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Grit and Grief, with a Grin

The Battle of Kushtia; East Pakistan 9™ December 1971
By Brigadier Nasir Shafig, retired

Introduction

The 1971 War in East Pakistan is a
watershed event in the history of Pakistan,
wherein not only was Pakistan cut in two, but the
nation suffered the stigma of defeat, humiliation
and surrender, which makes Pakistanis live with
a black scar, to date. Overall, it was not a military
defeat alone, but a national failure to rise to the
occasion, sort out political disputes, address
internal fissures and achieve national integration,
and placing ethnic/linguistic nationalism
above Pakistani nationalism. Without going
into the reasons of this breakup and political
juggling at national level, this is a study of the
performance of soldiers who actually fought,
offering their lives for the unity of the country.
Field Marshall S H F ] Manekshaw, the opposing
army commander during 1971 War, commented
on the overall performance of Pakistani soldiers,
by saying “..... an impression has been created
that Pakistanis had not fought well. They fought
extremely well, if they had not, India would not
have suffered heavy casualties”' Regardless of
what was going on at government and senior
command level of armed forces, these brave
soldiers did what they were tasked to do and
trained for-to defend the motherland under
all circumstances, and against all odds. This
performance, however, pales into insignificance
against the overall setback to Pakistan’s armed
forces.?

One such glaring example is of the
Kushtia battle fought on 9™ December 1971 in
East Pakistan, where a smaller but determined
and courageous body of soldiers sent shock
waves right up to the highest enemy command
level, and halted the enemy’s divisional advance
for more than 48 hours.? This small but impactful
combined action of two infantry companies
(Pakistani 18 Punjab Regiment) supported by a
few tanks (Pakistani 29 Cavalry), influenced the
entire battle to the extent that the Indian higher
command had to alter their advance and attack
plans, resulting in a 90 degrees change in corps
and divisional attack objectives and directions.
This also resulted in digression from their
strategic objective, for the time being though.*
Many years later in 1979, General JFR Jacob,
chief of staff of Indian Eastern Command during
1971 War, commented on this fiasco by saying;
“2 Corps were making good progress and had
contacted Madhumati, there was no need for
them to go to Kushtia. They would have captured
ferry at Madhumati and onto Goalundo Ghat
ferry and probably be knocking at the doors of
Dacca. They lost 72 crucial hours. It was a bad

»5
move.

Topography

The area around Kushtia was generally
flat but interspersed with ponds, marshes, thick
clumps of trees and a few canals of varying
widths. The town of Kushtia had a few roads

1 Afrasiab Mehdi Hashmi Qureshi, 1971 Fact and fiction; Views and Perceptions in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh
(Islamabad: Centre for Global and Strategic Studies, 2021), 107.

2 Air Headquarters, “The PAF at War”,Shaheen Journal, no. SH-61,1972, 4.

3 Major (Retd) Agha Humayun Amin, “Squadron and Company Commander Dislocate a Corps Commander”
defence.pk, last modified Nov 30, 2011, accessed on 22 October 2022, https://defence.pk/pdf/threads/

tank-ambush-at-kushtia.143936/.

4  Major General Lachhman Singh, Victory in Bangladesh (Dehradun: Nartaj Publishers, 2005), 112.
5  Major General Pramod K Batra, “50 Years after Operation Cactus Lilly;” Vayu Aerospace & Defence Review, 2 Apr
2021, accessed on 26 Nov 2022, https://www.vayuaerospace.in/article/628/index.aspx.
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Map 1: South-western sector of erstwhile East Pakistan (1971 War) (Source: 1971 War Eastern Theatre, C&SC Military History Primer-2011, P-47)

and a railway line, running water canals with  troops, generally restricted to main roads and
higher embankments, offering ground cover  tracks.

and camouflage to both attacker and defender.®
Although the area was not suitable for large

Situation by 9" December 1971

scale armour manoeuvre, it did afford some Kushtia was a middle-sized town and
opportunities of tank close support to advancing  major communication hub on the western border

6  Major General Gurcharn Singh Sandhu, The Indian Armour - History of Indian Armoured Corps 1941-1971 (India:
Vision Books, 1984), 439.
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of erstwhile East Pakistan (now Bangladesh),
which did not figure out as a major objective of
Indian 4 Mountain Division (part of Indian 2
Corps). The war started on 21 November 1971
(Eid-ul-Fitr day), when Indian forces crossed
the international border of East Pakistan in
Jessore sector, and committed an open act of
aggression against Pakistan. This should not be
mixed with the opening of the western front on
3" December 1971. Although India does not
accept initiating hostilities on 21 November
1971, the shooting down of an Indian aircraft
on 22 November 1971 in Chaugacha area of East
Pakistan, is one of numerable irrevocable proofs
of Indian open aggression.”

