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Let me ask a silly question, my

partner Rahnuma had said. “But isn’t

it all in your imagination?” Of course

it was. The images I’d created, while

based upon complex scientific

procedures, did not ‘prove’ anything.

The objects I had photographed,

while silent witnesses, had not ‘seen’

the crime. The artifacts, interviews,

videos and photographs I was

presenting was not ‘evidence’. 

I’d grappled with the question. It was

as if Kalpana herself was a figment of

our imagination. This fiery,

courageous, outspoken young

woman, who had dared to demand

that she, as an indigenous woman of

the Chittagong Hill Tracts also had

rights; had the audacity to speak out

against military occupation by her

own army; had the temerity to insist

that as a citizen of a free nation, she

too needed to be treated as an

equal; was something the state

wanted us to forget. Most of all they

wanted us to forget that seventeen

years ago, in the early hours of the

morning of the 12th June 1996, she

had been abducted at gunpoint, by

our own military.

Many versions have been presented.

That it hadn’t really happened,

though there were numerous

witnesses. That she had eloped and

had been found in India, though

there was not a shred of evidence to

back the claim, that Major Ferdous,

the principal accused in the

abduction, hadn’t even been there.

Split along clear divides between the

indigenous ‘Paharis’ and the

plainland  Bangali ‘settlers’ very

different stories are presented. What

is significant however, is that only

one version, that of the military

backed Bangali ‘settlers’, seems to

have been taken into account. That

until today seventeen years to her

abduction, Major Ferdous has never
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been questioned by the police. That

next to Kalpana, Major Ferdous has

been the only key player, we have

been unable to trace. The military, it

appears has no record of him. He too

has ‘disappeared’.

What does an artist do to get an idea

across? How does a journalist

approach a story? How does a

scientist investigate? This body of

work,  relying hugely upon the

support of an international team of

scientists, journalists, technicians,

printers, fellow photographers and

particularly the research, relationship

building and friendship of an

incredible co-worker, and indeed, co-

author Saydia Gulrukh Kamal,

attempts to combine all three

approaches. 

As an artist I have imagined. What

might the tree that she may have

leaned upon, when she had cried out

the last words ever to have been

heard from her ‘dada more basa’

(brother save me), have seen? Had

they made contact? Had she clung

on to the bark one last time. Had a

torn bit of fabric lingered on a thorny

leaf? Has the sweat of her palm left

an organic stain? 

What secret did the soil on her worn

shoe hold, as it yielded to her weight

and that of the military boots that

fateful night? Did the muddy swamp,

where the footprints had left their

mark, know what the courts were

unwilling to hear? 

Did the diary written in her own hand,

with quotes and observations of a

revolutionary who championed her

people’s freedom, hold the words

that would give a clue? Did the leaf

by the bazar where she had had the

altercation with Major Ferdous, silent

amongst many human witnesses who

were able to speak but stayed quiet



or whose words were ignored, say

what others couldn’t?

Is Kalpana’s mosquito net, witness to

the last moments when she was in

her home, able to tell us how it really

was? As an artist, I have used my

imagination to try to listen to their

stories. As a photographer I have

tried to produce tangible visuals of a

scene that has been made intangible,

through the passage of time, through

the deliberate ‘loss’ of crucial

evidence, through the layers of

bureaucracy that has allowed silt

to collect.

As journalists, Saydia and I have tried

to follow every lead possible, through

every means possible, to speak to

every key player in the story. To

overcome fears of repercussions, to

revive lost contacts, to build trust, to

trace obscure links. We’ve located

documents that were inaccessible.

From the paharis to the settlers, from

government officials to military big

wigs, from lawyers, to local

bystanders, we have searched for

clues wherever the slightest

lead existed.

As a scientist, I have used the full

spectrum of forensic options, relying

upon a global team of experts all

across the globe and working in

sophisticated laboratories in

Falmouth, Oldenberg and Brisbane.

As a photographer, I have extracted

visual fragments using lights, filters

and lenses to get the data to yield

images. Working in Tokyo, using

printing techniques not yet made

public, I’ve rendered on paper

imagery that describes in light and

shade, what those silent witnesses

have tried to say.

I’ve relied upon Saydia as a social

scientist, as a fellow journalist, as a

tenacious researcher, as an engaged



and committed activist and as a

warm and loving friend to build

bridges I would have found

impossible to build. To piece

together data, I would have found

unconnected, to build trust where I

would otherwise have been a

stranger. Through her I’ve come to

know Kalpana, the sister neither of us

have seen.

As fellow citizens, we have asked

questions and tried to find answers.

We have tried to break a silence our

governments, whether civilian or

military backed, have carefully

nurtured for seventeen long years.

The project is hugely indebted to a

large number of co-workers in

Australia, Bangladesh, Germany,

Japan and the UK. In particular to

Professor David Vaney and Professor

Reto Weller Mark Wallwork, Alan Hill,

Colin Macqueen Luke Hammond,

Yoichi Niiyama, Anisur Khondokar,

Samari Chakma, Swadhin Sen,

Rahnuma Ahmed and countless

others who choose to remain

anonymous have also played an

invaluable role.

