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The ramifications of August 15, 1975

The biggest damage done to Bangladesh's democracy and
constitutional government was the promulgation of the Indemnity
Ordinance by Moshtaq on 26 September 1975. Under the provisions
of the ordinance, no individual involved in the assassinations of
Bangabandhu and his family could be prosecuted in a court of law
since the acts of 15 August 1975 were deemed to have been a

historical necessity.
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T HE murder of Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman has had grave ramifi-
cations for Bangladesh. It was, in the
immediate sense, an overthrow of constitu-
tional government in the country, which was
again a reinforcement of the idea that the long
struggle Mujib and the Awami League had
waged against military rule in Pakistan had in
a way come to nought. The coup d' etat of
August 1975 was to be a precursor to other,
newer means of removing governments in
Bangladesh. The majors and colonels who had
organised the large-scale slaughter of the
president's family quickly made it clear that
they intended to rumn the show. They
ensconced themselves at Bangabhavan, the
presidential palace, and served as Khondokar
Moshtaq's advisors. That was quite in the
fitness of things, for he clearly owed his job to
them. The biggest irony arising out of the coup
was the continuation of Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman's ministers, save a few, in office. Syed
Nazrul Islam, Mansoor Ali and A.H.M.
Quamruzzaman were under arrest, along with
Tajuddin Ahmed. Foreign Minister Kamal
Hossain, abroad at the time of the coup,
refused to return and be part of the new
administration. But Moshtaqg could and did
take satisfaction from the fact that all others
among his ministerial colleagues were now
serving in his regime as his ministers. The first
cabinet meeting Moshtaq presided over was
on the day after the coup, even as Mujib's body
and the bodies of his family remained to be
buried. One of the first bits of information
Moshtag handed out to the ministers, many of
whom were plainly terrified, with some others
not knowing what position to adopt given the
murders that had already taken place, was that
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman would be buried in

his village. There was no regret in his voice, no
tribute and not many ministers were willing to
raise any questions.

Over the years, much has been made of the
fact that it was the Awami League that contin-
ued in power after the death of Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman. Opponents of the party have, in their
untenable way of explaining why there was no
proper trial and punishment of Mujib's killers
(until the Awami League returned to power in
1996), sought refuge behind the spurious
argument that Khondokar Moshtag and
everyone else in government after 15 August
were part of the Awami League. It was soph-
istry elevated to newer levels. The facts were
actually rather different. On 15 August, there
was technically and legally no Awami League
since the party had already been subsumed in
the larger Bangladesh Krishak Sramik Awami
League Mujib had formed in January of the
year. More importantly, the ministers who
worked, or were made to work, with Moshtaq
did so as a result of the plain intimidation that
was being exercised on them. In the few
months the Moshtaq presidency would last, it
was not uncommon for the majors and colo-
nels involved in the August mayhem and
murder to make themselves present in the
room even as cabinet meetings went on.

One of the first moves Khondokar Moshtaq
made was to remove General K.M. Safiullah
from command of the army and replace him
with his deputy Ziaur Rahman. Additionally,
an appointment that raised many eyebrows in
the country was the return of General M.A.G.
Osmany to government. He was appointed
defence advisor to the new president. The
alacrity with which he accepted the job some-
how stood at variance with the intrepidity he
had earlier shown when, in defence of the
cause of democracy, he resigned from
Parliament once Bangabandhu had formed

BAKSAL. It did not appear to worry him over-
much that he was now part of a regime that
operated on the basis of murder and extra-
constitutional rule. In later years, Osmany
would try returning to his democratic moor-
ings through founding a political organisa-
tion, the Jatiyo Janata Party. In 1978, he would
seek the support of the Awami League in his
bid to defeat General Ziaur Rahman at the
presidential elections, an exercise he would
lose. After August 1975, Osmany's reputation,
built as it had been during the war of libera-
tion and in the early years of Bangladesh,
wotlld be on a slide. Enayetullah Khan, editor
of the weekly newspaper Holiday, had already
made arrangements in the pre-coup period
with Sheikh Fazlul Haq Moni to take over as
editor of the Bangladesh Times. When he took
charge of the newspaper days after Moshtaq
seized the presidency, it was given out that he
was the new man's appointee, which was
misleading. Khan would in subsequent years
relentlessly, almost pathologically carry on
anti-Mujib propaganda through his writings.
He would serve as a cabinet minister in the Zia
regime before serving as General Ershad's
ambassador to China and Burma.

