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ABSTRACT  

                  Chaman Nahal, a contemporary novelist in Indian writing in English has taken up 

the themes of Indian freedom movement as a major core of his fiction. His The Gandhi 

Quartet deals with incidents of the freedom struggle almost exhaustively. Thematically the 

four novels may be classified as follows, though the chronological order of publication is not 

followed. The first novel The Crown and the Loincloth deals with the Non-Cooperation 

Movement during the years between 1920 and 22, this is followed by  the second novel The 

Salt of Life dealing with the incidents from the Civil Disobedience Movement to India’s 

involvement in  the Second World War during 1920s and 30s and the third novel The 

Triumph of the Tricolour deals with the incidents from the Quit India Movement to the 

Cabinet Mission which visited India during the period between 1942 and 46 and the fourth 

novel Azadi mainly deals with the riots that resulted from partition during the period between 

June 3rd 1947 and January 30, 1948.  Azadi which won the Sahitya Akademi Award for the 

year 1977 and the fourth novel in the ‘Quartet’ Azadi in the words of Mohan Jha is “a 

monumental work, a moving saga of the division of the Indian subcontinent into India and 

Pakistan and the accompanying disaster that hit these two newly declared independent 

countries in 1947.(P-117 ) 
 

INTRODUCTION 

  K.K Sharma opines “Azadi narrates the story of psychological consequences of the 

partition.”(P- 88). The horrors and inconsolable grievances of fanaticism of the 1947 partition 

is an inerasable scar in the history of the Indian subcontinent. Both newly formed countries 

and the people of three religions namely Hindu, Muslim and Sikh are the accused and victims 

of the riots. According to O.P Mathur “with his artistic vision, Nahal recreates the agony with 

compassion, which every one (at least the refugees from West Pakistan) will wish to forget 

forever.” 

           Azadi is not a novel written by a writer who writes of the plights of people from a 

distant  place or is dependent upon newspaper reports, it is written by a refuge from Pakistan 

with first hand information and experience of the horrors of the 1947 partition. 
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           Nahal’s creation of Knashi Ram’s family and their plight to reach India from Sialkot 

(Pakistan) is an individual story, but it reflects the stories of millions of refuses at the time of 

partition. According to Srinath , C.N “whose, settled life is dislocated now into a totally 
humiliating state – of a refugee from Pakistan begging for a dwelling in his own country.”(P-58) 

           Both Khusnwant Singh and Chaman Nahal are witness-turned-writers who depict the 

graphic details of partition plights, the former narrates the story of the plights of Muslim 

refugees from Pakistan with a love story interwoven in his Train to Pakistan, the latter 

narrates the same theme of Indian refugees in his “Convoy to India” , i.e. Azadi. Though 

there are fictional characters in Azadi, it is a vivid documentary, which pin pointedly narrates 

the plights of Indian refugees from Pakistan. 

        Kanshi Ram, a prosperous grain merchant, lives happily with his wife Prabha Rani and 

son Arun, a college student in Sialkot. As a gentleman, he has a good reputation among all 

the people in Sialkot. He has been living for a long time in the mohalla along with other 

Hindu families and neither Kanshi Ram nor the other Hindu families can foresee the debacle 

that would follow when the sub-continent is divided. He believes strongly in Gandhi who 

assured the security of the lives of minorities in the subcontinent a few months before the 

announcement of independence. The novel begins at this juncture. 

          All the people in the subcontinent were curiously waiting for the announcement of 

Lord Mountbatten on June3, 1947, with regard to the grant of freedom to India and the fear-

stricken partition of the Indian subcontinent into India and Pakistan. Mountbatten held the 

report of Cabinet Mission, which did not suggest partition. But unfortunately under the 

leadership of Mahammad Ali Jinnah some Muslims wanted to identify themselves as 

Pakistanis. 

           Kanshi Ram is very curious to know the day to day developments of national events. 

America’s bombing on Japan was the burning topic of the day, but Indians were more curious 

to know about their independence than the Second World War. All the families of the 

mohalla, Bibi Amar Vati a landlady of Sialkot, sit before her radio to listen to the 

announcement of Mountbatten in the evening. Gangu Mull, her husband, Suraj Prakash their 

adopted son and Sunanda Bala their daughter-in-law are other family members. Arun a 

pimply youth of twenty keenly listens to the English broadcast of Mountbatten on the radio. 

The others are curious and watch the face of Arun who can understand English, and ask him 

what Mountbatten has spoken. “Arun had understood it all only too well, And in a shaken 

voice he said, “Partition!” (P-8) 
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 Their fear-stricken faces now are panic ridden with the announcement. Tension 

prevails among them and they cannot imagine what will happen in the coming future. They 

clearly heard the voice of Jinnah through the radio as“Pakistan Zindabad! Long live 

Pakistan!” (P.56) Suraj at once turned the radio off. But they had heard the cry of Jinnah and 

there was no mercy in it, only pride.” Sardar Teja Singh, a Sikh and the others anxiously ask 

‘what will happen to us Lalagi?’’ (P.56). 