Particular appreciation is also due to

the curator ASM Rezaur Rahman and

Foysal Ahmed and Zakir Hossain at

the Drik Gallery as well as the entire

team of the publication and printing

department at Drik and my assistant

Saleh Ahmed.

Photographs were taken using a

Zeiss StereoDiscovery V8 Stereo

Microscope - Plan S 1.0x objective

and a Zeiss Axio Imager Z1 Upright

Microscope - Plan Neufluar 5x

objective. 405nm fluorescence

excitation. 420-480nm fluorescence

emission at the Queensland

Brain Institute.
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Courtyard
Kalpana Chakma’s brothers Lal Bihari
Chakma and Kalindi Kumar Chakma had to
stay in hiding for two years. There was
constant surveillance on their house from
the nearby Ugalchari Camp. Kalpana’s
mother Radhuni Chakma, kept the house
and home together, counting the days and
waiting for her children. She passed away in
this house on a monsoon day in 1998.



Fabric 1
Kalpana’s elder brother Kalindi Kumar Chakma showed the bag
in the corner of the room and said “She took that black bag to
Dhaka. So I’ve put all her clothes in that bag. So many years.
See the mice have been busy. Ahh …. (silence). She had many
books. No idea where she got them from. Three volumes of
Mao Tsetung’s books. Look, there’s one on the situation of
women in the Soviet Union. I protected them for so many
years. Then last year the termites got them.”



Tree Bark 1
Revolution, do you merely dance on the lips of Lenin or Mao Tse Tung?
No. That won’t do.
You will need to be swayed by the call of the Jummas
Revolution, will your only trace, exist in the poetry of Shukanto?
No. That won’t do.
You will need to write the history of the Jummas
Pledge to me O revolution, that you will dwell in the heart of the Jummas
You in your own form
I see you in the unfolding of my dreams
What debt brings you here?
May your advent rekindle our embers

An extract from “Revolution you speak” by Ruisa Ong Marma. 



Ribbon
According to friends, Kalpana Chakma had simple taste. What
colour of clothes she liked to wear, whether she liked dressing
up, are things we shall never know. This ribbon was wedged on
a bamboo slat next to her bed. Perhaps for her hair.



Fabric 2
As a representative of the Hill Women’s Federation, Kalpana
was to attend the 4th UN Women’s Congress in Beijing. She
had a new set of Shalwar Kameez made for the occasion. The
photograph shows a fragment of her shalwar. Lit by two-arm
fibre optic lamp.



Shoe 1
Kalpana Chakma was abducted a year before the CHT Accord
was signed. Military occupation in the Chittagong Hill Tracts
had a different manifestation then. Soldiers were then making
a list of all young Pahari women. Just getting on with their lives
became hazardous for these women. It was to build resistance
against this harassment that Kalpana and her comrades set up
the Hill Women’s Federation. There were days when Kalpana
would walk many a mile on organizational work.



Tree Bark 2
Ten minute’s walk from Kalpana’s house was a small market
place. Just a few shops. In 1996, at the Boishabi (New Year)
Festival, Kalpana had a heated exchange with Lieutenant
Ferdous regarding the Pahari houses he had ordered to set on
fire recently. Segments of the nearby trees are the only
witnesses that remain in this deserted marketplace.



Shoe 2
Kalpana Chakma came to Dhaka once, and had gone to visit
the parliament building. This was the shoe she wore then. 



Strands
Kalpana’s mother was a skilled hand weaver and loved to make
Pinons. But the last days of her life were spent in want and
uncertainty and never sat at the loom. Stray ends of twined
threads found near Kalpana’s bed.



Leaf
Kalpana had formed a women’s collective in her village. The
group was called “A fistful of rice”. The fear of Bangali settlers
often made it too scary for Paharis to go to the marketplace.
The women would plant spinach and vegetables and set aside
a fistful of rice, so they might eat on such days.











Tree by the Well
Karbari from New Lallaghona village Anil Bihari said “It was
here by the well that they blindfolded them, that is Kalpana and
her brothers. The stump of that tree was still there. It was night,
there was a path you could walk. They probably pushed them
towards that swamp. They lowered her into the water and shot
her. People heard the shot from afar. We thought we would find
her body here. All day, villagers dredged the swamp with
fishing nets, but we never found her body.



Leaf on Bori Tree
The brothers and sister were marched blindfolded across a
swamp. On the way were a boroi (plum) and another unknown
tree with purple flowers. These trees had seen her last. Leaves
from these trees have been photographed using fluorescent
irradiation.





First Encounter
At around one in the morning on the 12th June 1996,
when everyone was asleep, Lal Bihari Chakma, heard
someone calling out for the owner of the house. It took
him a while to get up, but by then they had cut the rope
locking the gate, and asked him to come out. On
stepping out he saw several armed soldiers and VDP
standing in the courtyard. “You have to and see sir” the
soldiers said. He took a pace forward. They shone a
torch at his face. He shielded his eyes with his hands
and from the light reflected back, saw Leiutenant
Ferdous Ahmed, wearing a singlet standing with a gun.

Source: According to witness account in Home Ministry report on

Kalpana Chakma’s disappearance: S: M: [Gov -2. 3/95 (partial) 965

(dated 7-9-96 page 9)]
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