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FAUJDARHAT CADET COLLEGE

A post-Partition heritage campus
worth preserving
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I have been thinking a lot about the politically
tempestuous period from 1947 to 1971 from the
vantage of architectural history. We all know
that it was a period of extraordinary political
vitality that eventually produced Bangladesh.
What we don’t know enough is that this
period also produced an extraordinary
body of architectural work in the then
East Pakistan. This raises two provocative
interrelated questions: first, does good politics
(Bangalee agitation for self-rule) produce good
architecture; and second, does architecture
mirror the sociocultural spirit of a nation at a
particular time in its evolution?

The following examples provide ample
opportunities to deliberate on these questions:
Muzharul Islam’s Institute of Fine Arts (1956),
University of Dhaka Library (1955), and the
National Institute of Public Administration
building (1964); Louis Kahn’s Parliament
Complex (began in 1964); Constantinos
Doxiadis’s Teacher-Student Centre (1961) and
Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development
(1959-1960), Daniel Dunham and Robert
Boughey’s Kamalapur Railway Station (1968),
Richard Vrooman’s Architecture building
(1964), Paul Rudolph’sBangladesh Agricultural
University in Mymensingh (1961-62), Dhaka
New Market (1954), and Biponi Bitan (1964) in
Chattogram, among other examples.

There is another extraordinary icon from
this period that most people don’t know
about: Faujdarhat Cadet College (FCC), a world-
class, semi-military residential academic
institution (from Classes 7 to 12, thus called a
college), located north of Chattogram, and a
unique example of environmentally conscious
campus planning, the first of its kind, in my
view, in post-Partition South Asia.

Faujdarhat Cadet College was built during
the heyday of the Language Movement,
heralding a remarkable period of building
design innovation in Fast Pakistan. In many
ways, the planning and design of FCC, under
the leadership of Colonel William Maurice
Brown of the New Zealand Army, inaugurated
a “golden age” of exemplary building activity
in East Pakistan. FCC’s design, along with
Muzharul Islam’s Institute of Fine Arts,
signalled the advent of modern architecture
and planning to the then Fast Pakistan.

Sadly, it has recently come to light that
some of the most significant buildings of
FCC will be torn down to “modernise” and
“expand” the educational complex. Deserving
of a UNESCO heritage status, FCC should
be modernised without the alteration and
demolition of a single building. Engineering
solutions to strengthen and extend the life of a

building and retrofit it with modern amenities
are commonplace today. Mature nations
need physical memories. Heritage buildings—
like literature, art, painting, and music—are
collective memories that nations build their
identities on.

FCC should not be viewed simply as one
of the cadet colleges of Bangladesh. It is a
heritage campus that can be showcased to the
world. Its unique affiliation with this country’s
political and architectural legacy cannot be
overemphasised. Many Faujians-—as the alumni
of this college are called—participated in the
1971 Liberation War, some of whom embraced
martyrdom. We must champion FCC as part
of our national history and preserve what
makes this college a unique case of sustainable
campus planning in South Asia. If Eton
College, a prestigious school near Windsor in
Berkshire, England, founded in 1440 by King
Henry VI, could be preserved for nearly 600
years, we can preserve FCC while retrofitting it
with modern technologies as well.

FCC’s  environment-conscious campus
planning was far advanced for its time,
even in the world, during the 1950s. In the
middle of the 20th century, the prevailing
architectural philosophy was (o0 make
buildings the focal point on a site or
landscape at the expense of their integration
with environmental conditions and their
ecosystem. The environmental movement in
the West that would challenge the corporate
and capitalistic control of nature, as well as a
formalist approach to building design, began
in the 1960s. Rachel Carson’s trendsetting
environmental manifesto, Silent Spring, was
published in 1962, helping create some of the
pivotal environmental laws in 1970.

FCC was already an exception in the 1950s.
It was planned to blend with a specific hydro-
geographical location and its unique hill-
valley-sea ecology near the Bay of Bengal.
Its symmetric campus plan is anchored by
the academic building as its crown jewel
and the dining room axially behind it. The
academic building-dining room complex
is flanked by the staggered placement of
four residential houses and other facilities.
The overall symmetry of the master plan
symbolises discipline, in sync with military
ethos, moral integrity, and visual order. The
separation of private (residential) and public
zones (academic building, parade ground,
and sports facilities) is most functionally and
seamlessly achieved. All buildings on campus,
including the academic building, dining hall,
workshops, residential buildings, and mosque,
are connected by open corridors, a planning
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Dhaka is the world’s rickshaw capital. It
is also arguably the mobile museum of
broken buses. For a city that aspires to be
smart, paddle rickshaws and rickety buses
past their recyclable years seem to be an
anathema. Yet, they reign in scandalous
glory. To exacerbate the situation, the city
has incorporated indigenous innovations to
power the paddle rickshaws and disregarded
the laws pertaining to dilapidated buses.
The manoeuvring and manipulation of the
public transport system remains a perennial
source of pain and suffering for commuters
and non-commuters alike.

