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If you really fancy reading a book, a review won't sway you either way. But then again, an honest, informative
and explanatory review is what tempts one to reach for his wallet; Help decide the time spent reading it, is worth
it. On top of that, your search for a book is shortened. However, we want our readers to comment on our reviews.
We also want you to review any recent publication (English and Bengali) and send them at
shahriarferoze@gmail.com. Also, don't forget to keep your word limit within 750.
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--Shahriar Feroze

Bhitore Bahire

Shahriar Feroze reviews the most talked about book of the town...

HE publication of the book,
I “1971: bhitore and bahire (in
and out)” authored by
A.K.Khandker has created an unantici-
pated clamour rarely experienced
before. Your reviewer thinks the book
requires meticulous reading to be
judged as treasure or trash. Deciding to

review it isn't only because of the ongo-

ing hue and cry, but also to present our
readers with a detailed assessment. So
let's begin.

The first chapter begins with the
political developments that had
occurred during the run-up to the
military crackdown of March 26,
1971. During that time the author was
serving as Pakistan Air force's (PAF)
senior most Bengali officer stationed
at the Dhaka base, spearheading its
administration wing. It outlines the
socio-political background of the
people of a country that was about to
experience war soon. Based on per-
sonal observation the author then
tries to show how the back-to-back
events in Dhaka were fast fomenting
the national psyche countrywide. The
narrative gets blended with a series of
commentaries from a personal and
strategic viewpoint. For instance, he
states on page 32 that though the fiery
nationalistic speech delivered by
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on March 7
felt awe-inspiring, but lacked a clear
guideline on the topic of a systematic
struggle in the road to independence.
Simultaneously, he also points out a
number of potential causes that may
have prevented the leader from issu-
ing a clear directive.

A number of readers may think it to
be self conflicting in nature but, as far
the message goes: it's the writer's per-
sonal understanding of a speech that's
tagged with opinions. Here again he
says that the top brass of the then
Awami League lacked the organisa-
tional, material, and other resources to
materialise the dream of independence
shown through the speech. It's interest-
ing to note and could become the
subject of a live debate, 'if our prede-
cessors had chosen to go to war based
on this speech, and how war could
have been waged if the military crack-
down hadn't occurred in the early
hours of March 26.'

However, even on the second edi-
tion he clearly mentions (it comes with
a correction note in the second edi-
tion) that Sheikh Mujib had uttered
'Joy Pakistan' after he had said 'Joy
Bangla'. The understanding about the
statement is clear , even though it's not
unanimously confirmed if the leader
had actually said it or not. In general, if
he hadn't uttered 'Joy Pakistan' then
the room for Yahiya was open to
declare him as a secessionist. Officially
and legally - the People's Republic of
Bangladesh was very much East
Pakistan on 7 March, 1971.50 if Sheikh
Mujib had said 'joy Pakistan' then it
wasn't confusing and of course not a
political faux pas. What's seemed baf-
fling is what took 43 years for this 'joy
Pakistan' to resurface and why has it
turn to be the book's apple of discord.
Similarly, if Mr.Khandker is wrong then
it's up to his opponents and historians
to prove by submitting substantive
evidence, If they fail to do so then the
writer is correct. And if we are uncon-
vinced then we have failed to preserve
the undistorted version of that revolu-
tionary speech.

What's missing in the chapter is that
since Mr.Khandker so explicitly
expressed his opinions about the
speech besides the missing guideline
for independence, but nowhere did he
elaborately discussed who could have
been the potential group of people that
could have helped Sheikh Mujib draft a
full-fledged military contingency plan
for liberating the then East Pakistan?
His observations as an air force officer
is sharp as a hawk when he comments
on how the then military junta was
mobilising troops for a possible mili-
tary crackdown on East Pakistan and
how growing discrimination continued
to isolate the Bengali officers of PAE
Undeniably, who could have experi-
enced the scenes on a more close
account?

