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AUTHOR’S DISCLAIMER

This book is an attempt to study a region—‘Azad’ Kashmir—that has often been neglected in conversations about the present and future of Jammu and Kashmir. I have used interviews with locals and various stakeholders in ‘Azad’ Kashmir to explore the Kashmir conflict through their eyes. In most cases, I have chosen to present the terms and statements as conveyed by my interviewees to me to provide readers with a better understanding of how ‘Azad’ Kashmiris experience the ongoing conflict. These statements and terms do not necessarily reflect my views or those of the publisher.

I also recognize that Kashmir is referred to with different names and titles both locally and internationally, some acceptable in India and others in Pakistan. While India refers to Pakistan-administered Kashmir, which comprises ‘Azad’ Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan (formerly known as Northern Areas), as ‘Pakistan-occupied Kashmir’, Pakistan refers to Indian-administered Kashmir, known as the state of Jammu and Kashmir in India (constituting Jammu, Kashmir Valley and Ladakh), as ‘makbooza (occupied) Kashmir’.

In the popular parlance, however, when people in Pakistan say ‘makbooza Kashmir’, they are often mainly referring to the Kashmir Valley, not Jammu and Ladakh. Similarly, in India, when people say ‘Pakistan-occupied Kashmir’, they sometimes mean only ‘Azad’ Kashmir, treating Gilgit-Baltistan separately but still seeing it as a part of India.

‘Occupied’ and ‘azad’ are both loaded terms and as the author, my hope is to understand what constitutes ‘freedom’ and ‘occupation’ for Kashmiris, without imposing my labels. I have thus chosen to use the terms Pakistan-administered and Indian-administered Kashmir to explore what freedom and occupation mean for Kashmiris.

However, while I have employed the term Pakistan-administered Kashmir in parts of the book, ‘Azad’ Kashmir has been used more frequently to distinguish it from Gilgit-Baltistan. The two regions have unique histories, politics and cultural realities. While the book makes certain references to Gilgit-Baltistan, the region is not the book’s focus, which remains firmly on ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

Further, ‘Azad Kashmir’ is how the people of the region commonly refer to the area and it is their voice that the book seeks to highlight.

Where I have used the term ‘Azad’ Kashmir or ‘Azad’ Kashmiris, I have placed ‘Azad’ within inverted commas (unless I am quoting someone or using an excerpt which implies otherwise) to denote that the label of freedom—like that of occupation—in itself needs to be deconstructed to fully explore people’s experiences in the region.

I take full responsibility for the nomenclature used in the book.


PREFACE

‘Jang ho gayee?’ (Are we at war?), I asked my mother as she wrapped me in her arms and ran down the stairs. I had been shaken awake from deep slumber in the middle of the night. I was only three years old but three is old enough to register tension in the air. Three is old enough to understand that the all-too-frequently uttered word, ‘war’, did not mean anything positive.

It was the early 1990s, the decade in which India-Pakistan relations had hit a new low. India alleged that Pakistan-backed militants had been launched across the Line of Control (LoC)—the line that divides Kashmir into two hostile parts—1in the deeply contested territory that both India and Pakistan continue to claim since the 1947 partition of the subcontinent. As attacks against the Indian state escalated in Indian-administered2 Kashmir, India accused Pakistan of ‘supporting the insurgency by providing weapons and training to ﬁghters, terming attacks against it in Kashmir “crossborder terrorism”’.3 Though Pakistan denied the claim, relations plummeted. The decade of the 1990s also witnessed the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya in 1992, which resulted in deadly Hindu-Muslim riots in several parts of India and attacks on Hindu temples and religious minorities in Pakistan; the Mumbai blasts in 1993, which India claimed were sponsored by Pakistan,4 and the Kargil conflict in 1999, which brought both nations to the brink of nuclear war5. Talk of war was rampant across Pakistani media channels and TV lounge discussions during the 1990s. We were told that India, the historic foe, could launch an attack anytime.

As we stood under the open sky that night, I could only imagine that war meant being pushed out of warm beds, it meant being thrust out of one’s home. But that night it turned out to be a false alarm. It was not war but an earthquake that had jolted my family. The border continued to be more or less peaceful despite clashes across the LoC. And so, tucked away in Lahore, miles away from the LoC, we remained safe, removed from the conflict in many ways.

For thousands of Kashmiris on both sides of the LoC, however, a state of war was a harrowing reality during the 1990s. The villages scattered across the LoC were rocked by mortar shelling and firing, often hour after hour. As India claimed that armed militants crossed the LoC—allegedly backed by the Pakistani state—to fight the Indian regime, the Indian Army responded with heavy shelling, which was in turn met with shelling by the Pakistani forces. Stranded in between the tit-for-tat battle were the Kashmiris.

It is estimated that there are nearly 285 villages along the LoC in the part of Kashmir administered by Pakistan6 (popularly called ‘Azad Kashmir’ in Pakistan and ‘Pakistan-occupied Kashmir’ in India).7 In comparison to the population living on the other side of the LoC—which is smaller and more dispersed8—these villages are heavily populated and face the brunt of escalated Indo-Pak tensions. An untold number of these ‘Azad’ Kashmiris lost their lives during the 1990s, while others suffered life-altering injuries and deep psychological scars. The state-run news channel in Pakistan, PTV, would often broadcast news of ‘Muslim persecution’ in Indian-administered Kashmir and the damage caused by Indian shelling in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. As a toddler and then a young child, I came to absorb these violent stories.

But the war was more than television news for me. The family of my cook, who had lived with me since I was three, and whose children I had played with throughout my childhood, were Kashmiri. Every summer, they would return home to visit their grandparents in ‘Azad’ Jammu and Kashmir, more commonly abbreviated as AJK. (The term ‘azad’ is used in direct opposition to ‘makbooza’9 [‘Indianoccupied’] Kashmir, a common expression among ‘Azad’ Kashmiris and Pakistanis alike.)

During the nineties, my mother would plead with our cook and his family not to go. She would tell them of the news coming in, of blocked roads and continuous firing. My cook would argue that it was his home; he would say he had to go back no matter what the conditions were like. Telephone lines would not work and I remember having to wait for several weeks to hear that they had reached safely. When they would return, the children would tell me of hiding behind mountains and in the middle of forests, of only being able to travel at night for fear of being seen by the Indian forces, which allegedly indiscriminately targeted army posts and civilians. As a child I recall feeling the fear of losing my friends to this ‘enemy’. I also recall imagining Kashmir as a dark and gloomy place, a place that reminded me of death. But alongside the frightening stories, my cook’s children would tell me of how beautiful ‘Azad’ Kashmir was. They would return with walnuts and apples and tales of the magnificence of ‘Azad’ J&K. My father, who served in the Pakistan Army and had been posted in AJK in the 1980s, would also speak of the towering mountain peaks and flowing rivers. AJK became a strange point of fascination for me in my childhood. I told myself that I would visit whenever the war would end, whenever it would be safe to go.

Through the nineties, India continued to claim that Pakistan-backed militants were infiltrating the LoC to wage attacks against the Indian state. Though Pakistan denied the allegations, India-Pakistan relations remained strained. It was the 2003 ceasefire between India and Pakistan that brought relative peace to the region.10 The reasons for the ceasefire will be discussed during the course of this book, with a focus on the role the US played in the post-9/11 era, Pakistan’s own participation in the War on Terror as a US ally in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, and other internal factors within Pakistan and India that prompted state officials to engage in peace talks.

For the locals, the 2003 ceasefire meant that, ‘For the first time in several decades, the guns along this frontier went silent, bringing much needed respite to the shell-shocked lives of people in hamlets across the LoC and to soldiers guarding the border posts. It facilitated the opening of the Srinagar-Muzaffarabad and Poonch-Rawalkot routes, paving the way for bus and truck services linking the two Kashmirs for the first time in six decades, and encouraging cross-LoC contacts, exchanges, travel and trade.’11 (Barely two years later, however, a 7.6-magnitude earthquake devastated Kashmir. It is estimated that 75,000 people were killed in the 2005 earthquake, mostly in Pakistan-administered Kashmir.12 Death, destruction and tragedy had become the norm in the region.)

Still reeling from the after-effects of war and natural disaster, Kashmiris in ‘Azad’ Kashmir slowly started to rebuild their homes and lives. As the region opened up to tourists (due to the heavy shelling for years, few had considered it safe to venture into the region, particularly in areas close to the LoC, until the 2003 ceasefire), thousands of Pakistanis flocked to ‘Azad’ Kashmir, in awe of its beauty. The 200-kilometre-long Neelum Valley, where the clear blue Neelum river (called Kishanganga in India) flows, became a particular point of attraction. In 2017, it was reported that over 312 guesthouses had cropped up in Neelum Valley over the past five years13 and that tourism now made up 40 per cent of the local economy.14 Overall, more than 500 hotels, motels and guesthouses have opened up in the region since 2003.15 Tall mountain peaks, riverside activities and fascination with the area’s proximity to the LoC lured in more than one-and-a-half million tourists to ‘Azad’ Kashmir in 2016,16 with 500,000 tourists coming to Neelum Valley alone, the highest number in history, according to official records.17 My husband Haroon and I visited ‘Azad’ J&K as tourists to celebrate our first wedding anniversary in 2014.

