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Separation of East Pakistan 
on December 16, 1971 is the 
biggest tragedy of our national 
history. There are many factors 
behind this debacle but the most 
important and decisive one was 
the Indian involvement in a long 
proxy war against Pakistan. Infact, 
India adopted a multi-prong 
strategy towards East Pakistan 
after defeat in 1965 Indo-Pak War. 
After 1970 general elections, India 
got a golden opportunity to exploit 
the differences between political 
leadership of both wings of the 
country. Armed insurgency backed 
by India started in February-
March 1971 in East Pakistan. 
Indian Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi instructed Border Security 
Force (BSF) to provide shelter and 
training to the insurgents.1 From 
15 May onwards, Indian Army 
implemented a supply and training 
operation for the Mukti Bahini. 

The aim was to send a large number of trained 
Mukti fighters inside East Pakistan, to sabotage 
military and economic assets, and disrupt 

their supply network. This enterprise was aptly 
named as Operation Jackpot.2

After initial sabotage activities through 
its trained guerillas, the Indian Army herself 
started encroaching into Pakistani territory, 
from the bases established all along the highly 
porous border. Subsequently, during the 
period between May and October, the Indian 
Army refined her plans for the invasion of 
East Pakistan. On 21 November, the Indians 
launched an all-out attack on East Pakistan, 
the beginning of all-out war.3 It was a spirited 
attack mounted by Indian 14 Punjab and 
a squadron of PT 76 tanks.4 Consequently, 
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Pakistani 3 Independent 
Armoured Squadron (IAS) 
was ordered to counter attack 
which was reminiscent of 1854’s 
narrative poem5 about the 
charge of the light brigade, at 
the Battle of Balaclava, during 
the Crimean War. Nevertheless, 
eleven tanks of Pakistani 3 
IAS were ordered to counter 
attack Indian positions, not 
knowing that enemy infantry 
with recoilless rifles (RRs), and 
a complete squadron of tanks, 
were already well tucked in, in 
their hull down positions. It was 
an impressive and heroic failure, 
in which the Pakistani squadron 
followed orders, and lost almost 
all its tanks.

This battle occurred 
in the south-western sector 
of East Pakistan, which was 
the responsibility of Pakistani 

9 Division, 
under Major General 
M Hussain Ansari, with 
Kushtia subsector (57 
Brigade), Jessore subsector 
(107 Brigade) and Khulna 
subsector (314 adhoc 
Brigade).6 Apart from these 
brigades, the division had 
a reserve component of 6 

Punjab, 21 Punjab (less two companies), 3 IAS, 
and a section of Special Service Group (SSG).7 
Opposing Pakistani 9 Division in south-western 
sector was Indian 2 Corps.8 On 20th November 
1971, the Indian 9 Division, under command 2 
Corps, ordered 42 Brigade to secure Gharibpur, 
so that Chowgacha-Afra road (Arpara on the 
map on page 38), could be dominated, and cut 
off if required. Actually, Indian 14 Punjab was 
initially tasked to occupy a battalion defended 
area in Fatehpur. The mentioned town was 

almost 6 km inside East Pakistan, 2 km west of 
Gharibpur. 

The aim of the Indian command was:

•	 To check ingress by Pakistani patrols.

•	 To block the Chowgacha-Jessore road.

•	 To prevent coordinated action by Pakistani 
troops located at Chowgacha and Jessore.9

The earlier mentioned task of capturing 
Fatehpur was later revisited by the Indian 
command. The new task was “to secure area of 
Gharibpur by first light 21 November 1971”10, 
however the aim remained the same; to block 
the Chowgacha-Jessore road with Indian 
14 Punjab. To meet these ends, Indian 14 
Punjab was supported by 87 Battery of 6 Field 
Regiment in direct support, and the remainder 
of 6 Field and 78 Medium, in support, Charlie 
Squadron of 45 Cavalry, platoon of 102 

Map: Southwestern sector of erstwhile East Pakistan (1971 war) 
(Source: 1971 War Eastern Theatre, C&SC Military History Primer-2011)

