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Reminiscing about Bangabandhu

SYED BADRUL HAQUE

FTER a stint of journalism, my
induction into government job as

Press Officer to the Hon'ble Minister

in-charge of Commerce, Labour and
Industry was a benchmark in my service
career. Obviously, I was a little nervous and
shaky for my assignment with a high-
profile minister like Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman. But after I was formally intro-
duced by my superior officer to the minis-
ter, [ felt reassured and comfortable.
Initially, I used to show my copies to
Bangabandhu before releasing them to the
news media, but that was not needed later.

In public engagements, he would generally

prefer to speak extempore. Gifted as he
was, his baritone voice was a treat to hear.

In one of his official tours to Faridpur
town, Bangabandhu asked me to accom-
pany him on his inspection visit to the
local jail. As he was going round the jail
compound, he suddenly stopped in front
of a cell and remained standing there for
some time. For a moment, he seemed lost
in nostalgia. He told us- the officials pres-
ent of his imprisonment in that particular
cell for protesting repression by the gov-
ernment.

But only after a few months in office,
Bangabandhu elected to opt out of the
ministerial job and authority and be with
his hapless people to galvanise them to
freedom albeit on a graduated scale- a star
role he seemed to be preparing for all his
life. Since then an “eternity” went into
oblivion. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman became
Bangabandhu and Father of the Nation as
Bangladesh emerged on the world map
from a classic war of liberation in contem-
porary history.

In the early days of independence we
had streams of visitors from all corners of

There were
moments when he
seemed austerely
private, a loner, it
was rather impos-
sible to recognise
his inner turmoil in
his faraway look
and the frozen mel-
ancholy of his fea-
tures.

the globe. I accompanied a venerated
German writer on her visit to
Bangabandhu at road number 32,
Dhanmondi. Bangabandhu received the
honored guest at the doorstep of his resi-
dence and took her to the drawing room.
The visitor complimented Bangabandhu
for his unique leadership in the liberation
movement that won freedom for the
Bengali nation. Bangabandhu expressed
his deep appreciation for the support
extended by her country in rebuilding our

Conference on food at the Legislative Assembly on 29.5.57. Bangabandhu, then Commerce
minister, is on the right of Chief Minister Ataur Rahman Khan.

war-ravaged economy, [ recollect.

I was pleasantly surprised when
Bangabandu called me by my name even
after decades.

The importance of his Tongipara
upbringing cannot be overstated. He was a
person who decided early in life to devote
his social and political gifts, and his extra-
ordinary capacity for hard work, for the
well-being of his people. His impassioned
interest in the political process manifested
right from his school days when he had the

assurance from the Chief Minister of
Bengal Sher-e-Bangla A.K.Fazlul Huq to
redress the grievance of his village school,
which lent authenticity to his becoming
the iconic leader in the fullness of his
political career.

There were moments when he seemed
austerely private, a loner, it was rather
impossible to recognise his inner turmoil
in his faraway look and the frozen melan-
choly of his features.

Bangabandhu was a shrewd observer of

others, not to mention of himself. He
could visualise things much earlier and
never shifted from his principled stand
under any circumstances. His path to the
stewardship of the nation was not neces-
sarily linear. Despite heavy odds he
remained focused and concentrated with
singular intensity on his objective. But he
always emerged as a warm, earthly person
whose lusty embrace of life even his cap-
tors could not take from him. There is
undiminished love for him among the
people but there is also the question "who
will bind us together again"? Can we forget
the magic of his March 7 speech?

The killing of Bangabandhu and his
family members on August 15, 1975 at 32,
Dhanmondi traumatised the entire nation
beyond measure and left a deep scar in the
psyche of the people. The building is a
historic landmark where Bangabandhu had
hoisted the sun-etched flag of Bangladesh
well ahead of liberation.

Notably, since liberation there has been a
flurry of publications on the War of
Liberation, including one by the
Government of Bangladesh, but regrettably,
no authoritative biography of Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the Father of the
Nation and architect of our freedom, has
been published as yet. For a nation, thisis a
gaping void of that needs to be corrected
urgently.

And, since biography writing is a time-
consuming affair and requires studious
application, a biographer shall have to be
commissioned to take up the job. Hopefully,
the present government will complete this
unfinished agenda on behalf of the nation.
Further, the prison cells at Dhaka and
Faridpur should be nationally preserved.

The writer is a contributor to The Daily 5tar.

Farthquake: A real life experience

KHANDKER SADIA ARAFIN

AM a graduate student of Meiji

University under JDS Scholarship. I

live in the eastern fringe of Tokyo with
my husband and 4 year-old daughter.

Friday, March 11. We started the day like
all other days. We took our breakfast in the
morning at around 9 am, local time. But
we couldn't imagine what was waiting for
us -- the experience of a lifetime. My hus-
band got prepared to go to the mosque to
say Jumma prayer, which is 8 km far from
our residence. I was trying to complete my
article on "poverty" assigned by the uni-
versity authority, while my daughter was
nagging me to go to our neighbourhood
park. How could I ignore my lonely daugh-
ter's request!

So, we went to the park at 12 pm, and
came back home at around 2:30 pm. and
started saying my prayers. While I was
saying my prayer, I found that the prayer-
mat had moved 2 to 3 inches to one side of
the room. In spite of that I tried to concen-
trate on my prayer. There was no tsunami
alert for Tokyo and the surrounding areas,
yet, within a few seconds, I could realise
that it was an earthquake. Instantly I took
my daughter on my lap and ran out to the
open terrace in front of our home.

