the heat of the sun. The

madwoman was gone. The torn end of her
sari hung from the barbed wire, swaying like
a corpse. But her heartrending screams still

seemed to echo in the big, bare maidan.
“Shamsu...Shamsuddin...”

A colony of flats was being built near the
Godhra Camp. Work proceeded at a snail's
pace. In the beginning, people were curious

about the flats, but they soon lost interest.

happens. I passed that way day after day
and had little interest in the place. But one
day I gazed at the site, amazed. Two
bulldozers were leveling the ground and
barbed wire fence was being set up around
it. It looked like a POW camp from World
War 1. A gate and a sentry-post had been set
up. Searchlights turned the night as bright
as day. Several labourers were hard at work.

Surprised, [ wiped the lenses of my
spectacles and looked more closely. A
middle-aged patriotic townsman sitting by
my side stroked his bear and said, “By the
grace of Allah, the Bengali traitors have been
grounded.” I couldn't understand what he
was saying. The patriot went on to explain,
“I work in a bungalow of the Defence
Society. The owner is a retired colonel. He
told me that for the time being Godhra
Camp will house the families of Bengalis
who had defected from the Pakistan Air
Force, They will be kept in captivity here.”
Bade Mian cautiously stroked his bear and
said, “You know, these people turned out to
be snakes. These rascals are Muslims, but
they joined the Hindus. They have ruined
Pakistan! These little darkies have given us
hell. How long could Pakistan put up with
them?”

Godhra Camp then came to be inhabited
by Bengali families. Passing that way, one
would see the five blocks of six-storey flats
where they were under house arrest.
Morning and evening, one would see
middle-aged men with unshaven chins
sitting on the benches, poring over The
Pakistan Times. One could make them out
in their lungis and vests from afar. Dark-
skinned children ran about, screaming,
shouting or playing cricket. Ince in a wile,
disturbed by the din, an old man would look
up from his newspaper and, pushing his
spectacles up on his forehead, shout, “Ai
chele, gondogol korona (Hey, boy, stop this
bedlam).” Sometimes the widow of a flat
would fly open and a woman would lean out
and shout, “Taara-taarhi aisho! (Come

The barbed wire served as a clothesline.
Wet saris, lungis, sheets, vests and chil-
dren's knickers swayed on it like bullet-
riddled bodies. The camp was closely
guarded. The armed sentry at the gate
would not allow anyone through without a
pass. There was a tent by the post where the
sentries off duty hung around. When the
madwoman appeared, grabbed the barbed
wire and bloodied her hands, a sentry would
get up and try to send her away.

Days passed without any change in this
routine. The people around were a trifle
disappointed. Now, whenever the discus-
sion turned political among bus passengers,
people would lament over the betrayal by
the Bengalis.

Pakistan. Sher-e-Bangla
Fazlul Haq had proposed
the creation of Pakistan.”

“All this is rubbish. The
Bengalis had opposed
Quaid-e-Azam when he
declared Urdu to be the
only national language of
Pakistan. They had
shouted slogans against
him. They are the ones
who kept saying that West
Pakistan had looted East
Pakistan. They are the
ones who sowed the seeds
of hatred and separatism.
Everyone knows this!”

“Neither is Mujib a
traitor, not are the
Bengalis treacherous. The
people of West Pakistan
have not looted the people
of East Pakistan. People of
both sides are poor and
thus victims. Those who
loot are in peace on both
sides.”

“Pakistan has Bengal
because of the black deeds
of the Pakistani politicians. Bengal has torn
itself apart because of poverty and injus-
tice,” said an educated man. Some nodded
in agreement. Others mumbled under their
breath, tuning their faces to the windows.

“They are Communist swine...
Communists.”

“Bhai main, 1 feel the blame lies with
Yahya. The colourful rascal ruined the whole
country.”

“Why Yahya? Why don't you blame
Bhutto? He had said that Khuda had saved
Pakistan. Tell me, how has Pakistan been
saved? What is left of it? Bhutto destroyed
| ihg

“But what did Bhutto do?”

“He gave Yahya bad advice. He kept the

art work by wasim helal

At this point in the conversation, a quarrel
followed. Beginning with verbal abuse, it
culminated in fisticuffs. Usually, though, the
argument would stop short of that. After a
few moments, emotions would subside and
people would calm down. People no longer
had the strength to quarrel, Sometimes a
passenger who had been fast asleep would
wake with a start, hearing the loud voices,
and try and placate the angry people,
“Bhaiyon, why are you fighting? Go after the
people who are at the root of all this. Are we
to dance to the tune of those in power? Tch!
Tch!”