On one hand the question natu-
rally arises 'why despite repeated
warnings about troops mobilisation
through different channels failed to
alert the high-ups of Awami
League.'(As the author claims) And on
the other 'was the relationship

between Bengali officers of the
Pakistan armed forces and our then
political leaders strong enough based
on which the troops build up could
be deterred?' be as it may, the writer
pushes you to rethink about the rela-
tionship between then Pakistan's state
apparatus and politicians. Also, his
views for military preparations in
advance to counter 'Operation
Searchlight' may seem impractical to
many, but from his personal-cum-
professional observations he thought
it realistic.

It's not surprising, that being an
officer he could gauge the fait accom-
pli of a military crackdown a lot ear-
lier than many and it's perhaps this
reason why he emphasised more on a
military solution than a political one.
For example in page 44 he writes that
'if we could have waged war based on
a clear set of directives issued by
Bangabandhu then the lives of many
thousands could have been saved....'

It has a general meaning but not
clearly detailed, maybe it indicates of
organising military strength, advance
planning and guidelines to attack
Pakistani forces even before 'Operation
searchlight' had commenced. Here
again a number of his personal suppo-
sitions are carefully crafted which
seems like an attempt to create a dia-
logue between him and his reader.

One should be free to comment on

what a leader should or shouldn’'t have
done. Given the conditions that the
remark is not abusive, strongly justified
and propetly explained. Till the end of
this 29 page long chapter a short mem-
oir is described about the post-
crackdown days added with historical
details.

The second chapter focused on the
much talked about announcement of
independence and the formation of
interim government based on factual
details. This 17 page chapter impar-
tially analyses the widespread concepts
concerning the announcement at
depth. Here on page 61 he states that
‘after the onslaught people really didn't
much care for an official declaration...'
but simultaneously explained its neces-
sity. The latter half of the chapter
detailed the formation of the interim
government in exile.

The war's excitement begins from
the 3rd chapter, titled 'joining the
freedom struggle'. This semi bio-
graphical narrative explains how the
author's patriotic fervour for joining
the war had realised. Not only was
he, a valiant freedom fighter, but
also a one who contributed to the
struggle from many sides. The sus-
penseful story strongly stitches the
next episode which is the first-hand
account on the history of our armed
struggle by the creation of

Muktibahini. (Liberation Army)

Shedding light on a number of
issues from a purely military perspec-
tive, he reveals how clearly and pro-
foundly the writer had observed the
organising, training and operational
activities of the Muktibahini, Intriguing
in this chapter, was a description about
deliberate attempts to politicise the war
with its fighters, and sadly this had to
happen in the time of a national strug-
gle. This issue followed the flaws in the
selection of freedom fighters, deficits in
the quality of training the freedom
fighters, reasons behind incurring huge
losses of the Muktibahini during the
first half of the war; inadequate supply
of arms by the Indians up till the Indo-
Soviet treaty signed in August; and
decisions made by the joint forces on
key military strategies. And all of these
were captured first-hand by the Deputy
Chief of Staff of the Bangladesh Armed
Forces. What other account could be
more reliable and more fascinating a
read?

Nevertheless, it's the fifth chapter
titled “Mujib bahini” that's surely
added an extra layer of excitement.
According to the writer, Mujib bahini
or Mujib force was created by India's
RAW (research and analysis wing) as a
parallel force of Muktibahini that
emerged with secret, and to a greater
extent - questionable objectives.
Though it's differently defined in the

other sources, but whatever the force's
background is, during the war it cre-
ated enough misunderstandings that
had negatively impacted the freedom
fighters' solidarity. It wasn't only anti-
Tajuddin or pro-Mujib but fostered
Indian political aspirations for turn-
ing Bangladesh into an Indian satel-
lite state. Regarding ' Mujib force’, i
would recommend a book for my
readers named “Phantoms of
Chittagong” written by Major General
Sujan Singh Uban, under whose tute-
lage the force flourished in wartime
India. The book is about the military
exploits of the Indian Special Frontier
Force known as the Phantoms of
Chittagong and the Fifth Army:.
Referring to late Tajuddin Ahmed, the
author wrote that the force was
trained in Dehradun and secretly.
Formed with men from educated and
well-off Bengali backgrounds, the
force was purposely reclusive at such
length that India's Eastern High
Command besides the Muktibahini
didn't even know of its existence. As
per the book the members of '"Mujib
Bahini' never exceeded the limit of
more than 10,000 during the war.
(The figure is disputed)

Mysteriously enough, General Uban
returned to Bangladesh after the inde-
pendence to help form another force
under the banner of 'Rakkhibahini.’