By 9" December 1971, Indian land forces
supported by Indian Air Force (IAF) enjoying
unchallenged air supremacy, and guided by
Mukti Bahini, (Bengali insurgents, trained and
equipped by India) had absorbed the area up
to Jessore and Jhenida, in their push to reach
Faridpur and Goalundo Ghat river crossings.
Theyachievedthiseffectively, bypassing Pakistani
forces and establishing road-blocks behind
them at most places in this sector. Indian forces
were in high morale, secured their objectives
convincingly, and were poised towards their
strategic objective, i.e., Dacca (Now Dhaka).
IAF, having completely outnumbered Pakistan
Air Force in East Pakistan-16 Pakistani aircraft
against 161 of Indian Eastern Air Command-
was playing its role with impunity, to support its
ground forces.?

Pakistani 9 Division under Major General
Muhammad Hussain Ansari, was in disarray
after vacating Jessore, the major garrison on the

Singh, Victory in Bangladesh, 124-127.

= O o I

western border stocked with a lot of ammunition
and logistic supplies.” While Pakistani 107
Brigade under Brigadier Muhammad Hayat
Khan had withdrawn towards Khulna, Pakistani
57 Brigade under Brigadier Manzoor Ahmed,
was struggling to put up an organised defence
against Indian 4 Mountain Division (Red Eagle),
advancing under Major General MS Brar. After
the loss of Chaudanga, an important defensive
locality situated a few kilometres from the
border, 57 Brigade tried its best to reach Jhenida,
an important communication hub and also its
brigade headquarters, to apply brakes on the
Indian advance. However, it failed to do so due
to effective roadblocks placed by Indian forces.
The situation has been described by Indian
Major General Pramod K Batra; “The Pak 57
Infantry Brigade had to finally pull back towards
the Kushtia/Hardinge bridge to the north, but
before that they were to give us a bloody nose at
Kushtia” '

Failing to reach Jhenida, and due to its
capture by Indian forces, 57 Brigade ordered its
units to wheel northwards and move towards
Kushtia, before crossing Hardinge Bridge over
the Ganges and entering Pakistani 16 divisional
area in Pabna. 57 Brigade reached Kushtia during
night 7/8 December'' and established brigade
headquarters in Kushtia police lines, expecting
the enemy to follow up on road Chaudanga-
Kushtia. This was the first and last battle that 57
Brigade fought in the entire war."

Indian Plans

Indian Army Headquarters laid down
specific tasks to field formations, vide its

Air Headquarters, “The PAF at War”, Shaheen Journal, no. SH-61 (1972): 4.
P.V.S Jagan Mohan and Samir Chopra, Eagles over Bangladesh (New Delhi: Harper Collins, 2013), 379-389.

0 Major General Pramod K Batra, “50 Years after Operation Cactus Lilly,’ Vayu Aerospace & Defence Review,

2 Apr 2021, accessed on 26 Nov 2022, https://www.vayuaerospace.in/article/628/index.aspx.
11 Major General Syed Ithar Hussain Shah, A Thousand Miles Apart (Rawalpindi: Army Institute of Military History,

2022), 216.

12 Siddiq Salik, Witness to Surrender (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1977), 145.
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Map 2: Kushtia Battle-9th Dec 1971 (inset: map of erstwhile East Pakistan)

Operational Instruction number 53, issued on
16 August 1971." Indian 2 Corps, operating
in southwest sector (Jessore) had planned to
capture Jessore, Khulna, Hardinge Bridge and
crossing sites at Magura, Goalundo Ghat and
Faridpur, before developing operations towards
Dhaka. 4 Mountain Division, operating north of

9 Division, was tasked to secure these crossing
sites and also capture Hardinge Bridge, a task for
which 7 Brigade (corps reserve) was specially
released to it. Consequently, 4 Division planned
to capture Kushtia and Hardinge Bridge through
7 Brigade (less Naga Battalion)"* commencing
operations on 9" December 1971. 5 Guards