Until this trip, I didn’t know the extent of the devastation that ‘Azad’ Kashmir had seen. Minimal literature is available on the region. State narratives, bent upon juxtaposing this side of the LoC as the heaven across the hell, had silenced the voices of the locals. It was only through my visits that I learnt from ordinary Kashmiris what they had been through.

It is believed that at least 2,500 people died in Neelum Valley alone between 1989 and the 2003 ceasefire.18 Locals who I interviewed quoted a higher figure of about 3,000 people killed.19 Infrastructure, including schools and hospitals, was destroyed in the decade-long shelling, leaving behind a generation of uneducated, ailing Kashmiris. (While the book’s focus remains on ‘Azad’ Kashmir, it must be mentioned that Kashmiris living close to the LoC in Indian-administered Kashmir are also killed and injured in Pakistani shelling. Villagers living by the LoC in Indian-administered Kashmir are particularly vulnerable and have to resort to building bunkers like ‘Azad’ Kashmiris have to in order to save their lives each time India-Pakistan tensions escalate. Education of children is disrupted, as is normal life. While I would be unable to visit these villages in Indian-administered Kashmir and speak to the residents myself, Kashmiri and Indian news reports and my conversations with people would give me insights into the hardships they faced, caught in the crossfire. It is noteworthy, however, that both India and Pakistan only tend to report on the losses on the sides administered by them. The casualties on the other side are frequently ignored. While I will only be exploring the impact of shelling in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, the experiences of villagers on the other side mirror the victims’ narratives of shelling in ‘Azad’ Kashmir.)20

Disturbed to find that hardly any work had been done to document the devastation on this side of the LoC, I began to dig deeper. I spoke to women and children who had spent years living inside bunkers to escape Indian shelling. I spoke to refugees who had crossed over from Indian-administered Kashmir to escape crackdowns by the state, only to find themselves in ice-cold, cramped shelters even decades later. I spoke to former militants who had come to Pakistan for training and picked up arms to fight the Indian state. And I spoke to Kashmiri nationalists in ‘Azad’ Kashmir who sought equal distance from India and Pakistan but had had their demands silenced over the years.

I returned to Islamabad, seeking to find these stories documented somewhere in mainstream media and literature, but was disappointed. Though there are a number of books written by ‘Azad’ Kashmiris, literature that goes against the dominant Pakistani narrative on Kashmir has largely been banned by the state on the grounds of promoting anti-establishment agendas. In 2016, sixteen books, authored mostly by pro-freedom writers, were banned by the AJK government.21

I also found that in Pakistan at large, any discussion on ‘Azad’ Kashmir only took place in the context of Indian-administered Kashmir. It was as if ‘Azad’ Kashmiris did not have their own identity, their own politics. Rather they were only worthy of mention if the Indian state had shelled or fired at them. They seldom made it to the news otherwise. Meanwhile, when I asked some of my Kashmiri friends in India if they knew about the bloodshed in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, one of them laughed and said, ‘We have lost countless people and you’re talking about a few thousand. We don’t even consider that part of Kashmir as real Kashmir. It’s just an extension of Punjab.’ When I turned towards the political establishment in Pakistan to ask if they would be willing to talk to me about this part of Kashmir, one of the seniormost officials in the incumbent government asked, ‘Why are you writing about Azad Kashmir? If you want to write about the topic, write about the brutality of the Indian forces.’

These reactions, and the silences, made me realize that it was all the more important to write this book. I decided to return to ‘Azad’ Kashmir again and again to document the voices of the people. Between 2014 and 2017, I made eight such detailed trips, each time carrying out interviews with ordinary men, women and children from the region for hours on end.

While the 1990s form the core of this book due to the heightened militancy and crackdowns and violence during that decade, it attempts to explore the larger Kashmir conflict through the lens of ‘Azad’ Kashmiris.

The book is divided into three parts, with the first seeking to understand the origins of the conflict at the time of Partition through the voices of Kashmiris. While focusing on the events prior to accession (which Pakistan contests),22 the book also aims to explore what the ‘tribal’ raids meant for Kashmiris, both Muslims and non-Muslims alike. The raids particularly targeted Hindus and Sikhs, many of whom were butchered. Those who survived had to flee the only home they knew, to find refuge in what was to become Indian-administered Kashmir. Some Hindus and Sikhs who stayed back had to convert to Islam to save their skin. Alongside those of secondary sources, interviews of Muslim Partition survivors and stories of non-Muslims shape the initial part of the book. This is followed by interviews of militants and refugees created as a result of the conflict, and of women and children affected by the dispute.

The second part of the book studies the conflict from the perspective of the state, in order to deconstruct official narratives. Interviews with military and government officials, including Pakistan’s former chief of army staff, Jahangir Karamat, and the former president of AJK, Sardar Muhammad Yaqoob Khan, make up this part of the book.

The last part of the book looks beyond the 2003 ceasefire to understand the role of state and non-state actors in Kashmir today, and explores the current grievances of ‘Azad’ Kashmiris through the narratives of nationalists as well as pro-Pakistan supporters. It seeks to understand what peace and freedom mean in ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

The majority of the field research for this book was conducted between 2014 and 2016, mostly in Muzaffarabad, the capital of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, and in villages by the LoC in Neelum Valley. Neelum Valley begins at the Chela Bandi Bridge, north of Muzaffarabad, and extends for more than 200 kilometres;23 many of the villages in Neelum Valley are situated right by the LoC. The 2014-16 period was one of relative calm in these areas. I did, however, travel to other districts such as Kotli, located in Jammu in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, where ceasefire violations have been more common, and to Mirpur district, where the famous Mangla dam had been constructed in the 1960s, leading to a mass displacement of the local population.

During the course of writing this book, the situation in Indian-administered Kashmir turned more violent, with one of the bloodiest conflicts ensuing in recent history in the aftermath of the killing of Burhan Wani, commander of the militant outfit Hizbul Mujahideen, by Indian forces. Soon after, India blamed Pakistan for the murder of eighteen Indian soldiers in a terrorist attack in Uri in Indian-administered Kashmir,24 and in September 2016, claimed to have carried out surgical strikes in Pakistan-administered Kashmir, targeting ‘terror launch pads’ supported by the Pakistani state. Though the claims of surgical strikes were strongly denied by Pakistan,25 the LoC has since become a flashpoint of aggression and animosity again. Both countries assert that the other party has launched ‘unprovoked firing’ and that they have had no option but to give a ‘befitting’ response—a term used by state officials on both sides to convince their respective citizens of the effectiveness of their policy actions. In the process, by November 2016, reportedly 200 schools had been shut, thirty-two civilians had died, 115 had been injured26 and hundreds had been forced out of their homes in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Overall, the AJK State Disaster Management Authority (SDMA) reported that forty-one persons were killed in 2016.27 Livelihood and infrastructure was destroyed due to mortar shelling on both sides, and bunkers that had gone rusty had to be renovated for protection. Even the brief window of peace that had visited some areas like Neelum Valley between 2003 and 2015—and which I had documented—had given way to violence and bloodshed, something all too familiar to the ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I had spoken with over the past four years.

According to Pakistani reports, 2017 saw the highest number of ceasefire violations since 2003. According to the AJK SDMA, forty-six civilians were killed in 2017 in shelling incidents.28 In January 2018, a statement issued by the Pakistan Foreign Office stated that there were 1,900 ceasefire violations in 2017,29 and that the Indian forces had carried out more than 125 ceasefire violations along the Line of Control and the working boundary (referred to as the international border by India)30 in just the first nineteen days of the new year (2018).’31 Indian authorities also stated that Pakistan had ‘breached the truce over 100 times in January (2018) alone’.32 According to former Indian Air Vice Marshal Kapil Kak, the death toll in ceasefire violations by Pakistan in January 2018 alone equalled that of the entire 2017, ‘a year which itself witnessed a six-fold increase… as compared to 2015’.33

Though certain parts of the LoC, such as Neelum Valley, are now relatively calmer, the constant threat of mortar shelling continues to pervade the valley. As I visited the renovated bunkers on my last visit to Neelum in May 2017, I could smell the fear in the atmosphere. The stability that had come to the region a few years ago had been thwarted. No one knew what to expect any more.

Still, the momentary window of peace, which went undocumented by mainstream media, has found space in this book. The stories of ordinary women, men and children rebuilding their lives, amid the fear of the conflict being reactivated, which it has, have also made their way into this book. The history of peace is perhaps as imperative to record as the history of conflict, for both narratives must learn from each other to understand what is at stake each time the LoC becomes a flashpoint.