The minibus stopped with a jolt near
Godhra Camp. Passengers seemed to have
been waiting there for quite some time. My
eyes wandered toward the camp. It was
completely deserted. Not a soul in sight.
Even the burly armed guards from Mianwali
and Jhelum were missing. The main gate
was ajar. Pages torn from books and tufts of
cotton from old pillows whirled in the wind
in the maidan. The benches were gone. So
were the middle-aged, unshaven Bengalis
who had once sat there, carefully scanning
The Pakistan Times and scolding naughty
children. There were no women either--the
women who had worked all day in their
kitchens and opened their windows to call
their children in. All thcse sweet, dusky
children who had played and quarreled all
day long in the maidan had gone away too.
The doors and windows of the flats looked
spooky. No sign of life anywhere.

In spite of myself, I turned to the man
with a running nose sitting beside me and
asked him where everyone had gone. He
looked me up and down and then wiped his
nose with his thick, ugly fingers. The he said
in a choked voice, “They were Bengalis.
They have gone off to Bangladesh. Bhutto
made a mistake by releasing Mujib and the
other Bengalis. He should have first sorted
out the issue of the Biharis who are suffering
there. Those poor Biharis...”

interest, and then one day it took me by
surprise. It was like a scene remembered
from a film. The camp was teeming with
people who looked just like those Bengalis.
Sweet, dusky children played in the maidan,
dirty and naked. The men had dusty faces
and the women seemed tired, burdened
with endless household chores. Their eyes
betrayed fear and torment, telling the tale of
the nightmare they had lived through. I got
off the minibus to seen the camp of the
Bihari refugees up close. There was only
difference between the Bengali and Bihari
camps: this time, there were no armed
guards. Otherwise, this new camp was
exactly like its predecessor.

A middle-aged woman sat by the barbed
wire, drawing lines in the sand. A Bihari
woman always keeps her head covered but
this woman's head was bare. Her sari was
dirty and patched. She saw me and lifted
her head. I cannot describe the anguish in
her eyes. She stared at me, her eyes vacant.
The she came up to me.

“Nihal mila thha--Nihal? Babus, Ninal
mil jahe to kahiyo tumhari Ma intezar karat
hai...(Did you find Nihal? Young man, if yon
find Nihal tell him that his mother waits for
him.)”

The minibus was crowded when I
returned in the evening. When the bus
reached Godhra, a young man who looked
like a vegetable seller opened the window
and looked the camp over. A sly smile
played on his lips. He turned to his friend
and said, “Rashid, we'll come here tomor-
row. I've heard that there are many women
here. Women without men.”

*Reprinted with permission from The Little Magazine.
Included in Fault Lines: Stonies from 1971 reviewed below.
Naeem Aarvi (1946-2003) was bom in Bihar and migrated
to Karachi, Pakistan in 1947, where he worked as a
journalist. He published five volumes of short stonies, the
last of which was a collection of three novellas.

Nirupama Dutt is a poet/transiator who lives in
Chandigarh, India. Pratik Kanjilal is the co-editor of The

The bus would drive right past the site and quickly!)” “Bengalis have never been true to government in the dark. He humiliated the The camp was deserted for a long time,

Buddhadev Bose and 1971:

Little Magazine

communalism?

s

Idealistic Conviction

MASRUFA AYESHA NUSRAT

ay back I had read Pakistani writer

Umme Umara's short story about

1971, 'The Sin of Innocence,’ in a
collection of stories from Pakistan. It was the

negate another man's truth. And when so KHADEMUL ISLAM
many versions of truth clash, everything
becomes an absurdity, loses all meaning, all
sense.” A remarkable story by Golam
Mohammad, ‘'The Travelers,' is a despairing

tale from the viewpoint of some Bangladeshi

changes--in theme, diction and idiom--being
wrought in Bengali poetry across the border by
the language movement and afterwards, no
notice of Shamsur Rahman or Al Mahmud, or of
the host of courageous poets fighting for Bengali
language and culture. None! And these letters
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Chelebela he narrates how during his Noakhali
childhood he was his family’'s designated letter
writer, and about its post office and indolent postmaster.

B uddhadev Bose was a prolific letter writer. In Amar

first time I read villagers. A story b}' the Indian writer Mohan In Amar Joubon he rues the loss of several hundred were written during the '60s, as that poelry of
Pa}ustam WTiIETS Kalpana Shﬂ“rs thE dangers of how excessive letters to ravenous termites. Now we have Buddhadev protest was coming hot off the stove.
; - on our liberation  jingoism. Pakistani writer Masud Mufti's Bosur Chithi, a collection of his letters written to his
FAULT L"\J 65 war. After that, 'Sleep’ demonstrates how war can blind us to younger daughter Damayanti Singh Bose from 1962 till Why? Because | think they simply didn't

however, I could
not access any
more of their

the truth when the Pakistani army mistakenly
kills a sleeping West Pakistani in Dhaka.
Pakistani authors also focus on the problem of

count. I admittedly haven't read the whole of his
writings, but plainly for Buddhadev what
counted was Tagore, being a Hindu (whatever

his death in 1974. These were first published--178 out of
roughly 300--in 1988-89 in West Bengal's Desh magazine.
They have been reprinted in a 256-page volume, the

