
THE PAKISTAN I EXPERIENCED 

Sqn. Ldr. TPM Gunasekara, NI Flying Training Wing, SLAF Base Anuradhapura 

In. Summer 1995, I was selected to undergo training at the Flying Instructors' School of 
Pakistan Air Force Academy, Risalpur, a small and otherwise insignificant town in Pakistan's North 
west Frontier Province (NWFP). It was to be my first long overseas stay, but I was not too enthralled. 
After all, I used to feel that Pakistan was just a neighbouring South Asian country. 

South Asian myself, I had seen enough of colourful and sparkling costumes, heard the lilts 
· and laments of a unique oriental music and walked the crowded bazaars that were seen as 

"experience" the romantic East. But during this five months at Risalpur, I had to entirely revise my 
opinion. For I had not expected to find so much to think about in the culture and humanity of the 
people I had come to be with for a short. period. 

On my first day at flying school I was initiated to the mores of Islamic rites in a formidable 
. manner, I was invited to attend Sadhkar, a religious ceremony. Prayers were recited led by a priest, 
and the main event got under way. This was a sacrifice to Allah. One of the two 'attendants 
accompanying the priest held down a goat, while the other did the slaughtering in accordance with 
the procedure set out in the tradition. With some difficulty, using the only knife of fitting size 

.available, (which did not appear to be adequately sharp), he cut open the main arteries in the neck 
of the animal, and assisted by the other attendant, held it down until it bled to death. Death was 
slow and obviously painfuL I was informed that the mutton would be distributed among needy 
people. · 

Life in the Flying Instructors' School (FIS) 
Precisely at 4.30 every morning, I woke up to a loud call for prayer '�llah-0-akbar,b 

ilha-ii-Allah" from a nearby mosque. Around five, breakfast was served in the room, and usually 
consisted of "Paro ta", a mixture of wheat flour and ghee, and omelet. By. 5.30, the school bus 
arrived. We followed a heavily loaded routine relieved intermittently by mugs of sweet tea and 
cigarettes. Lunch break was from 1 '.00 to 1.30 followed immediately by prayer in a square with a 
cement floor in the open shaded by trees and kept immaculately clean. This simple structure 
commanded enormous influence over the people assembled there. Here the man who led, and 
the man that followed, barefooted and humbled in fearful respect, knelt before the Almighty 
Allah in total submission. 

My life at the School was usually eventful. The long evenings were spent in lively walks 
accompanied by discussion with fellow Officers. Cool weather and leisurely atmosphere provided 
a great opportunity for long and lively interchanges. Topics varied from international politics to 
cricket, and the more exciting the exchanges were, the lengthier would be the walks, of which we 
never tired. I spent most Friday afternoons playing chess with a PAF air traffic control officer, a 
Christian. He was in fact the only non-Moslem Officer at the base. One of my companions provided 
a simple explanation for the poor-representation of non-Moslems in government service, "This is 
the 'Islamic' Republic of Pakistan" he said. 

As the late General Zia-ul-Haq had put it Pakistan is an 'Ideological' state. For this union 
of five geographically, racially and culturally diverse provinces that spoke five different languages, 
the only binding factor was religion. For the nation to remain united Islam had to reign supreme, 
and for Islam to reign supreme, other religious had an unavoidable but huge price to pay. 
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