As stated in my Author’s Disclaimer, in this book I will be referring to both parts of Kashmir as Pakistan-administered and Indian-administered territories rather than ‘held’ or ‘occupied’. However, since Pakistan-administered Kashmir also includes Gilgit-Baltistan, which is not the focus of this book (for reasons outlined below), I will particularly be using the term ‘Azad’ Kashmir because that is the common phrase used by ‘Azad’ Kashmiris and Pakistanis to refer to the particular region I have written about. Where I have used the term ‘Azad’ Kashmir or ‘Azad’ Kashmiris, I have placed ‘Azad’ within inverted commas (unless I am quoting someone or using an excerpt which implies otherwise) to denote that the label of freedom in itself needs to be deconstructed to fully explore the state of ‘azadi’—or lack thereof—enjoyed in the region. ‘Occupied’ and ‘azad’ are both loaded terms and, as a Pakistani, my hope is to understand what constitutes ‘freedom’ and ‘occupation’ for Kashmiris, without imposing labels of my own. I would also like to clarify that when I say Kashmiri or Kashmir I am referring to ‘Azad’ Kashmir, unless stated otherwise.

Furthermore, it is important to note that when Indians use the term ‘Pakistan-occupied Kashmir’, they do not distinguish between AJK and Gilgit-Baltistan, the two regions under Pakistan’s control, whereas when Pakistanis say ‘Indian-occupied Kashmir’, they are usually referring only to the Valley, with little focus on Jammu and Ladakh.34

According to the United Nations resolutions, ‘Azad Kashmir is neither a sovereign state nor a province of Pakistan, but rather a “local authority” with responsibility over the area assigned to it under a 1949 ceasefire agreement with India.’35 Official reports of the Government of AJK declare that it is an area of 13,297 square kilometres,36 with a population of 4,045,366 persons (as per 2017 census reports).37 AJK is divided into three divisions—Mirpur, Muzaffarabad and Poonch—which are further divided into ten districts. The districts include Muzaffarabad (capital of AJK), Neelum, Hattian Bala, Bagh, Haveli, Poonch, Sudhnutti, Kotli, Mirpur and Bhimber. Parts of the Kashmir Valley (the Muzaffarabad division) and Jammu province (Mirpur and Poonch division) fall in ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

Gilgit-Baltistan is also divided into ten districts: Ghanche, Skardu, Gilgit, Diamer, Ghizer, Astore, Hunza, Nagar, Kharmang and Shigar.38 Gilgit-Baltistan covers an area of more than 72,000 square kilometres with an estimated population of 1.9 million people.39

In 1949, when representatives of the Government of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, ‘the “local authority” or provincial government of Azad Kashmir as established in October 1947’,40 met with officials of the Government of Pakistan to sign the Karachi Agreement—which defined the governing relations between the two parties—they decided to give Pakistan the administrative control of Gilgit-Baltistan until a final decision was made about the accession of the state of Jammu & Kashmir, primarily because it was going to be geographically easier for Pakistan to govern the region rather than the resource-starved ‘Azad’ Kashmir. ‘A separate ministry was created by the Pakistan government; the Federal Ministry of Kashmir Affairs and Northern Areas was to run Gilgit and adjoining areas. No leader from Gilgit was included in this agreement, and a handover of power took place without the consent of the people of Gilgit.’41 This meant that while AJK, at least in principle, had its own government and could enjoy some autonomy, Gilgit-Baltistan was handed over to Pakistan to control. Many ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I met with feel that this was a mistake, that it pushed the people of Gilgit-Baltistan away from them. While some in Gilgit-Baltistan continue to identify with the state of Jammu & Kashmir, others have formed their own identities and have their own grievances.

Although parts of Gilgit-Baltistan touch the LoC, the region has been spared the mortar shelling that has marred the lanes and alleys of ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Instead, a bloody Shia-Sunni conflict has ensued in Gilgit-Baltistan, where Shia Muslims, including Ismailis, are in a majority (approximately 70 per cent of the population),42 as opposed to ‘Azad’ Kashmir, where Sunni Islam holds dominance.43

Out of all the main languages spoken in Gilgit-Baltistan, which include Shina, Burushaski, Balti, Wakhi and Khowari,44 only Shina is spoken in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, and that too by a handful of villages in Neelum Valley. Conversely, in AJK, Gojari, Pahaari, Pahaari-Pothwari and, to some extent, Koshur (commonly referred to as Kashmiri) are spoken. Neelum Valley in particular exhibits the greatest linguistic diversity. Alongside Shina, Gojari and Koshur, Pahaari, Hindko, Pushto and Kundalshahi are also spoken there.

This, among other historical, geographic, political and cultural differences between ‘Azad’ Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan, highlights that a proper study of Gilgit-Baltistan is imperative to fully understand the local politics and cultural realities of the region. This is a research I would like to undertake one day. For this book, I found it unfair to dilute the complications of Gilgit-Baltistan by merging it with the conversation on ‘Azad’ Kashmir. The two regions have followed unique trajectories, which must be explored in detail.

Before moving forward, it is important to highlight that today, Kashmiri identity tends to hold two meanings, the first of which is linked to the Kashmiri language spoken by people of the Kashmir Valley—specially in Indian-administered Kashmir. If this is upheld as the definition of being Kashmiri, the people of Jammu, Ladakh, Gilgit-Baltistan and even ‘Azad’ Kashmir are not Kashmiri in the linguistic or cultural sense. According to a study conducted by a faculty member at the AJK Medical College, about 35 per cent of the population in the state of J&K (as per its undivided geographic status in 1947) speaks Kashmiri. In ‘Azad’ Kashmir, Pahaari and Gojari are the dominant languages. According to the study, about 35 per cent of the population speaks Gojari in Muzaffarabad and Hattian Bala districts and 30 per cent speaks it in the Haveli district of ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Fifty per cent of the population in these districts speaks Pahaari. Pahaari is also spoken by 63 per cent of people in Neelum district while only 20 per cent of Neelum’s population speaks Kashmiri.45

In the Valley (in Indian-administered Kashmir), though the majority of people speak Kashmiri (approximately 96 per cent in Srinagar and Shopian), the same study confirms that Pahaari and Gojari languages are also dominant. About 30-35 per cent of the population in Kupwara and Baramulla speaks Pahaari and 20-25 per cent speaks it in Anantnag. Similarly, 15 per cent of the population in Kupwara district speaks Gojari and 7.50 per cent speaks it in Anantnag. In the Jammu region, Dogri is spoken by the majority in six districts: Udhampur, Kathua, Ramban, Samba and Reasi.46

Further research estimates that 75 per cent of the refugees from Indian-administered Kashmir currently living in ‘Azad’ Kashmir speak Pahaari. They hail from different places in Indian-administered Kashmir, including Keran, Machar, Kurnah and Uri. Meanwhile, about 20 per cent of the refugees, mostly from Poonch and Rajauri from Jammu in Indian-administered Kashmir, speak Gojari.47 Most of these refugees perceive themselves to be as Kashmiri as the Kashmiri-speaking people of the Valley. Of course, this definition also excludes other parts of J&K as a whole—such as Ladakh and Gilgit-Baltistan—where diverse languages are spoken.

The second way of looking at Kashmiri identity is by exploring the political identity, which goes beyond linguistic limitations and has heightened since the ‘azadi’ sentiment against the Indian state gained ground in the late 1980s. Here, the Kashmiri identity is used to dissociate itself from the hegemonic powers, and to denote a distinct identity, that is, Kashmiriness. Hence, the ‘azadi’ movement is not just limited to the Kashmiri or Koshur-speaking residents of the Valley but rather includes communities that speak their own local languages, be it Gojari, Pahaari, Pothwari or Shina. The fact that ‘Azad’ Kashmir retained the name Kashmir after 1947 perhaps further denotes that the political identity has triumphed the cultural and linguistic identity of Koshur as a language and continues to define the people of this region.48 In this book, ‘Azad’ Kashmiris then denote the political rather than the linguistic identity.

I have used secondary sources as well as oral histories in this book, conducting in-depth interviews with approximately eighty people between 2014 and 2017. The names of most of the interviewees have been changed. This has been done to protect the identities of the interviewees, given the sensitive nature of the research in a conflict zone.

I must mention that as a Pakistani, the research for this book was a complicated and difficult process. Many ‘Azad’ Kashmiris saw me as a representative of the state and this resulted in two common responses. First, they were hesitant to delve into any criticism of state policies. Second, being a Pakistani also meant that many Kashmiris questioned my ability to understand Kashmir from a Kashmiri’s perspective. In both cases, it was only when I spent more time with them that the layers of defence slowly started to peel away and they became more open to speaking.

Further, I learnt that while researching in conflict zones, the ‘truth’ often does not reveal itself at the onset of the conversation. It may emerge in pauses, silences and contradictions rather than in spoken words. In conducting these interviews, I also had to be conscious of ethical considerations. The conflict I have explored is ongoing and the tragedies are still raw in many cases. In certain interview sittings, therefore, I had to stop myself from pushing for details.

