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Tajuddin Ahmad, the first Prime Minister of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, is a name that invokes the greatest of respect in me. Tajuddin Ahmad was more than a name. He was an important part of our history. I would go even further(he was history.


Almost thirty years ago I was a small-town student politician(founder-president of the Jessore District Students’ League. Later I became the General Secretary of Khulna District Students’ League.


Even though I was no more than a provincial student activist I had a special relationship with the top brass of the organizing wing of the Awami League, since my activity was mostly on the field. My contact with Mr. Tajuddin was at first very infrequent, formal, and from a distance. But later I had an opportunity to get pretty close to him.


Mr. Tajuddin’s official position in the Awami League was the Chief Organizer, but his personal relationship with Bangabandhu was much more than that(they were like identical twins. A more accurate statement would be something like this: Bangabandhu Shaikh Mujibur Rahman was a great man. But he was not just one man, rather a union of two men: Shaikh Mujibur Rahman and Tajuddin Ahmad. One soul was split into two bodies. After Independence that soul got ripped apart, that led to catastrophic consequences for the whole country.


At the end of my student life I took up journalism as a career option and joined the editorial staff of a Khulna City publication called The Wave, as an Associate Editor. Later I moved to Dhaka as a Staff Reporter for the daily Pakistan Observer. This enabled me to get even closer to the Awami League leaders, in particular, to Shaikh Mujibur Rahman, the most loved and adored leader the country has ever known. I might even say he treated me with special favour and affection. As a political reporter during the People’s Uprising in 1969 I was in a vantage position to observe most of the prominent political players of the time. It was the role of Mr. Tajuddin that I thought the most intriguing(there was hardly any doubt that what he was really working for all along was Independence. In contrast, Bangabandhu’s goal was, I thought, to secure an honourable position on the top  hierarchy of the Pakistani political leadership, which was well within his reach, of course, had it not been snatched away in a shameful conspiracy of the West Pakistanis. They responded to Bangabandhu by thrusting a War on us.


On the night of 25 May, 1971, Bangabandhu refused to go into hiding, so he was taken into custody by the Pakistan Army and flown over to Pakistan. The armed conflict broke out immediately thereafter. The Government of Bangladesh took oath of office ceremonially on the historic day of April 17 at the mango grove of Mujibnagar.


I didn’t wish to leave Dhaka and go into hiding even after the frightful night of 25th March. I was hoping to continue my reporting job and cover the current situation in Bangladesh. But things changed rather quickly. Seventeen of my relatives, including my father and two college-going brothers, were murdered in Jessore on April 4 by the Pakistan Army. Then I was captured by them, and subjected to prolonged interrogations. At one point they offered to set me free and fly to Pakistan in exchange for testifying against Shaikh Mujibur Rahman in the criminal case filed against him by the Government Pakistan. I accepted the offer and agreed to leave for Pakistan the following morning. However, that was only a ploy to buy time. Taking advantage of the few hours of freedom I managed to escape in a pretty dramatic fashion. The same night I placed my wife and daughter under the charge of my elder brother, and fled Dhaka. After many ups and downs I finally crossed the border and made it to Agartola. The late Mr. Zahur Ahmed Choudhury was in charge there at that time. No sooner than I made contact with him he arranged for me to leave for Kolkata the following day. The first high-profile person I met in Kolkata was Mr. M. R. Akhtar Mukul. Mukul Bhai took me to the Secretariat of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh at 8 Theatre Road. As I was introduced to the Prime Minister Mr. Tajuddin I gave a detailed up-to-date account of the current situation in Bangladesh as I knew it. During our discussion I felt there was something that he was hinting at, but was unable to be more specific. He asked me to see him the next day. We discussed a lot of things the following day, but again he avoided any confidential issues. He set me up with the task of doing a lot of writing. When I showed him my first written report he was very pleased, and said: “Tareq, from now on you will be travelling with me wherever I go.”


I became a member of the Information Department.


Over the period of my close association with Mr. Tajuddin I had the unique opportunity to observe him from close range. And what I saw left me in awe and amazement. On matters of principle this man never compromised. I never saw anyone who loved Bangladesh and Bangladeshi people more than he did(not then, not now. His love for Bangabandhu was just as strong(the poorest one can imagine. Any little success or good news on Bangabandhu was a cause for celebration to Mr. Tajuddin. It was as if he was the outer shell of Bangabandhu.


One thing about Mr. Tajuddin separated him from others(he had a lot of opportunities to live very comfortably, yet he led a very austere and simple life. His household furniture consisted of an ordinary wooden charpoy, a cheap three-and-a-half-taka mosquito net loosely nailed against wooden supports; a pillow, a mat, a cotton quilt and a sheet of cloth. That’s all he needed for a good night sleep(which generally meant 2 hours, from 2 in the morning till 4, and no more. Of the remaining 22 hours as much as 20 were for his official duties(meeting foreign dignitaries,  field-workers, correspondents, reporters, diplomats, in addition to sending off daily instructions to various segments of his government in exile, plus frequent visits to field operations in different spots. This man’s capacity to work was simply unbelievable. He didn’t smoke, didn’t drink, and didn’t crave for any little vices or weaknesses. Never had the slightest interest in a member of the opposite sex, except on strictly business terms.


