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Perilous Voyage to Akyab
By Major Mumtaz Hussain Shah, retired

The truncation of Pakistan in 1971 is 
a traumatic event of our national history. The 
tragedy unleashed a spate of miseries for the non-
Bengali population, especially the Urdu speaking 
community – Biharis. It triggered transfrontier 
migration, with few parallels in human history. 
The tragedy becomes heart-breaking in case of 
the Bihari community, as they were uprooted 
twice in two and half decades1 (1947 & 1971). 
No such example exists in contemporary history.

While serving at Chittagong  Martial 
Law Headquarters as a staff officer, I came across 
a number of such terrorised Bihari families, who 
had already fallen prey to Bengalis’ vendetta, or 
were under constant threats of elimination. Dr 
Shah Saleem-ud-Din – a septuagenarian was a 
well-to-do physician migrant from Bihar. His 
family was one of the highly educated ones, 
residing in a prominent mansion, Al-Mushriq, 

1	 Interestingly, they were requested by Sheikh Mujib-ur-Rahman, who was then a student leader, to move to East 
Bengal, during his visit to Bihar after Hindu – Muslim riots in 1946. 25 years later, his Awami League was instrumental 
in Biharis’ persecution when it surged to top political hierarchy. 

2	 SNS is the narrator of the story. 
3	 Syed Inam-ud-Din (1923 – 2008), graduated from NED Engineering College (now University), Karachi in 1951.
4	 Delta Construction Ltd was one of three leading companies of  East Pakistan. It was nationalised when Mujib 

assumed power. 
5	 Sunrise Enterprise Ltd had monopolised the manufacturing of buoys, shackles, chains and anchors – only one in the 

region, the other being Karachi Shipyard.   
6	 Major Zia was commissioned in Pakistan Army in 1955. He was second in command of 8 East Bengal Regiment 

(EBR), revolted and killed his West Pakistani commanding officer. 

in a posh area of Glaxo Hill, Chittagong. 

Dr Shah’s family had rendered invaluable 
services to Pakistan in general, and the region 
in particular. His eldest son was (then) a serving 
lieutenant colonel (now Brigadier retired) in the 
Pakistan Army, and posted to West Pakistan, 
while the second son; Shah Nusrat Saleem2 
(SNS) was an architect after graduation from 
Chittagong Engineering University. His third 
son Shah Abu Shees Salim (SASS) was a mining 
engineer and son-in-law; Syed Inam-ud-Din3 
was a genius civil and mechanical engineer 
and an entrepreneur par excellence. He was 
the director of his own Delta Construction 
Company Ltd4 and Sunrise Enterprise Ltd5. 
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Migration – 1947 and 1971          (Source: thenews.com.pk)

(Source: quora.com)
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announced independence of Bangladesh7 from 
Chittagong Radio. The first to fall victim to 
Bengalis’ brutalities was Dr Shah himself. In all 
pervasive anarchic conditions, no one felt safe. 
Dr Shah’s personality and dominant family role 
was a benign attraction for both the distressed 
Bengalis and non-Bengalis. On outbreak of 
disturbances, many families sought refuge at Dr 
Shah’s mansion. 

As the mouths to be fed increased, 
Dr Shah ran short of food. On 1st April, he 
undertook a fatal errand to the city in his car, 
for procurement of groceries. He had gone to 
the market with a friend; Mr Mansoori and 
domestic cook Mafooz. Both were Bengalis. 
They never returned. However, Mansoori 
returned after four days with the news that Dr 
Shah was kidnapped by Bengali extremists from 
the market. A day later, Dr Shah was seen by his 
grandson Bazmi, being driven away in another 
vehicle to some unknown destination8. His car 
was found abandoned at a deserted place after 
a week.  