The long-term damage caused by the coup
to Bangladesh would be far-reaching and
terrible. The biggest damage done to
Bangladesh's democracy and constitutional
government was the promulgation of the
Indemnity Ordinance by Moshtag on 26
September 1975. Under the provisions of the
ordinance, no individual involved in the
assassinations of Bangabandhu and his family
could be prosecuted in a court of law since the
acts of 15 August 1975 were deemed to have
been a historical necessity. In his time,
General Ziaur Rahman, clearly the most
important beneficiary of the change in
August, would incorporate the Indemnity
Ordinance through the notorious fifth
amendment (now annulled by judicial fiat)
into the constitution. The amendment would
not only protect the assassins of the country's
independence leader and his political associ-
ates (who would be murdered in November
1975) from prosecution but would also pave
the way for their accommodation in govern-
ment. Except for Farook Rahman and Abdur
Rashid, all other majors, lieutenant colonels
and colonels who had taken part in the coup
were appointed to various positions at
Bangladesh's diplomatic missions abroad.
One of them, Shariful Haq Dalim, would rise
to such heights as the country's high commis-
sioner to Kenya. In the course of the nine-year
military rule of Bangladesh's second dictator,
General Hussein Muhammad Ershad, the
leader of the 1975 coup, Colonel Farook
Rahman, would form the Freedom Party and
contest the presidential elections in 1988.

In the three months following the murder
of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the country
lurched from one crisis to another, owing to
the refusal of the assassin majors and colonels
to return to the barracks and thereby enable
the senior military establishment to restore
the chain of command broken by the coup.
But by early November, Brigadier Khaled
Musharraf and his loyal officers acquired
sufficient support from the ranks to force

Moshtaq into jettisoning the junior officers
who had installed him in office and were
propping him up. On the night of 3 November
1975, Musharraf launched his own coup and
was effectively in command of the army, hav-

ing placed General Zia under house arrest and
agreeing to let the coup leaders fly out of the
country. Unknown to Musharraf, however, the
men who murdered Mujib and his family had
made their way to the central jail in Dhaka
before their departure for exile abroad and
murdered the four leaders of the 1971
Mujibnagar government imprisoned there
since Mujib's assassination. Intriguingly, a
rightwing Bengali journalist who had co-
produced The Plain Truth, a Pakistani propa-
ganda tract over Dhaka Radio in 1971, let it be
known in early November 1975 that he had
intercepted letters between Indian intelli-
gence and the imprisoned Tajuddin Ahmed.
He spread the word that the Indians planned
to spring Tajuddin and his colleagues from jail
and install them in power. Within hours of his
'revelations’, Syed Nazrul Islam, Tajuddin
Ahmed, M. Mansoor Ali and A.H.M.
Quamruzzaman were brought together in a
single cell and bayoneted to death by the
soldiers. Asked later about the letters, the
journalist claimed he had returned them to his
source and therefore could not produce them!

On 6 November, having seen Moshtaq
appoint him to the rank of Major General and
chief of army staff, Khaled Musharraf forced
the usurper to resign. He was replaced by the
chief justice of the Supreme Court, Abu Sadat
Mohammad Sayem. On the morning of the
next day, 7 November, troops loyal to Zia and
drawn to the clandestine propaganda
mounted by Colonel Abu Taher, an independ-
ence war hero and anti-Mujib soldier, about
an Indo-Soviet conspiracy to take over the
country, mutinied. They were joined by col-
umns of soldiers streaming into Dhaka from
Comilla and other cantonments and quickly
put Musharraf and his loyalists to flight.
General Musharraf, one of the toughest sol-
diers during the war of liberation and an
avowed believer in secular democracy, took
refuge along with Colonel Najmul Huda and
Major Haider at Sher-e-Banglanagar in the
capital. All three men were soon set upon by
those they had sought shelter from and bru-
tally killed. As the day progressed, Bengalis
knew that a new dispensation was at work.
Justice Sayem, who had taken over as presi-
dent only a day earlier, continued in office,
though with the additional responsibility of
chief martial law administrator. General Zia,
now free and restored to his old job as army
chief, was named deputy chief martial law
administrator, along with Rear Admiral M.H.
Khan of the navy and Air Vice Marshal M.G.
Tawab of the air force. Power, of course, was in
the hands of Zia who by April 1977 would ease
President Sayem out of office and take over as
president. In the same month, Zia would
organise a referendum seeking his confirma-
tion as Bangladesh's new leader. Predictably
his acolytes arranged the results he needed.