13 S.N Parsad and UP Thapliyal, Official history of 1971 India Pakistan War, Chapter 12, All-out War in Bangladesh,
(New Delhi: History Division Ministry of Defence, 1992), 502, https://www.bharat-rakshak.com/ARMY/

history/1971war/280-war-history-1971.html.
14 Ibid, 520.
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was allotted to 7 Brigade as its third battalion."”
22 Mountain Artillery Regiment (less a field
battery) also joined 4 Indian Division at Jhenida,
by 2300 hours 8 December 1971.'¢

Pakistani Plan

Brigadier Manzoor Ahmed, Commander
57 Brigade (part of 9 Pakistani Division) did
not have many options for defending his area,
after losing Chaudanga, Jhenida and Magura
in quick succession. Therefore, he planned to
move to Kushtia with a hope to utilise Kushtia-
Faridpur rail link for re-joining the divisional
battle. However, this could not be done due to
destruction of rail bridges by the IAF, and he
was forced to await further developments in
Kushtia."”

Indian Forces. Indian advance into Kushtia
was undertaken by 7 Brigade, with 22 Rajput
supported by two troops of PT-76 tanks from
A Squadron 45 Cavalry. Equipped with 76mm
calibre guns,
amphibious PT-
76 tanks were
designed by the
Russians to cross
a network of
rivers and canals
Europe. It
could carry 22
combat soldiers

in

PT-76 tanks

(Source: armyrecognition.com)

15 Singh, Victory in Bangladesh, 113.

or a recoilless gun mounted on a jeep, and swim
across a water obstacle.”® 4 Mountain Division
also had a few additional troopsi.e. a mechanised
infantry company and a medium artillery
battery, apart from its divisional artillery. Indian
forces enjoyed unchallenged air supremacy."

Pakistani Troops. 57 Brigade had deployed
two infantry companies, C and E (adhoc) of 18
Punjab Regiment, supported by two troops of
tanks from A Squadron 29 Cavalry, and 178 &
179 Artillery Batteries from 49 Field Regiment.*
Overall, the quantum of forces was heavily in
favour of India.”!

Conduct

The actual battle of Kushtia, reflecting
the par excellence grit of Pakistani soldiers, and
equal determination by attacking Indian forces,
commenced on the morning of 9" December
1971. Utilising road Jhenida-Kushtia, Indian
7 Brigade (recently released by Indian 2 Corps
to 4 Mountain Division) under Brigadier Zail
Singh*, commenced its advance supported
by tanks (A Squadron 45 Cavalry) around
6:30 am.” 22 Rajput was tasked to lead the
advance of Indian forces, who were assured
that Kushtia was without any major Pakistani
forces, and therefore they did not anticipate any
worthwhile resistance.** Sensing a very cautious
and sluggish advance by Indian troops, both
Lieutenant General TS Raina (Commander 2

16 Parsad and Thapliyal, Official history of 1971 India Pakistan War, 520, https://www.bharat-rakshak.com/ARMY/

history/1971war/280-war-history-1971.html.
17 Singh, Victory in Bangladesh, 113.

18 Colonel Nitin Chandra, “1971 war: Blitzkrieg forced Pakistan to retreat sans fight”, Times of India, accessed on 25
Nov 2022, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chandigarh/1971-war-blitzkrieg-forced-pakistan-to-retreat-
sans-fight/articleshow/87456203.cms.

19 Major (Retd) Agha Humayun Amin, “Squadron and Company Commander Dislocate a Corps Commander”

defence.pk, last modified Nov 30, 2011, accessed on 22 October 2022, https://defence.pk/pdf/threads/

tank-ambush-at-kushtia.143936/.

Captain (later Colonel) Muhammad Ali Shah company commander E Company 18 Punjab Regiment, interviewed

by author on 22 October 2022.

