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The Subedar Major
By Rear Admiral Mian Zahir Shah, Retired, Pakistan Navy

	 The last edition of ‘Bugle & Trumpet’ (1/2019) carried a story on ‘The Ordeal of Lieutenant 
Wain’.  It is about a young naval officer lying paralysed and helpless (and incognito) in a crowded 
ward of a civilian hospital in Chittagong in March 1971.  He is sniffed out by the Mukti Bahini and 
they come for him at night – to ‘finish him off ’ with knives and bayonets.  But a brave young Bengali 
nurse stands in their way.  ‘Bengali or no Bengali,’ she shouts at them.  ‘He is my patient, and you 
can get to him only over my dead body!’  They come – three nights running; but there is no getting 
past the little tigress protecting her cub.  It is a story of grit and courage – and professionalism.  
	 This edition carries an even bigger story about true professionalism.  And this incident also took 
place in the Chittagong of 1971, as witnessed and narrated by the CO of a naval gunboat at that time.  
(Both these stories come from Rear Admiral Mian Zahir Shah’s very readable books ‘Bubbles of Water’ 
and ‘More Bubbles of Water’ – collections of stories about the Pakistan Navy.)

 	 In 1971, I was a lieutenant in command 
of a gunboat in East Pakistan – the 140-ton 
PNS Sylhet. The political situation in East 
Pakistan had deteriorated alarmingly in the 
month of March.  A merchant ship, MV Swat, 

had arrived in Chittagong with an important 
cargo of ammunition for the Pakistan Army, and 
the Bengali port workers had refused to unload 
her. 

	 Trainees from the 
East Bengal Regiment 
Centre (EBRC) in 
Chittagong were then 
called in to unload 
the ship.  During 
the unloading they 
mutinied, and almost 

set fire to the railway wagons into which some of 
the ammunition had been offloaded.  The mutiny 
quickly spread to the 8th East Bengal Regiment, 
also located in Chittagong.  The Bengali soldiers 
of that Regiment were far more ruthless; not 
only did they rise and slaughter their West 
Pakistani Commanding Officer and officers, but 
also their families living in the residential area of 
the Regimental Centre. 

     	 It was 
during this tense 
period, when 
people had lost 
their heads on 
both sides of the 
ethnic divide, 
that I received orders to move my gunboat from 
Khulna to Chittagong.  I reached Chittagong 
a few days after the carnage in the Regimental 
Centre had taken place.  And it was afternoon 
when I tied up my ship at the naval jetty and 
went ashore to the naval base. 

	 As I was walking past the wardroom 
area, I saw a gathering of men near the squash 
court – a mix of army and navy uniforms.  The 
men looked very grim and serious, so I walked 
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over to see what was going on.  And so it was 
that I came to witness, in the next few minutes, 
one of my most unforgettable moments of that 
terrible year. 

	 On my asking, a man there told me that 
the mutineers of the EBRC had been captured 
and some of them – about twenty – had been 
brought here and locked up inside that squash 
court.  And then, pointing to a man in the group, 
he said that that was the Subedar Major (the 
senior-most JCO) of the Regiment in which the 
Bengali soldiers had mutinied.  His entire family 
– wife and five children – had been brutally 
slaughtered by the Bengalis.  I could see the grief 
and anger on the Subedar Major’s face. 

	 It was an angry gathering and an 
emotionally charged moment.  An Army Captain 
turned to the Subedar Major and, pointing to 
the squash court, said, “SM Saab.  There are 
those men – those animals – who slaughtered 
your family.”  Very deliberately, he handed 
the Subedar Major a loaded submachine gun 
and said, “If you want your revenge, we will 
understand.  It is up to you.”

	 I was stunned.  My curiosity had taken 
me into the midst of a killing field.  The Subedar 
Major took the gun, turned and slowly climbed 
the steps leading up to the spectators’ gallery of 
the squash court.  There was the sharp sound of 
the gun being cocked; and then he placed the 
gun at his hip, in the firing position, and looked 
down into the court below him. 

	 Not too long ago the men inside that 
squash court had been his comrades-in-arms; 
they would have died for each other then.  But 
that had been during happier days, when this 
squash court had also resounded to the sharp 
slaps of racket, ball and wall.  Not to gunfire, as it 
would do soon.  How quickly, I thought, people 
can shed man-made laws and revert to the law of 
the jungle. 

	 I closed my eyes and tensed myself for 
the shattering sound of gunfire.  It became the 
longest ‘one minute’ of my life.  But in the pin-
drop silence that the moment had created there 
was no burst of gunfire.  All I heard, instead, 
was the sound of footsteps.  I opened my eyes; 
the Subedar Major had turned around and was 
slowly walking back down the steps. 

 	 He came all the way back to the Captain.  
“Sir,” he said, and there were tears in his eyes as he 
held the submachine gun out to the Captain.  “I 
was not trained by the Army to do this.”

	 As  incidents go, it was a small one 
for those momentous times, and it was soon 
overtaken by much bigger events.  But I will 
never forget the moment of human dignity 
that the Subedar Major introduced into this 
cruel world.  Because his noble action reflected 
the spirit and feelings of the armed forces of 
Pakistan.

(Narrated by Rear Admiral IH Naqvi, Retired)
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