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On the outbreak of an armed Bengali 
insurrection in East Pakistan in March 1971, 
the port city of Chittagong had a sparse 
representation of non-Bengali regular troops. 
The only regular Army unit–20 Baluch (now 
Baloch)–was outnumbered by the combined 
strength of rebels from 8th East Bengal Regiment 
(EBR), the EBR Centre (EBRC), East Pakistan 
Rifles Centre (EPRC) and operational wings of 
EPR. The hopeless troop’s ratio of Bengali and 
Non-Bengalis was 20:1. I was serving as a captain 
with Headquarters (HQ) 53 Brigade, Comilla. 
Upon the formation being assigned martial law 
duties in Chittagong and Chittagong Hill Tracts 
Districts, we moved and established martial law 
HQ at Circuit House, Chittagong.1

The port city and its suburbs remained 
at the mercy of Mukti Bahini rebels till the 
end of April. A formidable force of rebels was 
formed under Major Zia-ur-Rahman2, second in 
command (2IC) 8th EBR. The rebels put up stout 
resistance in different parts of the city. The period 
saw barbaric and unprecedented atrocities 
perpetrated on unarmed non-Bengali civilians. 
Rape, plunder and arson were the norm. The 
Circuit House was used as a slaughterhouse by 
the rebels of East Bengal Regiment. Chittagong 
Medical College students established a blood 
bank and stocked it by forcible bleeding of Non-
Bengali civilians. Mopping up operations were 
underway to clear small pockets of resistance 

1	 Major (then captain) Mumtaz Hussain Shah was commissioned in Pakistan Army in July 1966. He was posted to  
HQ 53 Brigade Comilla in October 1970, and later in martial law HQ, Chittagong, during the turbulent period. 

2	 Major Zia-ur-Rahman, was commissioned in Pakistan Army in 1955. He was 2IC (second in command) 8th EBR on 
25th March 1971. He revolted and killed his commanding officer lieutenant colonel Rashid Junjua. On 27th March 
Zia announced the independence of Bangladesh on radio. Later he rose to the rank of lieutenant general, and became 
President of Bangladesh in 1977, after killing Sheikh Mujab in a coup d’etat. He met the same fate when assassinated 
by his own officers, during a visit to Chittagong in 1981. 

within the precincts of the city. In the process 
some heart-rending instances of non-Bengali 
massacres came to the fore.

On 15th April, our troops were engaged in 
a last-ditch battle against rebels in Ispahani Jute 
Mills Complex (IJMC) on the River Karnaphuli 
bank, downtown Chittagong. 24 FF reported 
heaps of dead bodies, piled up in the complex.  
I went to collect the details and it was a shocking 
sight. Hundreds of non-Bengalis lay slain, 
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mostly women and children. The gruesome 
massacre was enacted a day earlier. The officers’ 
Club Hall floor was littered with blood drenched 
dead bodies of helpless non-Bengali officers and 
workers of the IJM. The walls were riddled with 
bullets and  fired empties were scattered all over. 
The immediate task was the disposal of dead 
bodies. Due to heat and dampness, the air was 
filled with foul odour.

While passing by three-storied 
residential apartments next to the Officers’ Club, 
I observed blood dripping, turning the stairs 
red. Along with two soldiers I went up to trace 
the source of blood. It was from the top floor 
which was bolted from inside. We knocked the 
main entrance door. There was no response, 
except some audible signs of life inside. When 
we struck the door with rifle butts, an injured 
lady opened it. Her 15-16 years old daughter 
clenched her from behind. 

The scene was simply awful. We found 
another 41 dead bodies of women and children.  
Besides the mother and daughter, there were four 
more survivors, all injured and traumatised. The 
survivors including a six-month-old infant, who 
expired in hospital before being given medical 
aid after rescue.   

 The semi-conscious girl named Haseen 
had a bullet in her neck, and bayonet wounds 
in her belly. We evacuated all the victims to 

3	 Major Aamir-ur-Rahman Syed (retd), based at Karachi, made it possible to record Mrs Durrani’s eye witness account 
of the Chittagong carnage.  

the Naval Hospital. The incident left indelible 
imprints on my mind.