21 Brigadier (retd) Nasir Shafiq, Bugle & Trumpet (Rawalpindi: Army Institute of Military History, December 2021).

22 Shah, A Thousand Miles Apart, 199.

23 Singh, Victory in Bangladesh, 127.

24 Shah, A Thousand Miles Apart, 220.
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Map 3: Kushtia sub-sector (1971 War)

Corps) and Major General MS Brar (General
Officer Commanding 4 Mountain Division)
landedinthe middle of22 Rajput, afteraerial recce
of Kushtia.*® Observing a rather slow advance,
they instructed them to move with greater speed
against a presumably vacant or weakly held
Kushtia town.?® Based on his assessment, he also
told them to lead with tanks through the built-
up area of Kushtia, instead of infantry.*” General
Raina motivated them by saying charh jao,
meaning press on regardless. This spurred on the
commanders, who were eager to win laurels and
show positive achievements, which they felt they
had missed as they had been kept in reserve.”®

(Source: C&SC Military History Primer-2011)

Therefore, the Indian advance continued, far
less vigilant than before.” But 7 Indian Brigade
was up against a bitter surprise. Emboldened by
the corps commander’s speech, and in the quest
to win honours, 22 Rajput decided to lead the
advance, with tanks following behind, while
trying to enter the built-up area of Kushtia. They
disregarded the suggestion offered by Second
Lieutenant S R Chandravarker, the leading troop
leader of 45 Cavalry, to lead with tanks instead
of infantry.” The advance started with vanguard
company (A Company 22 Rajput under Major
Deo) leading, with tanks following closely
behind.’! Some of the Indian tank commanders

25 Colonel Natin Chandra, History of 45 Cavalry Operations, cited in 50 Years of 1971 Indo-Pak War: Dispatches from
Tank Ambush of Kushtia by Man Aman Singh Chinna, December 5, 2021, accessed on 22 October 2022 https://www.
kedesi.com/50-years-of-1971-indo-pak-war-dispatches-from-tank-ambush-of-kushtia/.

26 Sandhu, The Indian Armour - History of Indian Armoured Corps 1941-1971, 439.

27 1Ibid., 441.
28 Singh, Victory in Bangladesh, 127.

29 Adam Geibel, “1971 Bangladesh War The Amphibious Armour Advantage”, Bharat Rakshak, accessed on 26 Nov
2022, https://www.bharat-rakshak.com/ARMY/history/1971war/278-armour-advantage.html.

30 Chandra, History of 45 Cavalry Operations, cited in 50 Years of 1971 Indo-Pak War: Dispatches from Tank Ambush
of Kushtia by Man Aman Singh Chinna, December 5, 2021.

31 Singh, Victory in Bangladesh, 127.
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were Lance Daffadar Shankaran, Naib Risaldar
George Thomas, Daffadar Vasu Mallapuram,
Second Lieutenant SR Chandravarkar and
Daffadar Cherian Abraham.*

On the Pakistani side, the movement of
tanks was observed by an EPCAF (East Pakistan
Civil Armed Forces) platoon placed as screen at
Battail.”® These were Bihari mujahids of EPCAF,
who reported the presence and movement of
tanks to 18 Punjab Regiment. The Commanding
Officer 18 Punjab Regiment, Lieutenant Colonel
Matloob, immediately ordered C Company
under Maj Zahid ul Islam and E Company
(adhoc) under Captain Muhammad Ali Shah, to
take up positions to delay the enemy advance.
C Company had two regular infantry platoons

B0 (RN .
L e = .o L
Clockwise from top left: Maj Zahid ul Islam, Capt M Ali shah,
2/Lt Salman Beg, 2/Lt Malik Arif Hayat
(Source: Author)

and an EPCAF platoon, with Second Lieutenant
Salman Beg as company officer. E Company
was an adhoc arrangement with two EPCAF
platoons. Second Lieutenant Malik Arif Hayat
was company officer with E Company. The
deployment of 18 Punjab Regiment is explained
in the sketch on page 21.

Displaying courage, both companies
took up positions along the Ganges-Kabadak
Canal (main canal) embankment, with a few
anti-tank recoilless rifles (RRs) and machine
guns (MGs), and waited impatiently to trap and
target the advancing Indian force.** The troop
of tanks (under Lieutenant Aslam Paunwar
Khan with Second
Lieutenant Khalid Karak
as one tank commander)
from A Squadron 29
Cavalry under Major
Sher ur Rehman, was also
dispatched to beef up C
and E Companies of 18
Punjab.”

