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Release of Sheikh Abdullah. - Disturbances in Srinagar and Jammu. - Report of Inquiry into Corruption Charges against Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed.

Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah, the former Prime Minister of Kashmir, who had been detained since his arrest in May 1965, was unconditionally released on Jan. 2, 1968. He returned to Kashmir on March 4, and during the next two months made a speaking tour of the State in which he repeatedly demanded self-determination for the people of Kashmir.

Sheikh Abdullah, who had been transferred to New Delhi from his former place of detention in Southern India on June 8, 1967, was released on Dec. 8, subject to the restrictions that he might not leave the Union Territory of Delhi, and might not communicate with the Press or any foreigner or address any public meeting without permission. He refused to accept these limitations on his freedom, however, and continued to stay in the house where he had been detained. All restrictions on his freedom were removed on Dec. 25 except that confining him to Delhi, but he again refused to accept anything but unconditional release, which, as stated above, was finally granted on Jan. 2, 1968. His release had been demanded by many prominent Indian public figures, including Mr. C. Raja-gopalachari, Mr. J.P Narayan, and 250 members of Parliament from all parties, but Mr. Y. B Chavan, the Home Minister, told the Lok Sabha on March 26 that the Sheikh's unconditional release had not been due to this demand but to the fact that the state of emergency had previously been revoked, leaving the Government without power to continue the Sheikh's detention.

Restrictions imposed on several of his political associates had previously been lifted. His Indian supporter Miss Mridula Sarabhai, who had been forbidden to leave the city of Ahmedabad, was allowed full freedom of movement from March 29, 1967, and the order prohibiting his wife, Begum Abdullah, from entering Kashmir was lifted on April 15, 1967. Mr. Mirza Afzal Beg (president of the Plebiscite Front), who had been arrested with Sheikh Abdullah in May 1965, was permitted free movement on July 6, 1967, within the limits of his home town, Anantnag, and all restrictions on his movements were lifted on Dec. 7. Maulana Masoodi (general secretary of the Holy Relic Action Committee) and Mr. Ghulam Mohiuddin Karra (president of the Kashmir Political Conference), who had been arrested in October 1965, were released on Dec. 15, 1967.

Immediately after his release Sheikh Abdullah, accompanied by Mr. Beg, offered prayers at a mosque in Delhi, where he addressed the congregation, and afterwards visited President Hussain. He held a press conference on Jan. 4, and later the same day had an hour's talk with the Prime Minister, Mrs Gandhi.

In his speech on Jan. 2 Sheikh Abdullah stated that his main concern was reconciliation between India and Pakistan, and advised Indian Moslems to link their destiny with that of India and to be prepared to offer all sacrifices for its sake. He had in his mind, he said, not only the problem of 4,000,000 Kashmiris but also that of 60,000,000 Moslems in India and 10,000,000 Hindus in Pakistan, and he wanted a solution that ensured peace and respect to minorities in both countries.

At the press conference Sheikh Abdullah said: “I am convinced that along the path we have trodden for the last 20 years there is nothing but suffering, hatred, and misery for the hundreds of millions living in this sub-continent.” Vast sums, which should have been devoted to the social and economic good of the people, were instead diverted towards the production of weapons of war, and high prices, deepening frustration, and despair had been the lot of the vast majority of people in both India and Pakistan. The people of Kashmir had paid even more dearly for the unhappy relationship between the two countries. If his release had any significance, it should be followed by the release of all political prisoners and the removal from the statute book of all laws that made suppression of human liberty and freedom of expression in Kashmir possible. “As long as I live,” he concluded, “my life will be dedicated to the cause of Indo-Pakistani friendship and of inter-racial and inter-religious unity. Regarding Kashmir, I would say that in such friendship between India and Pakistan lies the hope of my State's peace and prosperity.”