The human-driven chain rickshaws and
the city’s buses, many of which are 30-40
years old, are symbolic of a failed public
transport system. They are the dark shadows
under the bright lights of the elevated
expressway and metro rail. These outmoded
and ageing vehicles are not only eyesores but
also hazards. The slow-moving rickshaws on
the right lane, the parked rickshaws on the
left lane, and the whimsical buses on the
middle lane symbolise the current state of
chaos in the country. That does not mean
private cars and bikes are innocent ones;
they also monopolise the road whenever
possible.

The other day, during a sudden rain
shower, I noticed that the traffic flow on the
flyover had stopped. Slowly and patiently, I
drove to the source of the traffic clot, only
to discover that the bikers had decided
to stop under the expressway roof to save

themselves from the rain, blocking almost
the entire road. The problem, then, is not
public transportation—it is the insensible,
insensitive public. This public can be behind
any number of wheels between two and
eighteen. They can be without wheels, too.
They can arbitrarily decide to walk through
the middle of the road. They can think of city
dividers as adventure camps.

Then why single out the rickshaws and
buses? At least rickshaws are known for
being eco-friendly, and the loud paintings
on them with local or filmy motifs are part
of our cultural heritage. You probably need
to go to exhibitions and museums to witness
the much-hyped rickshaw painting. For the
other museum objects—the X-ray version
of our rickety buses—you don’t need to go
further. They will glide through the city
roads, their chassis exposed and their bodies
pierced with battle marks and scars.

Irequently breaking down, these buses
spew pollution and compete aggressively for
passengers. They often block roads to add
to traflic congestion. They participate in a
chaotic competition to flex their connection
with the underground mob. The drivers
and conductors openly carry wooden sticks
and steel rods to spread fear and conjure
reverence. They allegedly operate in cahoots
with police and political goons to manipulate
routes and fares to their advantage, leaving
commuters at their mercy. Such unholy
alliances ensure that the status quo remains
unchallenged. As a result, we have drivers

philosophy most suitable for a tropical climate
with abundant rain.

Not only was there no hill cut during the
construction of FCC, but all buildings were
set on different topographic terraces—from
the hills in the east to the Bay of Bengal in the
west—achieving an extraordinary drainage
system for runoff from the hills. No Faujian has
ever seen waterlogging at his alma mater! The
drainage masterplan of the campus was done

The Faujdarhat Cadet College campus.

in harmony with the site’s natural gradient.
Drains follow topographic lines, becoming
nature’s spontaneous ally and carrying water
to lowlands. Local governments and city
administrators in Bangladesh can learn much
from FCC’s drainage master plan.

All buildings at FCC face the Dhaka-
Chattogram Highway and the Bay of Bengal,
not only in a symbolic gesture but also in the
best orientation to catch the prevailing wind
and keep all buildings naturally ventilated.
The FCC buildings are modernistic in their
aesthetic expression, yet they employ time
tested natural airflow techniques that enrich
traditional buildings. The residential buildings
face west but avoid the direct heat of the fierce
tropical sun by incorporating deep corridors
on the west as an additional building layer that
keeps the living quarters cool.

The Mughals and the British utilised these
building techniques when they arrived in this
part of the world. It won’t be an exaggeration
to say that the United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) were achieved in

FCC’s campus planning, more than 50 years
before the UN body presented such goals to
the world communities.

Given the historical and environmental
significance of FCC, any alteration and re-
planning of this heritage campus should be
considered only under the sustained guidance
ofanadvisory body—an oversight committee—
consisting of alumni experts and building
professionals who understand the spirit of the

place and the technique of retrofitting that
can extend the life cycle of heritage buildings.
That way, we can ensure that any efforts to
upgrade the FCC campus are consistent with
the college’s original aesthetic, environmental,
and educational intents.