2/Lt Khalid Karak, shaheed
(Source: Author)

As soon as the leading Indian tanks
reached the main canal bridge, and 22 Rajput
soldiers started crossing over a foot bridge
approximately 100 yards west of the main canal
bridge, Pakistani troops let loose all hell through
controlled and coordinated fire by all elements,
i.e., RRs, MGs, small arms, tanks (main and
coaxial guns) and artillery guns.*® Sepoy Nazar,
(later Tamgha-e-Jurat), of 18 Punjab Regiment,
picked up his first tank target advancing at 5th
position in line of advance, before destroying
two or three more tanks moving ahead of his first
target.”” 29 Cavalry tanks also played havoc and

32 Chandra, History of 45 Cavalry Operations, cited in 50 Years of 1971 Indo-Pak War: Dispatches from Tank Ambush
of Kushtia by Man Aman Singh Chinna, December 5, 2021.

33 Shah, A Thousand Miles Apart, 220.

34 Major (later Lieutenant Colonel) Zahid ul Islam, officer commanding C Company, 18 Punjab Regiment, Interviewed

by author on 11 October 2022.

35 Lieutenant (later Brigadier) Aslam Puanwar khan, 29 Cavalry Regiment, interviewed by author on 11 October 2022.
36 Second Lieutenant (later Lieutenant Colonel) Salman Beg, C Company, 18 Punjab Regiment, interviewed by author

on 13 October 2022.

37 Maj (later Lt Col) Zahid ul Islam, officer commanding C Company, 18 PR, interviewed by author on 11 October 2022.
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targeted Indian tanks accurately, at close range.
The leading tank knocked out two Indian tanks
before its main gun jammed.*® Artillery guns
of 178 and 179 Batteries ex 49 Field Regiment,
under Captain Ashfaq and Major Fazal Hussain
respectively, also did a lot of damage to attacking
forces, by engaging tanks through direct hits.”

Theleading Indian tank, inscribed as Hell
on Tracks on its turret, also fell prey to accurate
fire from Pakistani forces, killing Lieutenant SR
Chandravarker along with his entire crew. Four
Muktis in their lungies, riding this tank were
also killed instantly, says Lieutenant Colonel
(retired) Aftab Butt, then a captain, and incharge
composite supply point of 57 Brigade, an eye
witness to thisaction.* He is the one who actually
took out Chandravarker’s body from the tank,

38 29 Cavalry, Regimental History, 47.

and describes the entire
battle scene. “During the
Kushtia battle, I was in
battalion headquarters of
18 Punjab and listening to
wireless communication
between frontline troops
and the commanding
officer. We were so thrilled
to know about the destruction of enemy tanks,
that everyone rushed to the canal side to be part
of troops engaged in pursuit. When I reached
near the tank inscribed Hell on Tracks, I stopped
and mounted the destroyed tank along with my
driver and another soldier from the escort party.
We observed a dead body inside the tank, and
four bodies of Muktis wearing lungies, lying on
the tank”

.|
Capt Aftab Butt
(Source: Author)

39 Major (later Lieutenant Colonel) Fazal Hussain, 179 field battery, 49 field Regiment, interviewed by author on 22

October 2022.

40 Captain (later Lieutenant Colonel) Aftab Butt, Officer incharge composite supply point 57 Brigade, interviewed by

author on 9 October 2022.
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Contrary to most Indian authors’
allegations about mutilation of bodies, Aftab
Butt continues his narration; “We tried to take
out the dead body, but could not, as he was a
fairly tall guy, probably 6 feet. I sent both the
soldiers inside the tank, they tied his feet with a
tank rope, and we pulled him outside with alot of
effort. We placed the body on the tank deck, and
recognised him as Lieutenant SR Chandravarker.
His left shoulder had been completely blown oft
and he was dead. I removed his blood-stained
pistol and badges of rank. I say it on oath, that
neither was he taken prisoner alive, tortured
and killed, nor was his body mutilated. We left
him there on the tank and proceeded further.
For sure he was killed inside his tank, contrary
to Indian claims that he was captured alive and
then tortured and killed. I disposed of his pistol
just before the surrender, but managed to take
along his badges of rank to the Indian prisoner
camp. These I destroyed by burning, later™'

Consequently 22 Rajput had no option
but to retreat, leaving behind their dead and
wounded, with most troops trickling back
during next day as well.*? Both the infantry
companies of 18 Punjab, and 29 Cavalry tanks,
chased the withdrawing enemy till the 3%
canal, and destroyed another tank there, before
coming back to original positions, to allow