While many intellectuals in Pakistan have written about and protested against the Kashmir conflict, in many cases ‘Azad’ Kashmiris are only mentioned in contrast to Indian-administered Kashmir. As I have mentioned earlier, their individual identity, their local politics and their demands have frequently been overlooked. I must emphasize that through this book, I do not wish to use stories and statistics to juxtapose the two Kashmirs against each other and evaluate their respective conditions. I particularly do not wish to equate the two parts of Kashmir or undermine the ongoing conflict or the grievances of the people in Indian-administered Kashmir by discussing the problems that ‘Azad’ Kashmiris face. Rather, my hope is that by writing this book I will bring some ‘Azad’ Kashmiri voices to the forefront so that readers can understand how the conflict has also affected them. As discussions about the future of Kashmir are held, they too need to be brought into the fold of these conversations as long-standing affectees of that conflict.

(As this book goes to press, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights has ‘released its first-ever report on alleged rights violations committed by both India and Pakistan in the disputed territory’.49 While the report’s main focus is on the human rights violations in Indian-administered Kashmir, it also highlights human rights abuses in Pakistan-administered Kashmir, stating that ‘the human rights violations in this area are of a different calibre or magnitude and of a more structural nature’.50 The report also notes the difficulties in accessing information in Pakistan-administered Kashmir due to ‘restrictions on the freedoms of expression, opinion, peaceful assembly and association…’51 In a region where information and access is so difficult to come by, oral histories and interviews of everyday lived experiences, as this book documents, can unearth a meaningful understanding of what it means to survive in a prolonged and protracted conflict.)

In Pakistan, the only narrative one hears from—and about— ‘Azad’ Kashmir is the one that conforms with that of the Pakistani state. Doing research in the face of these meta-narratives has been arduous. It has been particularly difficult to get numbers, statistics, ‘undistorted’ facts and unbiased reports on the region, especially because not enough has been written on ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Given the dearth of material on the area, I do not believe that any one book or research project can fully explore and present the complete state of affairs in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. I recognize that my sample size is small and my research is limited to particular geographical locations within ‘Azad’ Kashmir due to this being a self-funded project. I thus do not claim that the oral histories I have documented describe the experiences of all ‘Azad’ Kashmiris. However, I believe that these narratives are as important as any other narratives that have or will emerge from the region, for these Kashmiri voices are as legitimate as any other Kashmiri voice. As a writer, I believe that my job is not to question my interviewees’ truth but rather understand the way they have chosen to remember and retell their stories. This approach, I think, provides deep insights into how they imagine and make sense of events, histories and politics in and around them. As Urvashi Butalia writes in her book, The Other Side of Silence, ‘There has been considerable research to show that memory is not ever “pure” or “unmediated”… (however), the way people choose to remember an event, a history, is at least as important as what one might call the “facts” of that history, for after all, these latter are not self-evident givens.’52

These personal narratives and memories then must be understood as one expression of that history and as a reflection of what my interviewees consider their truths and facts. Though I have had to translate many of the interviews from local languages to English and have had to rephrase and realign certain parts to make them coherent and more accessible for the readers, I have tried to present the narratives as closely as possible to how they were presented to me. Additionally, while I have interspersed these narrations with my own analysis, these oral histories are not a reflection of my opinions but rather of the way my interviewees chose to narrate their truth to me.

Navigating these limitations, I do not claim to fully explain the Kashmir conflict or ‘Azad’ Kashmir. In fact, if anything, through the process of writing this book, I have understood that the more one explores the Kashmir dispute, the less one feels one has comprehended it in its entirety. Perhaps the greatest learning through this research process has been that there is no one linear narrative, no singular identity and no one movement that can embrace the complexities of this region. It is only within the contradictions and dichotomies, only within the layers of narratives and competing politics of each stakeholder, that one can attempt to reveal any ‘truth’. It is these nuances that I hope to deliver to the readers of this book by highlighting some of the voices from the region.


PART ONE

Conflict


1

THE BEGINNINGS

When Kishanganga became Neelum

It is 15 August 2015, the sixty-eighth anniversary of Indian independence. My husband Haroon and I leave our home in Islamabad early in the morning to make our way to ‘Azad’ Kashmir. I am told that a ‘black day’ is being observed on both sides of the Line of Control (LoC) today. Kashmiris are holding placards and chanting slogans with one message: How can India celebrate azadi without giving us our azadi? But most of the activity in ‘Azad’ Kashmir will be limited to a few protests in the morning. My Kashmiri friends tell me that ‘the Kashmiris in Pakistan-administered Kashmir already have their azadi’. They are merely standing up in support of their brothers and sisters who seek freedom from Indian control. By the time I reach, everything would be back to normal. I am assured that no rallies or strikes would obstruct our journey.

About 71 kilometres from Muzaffarabad, the capital of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, I can see tall mountain peaks, signalling that we are getting closer to our destination. The road leading us to these mountains is bumpy, decorated with small khokas on the side, selling cigarettes, Lays chips and soft drinks. Pakistan celebrated its independence day yesterday but the patriotic spirit lingers in the air. Cars are adorned with Pakistani flags, with boys hanging out of car windows, still in celebratory mode. Vans with Bismillah and Mashallah stickers speed past us, alongside army trucks and UN vans. The air is cold, the road noisy.

On the way we see grafﬁti on the walls, some serving as marketing messages for various products, others as political sloganeering. One is a message from Jamaat-ud-Dawa (JuD), which many believe is the new face of the banned armed outﬁt Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), which has been accused of carrying out the 2008 Mumbai attacks. It says in Urdu, Islam is not meant to be conquered. A few miles later, we see a Sipah-e-Sahaba ﬂag tied to a pole. It reads, Main Naukar Sahaba da (I am a servant of the companions of the Prophet). Sipah-e-Sahaba is another banned militant outﬁt, which re-emerged under the name of Ahle Sunnat Wal Jamaat (ASWJ).1 (ASWJ too was banned in 2012, after being ‘suspected to have been involved in terrorism-related activities of Sipah-e-Sahaba’.)2 The organization is infamous for carrying out extremist attacks against the Muslim Shia community. On the same pole, a Jamaat-e-Islami ﬂag ﬂies high in the air. Jamaate-Islami is a mainstream political party, which was in power in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province alongside Imran Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf (PTI) between 2013 and 2018.

At the entrance to Muzaffarabad, I notice more signs and flags. One of the signs reads: Muslim Army Zindabad (Long Live the Muslim Army). Up ahead, I can see the flags of Pakistan, ‘Azad’ Jammu & Kashmir and JuD hoisted next to one another. They are embraced in a tight knot, tied to a pole. On the right, I can see the letters YFK painted on the walls. Underneath, it says: Youth Forum for Kashmir: Desire for Freedom. It seems as if everyone is trying to claim political space in this contested territory.

As we drive forward, we come to a chowk with road signs. One sign reads Islamabad, the other Srinagar. The sign is not only meant to give geographical direction but to also serve as a political reminder that what the Pakistani state claims to be hers is within reach. Throughout Pakistan, one comes across roads, bridges and highways named after Kashmir. The Kashmir Highway in Islamabad, the Kashmir Point in Murree, the various khokas and roadside restaurants named Kashmir View, Hotel Kashmir, Kashmir Resort, etc. At every step, there is an effort to reclaim Kashmir. Road signs such as the one we see now are also a reminder to Kashmiris, especially those from divided families, of how close they are to what they perceive as home. It keeps alive the desire to cross over, to fight for Indian-administered Kashmir—or ‘makbooza’ Kashmir, as it is more popularly known in Pakistan. One of my Kashmiri friends had recently remarked: ‘Islamabad and Srinagar are almost at the same distance from my house in Muzaffarabad, I want to be able to visit Srinagar just as I can visit Islamabad. Why can’t we make this LoC irrelevant? The frustration among Kashmiris to be able to do so is increasing.’

It is the same friend I call today as we reach Muzaffarabad. He has promised to help me with my research. He shares his address over the phone and asks me to arrive at his office at 3 pm to meet him and his colleague. ‘My friend is an encyclopaedia on Azad Kashmir, he will tell you everything you need to know.’ Haroon and I dump our bags at a rest house we had booked over the phone and head straight to his office. Waqar (the name has been changed to protect his identity) walks out at 3 pm sharp, with another man beside him. His friend seems older, probably in his forties; he has a beard and is wearing a checked shirt with black pants. Waqar introduces him to us as Sharjeel Nazir (the name has been changed to protect his identity), one of the very first journalists from Neelum Valley. ‘You can ask him anything you want. He knows everything there is to know about this area,’ says Waqar.

I am excited to meet a local journalist. Waqar tells us that he has work and that we should go ahead with Sharjeel. We get back into the car with Sharjeel and drive to a restaurant. It is crowded with young men, presumably from the Muzaffarabad Press Club located next door. Sharjeel exchanges greetings with some of the journalists inside and then guides us upstairs. ‘It will be quieter up there,’ he says in Urdu. He is right. There is no one else seated on this floor.

We start off the conversation over tea, with me asking Sharjeel to tell us about himself.

‘I was born in 1975 in Neelum Valley. I’m from a village (the name of the village has been omitted to protect his identity) which is located in the middle of the valley. It’s quite a remote area. At one time, newspapers would only reach there once a week,’ he says in Urdu.

‘And when did you get involved in journalism?’

