
Chapter Four
Japanese Aircraft Hijacking

On a subsequent visit to Dacca in late September, while I was travelling 
around by rickshaw to meet shady characters in greasy Chinese restaurants to 
whisper about nothing of consequence, terrorists of the outlawed Japanese Red 
Army were plotting the hijacking of a large Japanese airliner in the region.  The 
aircraft was a DC-8 bound for Bangkok from Bombay, with 156 passengers.  The 
hijackers took over the plane with the intent of forcing it to fly, I suppose, 
somewhere important, such as New Delhi or Bangkok, where the world’s press 
would be available to hear the hijackers’ demands for the release of their comrades 
in Japanese prisons.  But as I understood later, no airport in India would allow the 
plane to land, and getting short of fuel, the plane desperately descended into 
Dacca, catching the country and subsequently the world by utter surprise.

The airliner remained tightly closed on the airport tarmac, while the 
terrorists on board demanded six million U.S. dollars, fuel to depart, and nine 
comrades in Japanese prisons.  If there was no immediately positive response, 
there would be deaths of those aboard, the terrorists announced, and the world 
learned quickly that there were a number of prominent American tourists on board.  
They were singled out with threatened death.

When I heard about the landing of the Japanese aircraft, I hurried to the 
airport, expecting a quick resolution to the episode.  Quickly all of Dacca learned 
about the hijacking, and amazingly fast, a television camera was set up to show the 
plane on the tarmac.  An open radio channel was established to communicate with 
the hijackers, who spoke some English.  The minister of aviation, Air Vice 
Marshal AVM Mahmoud, set up a command post in the control tower to negotiate.  
What he wanted was the safe release of all passengers before fuel would be 
provided for the plane.  The talks dragged on for several days.  I napped 
sporadically on the floor in the corner of the small arrival terminal.  Vice Marshal 
Mahmoud did not sleep, it seemed, as he patiently talked with the increasingly 
restive hijackers.  And astonishingly, all of the city heard the negotiations.  I never 
learned why the Bangladesh authorities allowed the talks to be on the public radio 
station.

I would like to say I learned the inside story of the negotiations from 
contacts at the airport.  In fact, I learned all the vital information from listening to 
the radio, as did seemingly all of the country.  I was the only foreign 



newspaperman in the airport, and I did my best to telephone the unfolding story to 
Ahmed, who relayed it to New York.

The hijackers demanded that the Japanese government release specific 
Japanese Red Army comrades in Japan and transport them to Dacca.  To my 
astonishment, the Japanese did just that, and a Japanese plane landed the next day, 
supposedly with the released prisoners.  The rumor at the airport was that the plane 
was packed with commandos to storm the commercial aircraft still on the tarmac.  
The Vice Marshal, so I heard, firmly kept control of the situation, and the aircraft 
was isolated a mile away at the end of a runway.  We learned at dawn of the third 
day that there were some released prisoners on the aircraft when a few were 
exchanged for exhausted American tourists.  I never learned whether there were 
commandos on the distant plane and eventually it did not matter.

Chapter Five
Air Force Enlisted Men Mutiny

At dawn on the third day of the hijacking drama I was abruptly ripped from 
slumber in the smelly airport terminal by rifle shots around me.  Staggering to my 
feet, I saw men in uniform shooting their way through the small terminal and 
heading for the stairs leading to the control tower.  Dropping fast to the floor, I 
crawled to hide under a wooden table.  A young officer from the American 
embassy sheltered there too.

“What the fuck?” he said.

I think he was expressing surprise at the armed attack, but equally he could 
have been angered by my pushing with him under the table.

“What now?” I asked, breathless.

“Just keep your head down!”

I could hear more shots, this time from an automatic weapon, coming from 
above, presumably from the nearby control tower.

“Shit, that’s where Mahmoud is!” muttered the American.



At that moment, the Air Vice Marshal’s voice could be heard on the radio 
calling to the terrorists:  “Be informed that strangers with weapons are in the 
airport.  They are not friendly.  Protect yourselves.”  Then radio silence.

While we crouched under the table, more excited soldiers ran through the 
terminal, and then others appeared.

“Look, other soldiers are arriving!”  I had barely said this when the new 
arrivals started a firefight with the original soldiers.

