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The day of 20th 
August 1971 was bright 
with a westerly wind and 
moderate temperatures. 
Weather was suitable 
for inexperienced under 
training pilots to fly solo. 
Three student pilots of 

No.2 Squadron were scheduled for solo flights 
that day. Two of the students had already taken off 
and headed towards training areas to consolidate 
air exercises learnt hitherto. All operations were 
routine and usual, until the air traffic controller 
at PAF Base Masroor spotted, at 1131 hours, a 
trainer aircraft T-33 also called T-Bird, entering 

runway 27 without permission. Since all aircraft 
movements on the ground and in the air are 
meticulously regulated by duty controllers, and 
no aircraft can move, let alone enter the active 
(runway in use) without clearance, the incident 
was a blatant violation of standard operating 
procedures (SOPs). 

The controller on duty was alarmed 
and demanded the call sign of aircraft which 
had started take off run by that time. There was 
no response from the aircraft. The controller 
immediately apprised the Officer Commanding 
(OC) Flying Wing of  the situation, and added that 
the aircraft was turning left after takeoff, which 
again was an unusual practice. After informing 
higher authorities, the OC Flying ordered a pair 
of F-6 fighters to scramble and intercept the 
unruly T- Bird, now heading towards our eastern 

(Indian) border. 
He then rushed 
t o  t h e  c ont ro l 
tower to oversee 
t h e  e m e r g i n g 
contingency.  The 
F-6 formation being 
much faster, was closing on the T-33 when given 
vectors towards the expected position of the 
subject aircraft, which was probably flying below 
the radar horizon, thus not appearing on radar 
console. By this time the air traffic controllers 
had figured out the identity of the pilot flying 
that T-Bird. It was to be flown by young under 
training Pilot Officer Rashid Minhas, who had 
requested for and was given clearance to taxi at 
1126 hours.

Reconstruction 
of events later revealed 
that Rashid Minhas was 
not alone at the time of 
unauthorised take off. 
Flight lieutenant Matiur 
Rahman, a Bengali 
instructor pilot in NO. 
2 Squadron and Flight 
Safety Officer (FSO), 
had signalled Rashid to 
stop on the taxi track leading towards the runway. 
Rashid, seeing Mati, must have envisaged some 
malfunction affecting safety of the mission. He 
stopped, opened the canopy and removed his 
oxygen mask to speak to the instructor. Matiur 
Rahman was seen putting a cloth on Rashid’s 
face, covering his nose. The cloth was probably 
soaked in chloroform which rendered Minhas 
unconscious. Matiur Rahman hopped into 
the rear cockpit and started to taxi for takeoff, 
closing the canopy in the meanwhile. The rear 
cockpit was prepared for solo flight so Rahman 
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could not strap himself up with the seat. He was 
however, a very experienced instructor pilot and 
managed nap-of-the-earth flying after takeoff 
to avoid radar detection. He underestimated 
Rashid’s mettle. Chloroform could not keep 
him sedated for long and he started to regain 
consciousness within a few minutes. He figured 
out the gravity of the situation and understood 

that Matiur Rahman 
was hijacking the T-Bird 
towards India. He 
transmitted a radio call, 
“(Call Sign) -- is being 
hijacked.” Control tower 
responded, “Hijacked 
by whom? ” R ashid 
re p e at e d  t h e  s am e 
message twice with no 
further information. 

His voice indicated that there was a physical 
struggle going on when he was transmitting the 
calls. The T-Bird was found crashed 32 miles (51 
kilometers) from the Indian border, near Thatta.

What must have gone through the mind 
of the young pilot, is anybody’s guess, but one 
thing can be said with certainty, that Rashid was 
too brave to be hijacked into the territory of the 
enemy he despised from early childhood. The 
young Minhas must have decided that allowing 
the defection of his plane would be unacceptable, 
and made a sacrifice of the highest kind, for which 
he was awarded the nation’s highest gallantry 
award in combat, Nishan e Haider. With the 

benefit of hindsight and 
evidence gathered by 
the investigating team 
headed by Group Captain 
Cecil Chaudhry, we may 
reconstruct the sequence 
of events with reasonable 
accuracy. According to 
Yawar A. Mazhar, writer 
for Pakistan Military 
consortium who had interviewed Cecil, the 
T-Bird had flown into the ground at high speed, 
nose first, instantly killing Rashid. The canopy 
was found at a distance and the rear cockpit 
was empty at the time of ground impact. Matiur 
Rahman’s body with severe abrasions was found 
at some distance from the crash site. It looks 
that Rashid jettisoned the canopy and imposed 
negative Gs to throw unstrapped Matiur Rahman 
out of the cockpit. He did succeed in his attempt 
but the height was too little to recover from 
dive, and he flew into the ground, embracing 
martyrdom. 

