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A Fidayeen Caught Alive

The perennially busy and noisy junction at Girgaum

Chowpatty was eerily silent. The night was unusually

quiet. The brightly lit road, which on any other day would

be full of  people crowding around food stalls, was empty

as if  it was haunted. Only the shadows of  the heavily

armed and nervous policemen could be seen.

Residents of  the buildings opposite Girgaum Chowpatty

were not used to the deathly silence on the road below.

With ‘breaking news’ of  heavily armed terrorists creating

havoc in the city, people were glued to their television sets,

trying to get the latest on the mayhem.

When it was clear that South Mumbai was the main target,

jittery residents chose to remain indoors and catch the

action live on television. An occasional car would tear

through the road, it would be stopped by the police. Weary

residents would peep through their windows while the

police checked the car and told the driver that no one was

allowed into South Mumbai.
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A few minutes after midnight, the police suddenly swung
into action. Their walkie-talkies crackled to life and brief
instructions were given. Police constables ran from one
end of  the road to the other trying to place enough heavy,
rusted iron barricades to seal the road.

The entire junction was turned into a fortress within
minutes, making the residents even more anxious. “The
gunmen have hijacked a silver-colour Skoda car and it is
heading your way,” reported the voice on the walkie-talkie
in Marathi. The barricades across the road ensured that
not even a bicycle could pass through, an unusual sight,
but given the situation, this probably was a very wise
decision.

The 20-odd policemen from the local D B Marg police
station found themselves in a bizarre situation. They were
trained to handle millions of people who throng the
Girgaum Chowpatty every year for immersing Ganpati
idols. They weren’t trained to handle terrorists on the run.

The policemen armed with their archaic .303 rifles,
revolvers, batons, and lathis placed themselves at strategic
positions and waited with bated breath. Among them was
48-year-old Assistant Sub-Inspector – Tukaram Omble –
armed with a lathi and a wireless set. He would have
passed off  as any other tumbaku (tobacco) chewing police
officer, but Omble was about to create history.

Interestingly, Omble was that night standing at the very
place where he had stood a few months ago to help people
fight off  jelly fishes that had floated ashore from the
Arabian Sea.
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The silence was once again broken by the crackle of  the

walkie-talkie, the voice on the other side said that the

Skoda had passed Marine Drive and would reach them at

any moment. “It has to be stopped under any circum-

stance,” instructed the voice.

The nervous policemen once again checked their positions

and waited, as their sweaty palms gripped their guns.

Their hearts started racing as sounds of  a car approaching

the junction at breakneck speed tore through the eerie

silence. The well-lit road was now even brighter with the

blazing headlights of  the car zooming towards them.

But it screeched to a halt about 50 meters in front of  the

barricades and the headlights were switched off. It was as

if  the people inside were contemplating their next move.

To ensure that there were no innocent citizens in the car,

a police officer spoke through a loudspeaker and told the

occupants of  the car to get out and start walking towards

the police, with their hands in the air.

But, no one moved. Those few moments of  silence

stretched towards eternity, while each side waited for the

other to act first. Since no one got out of  the car in spite

of  the warning, the policemen were now sure that this was

the car they were warned about. Suddenly, the headlights

blazed on, almost blinding the cops and the car instantly

accelerated as if  it were in an Formula One motor race.

The car had almost reached maximum speed as it neared

the barricades and before the policemen could react, it
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turned right, towards the divider, in an attempt to cross

to the other side. But, the front wheel of  the car got

caught in the divider, taking the driver by surprise.

Seizing the opportunity, the police team started firing at

the car, but the driver (later identified as Ismail Khan)

instantly responded with a shower of  bullets from his

sophisticated AK-47 assault rifle.

Omble was standing at the other end of  the road from

where he had a clear view of the other occupant in the

front seat. Maintaining his composure, Omble quickly

took stock of  the situation. He had seen that the other

gunman was struggling to shoot from his AK-47 rifle.

Seizing the opportunity, Omble leapt towards the gunman

and reaching through the window, grabbed the rifle with

one hand and tried to open the door with the other.

The gunman had bullet injuries on both his hands. Ajmal

was finding it difficult to hold on to the gun. As Omble

tried to grab it, Ajmal pressed the trigger with his thumb

and five bullets pierced Omble’s body.

As his blood flowed away, Omble held on to the gun and

grabbed it as he fell to the ground. But, still, the police

constable had not eased the pressure on the gun. This

forced the gunman out of  the car and to his knees, giving

the other policemen an opportunity to overpower the

unarmed gunman, while Omble collapsed to the ground.

Meanwhile, other policemen, including Sub-Inspectors

Bhaskar Kadam, Sanjay Govilkar, and Assistant Police
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Inspector Hemant Bavdhankar were engaged in a gun

battle with Ismail, which finally ended with the terrorists

death.

The entire incident was over in a few minutes, but in those

few minutes, Omble had pulled off  a feat unmatched

anywhere in the world. He had caught a dreaded fidayeen

(suicide bomber) – Mohammad Ajmal Amir alias Kasab

– alive.

Born to a farmer in Satara district of  Maharashtra, Omble

was the youngest of  four children. He is survived by his

wife and four daughters.

His bravery helped the nation considerably, because Ajmal

is alive and India and the world could find out who the

perpetrators of  the 26/11 terror attacks in Mumbai were.

If  Ajmal too had died, Indian security agencies would have

been able only to speculate where the attackers had come

from and who had planned it.

The government of  India has now honoured Omble with

an Ashok Chakra (India’s highest awarded for gallantry

away from the battlefield) for his exemplary courage and

bravery.

When the encounter at the Girgaum Chowpatty signal

ended, the D B Marg police officers did not know that

Omble had probably captured someone of  international

importance. As the police gathered around the injured

Ajmal, the locals who had until then remained hidden in

the bylanes, rushed out and started beating up Ajmal. The
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furious mob could have surely lynched Ajmal to death.

Fortunately, wisdom prevailed and the police officers

realised the importance of  ensuring Ajmal’s safety.

They immediately dispersed the crowd and put Ajmal into

a police van and rushed him to the nearby Nair hospital.

At the hospital, doctors, nurses and other hospital staff

gathered around Ajmal to catch a glimpse of  a fidayeen.

They wondered how a young innocent-looking boy could

kill so many innocent people, and still seem normal.

In the hospital, Ajmal was sad that he had been captured

alive. At first, he begged the doctors to kill him, and then

he said that he wanted to live, but requested the authorities

not to let the news out that he was captured alive. “My

handlers in Pakistan will kill my family if  they know that

I have been captured alive,” Ajmal told a police officer.

After the doctors treated him for his wounds, the police

officers took over. Ajmal told them everything about

himself  and why and how he had become a fidayeen.
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