At one stage of the War Mrs. Tajuddin arrived in Kolkata with her children. They were lodged in a house on the CIT Road. But Mr. Tajuddin had taken a vow(he would abstain from any direct contact with his wife and children until the time when the flag of Independence would be hoisted on the soil of Bangladesh. And he lived by that oath to the last word. There was a time during the War when his only son Sohel fell sick. His temperature rose as high as 104( and would become delirious at times. His condition was pretty serious. When I carried this piece of information to him his reaction was of angry dismissal of the messenger. My fault was that I pleaded with him to go home to see his son. He told me in a tone of reprimand: “I do not want you to utter that word to me again. Right now I have no personal family. All the freedom-seeking people of Bangladesh are my children. My concern now is with them alone. So I hope you will not badger me any more with those silly stuff.”


This shows how serious he was about his oath.


December 6, 1971. The world shook with the news of India’s official recognition of Bangladesh. On December 11, Tajuddin Bhai went to visit Jessore. I was with him. He gave a rousing speech in front of huge crowd at the Jessore Town Hall. December 16, 1971, the day we were all waiting for. Independence, at last! On December 22, Tajuddin Bhai, Mr. Syed Nazrul Islam(the Acting President of Bangladesh, and other members of the Cabinet left for the capital in an Army helicopter. They were greeted at the Tejgaon airport by hundreds of thousands of cheering crowds. I had the good fortune of being one of the passengers on that helicopter, which allowed me a front-seat view of the extraordinary events of that historic day.


Mr. Tajuddin and Mr. Nazrul Islam lost no time in getting down to the business of building a country. The immediate problem facing the nation at that time was reconstruction and rehabilitation. Thanks to the scorched earth policy of the Pakistan Army there was an incredible amount of damage and destruction to the infrastructure of the country as well as its overall economy. The magnitude of destruction was so enormous that it quickly drew a lot of attention from countries around the world, including some potential donors. Anyway, one particular incident that I happened to witness will remain forever etched in my memory. There was a gentleman representing U.S. interests who came to offer some conditional help to Bangladesh. As he was talking with our Prime Minister I heard Mr. Tajuddin responding: “Beggars may not have a choice, but we, the Bangladeshi people, are not beggars. We have achieved our independence through a bloody struggle of liberation, which is why we are not going to accept any help from anybody that has a string attached to it.” This kind of guts has not been seen in any other leader of Bangladesh ever before, or ever since. He was in a league all by himself.


Mr. Tajuddin was never known to hand out undue favours to anybody for any reason, not even to his folks or kins or friends. Nepotism was alien to his character. He was a model of how to be faithful to one’s duties. There were many who often accused him of being overly pro-Indian. But I strongly disagree with that view. What he had was a strong sense of gratitude which people misinterpreted as alignment. He remained ever indebted to India for all she did for Bangladesh during the War(giving shelter to 10 million frightened refugees, helping with arms and ammunitions, opening up training camps, and so on. Was it so terrible on his part to show a bit of gratefulness for that?


Bangabandhu Shaikh Mujibur Rahman returned to Bangladesh on January 10, 1972 to the boisterous welcome of an unprecedented mass of people gathering at the airport to receive their beloved hero. It was a surreal moment to see Bangabandhu get off the plane and melt into the out-stretched arms of Mr. Tajuddin for what felt like an eternity(it was like two minds, two souls, and indeed two bodies finding and fusing into each other at long last. The two became one. I could no longer see the difference between them. Which one was Mujib, and which was Tajuddin! With tears rolling down his eyes Bangbandhu got on the truck. The top brass of the Awami League leadership was in the truck as were the main student leaders of the Awami League. Fortunately I was on the truck as well. The vehicle was inching through the throng of an impenetrable mass of people. Tears still shining on the face of Bangabandhu he  suddenly bent over towards Mr. Tajuddin and whispered in his ears: “Tajuddin, you know of course, that the Prime Minister’s job is going to be mine!”


So the decision had already been made who would be our Prime Minister! Only the formalities were left to be done. Later I couldn’t help appealing to Tajuddin Bhai: “This is the moment you have to make a move.”


He just said: “As long as Bangabandhu is alive I have no personal ambitions. His wishes must be obeyed.”


“But”, I continued arguing, “Tajuddin Bhai, whom do you love more, Bangabandhu or Bangladesh?”


He shocked me by saying: “Ali Tareq, I love Bangabandhu more.” I understood only later what he meant by that extraordinary statement(Tajuddin existed through the existence of Bangbandhu. Perhaps he was trying to tell me that he saw the future of Bangladesh only through the future of Bangabandhu.


Soon after the return of Bangbandhu the same elements (that included Khondokar Moshtaq and his followers plus some of the big shots of the Mujib bahini) who had tried to create all sorts of problems for Mr. Tajuddin during the War, got back to their old ways by throwing roadblock after roadblock at him in each and every initiative he took. Overtly or covertly they tried to turn Bangabandhu against Tajuddin. Eventually they succeeded. Bangbandhu seemed to be backing further and further away from Tajuddin.


Tajuddin Bhai was, in my opinion, the main architect of every major success of Bangabandhu’s political life. Yet the mistake he made by letting himself be talked into losing faith in this man ultimately cost him very dearly.


Tajuddin Bhai was a living example of the words ‘discipline’ and ‘efficiency’. Every little file that ever crossed his desk received the utmost care and attention by him, no matter how important or how insignificant they were. His capacity for clear analysis and quick judgment was phenomenal. There was nobody in the whole country who could come close to match his intellectual abilities.


Let me close by recalling one small story. Once a file was sent by Bangabandhu for Mr. Tajuddin’s approval, Tajuddin Bhai studied the file and wrote in response: “As the Minister of Finance I cannot approve this. I’m sorry that I am unable to comply with your request. Since you are the PM and you have the constitutional right to decide for or against any proposal you may approve it yourself if you so wish. There is no need for my approval.”


It was not too long after that Tajuddin Bhai resigned.
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