7	 Dr Nouman Bazmi – is the co-narrator of this story. He was the grandson of Dr Shah, son of Mr Inam, and was then 
a 10th class student. He heard the announcement of Major Zia from Chittagong Radio in these words, “Aami shasdin 
Bangla biplo betar kendro thi ke Major Zia bolchi. (I am Major Zia speaking from independent Bangla Radio station). 
From the roof top of Shah Mansion, he witnessed two PAF Sabers bombarding the Radio Station building. 

8	 No news about him since then. Only some swindlers contacted the family with uncorroborated evidence of the 
doctor being alive, and held in Indian captivity. They demanded a heavy amount to secure his release from Indian 
captivity. 

9	 After utilising his services for over a month and finding a Bengali doctor as a substitute, Shah was martyred.  
10	 Dr Syed Numan Bazmi was their eldest son. He is now Professor at Department of Community Medicine at Institute 

of Health Sciences, CMH, Bahawalpur. 
11	 The battalion was located at Sylhet, nearly 400 km in the North East bordering Indian states of Tripura and Assam.

About a month later, I was introduced 
to the family by a common friend, when they 
desperately sought the Army’s help to trace out 
their missing elder. We launched a man-hunt 
for many such recurring cases. The results were 
distressing. A captured rebel spoke about Dr 
Shah’s fate.9 I took the family in confidence and 
told them the bitter reality. My frequent visits to 
the family brought me closer to the members, 
especially Mr and Mrs Inam and their children.10 
The couple developed a parental affinity for me, 
which lasted till both left this mortal world. 

In August 1971, I was posted to 31 
Punjab11 for promotion. Though the Pakistan 
Army had established its writ, the animosity 
amongst locals and non-locals was soaring. 
Indian overt support to secessionists was fanning 
the smouldering fire. The pent-up hatred was 
bound to explode and the war with India was 
becoming a foreseeable reality. 

In case of war, the Army was to be 
redeployed on the borders, thereby reducing 

Chittagong Radio Station (inset: image of Major Ziaur Rahman) 
(Source: thedailystar.net)

Maintaining order in erstwhile East Pakistan 
(Source: erosbonazzi.altervista.org)
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inwards vigil, which was bound to exacerbate 
the security threat – the brunt of which was 
to be borne by the unfortunate non-Bengalis, 
especially the Bihari community. While saying 
good bye to the Inam family, I requested them 
to move to Karachi the soonest possible, even 
temporarily, as some of their close relatives were 
already there. Mr Inam promised me to consider 
the proposal in earnest. 

I felt relieved when in October, Mrs 
Inam informed me that she along with her 
mother, sisters and children have safely moved 
to Karachi. Inam and her two brothers SNS and 
SASS12 were left behind to wind up their business 
and rejoin the family later. 

In this grim scenario came December 
1971 War with India, resulting in the tragic 

truncation of Pakistan.  As 
expected,  the  Awami 
League (AL) and rebels 
spearheaded by Colonel 
Osmani and Major Zia-
ur-Rahman unleashed a 
spate of barbaric reprisals, 
targetting mostly non-
Bengalis, either killing 
them or forcing them to 

flee. It forced Shah’s left-over family members 
into hideout. SNS13 narrates the gory incidents 

12	 SASS was interviewed by the author on telephone, just before his death due to coronavirus recently.  
13	 SNS was interviewed by the author on telephone. He is a retired architect and settled in Karachi. 
14	 Zulu Group was a local fishermen group. Due to their frequent ingress to international waters for high sea fishing, they indulged 

in all sorts of nefarious activities such as; human trafficking, narcotics and commodities (jute/rice) smuggling to  Myanmar 
(formerly Burma)  with the connivance of coastal security forces of both BD and  Myanmar. 

in the aftermath of the fall of Dacca. 

On 17th December, the Indian army 
entered Chittagong and took control of  the 
city. It gave a rude shock to the supporters of 
“independent” Bangladesh. Gradually, reality 
dawned. Many so-called freedom fighters 
were in tears when the actual Indian designs 
crystalised. It was not for the love of Bangladesh, 
but for the cause of “greater India.” Bangladesh 
was to become a vassal state of India. All the tall 
promises of Awami League appeared castles in 
the air. Most national assets of the newly born 
state were moved to India, in shortest possible 
time.