Maj Gen M Hussain 
Ansari 

(Source: Author)
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Engineer Regiment and medical 
elements.11 Incontrovertibly, 
Gharibpur was a pivotal 
objective for Indian 9 Division, 
as it lay astride the highway 
from India to Jessore via 
Chowgacha, which made it 
a significant crossroads for 
both contesting armies. In the 
event of the full military option 
having to be exercised, Indian 9 
Infantry Division had planned 
to secure Jessore, and one of 
its axes of advance was the 
Chowgacha-Jessore highway. 
Later, as war unfolded, the 
execution of this plan created 
a roadmap for Indian forces 
to defeat Pakistani troops in 
this sector. Indian 14 Punjab, 
along with Charlie Squadron 45 
Cavalry equipped with fourteen 
PT-76 tanks (amphibious), 
crossed the international 
border formed by the Kabadak 
River near Bayra, and reached 
the Gharibpur position by last light on 20 
November 1971. The move was supposed to 
be a surprise, but a skirmish with a Pakistani 
patrol on the morning of 20th, alerted 107 
Brigade regarding the impending attack. One 
Pakistani company from 38 Frontier Force 
Regiment (107 Brigade), was standing firm at 
Chowgacha.12

 Despite prolonged employment, 
blistered feet and hostile population all around, 
this company of 38 Frontier Force Regiment 
(FF) was keeping its wits about. The remaining 
brigade and Pakistani 9 Infantry Division, with 
no different circumstances, were stationed at 
Jessore. 9 Division was cognizant of the fact 
that capture of Gharibpur positions by the 
Indians, would outflank the lone Pakistani 
company at Chowgacha. In materialisation 

of this contingency, Pakistani 9 Division 
had the capability to build up for an attack 
with armour, supported by infantry from the 
north and northeast (divisional reserves). 
Implementation of this capability amounted to 
premature employment of divisional reserves, 
but in retrospect it seems that the Pakistani 
general officer commanding (GOC) was 
given a mandate by the Eastern Command 
Headquarters (HQ), that any intrusion by the 
Indians was to be eliminated, forthwith. The 
rationale was, that India might occupy a small 
chunk of border area, and label it as liberated 
Bangladesh. Pakistani forces were to avert that.

 In view of Pakistani capability, the 
Indians had kept a squadron of tanks with 14 
Punjab, ironically a fact not known to Pakistani 
9 Division. In all probability, via Mukti Bahini 
informers, the Indians had known that Pakistan 

Map: Battle of Gharibpur
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had only an independent armoured squadron 
of 11 tanks, so their logical appreciation must 
have been, that even if Pakistan attacked with 
all its available armour, owing to rule of parity, 
Pakistani armour stood no chance against 
the Indian squadron, well tucked in and in a 
defensive role.

Operation kicks off

On 20 November 1971, 107 Brigade 
received the information that one Indian 
company with a large number of Mukti Bahini, 
were digging in Gharibpur area. The brigade 
decided to clear it right away. Two companies of 
6 Punjab with one company of 21 Punjab and 3 
IAS, was ordered to attack from the direction of 
Chowgacha.13 The attack was to be launched at 
first light.14

 On 21 November 1971, winter’s 
heavy early morning fog had enveloped the 
surrounding area, and by midday the situation 
was no different. Weak sunlight, after piercing 
through the thick fog, was falling on the cold 
steel of Pakistani Chaffee tanks, resting in their 
den, short of Gharibpur. These Chaffees were 
World War II light tanks with a 75 mm main 
gun, and in all probability were in the last days 
of their serviceable lives.15 Pakistani Chaffees 
were to face the latest Russian-origin, Indian 
PT 76 amphibious tanks, with a 76mm main 

gun. Moreover, the charge available with the 
Pakistani Squadron was of low grade, hence not 
giving requisite momentum to armour-piercing 
(AP) rounds, to effectively penetrate.

 After some time, the silence that 
prevailed amidst the fog, was broken by the 

sound of the crankshafts of these old Chaffee 
tanks, which were stirred to awaken the 
sleeping giants resting in their den. Gray smoke 
emerged from the exhausts of the tanks, and 
engines roared like a pack of lions. 3 IAS had 
received orders; it was time to roll the bogie 
wheels.  At about 3:30 am on 21 November, 
an Indian commando patrol deployed near 
Singajhuli, passed a message regarding the 
roaring sound of tank engines from the 
direction of Jessore.  As per an Indian Account  
“At 5:30 am, Captain Gill reported on radio link 
that he could see enemy armour and infantry 
lining up for assault in FUP [forming up place]. 
All companies were warned to be ready for the 
impending enemy attack. Enemy artillery guns 
opened up and started pounding our defenses to 
support their assaulting armour and infantry. 
Pakistani thrust lines having become apparent, 
thanks to the good work of patrols operating 
ahead of defences, readjustments to muster 
the recoilless rifle guns and PT-76 tanks at the 
required places were carried out”.16