41 TIbid.

time to, and facilitate unhindered extrication
of 57 Brigade to Hardinge Bridge.*” Though it
provided an excellent opportunity to pursue
the enemy, 18 Punjab had no resources to do
so.* The Punjabis also blew up the canal bridge
before withdrawing.” In total, five Indian tanks
were destroyed and the sixth one was captured
intact, which remained part of 29 Cavalry till
the end of the war.*® Moreover, 18 Punjab also
captured 13 Indian prisoners of war, including
an artillery officer, Captain R Singh.*” It was
actually Lieutenant Talat Mehmood Sheikh
of 18 Punjab who captured these prisoners,
almost single handedly.*® By 1830 hours on 9
December, Major Zahid ul Islam had evacuated
all of his injured troops to Milestone 2 area,
using a captured Indian jeep.* Indian wounded
prisoners were also sent to hospital, where they
were taken care of well. They acknowledged this
to their superiors, after the surrender.

This swift and brave action which lasted
for half an hour, was so sudden and ferocious,
that it completely unnerved the Indians right up
to senior commanders.” Indian general officer
commanding Major General MS Brar, who was
in divisional headquarters at the moment, had to
rush back to Kushtia area to control the situation
personally.”” It was especially a severe reversal for

42 Sandhu, The Indian Armour - History of Indian Armoured Corps 1941-1971, 439.
43 Second Lieutenant (later Lieutenant General) Arif Hayat Malik, E Company, 18 Punjab Regiment, interviewed by

author on 23 July 2022.

44 18 Punjab, Regimental history, 5.

45 Sandhu, The Indian Armour - History of Indian Armoured Corps 1941-1971, 441.

46
author on 22 October 2022.
47

Major (later Lieutenant Colonel) Sher ur Rehman, officer commanding A Squadron 29 Cavalry, interviewed by

Lieutenant Colonel Salman Beg, Beg’s Stories: a Subaltern’s Account of 1971 and Thereafter (unpublished).

48 Lieutenant Talat Mehmood Sheikh, Intelligence Officer, 18 Punjab Regiment, interviewed by author on 15 September

2020.

49 Zahid ul Islam, “Kushtia main Kushton pe Pushtay”, Hilal (urdu), (11 Apr 1986), 10.

50 Captain (later Major) Mushtaq Ahmed, Adjutant 18 Punjab Regiment, interviewed by author on 22 October 2022.

51 Major (Retd) Agha Humayun Amin, “Squadron and Company Commander Dislocate a Corps Commander”
defence.pk, last modified Nov 30, 2011, accessed on 22 October 2022, https://defence.pk/pdf/threads/

tank-ambush-at-kushtia.143936/.
52 Singh, Victory in Bangladesh, 116.
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Brigadier Zail Singh, commander 7 Brigade, and
22 Rajput, which suffered heavy casualties. The
Indians consolidated their defensive positions
along the 3rd canal and brought up almost the
entire divisional artillery against thinly-held
Pakistani positions.” According to General MS
Brar, General TS Raina was apprehensive that
the Pakistanis might exploit the situation and
undertake a local counter-offensive. Therefore,
he ordered 4 Division to leave behind minimum
force to contain Pakistani troops along River
Madhumati, and move all remaining force to the
Kushtia area. They were allotted additional tanks
also, to make up the losses suffered at Kushtia.*

Overall, 22 Rajput suffered 111 casualties
including six officers.”” General Jagjit Singh
Aurora, Commander Indian Eastern Command,
also acknowledged the loss of five Indian tanks in
the battle.’ Although there are different versions
about the sequence in which Indian tanks were
hit, Major General Gurcharan Singh, the author
of History of Indian Armoured Corps, 1947-71,
describes it; “the first shot from a Chaffee tank
of 29 Cavalry split open the 5* tank down the
line””” On the Pakistani side, 29 Cavalry also
lost one tank. Although
many Indian accounts,
including official Indian
history of 1971 War,*®
claim destroying this
particular tank, Major
Sher ur Rehman (later
Sitara e Jurat, squadron
commander 29 Cavalry),
denies this. According to

Maj Sher ur Rehman
(Source: Author)

53 Ibid.
54 Shah, A Thousand Miles Apart, 224.

Chaffee tank

(Source: quora.com)

him, it was destroyed by 29 Cavalry, as it had
inextricably bogged down on the road side.”