The dust settled gradually. Most of 
the non-Bengali population had either been 
eliminated, or forced to go underground 
or flee. The systematic persecution of non-
Bengalis continued. The survival of marooned 
non-Bengalis became difficult. After seizing 
the immoveable assets of non-locals, the local 
Bengalis started contacting stranded none-
locals, for pushing them out to “safety”, and 
making quick bucks in the bargain. One such 
group - Zulu14 contacted SNS for their trans-
border evacuation. For the impending task, they 
demanded Pak Rupees 10,000/- per person. 

SNS struck a deal for his brother SASS 
and two other friends, for their incognito Persecution of Biharis          (Source: nation.com.pk)

Non Bengali Population being tortured     (Source: quora.com)

Col M.A.G. Osmani 
(Source: facebook.com)
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move to Akyab15 in Burma (now Myanmar). 
The voyage was to commence at a later date as 
decided by the operators. They were directed 
to remain in hideout lest they were discovered 
and eliminated. They had to wait for quite a long 
time, after paying hard cash for the journey. As 
their agonising wait prolonged, the anxiety was 
replaced by despondency. 

They heaved a sigh of relief when a Zulu 
Group representative contacted SNS and gave 
them the good news to be ready to move out of 
their hideout on the following day, after sunset, 
for their long-awaited voyage to Akyab. Next 

15	 Akyab, now known as Sittwe, is the capital of Rakhine State of Burma, located on the eastern coast of Bay of Bengal, about 300 km 
south east of Chittagong.

day as promised, the Zulu group representatives 
arrived just before sunset. At night, SNS, SASS 
and his friends were led out of Chittagong to 
Sadar Ghat – thana area. There were more than 
70 displaced persons (DPs) waiting there to 
embark upon the voyage to Akyab.

Soon SNS brothers were guided to an off 
shore motor boat, after wading through knee 
deep water. It was not an auspicious beginning. 
Their guide moved into deeper water. In order 
to swim across to reach the boat, they had to 
drop their baggage. Thus, they were deprived of 
their personal belongings. With a lot of difficulty 
the two brothers swam to board the boat, while 
their two friends were separated and got into 
the second boat. SNS recalls they were stuffed 
into these motor boats like animals. There were 
ladies, children, old and young alike. The DPs 
were instructed to maintain hushed silence if 
intercepted by the security forces en-route, and 
follow their demands without questioning. 

They were jubilant when their 5 horse-
power motor boat lifted anchor. While on the 
River Karnaphuli, they were intercepted by 

anti-smuggling squad, who were patrolling the 
littoral waters. The Zulu group rep negotiated 
with them. After hushed parlays, both the motor 
boats were cleared to proceed. It was divulged 
later that it was a normal practice to allow such 
surreptitious movements, after paying handsome 
amounts to anti-smuggling squad. Map: sea route from Chittagong to Akyab    (Source: line.17qq.com)

Standing from left: Shah Abu Sheesh Salim (Mining Engineer), 
Syed Inamuddin (civil engineer and businessman), S.N. Bazmi 
Inam, Shah Nustat Salim (Architect), Muhammad Hayat (Civil 

Engineer), Brig Hashmat Salim, Sitting left to right: Wives, 
daughters, and daughters-in-law and their children. Dr Shah 

Salimuddin is sitting in the centre with his wife on his left.
(Source: Author)

Karnaphuli River in Chittagong         (Source: dhakatribune.com)
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In the pitch dark night, the boats moved 
towards the high seas, leaving behind Chittagong 
lights fading gradually into darkness. In the dark, 
no one could see the wet faces of others. Only a 
few sobs were audible. Imagine what a human 
treasure the newly born state was set to lose, 
as the boats carried away artisans, architects, 
engineers, doctors and numerous technicians to 
perpetual oblivion. 