“What the hell is going on?” exclaimed my American companion.  “Soldiers 
fighting soldiers?”

More gunfire came from above us, presumably from the control tower.  The 
American had a hand-held radio, which came to life.  An Embassy officer was 
saying for us to keep sheltering; a mutiny by air force enlisted men seemed to have 
broken out.

The terrorists, still on the plane, could be heard shouting, “What’s 
happening?”  With no answer, the plane’s engines started, and the craft turned in a 
tight circle and gunned away from the terminal.  I glanced out a nearby fly-
speckled window to see the plane streaking down the tarmac to assume a position 
for takeoff.  Simultaneously, several fire trucks zoomed to block the takeoff route.

A Bangladeshi voice, not that of the Vice Marshal, ordered the Japanese 
plane to return to the terminal.  There really was no choice, since fuel still had not 
been transferred, to say nothing about the equipment blocking the runway.  The 
Japanese plane slowly rolled back to the terminal.  The unfamiliar voice on the 
radio commanded the hijackers to nose in close to the terminal, clearly thwarting 
any further escape.

The arriving soldiers poured into the terminal and very quickly established 
order with no more shooting.  The new negotiator began to work quickly with the 
hijackers on the plane to trade passengers for fuel and Japanese prisoners brought 
from Tokyo.  Apparently the two sides had reached an accord:  The hijacked plane 
was a distraction to the Bangladesh military in light of what seemed a failed 
military coup, and the Japanese wanted to get away fast from a dangerous situation 
they could not control.



It seemed to me there was no more breaking news at the airport, so I dashed 
into the parking lot, where Ahmed was waiting with his old Minor, and we drove 
to the nearby Intercon Hotel, where released passengers were being sheltered.  I 
found a stylish American woman, middle-aged, willing to talk to me for a few 
minutes.

“I never thought I would end up a pawn in a terrorist plot!” she exclaimed.

“My husband is tight with top political leaders in California, and they are 
going to know what a hero the American Ambassador is for negotiating our safe 
release!”  Then she was off to a room provided by the hotel.  She never explained 
how the Ambassador had pulled off his diplomatic success.

I lingered in the luxury hotel lobby for some hours, hoping to find more 
released hostages to interview, and composing a dispatch to New York, copying 
Baxter in New Delhi.  Then just after sunset in the growing twilight, the plane was 
pushed back from the terminal.  We watched on an ancient black and white 
monitor set up in the lobby as the plane raced down the runway.  It was almost too 
dark to see it lift off for some unknown destination.  The plane departed full of fuel 
and with all dozen or so Japanese Red Army former prisoners on board.  We 
understood a few Americans were still held captive as bargaining chips at some 
destination unknown to us.

We heard subsequently the plane made its way to Algiers, where Algerian 
authorities greeted warmly the hijackers and released the last Americans.  The 
question on my mind was what had happened to the Vice Marshal.  It was weeks 
later, long after my return to New Delhi, that I heard about a dozen ranking air 
force officers were killed, most in the control tower, but that the Vice Marshal was 
not among them.

Vice Marshal Mahmoud was gone from the scene just after attaining hero 
status for his remarkable negotiating skills.  But, after all, it turned out to have 
been a failed military coup led mostly by air force enlisted men under Mahmoud’s 
command.  At the time, I could not learn of Mahmoud’s status, but a good many 
air force and perhaps some army personnel were summarily hanged by Zia a few 
months after the short-lived mutiny.  I should stress that no one knows for certain 
what happened, in that no press or other outside observers covered what were 
thought on the gossip circuit in Dacca to be virtual kangaroo court trials that 
almost always ended up in the accused being hanged.  But I never heard if 
Mahmoud was caught up in the violence.  Years later on another trip to Dacca, 



then called Dhaka, Ahmed told me Mahmoud was living quietly in retirement in 
the city.

Ahmed arranged for me to have tea with Mahmoud one afternoon.  To my 
question about events in the control tower that dangerous morning, he replied 
calmly, “Well, about six of us were lined up against the wall by the sepoys (the 
enlisted men) and were shot individually.”  “When they came to me, someone said, 
‘He is a good man!  Leave him!”