This action by 57 Brigade, unexpected
and full of surprises, sent shock waves right up
to Indian corps headquarters. The situation has
been described by General Gurcharan Singh;
“The Corps Commander received the news of
the mishap on return to his headquarters. He
over-reacted and ordered 4 Mountain Division
to halt its advance along the Faridpur axis and
contain the enemy along Madhumati with one
battalion. The rest of the division was to back
track to Kushtia, capture and clear the Hardinge
Bridge. Two tank troops of 45 Cavalry were
ordered to move from 9 Division to make up
its A Squadron in Kushtia. Kushtia was bombed
and strafed by IAF on 10" and 11" December.
Pakistanis had evacuated it during night 9/10
December. 4 Division concentrated outside the
town by morning of 10" December. Elaborate
plans were made for a divisional attack on 11
December, when the town was found clear”®

55 Kamal Matin ud Din, Tragedy of Errors (Rawalpindi: Services Book Club,1993) 397.

56 Lieutenant General Auroras interview to Lieutenant General Kamal Matin ud Din, cited by Kamal Matin ud Din,
Tragedy of Errors (Rawalpindi: Services Book Club,1993), 397.

57 Command & Staff College Pakistan, 1971 War Eastern Theatre (Quetta: C&SC, 2011), 65.

58 S.N Parsad and UP Thapliyal, “Official history of 1971 India Pakistan War, Chapter 12, All-out War in Bangladesh”

Bharat Rakshak, accessed on 26 Nov 2022.

59 Major (later Lieutenant Colonel) Sher ur Rehman, interviewed by author on 22 October 2022.

60

Sandhu, The Indian Armour - History of Indian Armoured Corps 1941-1971, 441.
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Major KC Praval, the author of Indian
Army After Independence, has also made a
mention of the panic that senior
Indian commanders were faced
with, in the following words;
“Unfortunately, Brar and Raina
over-reacted to the reverse.
During the evening, the former
: i ordered 41 Brigade to move
' from Jhenida to Kushtia. Later,
during the night Raina told Brar
to move the third brigade too,
leaving a battalion on the Madhumati. Thus, by
evening of 10™ December the whole division
assembled in front of Kushtia”®'

Book title

(Source: goodreads.com)

This heroic action by sub units of
Pakistani 57 Brigade puta much deserved grin on
their faces, by displaying grit and determination
under the most adverse environment. The entire
57 Brigade and other troops present in the area
were overjoyed, and their morale touched new
heights. Killing so many enemy soldiers and
tanks, and capturing prisoners of war, was a
special treat for the Pakistani side.®

Here the author would like to examine
another facet of this battle-was it an ambush
or a well-planned encounter battle? There is a
very thin line of difference between them. While
many historians on both sides of the divide i.e.
India and Pakistan, refer to it as an ambush,
the author does not feel convinced, in light of
research on the subject, including views of many
veterans interviewed specially for this article. In
the author’s view, an encounter battle is a fluid
fighting action between two professional sides,
planned in advance as a contingency, factoring
in the enemy, own situation and ground &

weather. Encounter battle can also be defined as a
combat action that occurs when a moving force,
incompletely deployed for battle, having limited
or no knowledge about the enemy, engages
the enemy at an unexpected time and place.*
Deployment of screens and advance positions
much ahead of Kushtia town by Pakistani 57
Brigade, in anticipation of an enemy advance,
is good enough evidence to prove that it was
a well-planned tactical action, as per dictates
of encounter battle. Indian 7 Brigade fell prey
to it due to unnecessary haste. This has been
substantiated by almost every Kushtia battle
veteran interviewed. The repeated attacks by
18 Punjab troops to dislodge Indian 22 Rajput
from two bridges of the Ganges-Kabadak Canal
(main and bamboo one), through smaller
tactical actions resulting in extremely close
quarter fighting, also indicates that this was an
encounter battle, and not an ambush.%

Resultantly, Indian forces pulled out two
brigades, 41 & 62, from the main axis of advance
(Jhenida—Magura/Faridpur/Goalundo ~ Ghat),
and secured (unoccupied) Kushtia by 5 pm on
11 December.® Both divisions of Indian 2 Corps
i.e. 4 and 9, moved on divergent axes, chasing
ghosts, towards Kushtia and Khulna respectively,
and the golden opportunity offered to them to
race towards Dhaka-their strategic objective—
almost unopposed, was permitted to slip away.
Indian intelligence regarding movement of
Pakistani forces, and their intentions, had not
been able to discern the developing Pakistani
weakness.%