‘In the early nineties. It actually started off with a small story I did on the floods in Neelum Valley in 1992. I was living in Muzaffarabad at that time and wanted to visit home. I had to walk 80 kilometres to my village and back because the roads, the bridges, were all destroyed. I came back and wrote about the difficulties people were facing because of the roads. It would take two days of walking for people to reach a market from where they could get some food, some ration. I wrote about the need to reopen that road, the need to supply basic necessities to these people. The story was printed in a local newspaper. From then on, I kept writing stories off and on, on different issues. But then, around 1995-1996, I stopped writing about minor things and became a professional journalist. I started to write about the war.’ He pauses for a moment, looks me straight in the eye, and then says, ‘A war that we lived through for fifteen years, with people in Islamabad, which is barely 100 kilometres away, oblivious to what was happening.’

I shift uncomfortably, for he knows I’m from Islamabad and I assume he feels resentful towards people like me, people who sat comfortably in our homes in big cities during the nineties, closing our eyes to what was happening just a few kilometres away. Luckily, he does not wait for any justification, for any explanation—for I wouldn’t have known what to say even if he did—and continues speaking.

‘Our roads were blocked for around fourteen years. Close to 3,000 people died in Neelum Valley alone.3 Property was destroyed, livelihood was destroyed, walnut and apple gardens flattened. Only half of the population of Neelum Valley was left in the area.4 Though other parts of (‘Azad’) Kashmir were also affected, Neelum Valley was the worst hit. People ran away to Muzaffarabad if they could afford it, or to the jungles, to hide from firing from across the LoC. I became a journalist so I could tell people what was happening. For the longest time, I would carry newspapers myself to different areas to spread the word, as there was no other way of communication. Since 2003, though there is a ceasefire, violations continue to happen. There hasn’t been any civilian death or injury in Neelum Valley since 20035 but in other parts of the LoC, in the districts of Haveli, Poonch, Bhimber and Kotli, the firing is ongoing. Two women and two men died just in the past month.’ (Ceasefire violations across these parts of the LoC as well as the working boundary [referred to as the international border by India] were common in 2015.6 The scale and intensity of these violations rapidly escalated during 2016-2017.) I ask him why the firing continues despite the ceasefire and he shrugs. ‘Some say the firing is happening because the mujahid (a common way in “Azad” Kashmir to refer to militants) are crossing over into makbooza Kashmir from this side, but there is no evidence. And in either case, it’s civilians who are dying, not the mujahid.’

His phone rings and our conversation comes to an abrupt halt just when he seems to be getting into it. He gets up and goes to the balcony to speak. He returns a minute later, to grab the second mobile that he had left on the table. ‘There has been firing in the Nakyal sector7 (in Jammu, ‘Azad’ Kashmir). Someone has been shot. I have to report it to my channel. I’ll be right back.’ With that he rushes out.

It takes me a moment to absorb what he said, about someone dying. I’m still trying to grasp it when Haroon taps me on my shoulder and says, ‘He’s on TV. Look.’ I turn, and to my surprise, find Sharjeel speaking on a Pakistani TV channel he works for. We grab the remote to increase the volume and find him reporting the incident over the phone. ‘The firing has just been reported by the locals. A man who belonged to Dabsi village has been killed,’ I can hear him say in Urdu. I look around and sure enough, Sharjeel is on his phone, standing outside on the balcony.

Like others in India and Pakistan, I have seen increasing number of reports of firing across the LoC. All too frequently, the Pakistani media blame the Indian forces for starting the firing and killing innocent people, and the Indian media point fingers at Pakistan and claim that militants are entering Indian-administered Kashmir, to which they must respond. For the most part, I know that it is unlikely that any of the channels would provide an unbiased report, be it in India or Pakistan. To be sitting in Kashmir when the ceasefire violation takes place and to hear first-hand of someone losing his life, however, becomes a harsh reminder that regardless of who is at fault, India or Pakistan, the conflict I want to write about is ongoing, with people being affected, with people losing loved ones, not knowing when their turn would come, on an everyday basis.

When Sharjeel comes back, he seems distressed but not as shaken up as Haroon and I are. ‘This has become an ongoing thing. People are reported dead every other day. I don’t know when it will stop.’

‘How come this is not happening in Neelum Valley, though?’ I ask. ‘After all, it was Neelum Valley which was the most affected during the cross-firing in the nineties. Why is the valley spared now, amidst these ceasefire violations?’ Everyone I had met with had told me that there had been no firing on civilians in Neelum Valley since 2003. (The situation changed in 2016, after the killing of Hizbul Mujahideen’s commander, Burhan Wani, by the Indian forces. But the firing in Neelum would not resume until almost a year after this interview with Sharjeel.)

‘I don’t honestly know. I can’t make sense of what is happening. Some people say it is because it is too difficult for the mujahid to cross over from Neelum Valley because the Indian defence is very strong here. They have put up electric fences, which are 12-foot high, and there are two rows of these fences; if anyone even comes close to them, alarms are set off immediately. And in the middle of the fences, there are rows and rows of barbed wire. How can anyone cross through that? It is simply impossible to infiltrate from here. And if there is no infiltration, there is no need for firing. I personally think it’s because the stakes are too high. China is working in Neelum Valley. It’s building roads, it’s working on the Neelum-Jhelum hydropower project. And then there are so many tourists coming here. If there is firing on this side, it will become a very big deal. It’ll become an international issue immediately. Maybe neither side can afford that.’

‘During the nineties though, before the ceasefire, was there a lot of infiltration from Neelum Valley? Do you know anything about it?’ I ask hesitatingly, nervous about his reaction. I’m worried that it may be too early in our conversation to bring up the issue. Pakistan has been accused by India at international forums of supporting militants. The state continues to claim that it has come down hard on militancy and that there is no such activity in the region. Any firing from the Indian side is thus deemed as unprovoked. Indian media reports, however, continue to insist that infiltration still takes place, even today.8 Sharjeel may be unwilling to broach this sensitive topic altogether.

‘Everyone knew about the mujahideen in the nineties. A lot of local people turned towards it too. Even I wanted to be a mujahid at one point.’ There is no hesitation in his voice. He responds instantly, in a matter-of-fact way. ‘It was just the environment of that time. It was very easy to become a mujahid then, you just needed to have the right kind of passion, which everyone had because of what they had seen, the way they had suffered. People had lost everything due to the Indian forces’ shelling; their homes were destroyed, roads were closed, there was no livelihood, a packet of salt cost Rs 100. Children couldn’t go to school; once twenty-eight children were killed in a school from one mortar shell alone.’ (Though I could not find any official record of this incident, locals say it took place in the early 1990s. It was confirmed independently by a number of people I interviewed in Neelum Valley, including the women in Chapter 5.) Can you imagine what the families went through? We had seen all of this so we all thought, India humara dushman hai (India is our enemy). Many people joined the jihadis. All you had to do was visit the people who ran organizations like Hizbul Mujahideen (a militant outfit operating in Kashmir) and get trained. And you didn’t need much training. The main training was how to climb mountains, which Kashmiris can do anyway. Holding a gun and firing is no big deal. So you would go to these camps where you would live and eat and get some training and then you’d become a mujahid and go across the LoC. It’s not like today when you can’t find people from jihadi organizations even if you try!’

‘What stopped you from becoming a mujahid then?’

‘I guess I didn’t get the chance,’ he lets out a chuckle but then becomes serious. ‘I got busy, I was writing, I got engaged in welfare work in the area, I joined different organizations to provide people with basic necessities. You don’t get into such things if you don’t have too much time, I suppose. Many other men didn’t have the same opportunities. They didn’t finish school, they knew they couldn’t get good jobs and perhaps this was the best service they could get involved in. We all wanted revenge, we all wanted justice. We had lost too much to turn a blind eye. We have lived in conflict ever since 1947. Everyone has his or her limits. We had reached ours too.’

***

For most of the ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I met with during the course of my research, the beginning of the Kashmir conflict preceded their birth by several decades. In 1947, when a new nation was born, the British forces gave the princely states the option of choosing whether they would want to join their domains with India or Pakistan. Many people had assumed that the princely state of Jammu & Kashmir would indeed side with Pakistan. Though Maharaja Hari Singh, the ruler of Jammu & Kashmir, was Hindu, the majority of the population was Muslim.

General Akbar Khan, who played an active role as a brigadier in the 1948 Indo-Pak war, writes in his book Raiders in Kashmir:

We had assumed that Kashmir would naturally join Pakistan. In fact, the very concept of Pakistan had included it as an integral part, the letter K in the name of Pakistan standing for Kashmir… Kashmir had to be in Pakistan because three-fourths of its four million inhabitants were Muslims, and its territory of 84,500 square miles had no effective road, river or rail links, nor direct economic ties, with India.9

Christopher Snedden, an Australian politico-strategic analyst and an expert on Jammu and Kashmir, reiterates this line of thought in his book, Kashmir: The Unwritten History. He writes:

All of J&K’s major geographical communication and economic links were with areas of western Punjab and North-West Frontier Province that were to become part of the new Muslim-majority state of Pakistan… Economically speaking, accession to Pakistan was (also) feasible as J&K’s links with areas that were to become part of this new dominion were highly important. Indeed, the J&K economy was heavily integrated with, and dependent on, these areas.10

However, Maharaja Hari Singh had other pertinent factors to consider. He was a Hindu ruler of a Muslim-majority state. Joining hands with Pakistan, a nation founded on the premise of Islam, could put him in a vulnerable position. An internal uprising from Poonch had already begun against his rule, while inter-religious violence was becoming rampant in Jammu.11 If his Muslim subjects joined hands with the Pakistani state, his government could be weakened and perhaps even overthrown, thereby bringing an end to over a hundred years of Dogra rule.