The beginning of General Zia's rule was
also the period when all references to Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman and his role in Bangladesh's
history would be papered over. As president
and martial law administrator, Zia would
tamper with the constitution through replac-
ing its invocations to secularism and Bengali
nationalism. In late 1975, he placed Colonel
Taher, who had helped free him from house
arrest in November, in jail. After a secret trial
by a military court, Taher was hanged on 21
July 1976.
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This Day I Haven't
Come to Shed Blood

NIRMALENDU GOON

Like all of you present here [ loveroses alot

While crossing the Race Course field yesterday
One of the roses blooming there

Said to me: “Make your verse sing of Sheikh Mujib"
['m here to sing ofhim.

A bloodstained brick thathad

Fallen from the Shahid Minar told me yesterday:
“Make your verse sing of Sheikh Mujib"

['mhere tosing of him.

Like everyone present here Ilove to see palash trees blooming
While crossing Sangbad's office yesterday

A newlybloomed palash whispered in my ear:

“Make your verse sing of Sheikh Mujib”

['mhere tosing ofhim.

The water sprinkling from Shahbagh Avenue's fountain
Cried out to me:

“Make your verse sing of Sheikh Mujib”

['m here to sing ofhim.

Like all of you here I am partial to dreaming and to love
An audacious dream that came to me last night told me:
"Make your verse sing of Sheikh Mujib”

['m here to sing ofhim.

Let all of you heartbroken people assembled on this spring day
Let all the still, parched, unsuspecting,
Not-yet-blossomed krishnachura sprigs listen intently
Let the dark cuckoo that will perch on the tree

Inthe darkening light know [ have kissed holy soil
Under my feet this day.

['ll be faithful to the pledge

[have made to the palash this day

['ll be faithful to the pledge

['ve made to my vision

[haven't come here to shed blood this day

['ve come here only to sing of mylove for him.

(Translated from Bangla by Professor Fakrul Alam)

Our greatest hero

We went to sleep with heavy hearts. We loved and
respected the martyred Bangabandhu even more. He was
our greatest hero, wasn't he? He was our greatest hero of
the past, the presentand the future.

JunaiDuL HAQUE

F RIDAY, 15 August, 1975, is one of
the saddest days of our history.
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, our greatest patriot, was killed
on that day. His dear wife, three sons and
only brother were also killed along with
him. It reminded us of the dark night of
March 25, 1971. The Father of the Nation,
loved and respected in Bangladesh and
the world over as a great hero, a great
leader of independence, lay dead on the
stairs of his famous residence at Road
Number 32, Dhanmandi Residential
Area. He was only fifty five.

I was twenty and in my First Year
Honours at the Dhaka University. At
dawn [ got up to hear from my parents
that Bangabandhu had been killed along
with his family. Even ten-year-old Sheikh
Russell was not spared. My initial reac-
tion was of great shock. Bangabandhu, of
all people, didn't deserve a death like
this! He was our greatest politician. His
love for his country and his people was
beyond question. Who could kill our
greatest patriot? The radio and TV were
announcing his death at regular inter-
vals. A certain Major Dalim was claiming
credit for his death! Who was he? We had
never heard of him before! Khandakar
Mushtaq has become the new president.
My God! What a traitor! We exclaimed in
shock and agony.

Who killed Bangabandhu? They who
control world politics like people who
obey them. They don't like nationalist
leaders and freedom-loving patriots like
Bangabandhu or Allende. Thus Allende
dies but General Pinochet lives on and
makes life miserable for his countrymen.
There are many such instances in the
Third World. If you want to kill a great
leader, make him unpopular through
planted journalists, corrupt and dis-
gruntled bureaucrats and dismissed
soldiers. Use some of them during his
killing. Then get obedient people to rule
the country and serve your purpose. No
wonder our Supreme Court has ruled
that the governments which succeeded
Bangabandhu and his cabinet were not
legal. They had captured power by sheer
force. They were not bred by democracy.

There was shock, there was fear, there
was confusion. There was silent sorrow
among his followers and people who
admired him. There was celebration too
we later heard. There were a few people
chanting 'Pakistan Zindabad' some-
where in old Dhaka. There were a few
Biharis, celebrating his death in
Mohammadpur. But the patriotic
Bangalee was silently shedding a tear or
two for him. How could a Nelson
Mandela or a Yasser Arafat get killed by
his own people? They wondered. Well,
they killed Abraham Lincoln and
Mahatma Gandhi too, didn't they? Some

argued with themselves. Years later I
learned that the first procession to pro-
test the death of Bangabandhu was
organized by the boys and girls of
Chhatra Union in nowhere else but my
own district Kishoreganj. They warned
the real killers that the death of this great
patriot would turn Bengal into a
Vietnam. Student leader Kazi Abdul Bari
led the procession. He had to suffer
inhuman torture in police custody and
in jail for his courageous protest against
injustice. [ feel honoured today to get a
chance to remember this brave student
leader. May Bangladesh be blessed with
more Baris and no Mushtagues and
Dalims.