The sea was comparatively calm. Both 
the boats were cruising to their destination when 
the leading boat developed engine fault. There 
was a temporary holdup in the journey to rectify 
the fault. But the engine failed to crank. Both the 
boats were stuffed full. It precluded the chance of 
readjusting the human load within the carrying 
capacity of the other boat. The only plausible 
remedy to keep the caravan on the move was to 
tow the stranded boat with the accompanying 
one. It drastically reduced the cruising speed. 

In the twilight hours, the glowing horizon 
was flocked by sea birds, signalling the close 
proximity to shores. Slowly, the sun appeared in 
the east and calm sea was visible for miles ahead. 
At day break, the caravan was again intercepted. 
This time by the Burmese coastal security force. 
After receiving their share of illegal gratification, 
the caravan was allowed to dock at a remote jetty. 
It was broad daylight now. The DPs disembarked 
and were handed over to a group of armed native 
civilians16, who transported them to a camp.    

16	 They were the rebels who had taken up arms against the Burmese Government.  
17	 Abdul Qayyum Khan (1901-1981) was Chief Minister NWFP (now KPK) from 1947 to 1953, and Interior Minister 

in Bhutto cabinet (1972-77).

SNS recalls that the camp had already 
a sizeable population. It was gradually filled 
with incoming DPs at irregular intervals. The 
DPs were provided accommodation and food 
under the Pakistan consulate arrangements. SNS 
contacted the consulate to seek further guidance 
and help, but received a lukewarm response. Life 
in the camp was dull and lacklustre. The DPs 
were discouraged from leaving the premises, 
ostensibly due to security constraints. The delay 
in repatriation led to unrest amongst DPs. 

Dr Bazmi (co-narrator) recalls what was 
happening behind the scenes in Islamabad. In 
fact the Government had refused Bihari refugees 
rehabilitation on Pakistani soil. The teenager 
Bazmi found the receptive ears of Mr Zia 
Abbas, the general secretary of Muslim League 
(Qayyum Group). The 
ML (Q) was sharing 
power with Mr Bhutto 
and the party head, 
Khan Abdul Qayyum 
K h a n 1 7,  w a s  t h e n 
Interior Minister in 
the Federal Cabinet. 
Mr Zia was very much 
impressed by how Dr 
Bazmi had pleaded the 
case of repatriation of 
his community. Zia’s influence with the Interior 
Minister paved the way for repatriation of 
stranded Biharis to West Pakistan. First priority 

Chittagong Port in erstwhile East Pakistan (Source: wikiwand.com)

Khan Abdul Qayyum Khan 
(Source: urdupoint.com)

Stranded Pakistani Camp in Bangladesh   (Source: thedailystar.net)
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was accorded to the sick, or the ones stuck on 
alien soil.

Thus the first batch of 300 DPs at Akyab 
were cleared to move to Rangoon (now Yangon) 
for their repatriation to West Pakistan under, 
consulate arrangements. SNS and his group of 
technocrats were amongst those lucky DPs who 
were allowed to be repatriated, while hundreds 
remained marooned on alien soil. Even today 
after 50 years, a sizeable Bihari population is 
languishing in squalid camps in Bangladesh.   

SNS and his group arrived Karachi with 
new hopes and aspirations. They were to take a 
fresh start to re-establish in new environments. 
It was their ingenuity and academic strength that 
put them on the road to prosperity. Time proved 
their mettle once again, to find a respectable 
place in the land of their dreams. The scars of 
unceremonious exit from Bangladesh gradually 
faded, but never disappeared. They were destined 
to enjoy prestige and honour, which were denied 
to them in Bangladesh. The desire to shine 
became more pronounced now as it was aided 
by the resolve never to look back nostalgically!  

(Source: thefridaytimes.com)                                                     Images of squalid Biharis’ Camp                                                   (Source: researchgate.net)
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‘‘Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our wishes, our 
inclinations, or the 	dictates of our passions, they cannot alter the 
state of facts and evidence’’

                              (John Adams)