While the Maharaja pondered his situation, refusing to take any immediate decision regarding accession, it was announced that three of the four tehsils in Gurdaspur district (which held a Muslim majority) would be given to India. This decision was significant as it gave India direct access to Kashmir via land and reduced J&K’s reliance on Pakistan.12 In several of the interviews I conducted in Pakistan with people who witnessed Partition, Lord Mountbatten, the last viceroy of India, who is popularly believed in Pakistan to have interfered with the earlier suggestion to allot the districts to Pakistan,13 is held accountable for the beginnings of the Kashmir conflict. One elderly woman, sitting in Lahore, haughtily remarked, ‘Nehru was allegedly having an affair with Lord Mountbatten’s wife. It was through her that he convinced the viceroy to provide India direct access to Kashmir. That was the first step in our losing Kashmir in its entirety.’ Another woman mentioned, ‘You see, this Mountbatten played a filthy game. It’s quite obvious what he was up to. He was anti-Pakistan. I’m not one of those who get all worked up and excited about these things, but there’s so much evidence. The way that he gave the Indians Gurdaspur, so that they had a land route in Kashmir… But I believe the Maharaja was still thinking pretty seriously of joining Pakistan despite this, because he had been promised that he would be left in his role as the Maharaja and that no one would interfere with him. But then we jumped the gun without him. I was in Srinagar when the raiders came. And the Indians intervened. Nehru wasn’t going to let Kashmir go. And, of course, dear old Mountbatten was entirely in his pocket along with Lady Mountbatten.’

These speculations aside, what was certain at that time was the importance of Kashmir to the first prime minister of India. Kashmir was significant not only due to its strategic importance but also because of more personal, familial reasons; it was home for Nehru. Belonging to a Kashmiri Pandit family, Kashmir was an integral part of Nehru’s heritage. He ‘was a great lover of Kashmir’,14 and did not want to lose his ancestral home at any cost. In his book, Nehru, Stanley Wolpert writes, ‘What Nehru feared most… was the imminent, permanent loss of India’s largest, most strategically important state, which his ancestors all called home.’15 This quest and longing for his heritage did not set him apart from millions of other Partition survivors, many of whom still long to go back and reclaim what was once theirs. Being the prime minister of India certainly gave Nehru enough privileges and authority to try and steer policy towards ensuring that his home continued to belong to his country.

To Pakistan, the value of Kashmir was no less, though it was less personal and more existential in nature. General Akbar Khan writes in his book:

Not only could we not ignore the wishes and safety of our brethren in Kashmir, but our own safety and welfare also demanded that the state should not go over to India. One glance at the map was enough to show that Pakistan’s military security would be seriously jeopardized if Indian troops came to be stationed along Kashmir’s western border. Once India got the chance, she could establish such stations anywhere within a few miles of the 180-miles-long vital road and rail route between Lahore and Pindi. In the event of war, these stations would be a dangerous threat to our most important civil and military lines of communication. If we were to protect this route properly, it would take a major portion of our army to do so and we would thereby dangerously weaken our front at Lahore. If we were to concentrate our strength at the front, we would give India the chance to cut off Lahore, Sialkot, Gujrat and even Jhelum from our military base at Pindi. The possession of Kashmir would also enable India, if she wished, to take the war directly to Hazara and Murree—more than 200 miles behind the front. This of course could happen only in the event of war but in peacetime too, the situation could be just as unacceptable, because we would remain permanently exposed to a threat of such magnitude that our independence would never be a reality. Surely that was not the type of Pakistan we had wanted. From an economic point of view the position was equally clear. Our agricultural economy was dependent particularly upon the rivers coming out of Kashmir.16

And so, with multiple players and such high stakes, it was perhaps naive to assume that a peaceful transition could ever take place in Kashmir. The Azad Kashmir movement17—an anti-Maharaja movement opposed to the Maharaja’s autocratic rule, supported by pro-Pakistan Muslim Conference politicians—was gaining momentum, and the anti-Maharaja uprising in Poonch was posing a serious threat to the Dogra rule by August 1947.18 The locals were challenging decades of oppression and autocratic rule. According to Christopher Snedden, it was these acts—namely, the Poonch uprising, communal violence in Jammu in which many Muslims were massacred, and the creation of the provisional Azad government in areas liberated by the Poonch uprising, which instigated the Kashmir dispute.19 He asserts that all of these actions were undertaken by the locals of J&K. Further, he explains that the dispute over whether the state of J&K should join India or Pakistan was already well under way by September 1947.20 It was in October of that year that the movement came to be supported by those commonly referred to as the ‘Pukhtoon invaders’, ‘tribesmen’, ‘tribals’, or ‘raiders’ from Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province and Tribal Areas. (The ‘tribesmen’ have traditionally been treated like a monolithic and ‘uncivilized’ group, geographically belonging to the ‘unsettled tribal areas’. However, even Pukhtoons and other communities living in the ‘settled areas’ also belong to, or associate with, certain tribes. I have chosen to put the term ‘tribesmen’ and ‘tribals’ within inverted commas—unless it is a direct quote—to denote that this term comes with many connotations, most of them imposed by outsiders). The ‘tribesmen’ joined the Azad Forces to overthrow the Dogra rule. This support added fuel to the fire that was already burning parts of J&K and further threatened the Maharaja. On 26 October 1947, Hari Singh acceded to India21 in exchange for Indian military assistance to crush the movement against him, and the right to self-determination was taken from the Kashmiris, making them subject to decades of India-Pakistan rule, with no end in sight as yet.

Since 1947, India has argued that these ‘tribesmen’ were backed by the Pakistani state and that India had no choice but to militarily respond after the Maharaja acceded to India and asked it to step in. It has argued that all of J&K belongs to India, and that Pakistan has illegally occupied parts of the state, which it must give up. India also decided to refer the issue to the United Nations, hoping that ‘the UN would bring the weight of world public opinion to bear upon Pakistan and prevail upon it to discontinue its aggression in Kashmir’.22 Meanwhile, the Pakistani state claims that the ‘tribesmen’ went to Kashmir on their own and the government had no role to play in this. It also contests the accession, claiming it took place under duress. Further, it insists that as per the ceasefire agreement that ended the 1948 war, a plebiscite must be held so that the Kashmiris can decide whether they would like to join India or Pakistan. Seven decades later, the plebiscite remains even more unlikely than it was in 1949, and the Kashmiris seem disappointed with the foreseeable political solutions—or lack thereof—posed by India and Pakistan. One of them said to me, ‘Even if a plebiscite takes place, we only have the option of choosing between India and Pakistan. What about an independent Kashmir? What freedom is there when your choices are so limited, so caged, so politically driven by the two giants that surround us from both sides and want to eat us alive? How is this even a solution?’

The India-Pakistan rhetoric and the ensuing blame game have remained more or less constant since 1947. During the 1965 war, India would accuse Pakistan of infiltrating into Indian territory while the Pakistani state would maintain that it did nothing more than extend support to an already brewing Kashmiri sentiment for separation from India. An excerpt from a textbook endorsed by the Punjab government states: ‘As a punishment of supporting Kashmiri people morally and raising Kashmir issue all over the world, India imposed war on Pakistan in 1965.’23 When the Kashmir conflict would reach new heights in the late 1980s (to be discussed in detail in the following chapters), a similar debate would result. India would charge Pakistan with fuelling militancy and Pakistan would refute the claims, insisting that the insurgency was homegrown, its seeds deeply rooted in Kashmir rather than Pakistan. Over the next few decades, whenever tensions between the two neighbouring states would escalate, India would hold Pakistan responsible for aggression while Pakistan would counter the charges and point fingers at oppression and violence in Indian-administered Kashmir, claiming that the tyrannical nature of Indian control was the sole reason for the unrest in the region.

As I write this chapter, not much has changed. While Kashmiris live and die amidst violence in Indian-administered Kashmir and shelling continues to affect people on both sides of the LoC, India and Pakistan continue to engage in a tit-for-tat battle to secure a superior position over the other. Indian media channels claim that ‘Pakistani troops resorted to unprovoked firing on Indian posts,’24 while Pakistani media houses assert that ‘India (has) resorted again to unprovoked firing at LoC.’25 Each side claims to have given the other a ‘befitting response’. Ordinary Kashmiris, meanwhile, become the collateral damage of the hardline reactions from the two nation-states they are sandwiched between. In 1947-48, the situation was no different. Depending on which side of the India-Pakistan border one resides in, the ‘tribal raid’ can be viewed as aggression by Pakistan or as a legitimate movement supported by fellow Muslims—with the Pakistani state doing nothing more than providing moral support.