Subsequently, Pakistani 57 Brigade
crossed over Hardinge Bridge on night 10/11
December, amid intense IAF bombing and
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strafing of the bridge, taking advantage of delay
imposed by the brave actions of company and
squadron commanders.®” Major Asif, the battery
commander of 146 Field Battery, had ordered
Lieutenant Naseem Javed to deploy two guns on
the southern bank, to cover the crossing of 57
Brigade. When the bridge was damaged by IAF,
Lieutenant Naseem and the gun detachment
crossed the river in a ferry® Subsequently,
Hardinge Bridge was also destroyed, and there
are divergent views about its destruction. While
Indians claim it was destroyed by Pakistanis
in panic, Pakistanis claim it was destroyed by
the Indian Air Force.”
However, Major (later
lieutenant colonel)
Muhammad Zulfiqar
Rathore, an eye witness,
and the officer who placed
the bridge on reserve
demolition, states that
destruction of the said
bridge was actually a joint
venture of both Indian Air Force and Pakistani
engineers. The reserve demolition charge of
span number 4 (from the northern side) of the
bridge was triggered due to IAF bombing, and
the whole span of 350 feet went up in the air,
almost 50 feet.””

| '{
Maj M Zulfiqar Rathore
(Source: Author)

Although this exceptional display of grit
at Kushtia brought about joy, high morale and
a grin on Pakistani soldiers’ and commanders’
faces, it did not end without a grave and
regrettable human tragedy-the usual outcome
of all wars affecting civilians as collateral
damage. Kushtia was home to a sizeable Bihari

L

population. They remained loyal to the state of
Pakistan, and stood by Pakistani forces for the
unity of Pakistan. When Pakistani forces started
withdrawing from Kushtia as planned, Bihari
civilians had no option but to move along with
them, to avoid assured reprisals by the Mukti
Bahini. Almost the entire Bihari population of
Kushtia, generally old or sick males, women and
children, moved along with Pakistani troops in
miserable condition, to cross over the Hardinge
Bridge. A few local loyal Bengali-origin civilians
joined them too, in fleeing the town.”" Hardinge
Bridge was mainly a railway bridge to take two-
way rail traffic, with some arrangement in the
centre for pedestrians.”

Hardinge Bridge after demolition (Source: bangladeshpost.net)

Eye witnesses saw women, children
and elderly males walking, wearing slippers
covered in blood, thirsty and hungry for days,
and desperately crying for help. As a result of
Indian Air Force bombing, a few women even
got their saris (traditional dress worn by Bihari
women) torn, while crossing the bridge, as these
got entangled in shattered iron fragments of the
bridge. The worst was the heartrending scenes
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of women throwing their babies into the river,
for fear of Muktis and Indians.”” Many of these
hapless civilians fell and drowned in the river
due to shelling by IAF, killing or wounding most
of them in the process. Pakistani troops helped
them during this tragic situation, as best as they
could.

Here comes a soldier, Subedar Qadir (a
junior commissioned officer of 179 Field Battery
ex 49 Field Regiment), who rose to the occasion,
in keeping with soldierly traditions. Trying to
save injured civilians, and not caring for his
personal safety, Subedar Qadir saw a young
Bihariboy critically injured by Indian aircraft. He
picked up the boy, and tried to rush him to safety
across the bridge. As soon as he started running
on the bridge with the injured boy in his arms,
he fell into the river through a large gap between
sleepers of the railway bridge, and thus embraced
shahadat. While his soldierly qualities, sense
of responsibility and utmost caring attitude

About the author

—

towards injured civilians made Subedar Qadir a
hero, it also brought about unending grief to his
family, fellow soldiers and countrymen. Overall,
it speaks volumes of the professionalism of the
army that he belonged to.

To conclude this account of grit and grief
with a grin, there is a need to look at it from
another perspective. While the soldiers on either
side fightand offer theirlives, itisnot the statesbut
humanity which suffers the most. These soldiers
have families too, who suffer and feel the pinch
of losing their dear ones. This human suffering
can be reduced through peaceful coexistence,
shunning hegemonic designs, and treating
neighbours fairly. The enormous resources that
a war economy consumes, certainly has a better
utilisation-improvement of economy, education
and healthcare of common people, on either side
of the divide. This ends the author’s effort to put
together grit, grief and a grin-all essential parts
of a bloody game called war.
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