After having known, a deeper investiga-
tion seemed only imperative to know
more about Mujib Bahini's impact on
the Liberation War. Moreover, its con-
tribution as an auxiliary force of the
Muktibahini also needs to be clarified.

On the last paragraph of page 145, a
sentence reads that 'after independence
some of the members of Mujib force
had conducted the majority of loot-
ing...' what's confusing is how could a
statement that mention no names and
talks about looting raids carried out by
a fraction after the Liberation War, be
misinterpreted by some as 'defamatory
for freedom fighters'? The sentence
itself clearly points at no one and is
that of a non-specified accusation.

The next two chapters' portrays the
courageous role of 8 Bengali naval crew
turned commandos, who had defected
from a Pakistani submarine anchored
in a French port. The reason was sim-
ple: to participate in the struggle for
independence. The tale of their esca-
pade till the ending of 'Operation
Jackpot' (a codename for several naval
missions carried out jointly by Mukti
bahini) beats even the most nail biting
thriller.

But the chapter on our air force
should be explored by the reader. For
this is also a success story, that echoes
of indomitable will of the writer and
other Bengali airmen, who had
defected both from the PAF and PIA.
These men literally built an air force
from scratch; converting near obsolete
civil aircrafts into bombers based on a
remote airfield in north-east India.

The two chapters that proceeds till
the final chapter with the surrender of
Pakistan army in Dhaka are about
background and historical details of
forming the joint military command
with the Indian army. It comes with
how the criteria for decorating our
freedom fighters with gallantry awards
were decided; the writer's opinions and
observations about its flaws and weak-
nesses.

In general the book is written in a
semi-autobiographical manner that's
enriched with chronicling of events,
analysis and personal commentary:.
Considering the failures in political
and military decision making a strong
tone of grievance is felt while reading.
The writer's political leanings have
been carefully guarded too.

The reader may differ with
Mr.Khandker's reading of characters
and situations but cannot refute the
pivotal role that he played as the war's
deputy chief. If the book was meant to
only record facts devoid of opinion
and constructive criticism, then we
would have surely missed the writer's
personal reading of the war. Sometimes
historical details are not chronologi-
cally arranged and placed rather spo-
radically. An extra chapter on
Mujibnagar government's diplomatic
initiatives would have added an extra
value to the book. It's missing.

Additionally, it was a pleasure to
have observed that despite having
numerable opposing viewpoints with
his superior and other wartime polit-
ical leaders Indians included, the
writer hasn't attacked any of them
personally and, instead placed them
in their deserved ranks.

A queer feeling after having read the
book was that, it should have been writ-
ten much earlier. Had it been written at
least another two decades back would it
have drawn the same response as it is
drawing today? We will never know.

It's also sad to see, the book being
used as a political weapon and if the
damaging trend continues, then I fear
few would dare to pick the pen to write
on history unbiased.

However, it was irritating to have
seen that a spree of typos and wrongly
spelled words still exists in the second
edition. A separate section for photos
would have looked better than a scat-
tered arrangement. The book costing
Taka four hundred and fifty may seem
a bit overpriced. The cover photo only
speaks of a handsome air force officer
of a bygone era that grossly mis-
matches with the title name.

The bottom-line is: it's a recom-
mended read, if you desire to be let-
known of the personal interpretation
and experiences of A.K. Khandker's
appraisal of Bangladesh's Liberation
War.,
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The return
of the native

Mahfuz ul Hasib Chowdhury
reviews a tale of love,
sin and retribution...
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novels by Thomas Hardy (1840-1928). Like almost

all other fictional works by Thomas Hardy, it also
tells a tragic love story. Love is always followed by betrayal,
happiness is always followed by dismay;, faith is always
followed by infidelity and sin is always followed by retri-
bution is his novels. Involvement of nature with mankind
is another remarkable point in his stories.