Though Pakistan continues to deny its direct involvement in the ‘tribal’ infiltration of Kashmir in 1947, and experts like Christopher Snedden argue that it was the locals who initiated the uprisings (much before these ‘tribesmen’ entered) which instigated the Kashmir dispute, many people inside and outside of ‘Azad’ Kashmir continue to believe that the ‘tribesmen’ started the conflict. This is because neither Pakistan nor India has fully explored or mainstreamed the narratives of the indigenous struggle prior to the entry of the ‘tribesmen’. According to Snedden, ignoring the internal resistance to the Maharaja and instead focusing only on the ‘raiders’, that is the foreign invaders, gave legitimacy to India’s intervention in Kashmir. Meanwhile, Pakistan was never able to refute this claim because these men had entered from Pakistan, with or without official support. Once India accused Pakistan of sending them, the government found it impossible to prove its innocence. Instead, it tried to defend itself by distancing from not only the ‘raiders’, as India called them, but also all activities by Muslims in J&K,26—treating them synonymously—in the hope of maintaining legitimacy in the eyes of the world. This was particularly important once news poured in of the pillage, lootings and killings carried out by the ‘tribesmen’. In the process, the argument goes, the indigenous struggle which triggered the dispute went ignored.

On a 2018 trip to a new army museum set up in Lahore, I found one plaque referring to unrest in Kashmir after Partition. Titled the Freedom Fighters’ Outpost, it seemed to be Pakistan’s way of once again trying to clear its own name. Though it mentioned the role of the Azad Forces, their participation and that of the ‘raiders’ seemed blurred, as if they had all acted together. It failed to distinguish between the actions of the local people—which had been going on for a while—and the ‘outsiders’ that came to support them much later. This is what the plaque said:

The ruler of the princely state of Jammu & Kashmir, Maharaja Hari Singh, had planned to reduce the majority Muslim population of the state to a minority… This forced the Muslims to rise up against perpetration of state-sponsored terrorism and ethnic cleansing… by the end of August 1947, they (Muslims) had organized themselves in small armed groups and established outposts throughout the state with a view to defend their areas and liberate themselves from the tyrannical rule of Maharaja Hari Singh. These valiant freedom fighters, also known as the Azad Forces, comprised soldiers from Jammu & Kashmir State Forces, individuals on leave from the British Indian Army, volunteers, i.e., students, lawyers, peasants and Muslims from all walks of life, tribesmen from NWFP and Afghanistan and officers who were on leave from the Pakistan Army. Soon, this rebellion turned into a mass freedom movement for the creation of Azad Kashmir.

Though the ‘tribesmen’ only stayed for a short while in what became ‘Azad’ Jammu & Kashmir, they had left a lasting impact. On my trips there I asked elderly Kashmiris of what they remembered from this time. Based on my conversations with several Pakistanis, I had sensed a pride in these ‘tribesmen’ and their efforts in 1947. As Snedden argues in his book, since both India and Pakistan have never explored the indigenous struggle in Kashmir prior to the raid in any depth, some Pakistanis continue to believe that it was mainly because of these men that a part of Kashmir gained its ‘azadi’. I had not come across any major criticism of the invasion by the ‘tribesmen’ or displeasure over their role. I wondered, though, how the Kashmiris felt about the same men—whether they praised them like some Pakistanis did or there was another perspective, which had been drowned amidst the meta-narratives promoted by the state. One woman, now in her eighties, who had lived in Neelum Valley in 1947, told me, ‘When the Pukhtaras (referring to the Pukhtoons) came, my entire family ran away to the jungles. We hid there without food or water for three days. There were no proper communication channels at that time, so we had no idea why these strange men were here. We had heard that they would cut off women’s ears, slice their necks, taking away all their jewellery. There was a lot of terror everywhere. From then till now, there has been no peace in Kashmir. Our children have become adults but we continue to live under constant stress. We can’t breathe in peace. The tribals did nothing for us, khaak ni kiya. They lit fire, threw us into the fire and left. They burnt Kashmir forever.’

Later, when Sharjeel took me to his house in his village in Neelum Valley, I met his mother. She had striking blue eyes, which would crinkle at the sides each time she passed me one of her contagious toothless smiles. Her face was a myriad of wrinkles, her hair held back by a bright-pink sequined cap, a black chiffon dupatta loosely draped over it. She only spoke Hindko, one of the regional languages of the area, so I asked Sharjeel to translate for me.

‘Can you please ask her if she remembers the 1948 war?’ She waited patiently for her son to translate and then looked towards me and said in the local language, ‘This is a mountainous area and the Indian Army didn’t come here during 1948, so we didn’t see any violence. But we had heard all kinds of rumours about the tribals; that they would steal jewellery, harass women, loot homes. We were very scared of them and ran away to the jungles for two to three months when we heard about them coming. There is a very old shrine in one of the villages. The pir (saint) there at that time, Mian Mirza Abdul Rashid, was a very kind man. Though this was a Muslim area, the Dogra forces had deployed some of their Hindu officers here, as forest guards, etc. They had brought their families to live with them too. The pir helped the Hindu families escape from the area when he heard about the tribesmen entering Kashmir. However, someone told on him and the tribals punished the pir severely. He was asked to bring a hundred followers with him to serve as servants to the tribals to pay for his crime, that of helping infidels.’

When Sharjeel finished translating, he was sombre. After a moment, he said, ‘Sending tribals into Kashmir was a big mistake. Pakistan’s flags were already starting to be put up in Kashmir but when the tribals entered, it changed everything. It gave India a reason to call in their army and we lost the majority of the state. Pakistan made a huge mistake. If the Indian Army had come in first, we would’ve understood that Pakistan sent in tribals to fight them, but by sending them in first, they instigated a conflict, which is out of even their hands now. It ruined everything for us Kashmiris. Isn’t this the truth, mother?’ He turned towards her and translated. She quietly nodded, pressing her hands together tightly. For Sharjeel, the role of the ‘tribesmen’ remains central to how he imagines the beginnings of the Kashmir conflict and he remains convinced that Pakistan had backed them. Even if the narratives of the indigenous revolt against the Maharaja had been highlighted, it is likely that Sharjeel would continue to blame the ‘tribesmen’, for it was their invasion that gave legitimacy to India’s actions in his eyes. ‘Had that not happened, Kashmir would have been able to gain its freedom.’ For him, then, it is the ‘tribesmen’ who are responsible for his sufferings as a Kashmiri, they are the reason that Kashmiris have been subjected to decades of Indian and Pakistani rule. And he is not the only one.

Everyone else I spoke to in ‘Azad’ Kashmir about the role of the ‘tribesmen’, voiced similar emotions mutedly or assertively. (In fact, I would learn that every year in October, a few protestors collect, condemning the raids. In 2017, to mark the seventieth anniversary of the raids, dozens came out across different cities of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, denouncing the raids and stating that had these not happened, the Indian Army would also have not entered Kashmir. Though a few Kashmiri friends shared some pictures on social media, the mainstream press, quite expectedly, did not cover the protests.) One person explained, ‘Kashmiris were already fed up of the Dogra regime. They would have laws against slaughtering cows, which went directly against Muslim traditions. They would impose huge taxes on the locals. There were several other grievances, and the mood had already turned against the rulers when the tribals came in. We could have won our independence without this meddling. Had the tribals not entered on 22 October 1947, maybe the Indian Army would have also not entered on 27 October 1947. They ended up ruining things for us. What did we get in return but decades of war and violence?’

Coming from Punjab, a province that is at the forefront of reinforcing national identity and was instrumental in ensuring that Pakistan secured parts of Kashmir, this criticism of the ‘tribal’ raids came as a surprise to me. I began to understand that while many people celebrated the raids as a victory in Pakistan, for many others—both in ‘Azad’ Kashmir and internationally—Pakistan’s perceived involvement, albeit unofficial, in the ‘tribal’ aggression in 1947 was seen as a mistake, a mistake which took away the political agency of Kashmiris and rendered their desire for self-determination increasingly complicated and violent.

According to the Pakistani academic Ishtiaq Ahmed, ‘The tribal warriors quickly forgot the mission they were supposed to achieve, and succumbed… (to) looting, pillaging and raping. Among their victims were some European nuns, presumably engaged in meditation and helping the poor. Why some of our senior officers could not keep such characters under control is of course another matter, but Kashmiri opinion quickly turned against the infiltrators. The rape of the nuns brought along international disapprobation and condemnation.’27

In the years since the raids and the first Indo-Pak war that followed in 1947-48, Kashmir has become one of the most heavily militarized regions in the world. According to the Guinness Book of World Records, ‘One million troops stare at each other across the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir.’28 While one often hears of heavy military presence in Indian-administered Kashmir, the militarization of Pakistan-administered Kashmir is frequently ignored in popular accounts of the region. In fact, it is incredibly difficult to get statistics on the number of officials and soldiers deployed in the area. But from my visits, the ratio of armed personnel to civilian population seems alarmingly high. Army posts and camps can be seen frequently throughout ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Locals tell me that the army ensures that no activity goes unnoticed or undocumented; a list of the number of people who enter ‘Azad’ Kashmir every day is maintained while hotels pass on their guest lists to army officials every night. Even young boys and girls have to pass through these checkpoints and army camps to reach their schools. Many ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I spoke to expressed their concern about this military presence. This heavy militarization on both sides of the LoC is just one of the legacies left behind by the ‘tribals’ in the eyes of some.