What were the Chhatra League lead-
ers and workers doing? The Jubo League
and the Awami League leaders? They

Bangabandhu brought the national poet
Kazi Nazrul Islam to Dhaka on 24 May 1972

53:

went into hiding because they were the
most wanted people to the Mushtaque
government. Many faced arrest and
torture later on. We wanted them to
escape, live and then protest. We were
not political activists but we were young
and patriotic and not exactly cowards. A
few of us got together and walked up to
Bangabandhu's residence, which was
less than a mile from our area. There was
army patrol on the roads and police
guard in front of Bangabandhu's resi-
dence. We heard that tanks were guard-
ing Khandakar Mushtaque at
Bangabhaban. We were not allowed
inside Bangabandhu's residence but
nobody disturbed us when we sadly
stood in front of his house and quietly
saluted the greatest son of Mother

Bengal. The killing of the full family was

too great a shock for us. We spotted bullet
marks on the walls. An uncle of mine
worked for BTV as a news journalist. He
had a chance to see Bangabandhu's
dead body the next day as a member of
the BTV news team. We had listened to
him in rapt attention when he told us
what he saw inside. Before the curfew
was clamped again on August 15, we also
managed to see Sheikh Moni's resi-
dence. There were big signs of machine
gun firing on the walls. Women and
children were not spared in this house
too. Why this mindless killing? To spread
fear? To terrorise the people and keep
them quiet?

There was no Awami League worker
to be seen. There was not even a Bengali
nationalist to protest his death. These
two types were shedding silent tears.
Dhaka had suddenly gone back to the
Pakistani days, it appeared. It was a
heart-rending experience for us. Thirty
lakh people had embraced martyrdom
for nothing? We had fought our great war
of independence for nothing? There
were rumours galore. Bangabandhu was
alive and not dead? Sheikh Kamal has
escaped too? India could attack us any
time?

Khandker Mushtaque was claiming to
be President since the morning but took
the oath in the evening. The Acting Chief
Justice of the Supreme Court, Justice
Syed A.B. Mahmud, administered the
path to him. The Vice President, ten
Ministers and six State Ministers also
took oath. There were a few respected
names in the cabinet. Were they forced to
join Mushtaque? The three services
chiefs were present. Members of
Parliament charged with corruption by
Bangabandhu were also present.
Mushtaque, it appeared, wanted to tell

the world that only Bangabandhu was
corrupt and his ministers had no fault!

The silence of the Rakkhi Bahini
surprised many. Why did Bangabandh
stay in his personal residence? Why not
in the well-guarded Ganobhaban?
Thank God his two daughters were
abroad and escaped certain death. A
formal reaction of the Indian and the
Russian governments was not coming.
Ambassador Samar Sen was in Delhi.
The Pakistan government was quite
happy. Bhutto's reaction said it all. We
recollected that both Bhutto and
Kissinger had visited Dhaka a year or so
back. Bangladesh Betar had instantly
become Radio Bangladesh. What was
wrong with the Bangla name? Curfew
helped Mushtaque to take control in less
than fifteen hours. People talked about
his cunning. A few secretly called him
the new Mir Jafar. He spoke to the nation
in the evening. His nice words couldn't
remove our fear and anxiety.

We were happy to note that the stal-
warts of the Mujibnagar government
didn't join Mushtaque. Syed Nazrul
Islam, Tajuddin Ahmed, Captain Mansur
Ali and AHM. Kamruzzaman didn't
betray their leader. Abdus Samad Azad,
Zillur Rahman, Abdur Razzak and
Tofayel Ahmed didn't join Mushtaque
either.

We went to sleep with heavy hearts.
We loved and respected the martyred
Bangabandhu even more. He had his
tragic flaws but he was our greatest hero,
wasn't he? He was our greatest hero of
the past, the present and the future. My
twenty-year-old heart profusely bled for
him. A budding writer wept over the
death of hisland's greatest patriot.

Junaidul Haque writes fiction and essays. He is a senior
airline official.