In reply to questions, he recalled that he had visited Pakistan in May 1964 with the approval of Mr. Nehru, who had wanted a peaceful settlement of disputes with Pakistan, and had had talks with President Ayub Khan, who, he was convinced, sincerely wanted to establish peaceful relations with India. Unfortunately that process had come to an end with Mr. Nehru's death, but Mrs Gandhi know her father's wishes, and he hoped she would pick up the threads of his efforts. The Pakistani High Commissioner had conveyed to him his Government's desire that he should visit Pakistan as soon as possible, but he would first meet Indian leaders and ascertain their views before deciding whether he should go. On his meeting with Mr. Chou En-lai in Algiers in 1965 Sheikh Abdullah said that he had met the Chinese Premier only to find out about the Sino-Pakistani border agreement. Mr. Chou had told him that China had signed the treaty with Pakistan because Pakistan was in de facto control of parts of Kashmir bordering Sinkiang, but that the treaty would be renegotiated with the appropriate authorities after Kashmir's status was finally settled. He had conveyed the substance of his discussions with Mr. Chou to the Indian Government in writing. On the question of his attitude to the present Government of Kashmir he said that he did not recognize it as legally constituted.

The then Pakistani High Commissioner in New Delhi, Mr. Arshad Husain, said on Jan. 8 that Sheikh Abdullah had sent a personal message to President Ayub Khan thanking him for Pakistan's support for the Kashmiri people “in their struggle for self-determination.” Sheikh Abdullah confirmed on Jan. 10 that he had sent a message to President Ayub, but denied that it contained the words attributed to him by Mr. Husain. Radio Pakistan reported on Jan. 15 that in his reply President Ayub Khan had reaffirmed Pakistan's “continued support to the people of Jammu and Kashmir to achieve their birthright of self-determination,” and had said that “no solution of the Kashmir dispute could be acceptable unless it was agreed upon by the three parties concerned–Pakistan, India, and the people of Kashmir.”

Addressing Kashmiri traders in New Delhi on Jan. 14, Sheikh Abdullah said that the people of Kashmir would not allow “India, Pakistan, or any other Power to grab their birthright to decide the future of the State by their free will.” Kashmir had acceded to India on condition that the fate of the State would finally be decided by its people, and he would not go back on his pledge that the people of Kashmir alone were masters of their fate. It was painful, he added, that “world Powers have been talking about India and Pakistan in the Kashmir dispute without bothering to refer to the real wishes of Kashmir.”

When the Sheikh addressed a meeting of Moslems in Meerut (Uttar Pradesh) on Jan. 29 Hindu demonstrators armed with knives, clubs, and iron bars attacked the meeting, and communal rioting broke out which continued for two days. Sixteen people, the majority of them Moslems, were killed in the riots and 50 policemen and 85 civilians injured.

Sheikh Abdullah returned to Srinagar on March 4, after an absence of over three years, and had what the New York Times described as a “triumphal and ecstatic” reception. Several hundred thousand people lined the road from the airport, and so dense was the crowd that the procession took five hours to travel six miles. He was welcomed on his arrival by political and religious leaders, including Mr. Beg, Maulana Masoodi, and Mr. Karra, who promised their full support for his efforts to solve the Kashmir problem. He afterwards made a tour of the State, addressing crowded meetings in almost every town. Apart from a clash between Jan Sangh and Plebiscite Front supporters at Bhadarwah on April 20, the tour did not give rise to any disturbances.

At what The Hindu described as “a mammoth public meeting” in Srinagar, Sheikh Abdullah said on March 5 that Kashmiris could achieve their right of self-determination through “educating the rulers of both India and Pakistan that the welfare of us all depends upon their mutual goodwill.” He told the Press that “I consider the whole of India as it stood before partition to be my country. I was never a party to partition, and if I were to seek its undoing now it will only give rise to further complications. Let us, however, endeavour to demolish the mental barriers between India and Pakistan.”

Addressing 100,000 people at Anantnag on March 17, Sheikh Abdullah said that “repression will never suppress the Kashmiri people's urge to be free,” and asked India to redeem her promise to allow the people of the State to exercise their right of self-determination. Referring to communal incidents in India, he complained that little was done to protect the Moslem minority there, and asked: “On what basis would the Kashmiri Moslems be attracted to India?”

Speaking in Srinagar on March 25, Sheikh Abdullah said he had in mind “many alternatives for solving the Kashmir question” and that there could be “a dozen alternatives, but the ground must first be ready.” India, he went on, was committed to a plebiscite in the State, but if it was feared that such a course would disturb peace in the country, any other method could be evolved to ascertain the wishes of the people. “It is the basic right of the Kashmiri people,” he declared, “Moslems, Hindus, and all others, to shape their destiny themselves; they can either remain with India, or join Pakistan, or make their homeland independent.” Saying that he would continue his struggle until this basic right was conceded, Sheikh Abdullah added that if the people of Kashmir and the Government of India agreed on a solution of the Kashmir problem satisfactory to both, Pakistan would have to accept it; if Pakistan refused she would be “totally isolated.”