3 IAS reached its assigned FUP at 
dawn. One of the leading troops was being 
commanded by Lieutenant Anwer Saeed. He 
was an energetic young officer from 32 Cavalry, 
and had recently reported to 3 IAS at Jessore. 
He was commissioned a few months back 
through the war course run at PMA. After 
getting inducted into the FUP, amidst the mesh 
the crisp voice of the squadron commander was 
heard; Charlie-Charlie One Zero, Allah hu Akbar 
and the Chaffees were unleashed. Under the 
thick blanket of fog with limited visibility, the 
growling tanks of this spirited squadron must 
have created enough shock to the equally brave 
Indian armour and infantry, sitting in their 
well-dug and concealed trenches. It seemed that 
the audacity and boldness of this spirited clan 
of Pakistani tankers and infantry, had made the 
Indians overestimate the quantum of this small 
force. It is recorded in an Indian account; As 
dawn broke out on 21st November, the enemy 
launched a brigade size attack supported by a 

Indian PT 76 tank (left) and Pakistani Chaffees tank (right) 
(Source: medium.com)                       (Source: quora.com)
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squadron of armour equipped with M24 Chaffee 
tanks.17

This operation was incontrovertibly 
undertaken in an unfavorable parity and air 
situation. Apart from this, the Indians had one 
more advantage; they had enough reaction 
time to prepare, since they had been informed 
about the impending Pakistani attack, at 0330 
hours 21 November, almost 4 hours before 
the attack. Ironically, as per the appreciation 
of Pakistani 9 Division, there were no Indian 
tanks at Gharibpur. The same information 
was passed on to 3 IAS, which at the time of 
attack did not know that a complete Indian 
armoured squadron of fourteen tanks was not 
only present at Gharibpur, but also waiting for 
3 IAS’ attack since 0330 hours. They were told 
that at Gharibpur, there were Indian infantry 
elements with their integral anti-tank weapons, 
including RRs and rocket launchers. When, 
amidst the fog, the Pakistani tanks broke out 
from the FUP and met stiff and accurate Indian 
tank fire from the objective, it was a surprise 
for the Pakistani attackers, and certainly not a 
pleasant one. Despite these odds, neither the 
spirits of the gallant tankers were dampened, 
nor their resolve diminished. The journey 
ahead of the FUP was indeed a daunting one, as 
they had to brave heavy fire of enemy recoilless 
rifles and tanks, which were well-tucked in, in 
their hull down positions, but the determined 
squadron kept pressing on. As 3 Squadron kept 
moving, the roar of Pakistani tank engines 
started exceeding the shredding sounds of 
Indian recoilless rifles. During this close duel of 
nerves and wits, the troop of Lieutenant Anwer 
was reduced to its minimal level. The lone 
troop leader, instead of withdrawing, decided 
to take on the enemy tanks singlehandedly. In 
the ensuing battle, Lieutenant Anwer achieved 
the honour of destroying five enemy tanks, with 
a solo tank. This bold action of the lone troop 
leader created disarray in the files of the enemy, 
which subsided only when an AP round pierced 

through Anwer’s 
tank, setting it on 
fire. Anwer, though 
wounded, managed 
to get out of the 
burning tank, and 
was seen slumping 
forward. Oblivious 
to the tenacity and 
perseverance of this 
young lieutenant, the 
Indian officer led a 

party of soldiers towards the burning tank to 
capture the wounded Pakistani cavalry officer. 
Some birds are not meant to be caged. Anwer 
resisted the ignominy of captivity, shooting 
the Indian major to death with his service 
pistol. When the accompanying Indian soldiers 
saw their major being shot, they emptied the 
magazines of their rifles on Lieutenant Anwer, 
causing his martyrdom. Anwer indeed lived up 
to the cavalry tradition of death before disgrace. 
Due to his indomitable courage and doughty 

resolve, Lieutenant 
Anwer was 
awarded Sitara-
i-Jurat (SJ). The 
medal still hangs 
in the office of 
the Commanding 
Officer 32 Cavalry, 
as a reminder of 
Lieutenant Anwer’s 
courageous act of 
not surrendering, 
despite odds. 
Lieutenant Anwer 
Saeed lies buried 
in some unmarked 

grave in East Pakistan. Many young men like 
him were laid to rest there. Every breeze over 
these unmarked graves, bears witness to the 
loyalty and sacrifices of the young men, who 
gave their lives for the cause of united Pakistan. 

Lt Anwer shaheed, 32 Cavalry 
(Source: Author)

Sitara i Jurat (SJ) awarded  
to Lt Anwer shaheed 

(Source: Author)
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