       There is hushed silence, waiting for Kanshi Rama’s reply” I suppose we’ll continue here. 

Why can’t Hindus and Sikhs live in Pakistan? Why should they wish us harm?” (P.57). Imam 

Baksh, a Pakistan refugee also speaks almost the same words to his village Mano Majra 

people in Train to Pakistan saying, “what have we to do with Pakistan? We were born here. 

So were our ancestors. We have lived amongst you as brothers.” (P-9) 

        As soon as listening to the announcement of Mountbatten Muslims in Sialkot begin to 

celebrate their victory. Some groups of people wander with gaiety from street to street and 

light fireworks. The people in the mohalla hear the noise from nearby Muslim living areas, 

and then came the illuminations. In the distance, they could see the rooftops and the homes 

being lit with earthen lamps. As time passed, more and more lights came on as if the earth 

had suddenly erupted in a volcanic explosion, cutting so many holes in the surface of the city 

(P.58). 

        A group of jubilant youth comes in a procession to the mohalla, where Kanshi Ram and 

others live. The Hindu youth of the mohalla close the main gate. The crowd wants to break 

the gate and they roar, ‘Zindabad!’ ‘Pakistan-‘(P.67) Niranjan an inhabitant in the mohalla 

assures the youth in the mohalla and says, “I suggest we stay here and we fight the bastards if 

they try to enter the street. We should be able to kill a few before we get killed.”(P.60)  

            But they are very small in number against the Muslim mob. The mob makes a loud 

demand to open the gate and they kick the gate with their feet and announce “we’re not 

moving from here until we pass through the street”. (P.65) 

          Meanwhile the police with rifles rush to the spot. Inayat-Ullah Khan, the City Inspector 

asks Kanshi Ram to open the gate and he also assures that he would give protection from any 

violence. The Muslim leaders garland Mr. Khan, the Muslim inspector. The inspector has 

been waiting for a chance to do something to gain the favour of his community. The inspector 

orders the police to open the gate. But some police, who belong to the Hindu and the Sikh 

religions don’t respond quickly. The inspector threatens them: “You know what the penalty 
of indiscipline in the force is, don’t you? Get a move on or I’ll shoot you where you stand!” (P.69)  
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          At this moment Pran Nath Chaddha, a Hindu, the Deputy Commissioner and Asghar 

Ahmad Siddiqui, a Muslim, the Superintendent of Police arrives at the spot and assure the 

people in the mohalla of protection from the mob and says “my men have orders to shoot if 

there is any violence.” (P.75) Consequently the mob is allowed into the street with the escort 

of the police. Though a few windowpanes are damaged, the procession passes off peacefully. 

         William Davidson, called as Bill Davidson, a British sergeant is a friend of Arun and 

Munir. He has been living here for three years and he is in favour of the quitting of British 

from India. Arun, Munir and David discuss day to day developments and current topics. 

The first riot took place in Sialkot on the twenty-fourth of June. Many cities of the Punjab 

had been aflame for months; there were large-scale killings and lootings in Lahore, Gujrat, 

Gujranwala, Amritsar, Ambala, Jullundur, rawalpindi, multan, Ludhiana and Sargodha 

(P.105). 

          Kanshi Ram’s grain shop at Trunk Bazar is looted. Each day hundreds of Hindus and 

Sikhs leave from Sialkot. Kanshi Ram and the inmates of the mohalla are ready to move from 

there. Bill Davidson and Munir arrange trucks to move to refugee camps. Lala’s family, 

Bibi’s family, Padmini, a servant maid and her daughter Chandini and some others of the 

mohalla are shifted to the refugee camp. Unfortunately the Deputy Commissioner Pran Nath 

Chaddha is murdered by his Muslim bodyguard. 

             At the refugee camp Kanshi Ram comes to know that their daughter Madhu Bala and 

their son-in-law Rajiv, a reader in the civil court at Wazirabad, were killed by the fanatics, 

while they were coming from Wazirbad to Sialkot in a train. This disastrous news shocks 

Prabha Rani and Kanshi Ram. Arun and Suraj Prasash disguise as Muslims come to the house 

of Barkat Ali seeking his help to at least to secure the dead body of Madhu Bala. On knowing 

of the murder of Madhu, Barkat Ali’s wife weeps bitterly. With the help of Barkat Ali and 

Munir, Arun and Suraj Prakash have reached the railway station where a number of dead 

bodies are being cremated beside the station. It is filled with heaps of bones and skulls. They 

cannot find Madhu Bala’s body anywhere. Their trials even to get the dead body of Madhu 

Bala, where the corpses are dumped near the railway station of Sialkot are in vain. This 

reminds us of the dumping of thousands of dead bodies from a train at Mano Majra railway 

station, which comes from Pakistan in Train to Pakistan. In both these cases only Hindus and 

Sikhs are massacred. 