My landlady was also shouting and
asking everybody in that house to come
out. [ couldn't stand due to continuous
shaking of the ground. I saw my neighbour
with 2 kids run towards the school in front
of our house. That school is an evacuation
centre for emergencies. While we were
standing at the entrance of the school, we
found that everything around us was just
trembling. The electric poles and houses
were shaking back and forth like a boat on
a rough sea.

Since this was my first experience, I
could not believe the severity of the earth-
quake, and the technology they used for
sustainability in building houses and other
infrastructures! After a while the ground
became calm and about 20 minutes later
we went back home. It's my hunch that if
there was no tsunami following the earth-
quake, the number of casualties would
have been only a few.

Suddenly I felt another shaking inside
the house. My little knowledge of geology
reminded me that the first one perhaps
was pre-shock, which would be followed
by a greater quake. So, I hugged my daugh-
ter again and ran out of the house. This
time, for greater safety and probable long
stay out of the house, I took my foreigner's
registration card and ATM card and
whisked out to the open place at the pre-
cinct. This time the vibration was so strong
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Bangladesh is a natural disaster and calamity prone country. I had experi-
enced some disasters over there. But the intensity of devastation of the earth-
quake and tsunami in Japan is so massive that it has left me astounded.

that there was every possibility of falling
down.

[ thought that [ would die because some-
thing heavy would fall on me from above.
My daughter started crying loudly. My
Japanese landlady and neighbours tried to
sooth her anxiety. I never thought that an
earthquake would last for such a long time.
The tremors did not allow us to move to
the evacuation centre even. I got the rare
experience of observing how trees could be
uprooted and move so fast. Each and every
moment [ passed with a great feeling that I
was still alive. [ was thankful to God for
surviving that long and praying to the
Almighty to keep us safe and secure.

After about fifteen minutes, the vibra-
tion stopped. But my experienced neigh-
bours decided to stay out for a while lon-
ger. They said that perhaps the earthquake
was more powerful than the great Kanto
earthquake that occurred in 1923 in Tokyo.
After 45 minutes we entered our homes
again. My husband returned home from

the mosque around 4 pm. In the morning
when my husband planned to go to the
mosque by his bicycle, it seemed too
adventurous to me. But I now understand
that if he had used the train as usual, he
would have had to come back home the
next day or so, as all the train services were
stopped just after the disaster. My daugh-
ter was afraid but not panicked.

We took our lunch while experiencing a
number of aftershocks one after another.
My neighbours watched on television the
deadly situation after the tsunami that
followed the earthquake. There was no
mobile network available to contact
friends to get some advice or to know their
whereabouts. Thanks God, the internet
service and land phone connectivity were
still available. We managed to contact our
near and dear ones through the net; espe-
cially those were back in my country. A
disciplined and organised life became an
uprooted one and the environs turned
nightmarishly disorganised.

We passed the night watching live
internet services of BBC, CNN, NHK and
some other available networks. We did not
forget to watch the Bangladesh vs England
match in spite of the consecutive after-
shocks. The victory of Bangladesh was a
touch of happiness for us even in those
uncertain and harsh moments. We appre-
hended that there was a possibility of
blackout; so, we searched for torchlights,
candles and batteries in a number of shops
in our neighborhood on the very next day.
We could manage to buy only one torch-
light, two candles and few batteries.

Suddenly we realised that a scarcity
food might hit the market, but it was too
late. We did not find rice and noodles any-
where, so we bought whatever food we
found anywhere. The shelves of ready
food, fast food, milk, juice, chips, biscuits,
frozen food, meat and fish were empty in
the chain-shops and groceries. Amazingly,
there was no price hike, which is very com-
mon phenomena in the third world coun-

tries.

The Japanese people are always calm
and quite by nature. We found that they
are not habituated to storing foods grains
or anything, anytime. They buy day to day
necessities on a regular basis.

[ have never had this sort of agony
before in my lifetime. Bangladesh is a natu-
ral disaster and calamity prone country. |
had experienced some disasters over there.
But the intensity of devastation of the
earthquake and tsunami in Japan is so
massive that it has left me astounded. But
what fascinated me most are the prompt-
ness of the government in responding to
any disaster and the camaraderie of the
people with each other, irrespective of
their financial and social status, colour or
creed and race or religion.

[ found the Japanese people as a well-
prepared nation in disaster management.
After I came to Tokyo last August, JICE
arranged a tour to a disaster prevention
centre where [ learnt what to do and how
to do during and after an earthquake.
Later, | took a course on disaster manage-
ment in Japan that gave me the chance to
know that Tokyo is expecting an earth-
quake in 2013. I, along with other foreign
students, took part in two disaster preven-
tion drills, where I found that children of
elementary schools with many elderly
people were learning their duties at the
time of disaster.

The government of Japan has con-
structed disaster management control
rooms in three different locations to con-
tinue rescue operation and necessary sup-
port after disaster. Whenever they experi-
enced a disaster they took note of their
lacking during disaster management and
formulated their policy to resolve the gap
according to those experiences. All the
time they learn from the past. I had the
conviction that there was no gap in their
planning. But subsequently, I realised that
there remained a gap regarding the safety
of nuclear power plants.

In an earthquake-prone country, the
location and safety measures should have
been more accurate and sound at the time
of establishing the reactors. Still, I hope
that the situation will normalise and the
apprehended situation will be over soon. |
am greatly shocked to see the acute suffer-
ings of the affected people and wish to
stand beside them as and when possible. I
pray to God for the salvation of the
departed soul of the people who died in
the terrible disaster.

The writer is Assistant Secretary, Ministry of
Establishment, and JDS Fellow (ODA Scholar).



