Case Studies

The number of dead will never be known exactly. However, the terrifying stories told by witnesses who survived bear testimony to a severity in numbers and brutality that is hard to imagine.  The following two accounts from the November 1984 pogroms were chosen not for the uniqueness of the tale they tell, or even for the excessive nature of the abuses witnessed.  Rather these accounts represent what happened in the majority of cases, death at the hands of mobs.  It is important now to differentiate that the killings, which took place, were by no means random, but were actually the result of a series of organized attacks.

In both cases the anonymity of the witnesses has been maintained, for fear of further reprisal against family and friends still living in India today.

Case Study  #1 Mrs. K.

The late husband of this witness was a tea-stall owner. The family was originally from Alwar, but resettled in Delhi in 1977. Mrs. K’s husband and three sons (the eldest 28, was a railway porter, the second, aged 20, drove a hired scooter-rickshaw, while the third was a boy of 14), were all killed on 1 November.

Mrs. K said that on 1 November, “some people went around asking the shops to ‘down shutters’. Those who had closed them returned to their homes. The pradham [official] of my block then went around calling people to assemble, as a mob was coming to burn the gurdwara. The police soon arrived and warned them all to return to their homes and to stay indoors assuring them that they would be safe. When the mob came they [the Sikh men] came out and repulsed them. Three such waves were repulsed but each time the police came and told them to go home and stay there.

“The fourth time they came in increased strength and started attacking individual homes, driving people out, beating and setting fire to the buildings.” The method of killing was invariably the same: men were hit on the head, sometimes to the extent of breaking the skull, kerosene poured over them and then set on fire.

Several individuals, including Mrs. Ks’ nephew, tried to escape by cutting their hair. Despite this many were killed because they were identified by neighbors who took part in the rioting and could identify Sikhs, or by minor, local officials who were seen carrying clipboards and directing the mob to attack particular households or people. Other Sikhs had their hair forcibly cut and then killed.

Mrs. K. lost everything of value from her own home, including Rs. 7,000 in cash, a radio, a TV and other items.  Moreover, “despite being a middle-aged mother of four, I was nearly raped but was saved by providence. Nevertheless, I was repeatedly humiliated and my clothes were torn off two or three times.” She added, “when the stricken women rushed out of their burning homes, the gujjars (from village Chilla), bhangis and some others enquired from each other which woman they fancied and then proceeded to rape them. I heard people shouting to each other to kill every Sikh, and that even if one escaped it would be bad for them.”

There were twenty-one males in her father-in-law’s family. All of them were killed. Her brother was beaten and left for dead but fortunately survived.

Case Study #2 Mrs. S.

Mrs. S. heard of Indira Gandhi’s death at about 16.00 in the afternoon. “My husband came home and he told me to call my sons back home because there was going to be a disturbance in Delhi. We were watching television; we didn’t know what was going to happen. Our whole family was in the house, which was in the center of Delhi.

“In the morning [1 November], we were watching the television, but didn’t know what was happening in Delhi. We could hear the shooting but we didn’t know what was happening. But the fight was on, and the violence was increasing. We stayed in the house. At about 14.00 the mob came, about 400-500 people. They started throwing stones at the houses, including ours. So our youngest son and my husband went upstairs. The rest of my family went to the next-door neighbors to hide. The neighbors were Hindus.

“My husband had a revolver, it was very old. They were attacking my husband and my son. The mob came into the house, my husband told my son to run away because it wasn’t safe. My son jumped down and the mob gathered around him. They hurt him so much. They wrapped a sari around him. And then they set fire to him. The mob went upstairs to fight my husband. They killed him with a rod. He died there and then.

“They looted all the house and then set it on fire. I was next door hiding with the neighbors who were good friends. At about 18.00 someone saw my son’s finger was moving. So they took him to the hospital. He had stitches, a lot of stitches. His back was badly burnt as well, and his arm was broken. They burnt everything, and whatever they could take they took. They didn’t leave anything, not even a spoon.

“After three days the military came. There was no sign of the Delhi police. The telephone wires were cut so we couldn’t inform the police. Police couldn’t do anything because they didn’t come. And there was nobody to help me with the funeral of my husband’s body.

“We went to the camps, there was nothing left in the house. In the camps we were protected. There has been no investigation into the attacks. We reported the incidents, but no police officer has come to investigate it.

“I still recognize the people who did this, by their faces. I don’t know their names. Three or four of them. We are still scared. At least my son is still alive.” 