Stories of 1971

writing on this Biharis who could not settle permanently language even in these informal, sometimes-dashed-off being an 'Eliotesque Hindu' may mean!), the
‘ subject. Until now, anywhere after the '47 partition and the '71 missives gleaming like zamindari heirlooms. Its flow is Bengal Renaissance (with its core of Hindu
"' when Professor war. Yet others emphasize how war in general marred by busy footnotes by Damayanti, who otherwise revivalism), and Hindu Bengali writers, poets and
*4 Niaz Zaman and divided people's life in South Asia for has penned a loving tribute to him. In these pages essayists in an unbroken line from Bankim to
-, Asif Farrukhifrom  generations. Umme Umara's tale, written in Buddhadev emerges as a conscientious, affectionate father Bishnu Dey. He seems to have considered
# Bangladesh and this light of partition and dislocation, is also a and family man. No less valuable is the portrait drawn of Bengali Muslims and their writing as beyond the
i Pakistan have rare example of Urdu writing from the former - '60s Calcutta, its gritty materiality. pale, and when in 1971 their revolution arrived at
" jointly edited East Pakistan. Interestingly, Bangladeshi his doorstep, Buddhadev responded with scorn

' I Fault Lines: Stories
of 1971 (Dhaka:
UPL; 2008).
Umme Umara's story, coincidentally, is the
first one here. The volume is noteworthy for its
attempt to portray the diverse, complicated
experience of 1971 from both sides, with
stories translated from Bangla, Urdu, Punjabi
and Sindhi, as well as some originally written
in English. Translations rather than stories
written originally in English form the main
bulk of the book.

Most of the stories by Bangladeshi writers
narrate heroic tales of freedom fighters during
the nine months. Fiction by Akhteruzzaman
Elias, Humayun Ahmed, Syed Manzoorul
Islam, Kazi Fazlur Rahman and Manju Sharker
fall within this category. A vital theme covered
by Bangladeshis is the contribution of
biranganas, or war heroines. 'Double War' by
Selina Hossain, Parag Chowdhury's "Why Does
Durgati Weep' and "What Price Honour' by
Rizia Rahman are stories that not only depict
feminine bravery but also underline the fate of

s women in a liberated country where promises
made were not kept. Shaheen Akhter's 'She
Knew the Use of Powdered Pepper' is an
intriguing story of a madwoman's repeated
escapes from the clutches of the enemy,
underscoring the problem of not recognizing a
real birangana. The subject of ordinary people
confronting the brutality of war is also another
preoccupation of Bangladeshi authors. Among
these are 'A Day in Bhushan's Life’ by Hasan
Azizul Haq, 'The Daughter' by Saleha
Chowdhury, Shaukat Osman's "The Bill," and
‘Returning Home: 1972' by Purabi Basu. "The
Body’ by Afsan Choudhury illustrates the
Pakistan army’s savagery as the decapitated,
circumsized body of a Muslim man saves a
Hindu family from certain death.

Contrary to some impressions, Pakistani
writers were not totally silent about the '71
war. A number of them use a surrealistic style
in depicting the war, where the manner of
story telling is more prominent than content.
This new trend influenced Pakistani writing
after '71, observes Asif Farrukhi in his half of
the editorial note. It is noticeable in "Versions
of Truth' by Masood Ashar where we read, Masrufa Ayesha Nusrat is a Senior Lecturer of English at
“Truth has so many faces. One man's truth can  East West University.

L

writers Khademul Islam's 'An Ilish Story' and
Neeman Sobhan's 'The Year of the Iron Dog',
written originally in English, also depict '71 as
an extension and repercussion of the '47
partition.

Asif Farrukhi's 'Expelled,’ recalls uneasily
his 'fish-eating' Bengali buddy Abdul Batin,
who was bullied as a “traitor” in school and
never returned to it even after the missionary
teachers made his classmates publicly
apologize to him. Niaz Zaman's 'A Lucky
Escape’ touches on the topic of forgiveness
and reconciliation.

and bile: These low-rent upstarts with their quote

a visible anger, to the extent of penning an angry letter to S
unquote Muktijuddho!

The Statesman newspaper, at having to pay a 'war tax.’
Compounding Damayanti’s inanities are the mocking
quote marks around the word Muktijuddho.

