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By 1st September 1965, the battle for 
Chhamb was practically over, and Pakistani 
pennants were proudly fluttering over the 
captured town. Preparations to move the 
artillery pieces forward to support the advance 
across River Tawi started the same evening. 
Inspite of extremely bad going, the leading 
artillery regiments were in position by first light 
2nd September to support the advance beyond 
Palanwala. By mid-day the whole Corps Artillery 
was in action behind Tawi to support the 
advance.1 The success of OPERATION GRAND 
SLAM was creating panic in the Indian ranks 
and file, whose resonance could be felt at every 
echelon. The capture of Chhamb and potential 
break out of Pakistani forces towards Akhnur 
had created much anxiety in the Indian camp. 
It left India with two options i.e. reinforce the 
sector under attack and save Akhnur, or attack 
Pakistan to release the pressure on Munawwar 
Gap. According to Bhupinder Singh2, “Indian 

Army Chief General J.N. Choudhuri (who had been 
a platoon-mate of General Ayub in Sandhurst) 
appeared to be nervous about the situation and 
idea of crossing the international border did 
not appeal to him”. Finally, under pressure of 

Indian Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri, 
comforting assurances by Corps Commanders 
and persuasion by Lieutenant General Kashmir 
Singh Katoch (Commander Indian XV Corps), 
the Indian Army Chief decided to launch an 
offensive across the international border. This 
offensive was codenamed by Commander 
Indian Western Command, Lieutenant General 
Harbakhsh Singh and Commander XI Corps 
Lieutenant General JS Dhilon, as OPERATION 
RIDDLE.3 On 6 September, the operation 
was launched with Indian 15 Division on 
Attari-Wagah axis and Indian 7 Division on 
Khalra-Barki axis. Indian 4 Mountain Division 
commenced its offensive on Khem Karan-Kasur 
axis. Pakistan, having only skeleton force called 
‘X Ray Force’ on the FDLs4 (forward defended 
localities), undoubtedly Indian offensive across  
the international border came as a surprise to 
Pakistan. But with a bold counterattack lead by 
Brigadier Abdul Qayyum Sher (Commander 22 

*     The Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) motto meaning ‘faithful in adversity’. 
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Brigade of 10 Division), Pakistan managed to 
push the Indians back, and regained balance in 
the Lahore Sector.5 

Short of Kasur, around 10 kilometres 
from the international border, at village 
Mustafabad-Lalyani, villagers were witnessing 
constant Indian artillery pounding. Young 
Ashraf was keenly observing his fellow villagers 
leaving the village in flocks on all sorts of carts 
they could get hold of. The village gave the look 
of a deserted ghost town, but young Ashraf 
and his brothers decided to stay in the village. 
By evening, the sun of 10 September 1965 was 
about to set beyond the beautiful green fields. 
Ashraf was watching the last dying rays of the 
sun and thinking what must be happening at the 
front. While he was mired in these thoughts, he 
noticed an army truck appearing from the east. 
After some time, the truck stopped near him. 
Ashraf saw two men stepping out of the truck, 
wearing khaki uniforms covered in dust and 
sweat. Ashraf identified one as a driver, having  a 
stout body and thick brown moustaches tied to 
his fair but tired and weary face. The other man 
was in his early 40s, he was tall, slim and wheatish 
in complexion, from his eyes Ashraf could make 
out that he had not slept for quite some time. War 
had indeed taken a toll on him. When he came 
close to Ashraf, the young villager could read his 
name plate and the metal on his shoulders. “I am 
Subedar Major Sher Aslam and I am coming from 
the battlefield at Khem Karan. I have around 10 
dead bodies of our martyrs lying in the back of my 
truck, I request you to give me some land so that I 
can bury them.” Ashraf glanced at the back of the 
truck and found 10 blood-soaked bodies, lying 
respectfully on the floor of the truck. One of 
them was of a young lieutenant, bearing a blood 
soaked nameplate having the name ‘Nadeem’ on 
it. Young Nadeem’s body beneath his legs was 
all ridden by artillery splinters. “Alas!!! Such a 
handsome young lieutenant, must still be in his 
teens”, thought Ashraf with a gloomy expression 
on his face. Ashraf was really touched by the 

sense of commitment and patriotism of these 
men. Out of sheer patriotism Ashraf looked 
towards Subedar Sher and said “Subedar saab 
app tight ho kar larain, mein aur merey bhai 
zameen bhi dain gay aur kaffan daffan bhi kar 
dain gay” (Subedar saab, you just leave and focus 
on the war, we are responsible for burial of all 
martyrs). Ashraf along with his brothers made 
wooden boxes and buried the shaheeds in their 
village Mustafabad-Lalyani. 