In August 1971 I was posted on 
promotion to 31 Punjab located at Sylhet. After 
the fall of Dacca I remained captive in India 
till November 1973. In 1977-78, while serving 
at Karachi, I tried to locate that little injured 
teenager3 and her mother, but my efforts bore 
no fruit. I had to wait for nearly 49 years to 
rediscover that wounded little angel (now Mrs 
Haseen Durrani), whose sobs and cries have 
been haunting me since that heinous crime.  

IJMC Complex                  (Source: googlmaps.com)

Chittagong City Map                 (Source: wikimedia.org)

Mrs Haseen Durrani (childhood and now)      (Source: Author)
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Hereunder is Mrs Durrani’s4 eye witness 
narration of the account, as she was one of the 
survivors of the massacre at IJMC, Chittagong:   

“On 31 March, EBR soldiers in uniform 
came to IJMC. All the Bengali residents of the 
complex had gradually left the area since the 
outbreak of the revolt. Now the left overs were only 
non-Bengalis officers and employees. The intruders 
started segregating the male folk, ostensibly for our 
protection against possible attacks by miscreants. 
Non-Bengali officers and their families were kept 
in the three storied apartments, while the workers 
and their families were concentrated in the officer’s 
club building. They took away five of my family’s 
male members5, since then we never heard of 
them. Only days later we found the dead body of 
my thirteen year old brother (Asghar), from the 
backyard of IJMC. 

Intermittently, the rebels used to take the 
women from our apartment. Those unfortunate 
ladies never returned to tell their tale. We were not 
allowed to leave the apartment. Soon the water 
supply of the apartment dried up. A few elderly 
ladies were permitted to go out to fetch potable 
water from a nearby tube well of the complex. 

4	 Mrs Durrani and her mother were amongst six survivors of the carnage. She is a former teacher and a grandmother 
leading a retired life at Karachi. Her mother, the other survivor, passed away in 1990. (Mrs Haseen Durrani, interview 
by author, Rawalpindi, April 22, 2021).   

5	 It included Mrs Durrani’s father, uncle, cousin and two brothers, Asghar (aged 13 years) and Hassan (aged 18 years).
6	 River Karnaphuli flows along the southern boundary wall of the IJMC.
7	 The feverish hurry in execution of all captives was due to the fact that our security forces were closing on the IJMC.

We subsisted on whatever was available in the 
apartments. Soon we ran out of food and spent 
many days without food. 

On 13th April in the evening, the area 
resonated with the sound of gun shots. The rebels 
started shooting the detainees of the officers club 
in batches of 3 to 5, their dead bodies were thrown 
into the Karnaphuli River.6 Then they preyed 
upon the women and children in the officer’s club, 
sprayed bullets on the locked women and children, 
killing all of them. 

Now it was our turn. Two gunmen broke 
open our apartment’s door and sprayed bullets 
on us. I got a bullet in my neck and fell down. 
My mother fell upon me – not due to injury but 
to protect me. While lying down we were both 
bayonetted. The rebels left the scene in a hurry, 
presuming all of us were dead.7 Out of 47 women 
and children, 41 detainees lay slain. Besides we 
two, the other survivors were a six years old boy 
– later identified as Fasih Suhrawardy _ whose 
entire family was massacred, and another young 
mother with an infant.   

Asghar (13 years)                                    Hassan (18 years)
Two slain brothers of Mrs Haseen Durrani  

(Source: Author)

Fasih (standing at the rear) with his parents and sibling          
(Source: Author)
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The bloody evening wore off, and night was 
more haunting. My mother despite her punctured 
lungs, got up to bolt the door from inside. With 
great difficulty she also pushed furniture items 
against the bolted door, against any intrusion.   

Next morning, there was again some 
movement outside our apartment. We thought 
that those rogues are back again. My mother was 
more concerned about our honour than our lives. 
Sickening 13 days detention, ensuing mayhem, the 
void created by the kidnapping of my father and 
brother and the wanton killing of my youngest 
sibling, made her a desparate kamikaze. She was 
now mentally prepared to take on any intruder. 
The door was jolted from outside. My mother heard 
that the people outside were talking in Punjabi 
and Urdu. She rushed to door as I clenched her 
from behind to prevent her from opening the door. 
We saw three Pakistan Army personnel in uniform 
standing at the door. I was lifted by one of them 
and I fainted. When I regained consciousness, I 
was in the Naval Hospital. My mother narrated 
the whole episode. After removal of the bullet 
from my neck, and dressing my mother’s and my 
bayonet wounds, we flew to Dacca, where we 
joined members of my father’s family. A few days 
later we left for Karachi, which was our ultimate 
destination.” 