The heritage status of FCC, however, should
not be seen as a hindrance to adaptation
and modernisation. The institution itself
should remind us that there is always a great
opportunity to reform cadet college education
to meet the dynamic demands of the 2lst
century. How prepared are the current cadets
to face the challenges of today’s knowledge-
based world? FCC was founded over 60 years
ago. Have we revisited its pedagogy and
curriculum to debate what worked and what
didn’t? Do cadet colleges employ teachers
to prepare and train cadets to be the leaders
of a new Bangladesh, with its geostrategic
standing in the world rising? It is essential
that we consider, alongside any re-planning
and upgrading initiatives, the curricular
restructuring of cadet college education.

transport turmoil

without licence, and minors driving battery
buggies and human hauliers.

There was a noble attempt to rehabilitate
disabled people with  battery-driven
rickshaws. Soon, the corrupt system took
control, leading the city to announce the
introduction of a hybrid vehicle, capable of
achieving speeds beyond the body’s capacity.
They would run at a deceptive speed, causing
frequent clashes with people and vehicles.

now have a permanent seal of approval.
The public got played. Now that the top had
blessed the powered rickshaws, no one dared
touch them.

The transport minister mildly chided bus
owners for operating almost 40-year-old
buses. He also believes that the government
should have scrapped these buses long ago,
as they do not align with its vision of a smart
city. And lo and behold, there is a transport

The manoeuvring and manipulation of the public transport system remains a perennial
source of pain and suffering for commuters and non-commuters alike. rrHoTo: PRABIR DAS

Their faulty aerodynamic design often led
to overturning. The administration tried
to remove this emerging menace without
thinking it through. They swiftly banned
battery powered rickshaws. The drivers went
on a violent protest, and the prime minister
appeared as a saving grace. The vehicles

trade union leader who has the reputation
of being a seasoned politician. He cowed his
colleague by pointing out the loopholes in
the road transport authorities, who do not
even have the capacity to hand over licences
or conduct fitness tests on time. The bodily
issues got distracted as the transport leader

We should consider including in any future
expansion plan for FCC a Centre for Teaching
Excellence to produce the next generation of
quality teachers for all cadet colleges. It would
not be in our national interest to expand the
enrolment capacity of cadet colleges, while
the quality of cadet college teachers remains
unsatisfactory. Without producing world-class
teachers, increasing the student enrolment in
cadet colleges will remain unsustainable and

even counterproductive.

Other future initiatives may include a Global
Educators Collaborative, a platform to recruit
FCC alumni who serve as faculty members at
top academic institutions around the world.
Even if they teach at FCC for a short period of
time as guest faculty or spend their sabbatical
term there, it would be an invaluable resource
for current students. This initiative will
foster a multidisciplinary knowledge culture,
inspiring current cadets to think globally and
critically. Furthermore, this collaboration is
likely to spur a curricular reform in concert
with world-class academic standards.

A pioneer of campus planning in South
Asia, Faujdarhat Cadet College is a milestone
in the history of our nation. Its preservation
in its original intent would mean respecting
the history of our national evolution. The
ageing buildings of the campus can easily
be structurally strengthened and retrofitted
with modern amenities. The key point is being
mature about protecting history, one that
powered our nation-building.

went after the souls of the buses.

It makes sense that the government is
reluctant to disrupt public transportation.
According (o one study, cycle rickshaw
services account for 12.9 percent of city
employment. These people send money
home and contribute to our rural economy.
Another report shows that there are about 1.1
million rickshaws in Dhaka that contribute
Tk 30,000 crore to our economy. Banning
rickshaws or withdrawing broken buses will
create a shock wave that our system won’t be
able to sustain.

The solution to the crisis, therefore,
must adopt a balanced approach with both
immediate and long-term goals. We need to
phase out the old buses and replace them
with newer, more energy-eflicient models.
This will improve daily commuters’ travel
experiences while reducing pollution and
improving road safety. Already, an attempt
has been made to create a BRTA-dedicated
bus lane on one of the city’s main roads. But
its long delay has already shown the dark
side of syndicate behaviour and bureaucratic
traps.

For rickshaws, we can reinvent the
wheels by reintroducing dedicated lanes
or limiting their mobility in by-lanes and
alleys. Furthermore, we also need a gradual
transition plan to phase out makeshift
battery-driven rickshaws in favour of safer
vehicles. This plan should include measures
to support thelivelihoods of those dependent
on rickshaw earnings, perhaps through
retraining programmes or microfinance
initiatives to help them transition to other
forms of employment.

Dhaka’s vision of becoming a smart,
modern city is hampered by these transport
woes. By improving public transport
infrastructure and implementing a just
transition for rickshaw pullers, the city
can move towards a future where the daily
commute is not a battle but efficient and
equitable.