At Teibal (10 miles from Srinagar) Sheikh Abdullah challenged the Chief Minister, Mr. G. M Sadiq, on April 11 to test his popular backing in the State from any constituency, and said that if he did so an ordinary Plebiscite Front worker would be nominated to oppose him. On the question of elections he said: “We have told Indian leaders that we are prepared to contest elections, provided India first provides the guarantee that those would be free and fair. But they do not do this. Hence we are not giving our attention to elections.” Referring to a recent statement by the Indian Deputy Premier, Mr. Morarji Desai, that Kashmir was not a negotiable entity, Sheikh Abdullah said: “This is the only thing on which I am in full agreement with Indian leaders and Mr. Morarji. Kashmir is nobody's property, and only 5,000,000 Kashmiris can decide its destiny.” He admitted that he did not see “any way out of the impasse yet,” but expressed confidence that “in the end the victory be ours.”

A statement by Sheikh Abdullah on March 13 at Hazratbal (near Srinagar) to the effect that India was “in forcible occupation of Kashmir” was strongly criticized in the Lok Sabha on March 26.

Mr. Chavan, replying to Members of all parties who had expressed indignation at the Sheikh's statement and demanded immediate action against him, described the statement as “astonishing, utterly deplorable, and contrary to the facts of history” but said that the Government should “not act under provocation.” While the Sheikh was saying “contradictory things,” the Government was watching the effect on the people of Kashmir, and though he shared the anxiety and resentment expressed by Members he felt that they should “act wisely and cautiously.” There was no doubt, he said later in the debate, that Sheikh Abdullah was an independent citizen, and as such he not only enjoyed advantages but also had to discharge certain responsibilities.

Mr. Sadiq said in Jammu on March 30 that “the time is not yet ripe to take any action against Sheikh Abdullah for his recent speeches in the Valley which are in a way provocative,” and maintained that the speeches had “not created any impact on the public life of Kashmir.” Mr. Sadiq had earlier told the State Assembly on March 7 that there would be no fresh elections in the State as a result of Sheikh Abdullah's release, or until the Assembly's term expired in about four years, although Sheikh Abdullah would be welcome to participate in any by-election.

Mr. Morarji Desai, the Indian Deputy Prime Minister, said on April 21 that while the Indian Government was prepared to talk with anyone, including Sheikh Abdullah, there could be no plebiscite in Kashmir, and no compromise on the question of the State's accession to India. When Sheikh Abdullah paid a 10-day visit to Delhi at the end of April and beginning of May, he was not received by any of the Indian leaders; the Minister of State for Home Affairs, Mr. V. C. Shukla, stated in the Lok Sabha on May 8 that the Government of India would not hold any negotiations with the Sheikh.

Disturbances in Srinagar and Jammu. - Lok Sabha Debate on Kashmir.

Serious communal rioting occurred in Srinagar on Aug. 24–27, 1967, following the conversion of a Pandit (Brahmin) girl to Islam and her marriage to a Moslem. The girl's mother, who brought a legal action to have her returned to her former home, alleged that she was under the legal age of marriage, and that she had been abducted and forcibly converted and married; this was denied by the girl herself. Commentators suggested that the agitation reflected the Pandit community's resentment at their loss of the privileged status which they had enjoyed under the former Hindu dynasty.

The Pandits’ agitation for the return of the girl provoked counter-demonstrations by Moslems on Aug. 24, and several people were injured in clashes between the two communities. On the following day the Pandits rioted when the police attempted to prevent them from marching in a procession, a youth being killed in the fighting and many people injured. A curfew was then imposed on parts of the city, and Army units patrolled the disturbed areas. The rioting spread on Aug. 26 to Jammu, where troops were called out after disturbances in which 120 policemen were injured. Further fighting between Pandits and police occurred on Aug. 27 in Srinagar, 22 policemen and 20 civilians being injured, and later the same day Moslems rioted in retaliation. Following talks with the Indian Home Minister, Mr. Chavan, the Pandits suspended their agitation on Sept. 3, whilst the Government released all those arrested in connexion with the agitation.