Clym Yeobright, the protagonist of The Return of the
Native, returned from Paris leaving behind his diamond
business there to Egdon Heath, a small village in England
where his family lived. He returned to Egdon Heath
because he loved the place and he wanted to pass the rest
of his life with his mother Mrs. Yeobright and later on he
picked up a job at a local school. While living in Egdon
Heath, Clym Yeobright fell in love with Eustacia Vye, a
pretty girl of that place. As he approached his mother with
a proposal to marry Eustacia Vye, his mother initially did
not consent to it. Eustacia Vye, according to Mrs.
Yeobright, did not like Egdon Heath. She had very high
dreams in her mind about living in big cities like Paris or
London. On the other hand, Clym Yeobright did not want
to move away from Egdon Heath, from the English coun-
tryside. However, Clym Yeobright did not pay heed to his
mother's advice and married Eustacia Vye. A great tragedy
slammed Clym at that time, His mother died of snakebite.
That was a severe blow to Clym's life. It made him gradu-
ally collapse both on physical and psychological fronts.
Even he started losing his eyesight.

Clym's mother had intended to get him married to his
cousin Thomasin Yeobright. Thomasin was a plain-hearted
girl and did not have any high-flying ambitions. Like
Clym, she was also in love with Egdon Heath. The birds,
trees, meadows of Egdon Heath charmed her all the time.
So, she would have been a better match for Clym. But
Clym was immersed in love with Eustacia which is why he
did not care for thinking about all these matters.
Thomasin was later on married to Damon Wildeve, a very
tricky and immoral fellow who developed a clandestine
affair with Eustacia giving her assurance about taking her
to Paris. In this way he instigated Eustacia Vye to act faith-
lessly with her husband Clym. Diggory Venn, a benevolent
and mysterious character of the novel saw Eustacia a num-
ber of times having secret trysts with Damon Wildeve and
he could presume what they were about to do. He shared
his concern with Clym, but Clym was too upset with his
mother's unnatural death to pay heed to Diggory Venn's
warnings. Moreover, he envisioned his relationship with
his wife Eustacia from an ideal standpoint. He had a trust
that Eustacia would never abandon him. But he was
wrong. Eustacia Vye decided to run away with her extra-
marital lover Damon Wildeve but unfortunately they both
drowned in the river. This is how Eustacia paid the price
for cheating on her husband and the same thing happened
to Damon Wildeve for derailing Eustacia Vye. Diggory
Venn married Thomasin following the death of Damon
Wildeve. On the other hand, Clym Yeobright, who was
absolutely shattered by losing his mother and his wife,
losing his eyesight, became a priest at the end of the story.
He decided to look for solace through theological services.
Clym committed the mistakes that most of the tragic
heroes make. He could have avoided his marital disaster if
he listened to his mother and married Thomasin. He
could have restrained Eustacia from escaping with Damon
Wildeve if he listened to the cautionary words of Diggory
Venn. The blunders committed by Clym Yeobright remind
us of an aphorism by Francis Bacon, “To love and to be
wise is impossible.” Love blindfolds people. Love at times
takes away people's power to visualize things from a ratio-
nal point of view.

Clym Yeobright fell a victim to ill-fate as well. Perhaps
he could have evaded all the tragedies of his life if he did
not leave Paris. But he came back to Egdon Heath just
because of his selfless love for his birthplace and for his
mother. He had no idea about the disasters he would
confront in Egdon Heath. We cannot foresee our upcom-
ing days. We have no power to jump over predestined
catastrophes, Another noteworthy point of the novel is
that, there is a special thing called divine justice which
does not allow any act of sin to go unpunished. The
pathetic deaths of Damon Wildeve and Eustacia Vye are
evidences of this message.

r I VHE Return of the Native is one of the best-known
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