Lieutenant (Lt) Shamsher of 8th EBR – the 
mastermind of this massacre, was subsequently 

8	 Feni was a small town in Belonia Bulge – a hand shaped protrusion into Indian state of Tripura, on Comilla–
Chittagong highway. The road was completely dominated by the Indians from across the border. Indian artillery and 
even small arms fire support was available to miscreants, from across the border. 

captured by 24 FF while fleeing from IJMC. 
He confessed not only to the brutal killings in 
IJMC, but also to having raped several dozen 
non-Bengali girls, to satiate his brutal appetite 
for vengeance. 

Captain Zia Ul Hasnain Shah Jalees 
Tirmizi, SJ (shaheed)

Captain Zia Ul Hasnain was my close 
friend and a junior colleague at PMA. We served 
together at Quetta after passing out, 1966-69. 
On my posting to Comilla in October 1970, I 
received a letter from him breaking the news 
about his permanent posting to East Pakistan 
Rifles. On arrival, he was 
to command EPR Wing at 
Sylhet. Shortly thereafter, 
his wing moved to Comilla 
for election duties.  Like 
me, he arrived at Comilla 
as a newly married person. 
It was a happy reunion for 
both of us and soon our 
wives became good friends 
too. 

Before OPERATION SEARCH LIGHT 
in March 1971, Comilla garrison saw a 
reduction of Bengali troops, for a possible 
equilibrium between troops of both sides, in 
light of the (foreseeable) divide. Captain Tirmizi 
was ordered to reinforce his already deployed 
detachment at Feni8; further south of Comilla. 
In his usual exuberance he volunteered to stay 
with his troops at Feni. Leaving behind his wife 
and sister-in-law in my wife’s care, he departed. 
None of us could ever imagine that he had bid 
adieu for good.  

The situation was getting grim, day by 
day. Tirmizi was repeatedly attacked by the local 
mob, and his predominantly Bengali troops 

Captain Zia Ul Hasnain, 
shaheed 

(Source: 63 Med Regt Arty)

Entrance of  Chittagong Jute Mill Complex (former IJMC)                  
(Source: Author)
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were reluctant in offering resistance to the 
attackers. Soon the wireless link with Tirmizi 
was severed. Two days later his non-Bengali 
jeep driver returned to Comilla to report that a 
mob had attacked Feni. Tirmizi held his ground 
tenaciously, before being overwhelmed. He (the 
driver) requested him to leave the post being 
untenable, but he refused. Since then his fate 
remained unknown. I was to face a touchy and 
emotional outburst from Mrs Tirmizi, when she 
enquired about her husband, and I had nothing 
to tell her with certainty. He was declared missing 
believed killed. The chapter was closed for the 
time being when our families were repatriated to 
West Pakistan in the first week of April.

After clearance of urban Chittagong, 
efforts were now focused on rural outlays infested 
by renegade rebels. After long drawn skirmishes 
and pitched battles, by end of July the revolt had 
petered out, and the writ of the government re-
established in the province. Our brigade tactical 
HQ was repositioned at Feni. It afforded me an  
opportunity to investigate the ultimate fate of  

9 	 GHQ Records.

Tirmizi. During the clearance of Feni town, we 
captured two rebel youths. Under interrogation, 
one of them narrated the saga of Tirmizi’s end. 
His narration is transcribed below: 

“We attacked Feni repeatedly, with Indian 
artillery support from across the border. All our  
attacks were beaten back with heavy losses, and  
the battle raged on endlessly. Then we learnt about 
Bengali troops’ defection en masse. The leftover 
handful of Non-Bengalis couldn’t stand the 
renewed onslaught. Now they were running short 
of ammunition. Tirmizi was captured wounded, 
but alive. We summarily disposed of him, tying 
him to the trunk of a tree, and started shooting 
from toe to head. Then his dead body was tied up 
to a jeep and dragged through the town’s streets. 
The scattered parts of his body were collected, and 
burnt. The ash was thrown into a pond.”

That was the sad end of an exuberant, 
gallant and above all a pious and devoted officer. 
Captain Zia was awarded Sitara-e-Jurat (SJ) 
posthumously.9 
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‘‘There is a history in all men’s lives.’’
(William Shakespeare)