T h i s  g a l l a n t 
young man, Pilot Officer 
Rashid Minhas, had 
graduated with 51st 
General Duty (Pilot) 
course which can boast 
to be one of the finest batches of the PAF. He 
flew T 6G Harvard during primary and basic 
flying training in PAF Academy, Risalpur.  He 
passed out at the top of the course, securing the 
sword of honour. His course 
later produced three Chiefs 
of the Air Staff; one for the 
PAF, Air Chief Marshal 
Kaleem Saadat, and two 
for Bangladesh Air Force, 
Air Vice Marshal Fakhrul 
Azam and Air Vice Marshal 
M u h a m m a d  R a f i q u l 
Is lam.  Group Captain 
(R) S.M. Hussaini gained 
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international fame as PAF’s painter, and arguably 
the world’s leading military aviation artist today.

Rashid was born on 17th February 
1951 in a Rajput family of Majeed Minhas and 

Rasheeda Minhas. He was 
the fourth child after three 
elder sisters. Being the first 
boy, he enjoyed extra love of 
his elder siblings, parents and 
older relatives. But instead 
of getting spoilt, he grew up 
to be a mature young man 
with a perpetual smile on his 
face. His father was Assistant 
Garrison Engineer in PAF 

Base Drigh Road, Karachi at the time of his 
birth. His early childhood was characterised by 
the urge to grow and achieve high goals. So when 
his father was posted in PAF Base Chaklala, he 
had to be sent to St. Mary’s Cambridge school, 
Rawalpindi with his sisters at the tender age of 
three. He was a brilliant student who completed 

“O” and “A” levels from 
St. Patrick’s High School, 
Karachi securing all “A” 
grades. He always fancied 
becoming a fighter pilot 
and most of his childhood 
toys were different types 
of airplanes. One of his 
maternal cousins was in 
Pakistan Navy.

Young Rashid 
was inspired by his 
uniform and used 
to wear his hat the 
moment he would 
arrive to visit. Rashid 
had made a firm and 
conscious decision to 
join the PAF by the 
time he was in grade 
six. His mother never 
d i s c ou r a ge d  h i m , 
despite knowing very 
well the risk involved 
in military flying. His father Majeed Minhas was 
very friendly with him, and both shared good 
moments  together. 
He was beside himself 
w i t h  j oy  w h e n  h e 
was selected for pilot 
training in the PAF. The 
first person he shared 
the news with was none 
other than his now 
proud mother, Majeeda 
Minhas. His letters 
to his mother always 
conveyed the pride of 
an honourable cadet, 
and the satisfaction of 
a person who has seen 
his dream come true. 
Who knew at that time that Rashid would write 
his name with own indelible blood, on the pages 
of the history of Pakistan? 
He is the youngest Nishan 
e Haider recipient in 
Pakistan, and the only one 
in the PAF. He embraced 
martyrdom on 20th August, 
1971 at noon, and made his 
family and entire nation 
proud.

ِّ  وَإنَِّ اإلِيَهِْ رَاجِعونَ إنَِّال
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Pakistan Air Force Base at Kamra has 
been named PAF Base 
Minhas to remember 
the young shaheed, 
and motivate other 
young pilots. Pakistan 
Post issued and printed 
500,000 postage stamps 
(denomination of 

rupees two) in 2003, in his honour. One of the 
main roads in Karachi has also been named after 
Rashid Minhas Shaheed.

Rashid Minhas’s short life can be 
described by Mirza Ghalib’s poetry;
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(Source: brandsynario.com)

Road named after Rashid Minhas shaheed  
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Grave of Rashid Minhas, 
shaheed 

(Source: twitter.com)

‘‘The past changes a little every time we retell it’’
                              (Hilary Mantel)

Notes

•	 https://www.facebook.com/rashidminhaspage/ accessed on 28 November 2020.
•	 Shahzad Khalil. “Nishan E Haider (Pilot Officer Rashid Minhas)” Shalimar Recording, Youtube 

video, 1:39:34, 24 February2017. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q42cAZn9tt0 accessed on 
25 November 2020.