Was it because Buddhadev was a
Calcutta bhadralok? Nirad C Chaudhri,
who knew the species well, had written:
“The real shortcoming of the true native
of Calcutta...was a pronounced lack of
magnaminity... (it showed) most
blatantly in (their) conduct... towards
those whom they did not consider their
equals. They would not be exactly rude,
but would stare and remain silent as if
they were in the presence of some
strange animal. This was worse than
being rude, it was being reptilian...”

Reptilian! Perhaps an apt word to
describe the attitude here! But no,
Buddhadev's words point to something
beyond class disdain. Curious, I leafed
back through Chelebela and Joubon.
And discovered that in all those pages
there was hardly any mention of
Muslims. Buddhadev grew up in a
Muslim-majority society and land, but
he wrote them out of existence, His
Chelebela is all dappled sunlight,
mighty rivers and his grandparents.
Absent is the Muslim peasantry that
surrounded him---that Muslim
peasantry which so enlivens the pages
of, say, Abul Mansur's Amar Dekha
Rajniti'r Ponchash Bochor of roughly
the same period. Buddhadev does note
dryly that rural Noakhali had no
imposing Mughal architecture. Similarly
in his Joubon the only Muslims he
acknowledges besides 'Dhakaiya
| kutties' are the critic Abu Sayeed Ayub

and writer-politician Humayun Kabir.

The former approvingly since despite
being a Bihari Muslim, in language, dress and manners
Ayub was truly a 'Bangali’ (code for Hindu), while
Humayun Kabir kept him afloat during a period of
financial distress with a timely UNESCO contract. Amid
all the Bengali litterateurs, poets and writers mentioned
in the two volumes there is not a single Muslim Bengali
writer. The same is true about Buddhadev Bosur Chithi.
Though European and Hindu Bengali writers and poets
abound in its pages, there is an icy disregard for the epic

It was therefore with shock that I came upon the
letters written during 1971. Three out of a total of 16 refer
to our independence war. The firstis in a letter dated 23

March, 1971: Joya Chatterji's book Bengal Divided: Hindu

Communalism and Partition 1932-1947 (Cambridge
University Press, Indian edition 1995) offers clues here.
Her diligently researched book explores the tactics
adopted by Calcutta's Hindu bhadralok class when their
traditional pre-eminence was threatened by the prospect
of Muslim majority rule after the 1935 Communal Award.
Central to the bhadralok’s strategy was their rewriting of
Indian history, of re-inventing a narrative in terms of
“Hindu 'cultural’ superiority” vis a vis the unlettered and
undeserving Muslims, who after all “were, by and large, ‘a
set of converts' from the dregs of Hindu society.” It was a
view endorsed by no less a figure than Sharatchandra,
who in 1926 flatly stated, “'If learning is simply knowing
how to read and write, there is little difference between
Hindu(s) and Muslim(s)...But if essence of learning is
width of the mind and culture of the heart. then there is
no comparison between the two communities.. A
thousand years has not been enough time (to achieve
this) nor will another millennium suffice.'” It is seem-
ingly from this ill-lit cranny of the Hindu bhadralok’s
notion of 'cultural superiority' that Buddhadev Bose
spoke from.

That Buddhadev attracted controversy is not in doubt.
Even in this centenary year of his birth, his long-time
chum Naresh Guha felt compelled to defend him in the
pages of Desh (February 2, 2008) against long-held
accusations of Buddhadev's pro-Americanism. Yet others
might say that the old bhadralok figure today is a thing of
patches and shreds (first hooted at in Hutum Penchar
Naksha, and deconstructed by latter-day writers such as
Sumanta Banerjee), their elitism and attendant
communalism something best laid aside.

But that is to deny the continuing hold of Kolkata
bhadralok literary culture on our own, to gloss over the
fact that Buddhadev occupies a very important part in it,
to deny that parts of that idiom and power are tainted in
the worst possible way. Any final reckoning of that
history, at least by us in Bangladesh, must re-assess
Buddhadev Bose's place in it as a human being, and to
some extent as poet and writer. To ignore this side of him
is to mock our own independence struggle, our own
history, our own literature of resistance.
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clearly sprang from an idealistic conviction:

that the tales of '71 should be told, heard and

shared by all, no matter how differently we
view the war.

What are we to make of this?

Buddhadev Bose is a major Bengali literary figure,
somebody Ketaki K Dyson has rightly termed as “the
central figure in a cluster of poets who came to embody
post-Tagore Bengali 'modernism'.” Yet in these three
letters Buddhadev Bose's opposition to our war of
liberation is unmistakable. There is a sneer at his fellow
West Bengalis--“naikami aar kannakaati’ --which
registers his profound disregard for the terrible human
suffering and sacrifice of our independence struggle, and

Reading Buddhadev Bose will never again feel the
same. Innocence is fled, and a lengthening shadow now
stains what used to be a happy, sunlit spot by a riverbank.

Khademul Islam is literary editor, The Daily Star.
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