Fresh rioting, however, broke out in Srinagar on Oct. 3, 1967, when Moslem students clashed with the police; the students were reported to have found torn pieces of the Koran in the college latrine, and to have demonstrated in protest against the sacrilege. After lathi charges and tear-gas had faded to disperse the rioters the police opened fire, killing at least two people. A Jan Sangh demonstration in Jammu on Oct. 7 also gave rise to riots.

In view of the repeated disorders in the State, demands for the imposition of President's rule were made by Mr. Balraj Madhok (president of the Jan Sangh) on Oct. 14 and by Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed (the leader of the National Conference and former Prime Minister of Kashmir) on the following day. The Governor of Kashmir, Mr. Bhagwan Sahay, denied on Oct. 22 that law and order had broken down and stated that he did not intend to recommend the imposition of President's rule, but the demand for it was repeated by a number of speakers when the Lok Sabha debated the situation in Kashmir on Nov. 30, 1967.

Mr. Prakash Vir Shastri (Independent) alleged that since August Kashmir's secular traditions had given way to anti-Hindu sentiments, and that violent disturbances and pro-Pakistani slogans were rocking the State. He demanded the immediate introduction of President's rule and the abrogation of Article 370 of the Constitution, which gives Kashmir a special status.

Mr. D. N. Patodia (Swatantra) declared that, because of the Government's “ineffectiveness,” “anti-social elements and Pakistani agents” were shouting pro-Pakistani and anti-Indian slogans in the streets of Srinagar.

Mr Amrit Nahata (Congress), while opposing the demand for President's rule, alleged that “infiltrators” were “spreading poison” to destroy communal harmony in Kashmir.

Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed denied that any particular community was responsible for the killings in the recent riots in Kashmir, all of which had been duo to lathi charges or firing by the police. He maintained that the State Government was not representative, and recalled that before the general elections many nominations had been rejected on “flimsy grounds”; since then only one of the 57 election petitions had been disposed of, although in every other State a majority of them had been dealt with. He therefore demanded the dismissal of the State Government, and the holding of by-elections in all the constituencies from which election petitions had been filed.

Mr. Chavan, in reply to the debate, rejected the demand for President's rule, and maintained that the security of the State had been fully safeguarded and anti-social elements brought under control.

Report of Inquiry into Corruption Charges against Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed.

Mr. Justice N. Rajagopala Ayyangar, wire had been appointed by the Kashmir Government to inquire into allegations of corruption against Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed, submitted his report on June 30, 1967.

In the report, which consisted of over 1,300 pages, Mr. Justice Ayyangar stated that 15 of the 34 allegations into which he bad inquired had been established to his satisfaction. He held that Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed and members of his family had obtained an “improper benefit or undue financial advantage” mounting to Rs. 5,400,000, of which Rs. 3,300,009 were traceable directly to the abuse of power by the former Prime Minister. The report absolved him of the charge of abuse of power before 1956, but commented that “with the sum of Rs. 5,000,000 of unfair and improper advantage gained by Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed and members of his family had to be taken the experience gained and contacts established between 1948 and 1956, which must have contributed to their standing in the business world.” Certain officials were also stated to have been guilty of negligence, irregularities, and improprieties enabling members of Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed's family to gain undue pecuniary advantage.

Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed described the report on July 2 as “one-sided,” and said that he did not accept it; it had been based, he alleged, on Government witnesses and Government figures arrived at arbitrarily, and although Mr. Justice Ayyangar had invited complaints from the public none had been received. An amendment to the electoral law adopted by the State Assembly on Sept. 8 disqualified anyone who had been convicted in a civil or criminal court, or whom a non-judicial tribunal, commission, or board had found to have misused office, from taking part in elections for five to 10 years.

Incidents on Cease=fire Line.

The only serious incident on the cease-fire line during 1967 occurred on Oct. 9–10. According to an Indian Defence Ministry spokesman, Pakistani forces opened fire in the Uri sector on Oct. 9 without provocation, killing two Indian soldiers, whereupon Indian troops returned the fire; Pakistan Radio, on the other hand, alleged that the Indians had crossed the cease-fire line and captured a Pakistani post, but had been forced to withdraw on the following day. The firing, which had continued intermittently throughout the night, ended early on Oct. 10 after U.N. observers had arrived to investigate the incident. (Indian High Commissioner's Office, London - Government Press Information Department, Rawalpindi - The Hindu, Madras - The Statesman, Calcutta - New York Times)
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