 The independence celebrations of August fifteenth are over. The Pakistani government 

has blacked out the news from New Delhi. Kanshi Ram’s family, Bibi Amar Vati’s family, 
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Suraj, Sunanda and their two children, Padmini and her teenage daughter Chandini are 

sheltered in the refugee camp. In the meanwhile the Boundary Commission’s award is 

announced on the seventh of August, everyone knows where he stands – in a part of Pakistan, 

or of India. Eventually the two governments make arrangements to transport the minorities 

from one side to the other. “People concerned in way out areas like Peshawar or other parts of 

the North West Frontier Province were airlifted to cities in East Punjab. The rest were moved 

by train or they were moved in convoys on foot.” (P.180) 

  General Rees is the Commander-in-Chief of the Punjab Boundary Force is set up in 

August to protect the minorities in the Punjab. The force is drawn from men of Indian Army, 

coming from all three communities, Muslim, Sikh and Hindu. 

  The date of foot convoy to reach Dera Baba Nanak which is the nearest village on 

the Indian Boundary is fixed and massive preparations for protection are under way to 

organize the convoy. A large body of Gurka troops has arrived from India. 

 Rana Bahudur Singh, a Gurka major, comes from India to protect Indian refugees in the 

convoy. The convoy is ready to move for Dera Baba Nanak. It is decided that the convoy 

consisting of an estimated twenty thousand people and a column over ten miles in length 

would move at least six miles a day or more if possible.  The convoy is to leave on the 

twenty-fourth of September, 1947. Some thousands of people are moving from their 

birthplace to their motherland. 

 On the first day of the march, most people in the convoy repeatedly stopped and looked at 

the distance landmarks of the city Sialkot. Its houses, its temples and its Mosques, its church 

spires, its factories, stood out sharply in the blazing sun, and the men vied with each other in 

identifying them and pointing them out to others. (P.224) 

        This forced moving away from their native place fills them with misery as their close 

intimacy with the land and the people of their birth place steadily vanishing. Their friends in 

the city come to the convoy to give them a send off. Chaudhri Barkat Ali and Munir come to 

the camp.  

 The affectionate friends of Sialkot greet the departures in the convoy while some others 

jeer the crowed insultingly. The bullock carts move unsteadily with heavy loads and many 

refugees carry their luggage on their backs or on bicycles.  The convoy reaches Gunna 

Kalem, a village, six miles away from Sialkot and halts there.  Barkat Ali and Munir 

accompany them up to Gunna Kalem. With heavy hearts Barkat Ali and Munir depart from 

the family of Lala Kanshi Ram. Barkat Ali, a true friend of Kanshi Ram is not sure whether 
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they would reach the other end safely. If the partition had not occurred the love story of Arun 

and Nur may have taken a different turn. Munir asks Arun to write to him giving his new 

address after reaching their destiny. Arun says to Munir about Nur”Tell her I love her.” 

(P.232) There are tears in the eyes of Kanshi Ram and Barkat Ali, the former said, “We are 

one people and religion cannot separate us from each other”(p.232) They depart with heavy 

hearts. 

   Some Muslim fanatic groups attack the first unit of the convoy. The Indian Army 

opens fire on the group. But they fear to fire on the mixed people. Dr. Chander Bhan is killed 

in the attack, his wife is saved, but unfortunately their two daughters aged nineteen and 

seventeen are kidnapped. Over two thousand Hindus and Sikhs are killed and many wounded 

in the attack. 

 The second attack takes place near a notorious Muslim stronghold, called Alipur 

Saiyidian. The first section of the convoy has reached Manjoke, a village seven miles away 

from Qila Sobha Singh. The attack occurs at ten in the morning, on the ninth day and thirty-

six miles away from Sialkot. About fifteen hundred people of the convoy lose their lives. 

 One of the most dastardly and shamefully unfortunate incidents occurs at Narowal. The 

Muslim fanatics forcefully abduct the Hindu and Sikh women and march them naked in the 

streets.  

As Nahal narrates:  

 There were forty women, marching two abreast. Their ages varied from sixteen to 

thirty, although, to add to the grotesqueness of the display, there were two women, marching 

right at the end of the column, who must have been over sixty. They were all stark naked. 

Their heads were completely shaven; so were their armpits. So were their public regions. 

