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Bangla Desh

troops

flee

over border

From MARTIN WOOLLACOTT, near Meherpur, April 18

Nothing

lies ybetween.»the advancing Pakistan

forces in Western Bangla Desh and the Indian border
but empty fields, abandoned towns, and panicky knots
of villagers waiting for the “ Punjabis.”

Chuadanga has been abandoned for at least two
days, and the last civilian out of Meherpur, which was

the only substantial town-in
thisarea still in Bangla
Desh hands, reached e
Indian border today.

Also coming out of Meherpur
at. high.speed today was the
Bangla Desh rearguard, a few
men of the East Pakistan Rifles
aboard a commercial lorry who
shouted as they passed that the
Punjabis were only four miles
away and were coming down
the road to the town.

The empty sub-district capital
in which-I-had tea with a con-
fident Bangla official only a
week ago, was taking lLight
mortar fire, although presum-
ab’y to little effect, because the
only people left there after the
withdrawal of the rearguard
were <aid to be a handful of
lonters

To speak of the fall of
\Mecherpur of Chuadanga would
he a  misnomer. Both towns
vo been abandoned without @

v and the bulk of the
Bangla Desh forces have simply
retreated over the border where
they  are now camped around
Indian border positions,

Around the Indian border
port which controls the main
crossing «to.- Meherpur more
Bangla Desh vehicles were
parked ‘than most reporters
have seen —in two weeks in
Bangla Desh itself. Many of
them were Toyota jeeps origl-
nally belonging to rehef
agencies and hospitals, and-all
were still flying the Banga Desh
flag. In tents around the fort
and minghng with the Indian
border troops were-about 100
men of the East Pakistan Rifles
plus militiamen and volunteers.

All retained their weapons,
although most of the regulars
had removed their badges and
insignia. They were apparently
being fed and looked after by
the Indians, but the captain in
charge disdained all knowledge
of this sudden addition to his
gmall border detachment.

Pushing along the road in a
steady flow were refugees,
mainly from the villages now
rather than Meherpur
They were carrymg bundies,
and tin trunks, and brass house-
hold pots. One woman led a file
of seven small children carry-
ing objects suited to their size,
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and herself managing a huge
bundle on her head.

Most of these people have no
intention of becoming perman:
ent refugees but plan to wait at
the border until the initia!
struggle is over before return-
ing to their homes. According
to official West Bengal figures
there are now some 80.000 of
these unfortunate people wait-
ing along the border.

On the Indian side we were
begged for news of the situa-
tion in Meherpur by a huge
group of refugees. Since we had
turned back half a mile short of
the town after seeing the rear-
guard vanish down the road
towards India, we could only
say  that the Punjabis  were
mortaring the town and would
p _bably enter it soon.

The evacuation of these
towns, which 1t was once pro-
clammed would bhe defended to
the last, is probably a shrewd
move. There will certainly be
no loss if the men whose lives
have been saved by the deci-
sionlater return to harass the
Pakistan Army as guerrilla
fichters. That is. the intention
but Bangla Desh also nceds a
successful fight now if only for
reasons of morale.

Smoke clouds

Reuter reports: Pakistani
troops with air  support
JIaunched.-an, attack today on
Bangla Desh forces to try to
establish control of areas along
the province's eastern frontier.
From Agartala on the Indian
side of the border huge clouds
of smoke could be seen rising
from_several areas inside East
Pakistan.

Officials estimated the smoke
to be rnising at a distance of
about 10 to 15 miles in the area
of Brahmanbara, a Jargze town
on the Teetas River. There was

also smoke over the arca of
Comtilla.
In Csicutta the Pakistan

deputy High Commission today
declared. its  allemance  to
Bangla Desh rather than to the
overnmment of President Yahya
Khan, Mr M. V. Hossain All,
the Deputy High Commissioner,
hoisted - the, green and  gold
Bangla Desh flag on top of the
mission while his staff cheered.
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The acting President of |Bangla Desh; Syed Nazrul Islam. salutes a guard of honour
after the province had been declared * independent.”