Next morning, Ashraf ’s peaceful sleep 
was rudely interrupted by the thundering sounds 
of Indian artillery. He hurriedly got up while 
rubbing his eyes, still half a sleep, and noticed 
the same military truck, G-508, also known as 
Jimmy, traversing the twists and turns of un-

metalled tracks between the green fields. The 
truck stopped near him, and again Subedar Sher 
along with a truck driver stepped down from the 
truck. Subedar Sher looked towards the trunk of 
the truck, Ashraf too could see the bodies of the 
shaheed soldiers, and he exactly knew what to 
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do next. Ashraf unloaded the bodies of shaheeds 
and started preparing for their burial.  After two 
days, Subedar Sher again arrived at Mustafabad 
with more dead bodies of the soldiers who had 
embraced shahadat in Khem Karan sector and 
Ashraf buried them too. Throughout the war, 
after one odd day Subedar Sher would come to 
the village and hand over more dead bodies to 
Ashraf, who in turn used to bury them. 

Towards the end of the war, the Indian 
Prime Minister Shastri, asked the Indian 
Chief, General Chaudhury “whether India 
could win a decisive victory if the war was 
prolonged for some days”. General Chaudhury 
replied that  the Indian army had not only 
consumed most of its frontline ammunition, 
but had also suffered considerable tank 
losses. This conversation occurred during 

the discussions that took place on 13 and 14 
September 1965 in the Emergency Committee 
of the Cabinet (ECC).6 On these two days, 
the ECC was debating the pros and cons of 
agreeing to a ceasefire with effect from 6:30 
p.m. on 14 September. The same was proposed 
by the United Nations Secretary General, U 
Thant, who was present in Delhi between 12 
and 15 September.7 But the ceasefire did not 
come into effect on 14 September, and the war 
continued for another week. 

On 14 September, Subedar Sher again 
came to the village Mustafabad with a load of 
dead bodies placed in the back of his truck. 
Subedar Sher, the truck driver and Ashraf along 
with his brothers unloaded the bodies. Ashraf 
could see their khaki uniforms all soaked in 
blood, he could imagine the anecdotes of courage 
behind the subtle calmness of each blood-
covered face. Ashraf ’s mind was lost in many 
thoughts. “Freedom indeed has an ascribed cost, 
a cost which could be paid in only one currency; 
blood and sweat, life and limb…. and these men 
had paid that price, for my freedom, for freedom 
of the people of my village, for the freedom of my 
country”, thought young Ashraf while glancing 
at each blood-covered face. That glance was 
a glance of gratitude and respect for the fallen 
men from the Khem-Karan front. Ashraf and 
his brothers started digging the graves and laid 
down these newly arrived martyrs alongside the 
martyrs buried earlier. After filling the last grave 
with the sacred soil, Ashraf looked up and took 
a glance at the piece of land where he had been 
burying fallen soldiers. He could see more than 
40 graves in rows and columns, each having a 
martyr in its sacred coffer. 

From 7 to 15 September, UN Secretary-
General Mr U Thant visited the Subcontinent 
in pursuit for the ceasefire. In his report of 16 
September to the council, he noted that both 
sides had expressed their desire for a cessation 
of hostilities. On 20 September, Ashraf tuned in 
the radio and heard that the Security Council 
had adopted resolution 211 (1965)8, which 
demanded that a ceasefire take effect at 0700 
hours GMT on 22 September 1965, and called 
for a subsequent withdrawal of all armed 
personnel to the positions held before 5 August. 
At around 3 am on 23 September, the ceasefire 
was implemented. By 22 September 1965, 
Subedar Sher had brought in a total of 51 dead 
bodies, which were unloaded and buried by 
Ashraf and his brothers.