Shorn of their body hair and cloths, they looked like baby girls or like the bald embryos one 

sees preserved in methylated spirit. Only the breasts and hips gave away their age. The 

women walked awkwardly, looking only at the ground.(P.249) 

 Arun and Suraj Prakash witness the parade at nearby bazaar, half a mile away from the 

camp. Arun cannot look at the parade and sits on the shop-front where Hakim, a doctor 

practicing an indigenous system of medicine. Hakim sahib covers his face and prays God to 

forgive these cruel men. But Suraj enjoys the scene. The mad crowd becomes hysterical and 

abuses them, “rape them, put it inside of them. The filthy Hindu bitches, the kafir women” 

(P.250) 
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        No doubt this is one of the most unfortunate events in the history of mankind. This type 

of humiliation to the women may not occur in any battle or in any incident of any continent in 

the history of the world. Friendship, kindness and humanity even to the fellow human beings 

do not stand before religious conflicts. The women are publicly raped. No local authorities or 

police or the military could interfere where such marches are organized.  

   There is no more Muslim village Jassar between Narowal and Dera Baba Nanak. 

Surprisingly the villagers supply water to the people in the convoy instead of attacking them. 

The convoy crosses the river Ravi, and reaches the Indian border. Many people kiss the 

Indian soil and some other bathe in the river Ravi to mark their deliverance. “Lala Kanshi 

Ram raised his hand and shouted ‘vande Mataram’ – salute to the motherland.”(P.269) 

          From Dera Baba Nanak, Lala Kanshi Ram’s family moved swiftly to Amritsar, and 

from there as swiftly to Delhi. Bibi Amarvati, Sunanda, Teja Singh and Ishar Kaur 

accompanied Lala’s family to Delhi. On the journey the train is stopped many times. Lala 

comes to know of the Muslim women procession in the bazaar of Amritsar. He hears the 

news that some hundreds of Muslims are killed in India to take revenge against the killing of 

Hindus and Sikhs in Pakistan. Kanshi Ram also witnesses on the way to Delhi the attacks by 

Hindus in India. 

…at the railway station, the train by which they were to travel to Delhi was not yet ready. A 

train with hundreds of slaughtered Muslims had pulled in and they were cleaning up the 

platform. It was a train carrying Muslim refugees to Pakistan; it had been stopped at the 

signals outside of Amritsar, when the Muslims were massacred. (P.275) 

Lala Kanshi Ram and others again see many dead bodies at Ambala railway station. 

And then they saw a long line of dead. They were laid out beside the track, one dead next to 

another, and they were covered with sheets. It was clear from Certain sheets there were only a 

child below; The corpse was so small. Lala Kanshi Ram counted ninety-four bodies.(p.281) 

    Lala grieves about the counter murders, though Rrabha Rani feels happy about revenge. He 

says, “Yes, I can’t hate the Muslims any more” (p.283). With a plain heart Lala forgives the 

Muslims. 

         When Kanshi Ram comes to know of the slaughter of Muslims in India as a mark of 

revenge, he does not feel happy. As a noble soul he forgives the Muslim fanatics in Pakistan 

though he has lost his own daughter to their fanaticism. Lala reminds Prospero in 

Shakespeare’s The Tempest. His plights are not ended when he reaches the motherland. His 
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family is not sheltered by relatives in Amritsar. So he reaches Delhi and applies for quarters 

and again he starts his life as a grain merchant.  

           Azadi is a realistic documentary on the partition riots. It is the story of political hatred 

and violence, of the mass passions during the turbulent and fateful days in the wake of 

partition, where people are seized by communal frenzy. With the first hand information and 

as a refugee from Pakistan to India Chaman Nahal has imbedded the historical novel with 

naked facts. In fact the historians did not highlight the partition riots, a great scar in the 

human history, and on the independence struggle in India. But novels like Azadi, Train to 

Pakistan, Bend in the Ganges and others give a record of the real incidents of the bloodshed, 

abduction, rapes, and other inhuman acts on the refugees during the partition, though the 

novel have fictional characters. 

         The story of Azadi is not only about the disastrous plights and miseries of refugees but 

it gives a massage that as Pramila Garg opines “one must cease to hate and learn to 

forgive.”(P- 147).And reminds us of Shakespeare’s message of forgiveness in The Tempest. 

Nahal’s psychological approach to his creative characters reinforces this great message. 

Nahal himself observes: “I wrote Azadi as a hymn to one’s land of birth rather than a realistic 

novel of the partition.”(P-7 ) 

         The peaceful and prosperous life of Lala Kanshi Ram is destroyed with the 

announcement of partition. A rich merchant turns as a penniless pauper. Kanshi Ram doesn’t 

bother to lose his property but he loses his beloved daughter. Kanshi also loses his heartfelt 

loving friends and Siolkot.  The parents are unable to look at even the dead body of their 

daughter. They witnessed thousands of the bodies of Muslims massacred as a retort in India. 

Kanshi Ram’s mind doesn’t want to quench for the thirst of the murder of his daughter, 

moreover, he forgives the murderers of his daughter Madhu Bala. 
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