On 23rd September, the ceasefire came 
into effect. The sun of 23rd September 1965 

Indian Army Chief General Chudhury (right) with Indian Air Chief 
Arjan Singh during 1965 War   

(Source: gettyimages.com)
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was finally setting beyond the green fields of 
Mustafabad, but without the fanfare and roaring 
sounds of artillery fire. Ashraf, sitting under the 
tree of his dera, was witnessing this calm, silent 
and peaceful sunset. While still mesmerised by 
the peaceful view of the huge sinking orange 
ball, he noticed the same G-508 truck coming 
towards him from the east. The truck stopped, 
the same driver with thick brown moustaches 
stepped down and pointed towards the back of 
the truck which had three more dead bodies. 
Ashraf took a glance at the faces of the martyrs. 
One of the faces covered partially in mud and 
blood, seemed familiar. On close observation, 
Ashraf realized that the body was of Subedar 
Major Sher himself. Subedar Major Sher, who 
had been bringing dead bodies of his comrades 
for the burial all along for 17 days of war, 
embraced martyrdom himself on the last day of 
the conflict. His body was mounted on the same 
jimmy truck G-508 and brought to Ashraf. It 
was a saddening moment for young Ashraf, he 
pulled out the body of Subedar Major Sher with 
all the respect and buried him alongside other 
51 shaheed who were brought by him earlier. 
Now, in Ganj-e-Shuhada, a total of 54 shaheeds 
lay buried, mostly from 5 Frontier Force (FF). 
In the first row there are two officers, Lieutenant 
Nadeem of 24 Cavalry and Major Sultan Asad 
of 5 FF. And in the last row, lies buried Subedar 
Major Sher Aslam, who had brought all his 

martyred comrades, buried in rows ahead of his 
grave. There are two civilians also buried in the 
same complex of martyrs. One is the care taker 

of the graves, and the other is a local MPA who 
had requested to be 
buried alongside these 
noble shaheeds. In the 
same complex there is 
a minaret constructed 
as a monument for 
martyred Brigadier 
Ahsan Rasheed Shami. 
The condition of this 
minaret is deteriorating 
and needs repair.   

Ashraf died in 2013 at the age of 78. 
Throughout his life he had been taking care of 
the martyrs complex of 
Mustafabad, now known 
as Ganj-e-Shuhada, 
which still stands tall 
as a reminder of the 
supreme sacrifice and 
grit of the men in khaki, 
and as a reciprocating 
gesture of gratitude of 
the nation. Initially the 
martyrs were buried as amanat on a piece of 
land south of the Ferozpur road, so that their 
bodies could be disinterred later, and reburied at 
their respective native towns by their relatives. 
Later  the bodies were shifted to Ganj-e-Shuhada 
located north of Ferozpur road at Mustafabad 
graveyard. The place where they are buried now 
was the location of MDS (main dressing station) 
during 1965 War, having Khem-Karan as ADS 
(Advance Dressing Station). Actually Subedar 

Graves of 1965 War martyrs (Ganj e Shuhada)    (Source: Author)

Main entrance of Mustafabad shuhada graveyard   
(Source: Author)

Haji Ashraf   (Source: Author)

Monument of Brigadier Shami 
(Source: Author)
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Editor’s Note

On conclusion of the Rann of Kutch Agreement on 30th June 1965, Article 2(I) of this agreement required all 
troops of India and Pakistan to withdraw from the border. Pakistani 10 Division returned to Lahore leaving a small body 
of troops called X Ray Force, consisting an infantry company each on Wahga-Attari and Barki-Khalra axes. 
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Major Sher used to 
bring the wounded 
soldiers along with the 
dead bodies to MDS 
first, i.e present location 
of Ganj-e-Shuhada. The 
injured soldiers were 
shifted to MDS, where 
a surgeon in a concrete 
bunker used to carry 
out lifesaving surgeries. 

Those who died on the way to MDS, or at the MDS 
after surgery, along with the other dead bodies 
already lying in the truck, were transported by 
Subedar Major Sher to Ashraf and his brothers 
for the burial. After the war all the relatives of 

shaheeds arrived at the Mustafabad graveyard 
where the shaheeds were buried as amanat, so 
that they could recover the bodies and take them 
along for burial at their respective villages. But 
the sight of the graves arranged in perfect rows 
and columns, under the shade of the fluttering 
Pakistani flag, made them change their minds. 
It was decided by the relatives of the martyrs 
that since all these fallen soldiers had served 
together and fought together, so they should 
remain buried together at the same place. Now 
this cemetery of martyrs is being looked after by 
Haji Ashraf ’s grandson Mr Jamshed9 and his son 
in law Lieutenant Colonel (retired) Ilyas, a Piffer 
officer from 24 FF.10  

Main Dressing Station (MDS)  
(Source: Author)