As a result of Pakistan’s alleged involvement with the ‘tribal’ raid, the country also came to be seen as an aggressor, an instigator of conflict, thereby losing its moral superiority and giving India an upper hand in negotiations on Kashmir on international platforms from there onwards. Pakistan’s alleged tactics in Kashmir, however well or poorly intentioned, have meant that India can justify its policies as mere defence against an aggressive ‘enemy’ state bent upon infiltration and provocation. This has not only weakened Pakistan’s stance on Kashmir but also the Kashmiris’ fight for self-determination, which often gets labelled as Pakistan-sponsored, even when it is a legitimate indigenous struggle.

It was during these interviews about the ‘tribal’ raids that I learnt for the first time that alongside the prolonged violence that Partition—and later, the raids—brought, they also significantly altered the very fabric of the Valley. It is said that Kashmiris from the Valley were traditionally secular. ‘Kashmiris were more tolerant, their practice of Islam and Hinduism more liberal, and their intercommunal relationships more involved and harmonious than those in other parts of the princely state.’29 In fact, the degree of homogeneity was such that many Kashmiri Muslims could not make a swift decision about whether to join India or Pakistan at the time of Partition, based only on religious lines.

Not only did the common ethnic, linguistic and geographic backgrounds create a bond among Kashmiris of different faiths but their shared history under the different regimes, including the Durranis (Muslim Afghans), Ranjit Singh’s forces and the Dogras, ensured that a certain kinship existed among the religious communities. The other’s culture and religion were respected and celebrated. Muslims and Hindus would take part in each other’s festivals. Many Hindus and Muslims even went to the extent of only consuming halal mutton instead of beef or pork to respect each other’s traditions and did not let concepts of untouchability come in the way of communal bonds.30

Such inter-communal harmony is also documented in the book Wounded Memories, written by Muhammad Saeed Asad, a Kashmiri author currently residing in Mirpur, and based on interviews of people who witnessed the ‘tribal’ raids. The interviews reveal:

The Sikhs were familiar with and able to recite the verses of the Holy Quran just as much as we could read their Holy Granth. Many Hindus knew certain verses of the Quran by heart, including their meaning… the occasion of Eid Milad-un-Nabi (celebration of the birthday of the Prophet of Islam) was always a great spectacle. Hindus would vigorously engage in these celebrations. They would also decorate their shops with flags on this day and join the procession, just as Muslims did. They would also recite ‘naats’ (poems and couplets in praise of the Prophet) and as the procession would pass through the bazaar, other Hindus and Sikhs would stand up in obeisance.31

Another passage from the book reads:

In times of difficulty and distress, Muslims and Hindus would support each other. When a Muslim would die, everybody in the neighbourhood would gather there. The men would collectively make all funeral arrangements whilst the women would embrace each other in mourning and express their sadness. Non-Muslims would also attend, cry and express their grief at the loss. They would accompany us (Muslims) in the various funeral rites. When a non-Muslim died, Muslims would reciprocate and share their sorrow. People would take their own share of wood to contribute to the funeral pyre.32

However, the emotional cord between the religious communities could not withstand the inter-religious violence as it spiralled out of control in other parts of India—and what was to become Pakistan—in 1947. Tensions between the religious communities in J&K began to rise between August and October 1947. As distraught, wounded and traumatized Hindus and Sikhs started to pour into Jammu (often as a transit point before travelling to other parts of India) following the bloodshed in Punjab, local Hindus and Sikhs in Jammu were appalled to see their battered conditions. Turning their anger towards fellow local Muslims—whom they saw as pro-Pakistan due to their religious affiliation—, they took their revenge by butchering them where they could, particularly in Hindu-majority areas of Jammu. Meanwhile, in other parts of Jammu province and Muzaffarabad district, Muslims had also started to kill Hindus and Sikhs.33 The ‘tribal’ raids of 1947 added fuel to this fire, exacerbating tensions and instigating further violence, particularly against non-Muslims. Rahul Pandita writes about the ‘tribal’ raids in his book, Our Moon Has Blood Clots:

Aided by Pakistani army regulars, tribesmen from Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province attack Kashmir in a bid to occupy it. Hundreds of Pandits and Sikhs are killed, and their women raped and taken as slaves to Pakistan. Thousands are forcibly converted to Islam. Pandit families living in border towns are forced to flee…34

The same Pandits were later driven out of Srinagar by Muslim extremists. The Indian Army had essentially been perceived as ‘Hindu’ by these extremists and thus inherently linked with the Pandits in the Valley. The Pandits were attacked, in an attempt to seek revenge against the Indian armed forces for the crackdowns against Muslims in the aftermath of the unrest that escalated in the late 1980s. Horror stories marred many Pandit homes in the Valley in the early 1990s, compelling numerous families to flee. These stories often read as mirror images of the experiences of many Kashmiri Muslim families that poured into Pakistan-administered Kashmir during the 1990s to flee the crackdowns by the Indian state (the stories of these refugees will be shared in Chapter 4). This shows that perhaps one of the greatest tragedies of the post-Partition violence and the ‘tribal’ raids was the blow to the notion of Kashmiriyat, defined in terms of the region’s tolerance of multiple cultures and religions.

Today, Hindu and Sikh heritage in ‘Azad’ Kashmir stands abandoned. It has become a victim of the loss of religious pluralism in the area. The Kashmir conflict, which began as a battle over land, has become a war of civilizations over the decades. It is a fight between Muslims and Hindus, between the believers and the infidels, between the barbarians and the righteous. It seems the two communities can no longer coexist, let alone peacefully. In India, the discourse centres around the savagery of Muslim invaders and the fundamentalist nature of Islam that secular India must protect itself—and its atoot ang Kashmir—against. In Pakistan, the struggle for Kashmir has been strongly interlinked with Islam and its rightful place within the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. As religion has become synonymous with nationality in Pakistan (to be Pakistani is often taken for granted as being Muslim given the small proportion of non-Muslims in the country), Pakistanis also see India as synonymous with Hindus, regardless of the religious diversity of the nation. The ‘Muslim’ Pakistan defines itself in opposition to this ‘Hindu’ India from which it broke away in 1947. As a result, the Kashmir dispute is not just imagined as a war between two armies, two countries or two states but rather a battle between two religions. To talk about, let alone celebrate, the Hindu heritage of Pakistan-administered Kashmir would then taint the clean and linear narrative of how Kashmir has always ‘belonged’ with a Muslim Pakistan.

Consequently, the Hindu lineage of the region has been rejected and distorted in popular imagination. As Muslims fought against both the Hindu and Sikh communities at the time of Partition, the Sikhs are also lumped together with the Hindus. As a result, Sikh history and heritage are overlooked in the area as well. When I ask Kashmiris about where the major Hindu or Sikh neighbourhoods were, or what happened to the non-Muslim communities at the time of the raids, no one seems to have any answers. One or two people point me towards a temple or a gurdwara but overall there is an eerie silence. The book Wounded Memories, which was one effort to document the atrocities committed on Hindu and Sikh women during the ‘tribal’ raids in 1947, is banned. I manage to speak to one of the translators of the book, Qayoom Raja, and eventually secure a PDF version of the book. He tells me that in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, objective history is not taught. Rather, distorted facts and biased ideology— in which the role of the ‘tribals’ is always pristine and pious—are indoctrinated in people’s minds. Therefore, it is very difficult to get statistics on what happened to Hindu and Sikh women and to how many of them. However, he tells me that there is enough evidence to show that Hindu and Sikh women were indeed kidnapped in large numbers by the ‘tribals’ and later sold in Peshawar or to Muslim families in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Most of them were forced to convert to Islam. Qayoom has himself met ten such women in Kotli in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, but says that the men in their families, their husbands and sons, do not allow them to speak of that time. They are worried they will lose respect in society if they are ‘found out’, if people learn that their mother or wife is not a ‘pure’ Muslim, that her identity is tainted by a non-Muslim past. Under the garb of their Muslim names, these women then remain hidden in the folds of Pakistani and ‘Azad’ Kashmiri cities and villages.

Here’s an excerpt from the book, documenting the author’s conversation with a Muslim survivor of the raid:

The tribal leaders had separated about 300 teenage girls from the rest of the Hindu and Sikh women in the various refugee camps. These were all young and beautiful girls. They were told that they would be taken to Pakistan with the utmost respect and relocated to the refugee camps set up there. All kinds of facilities would be provided to them for their ease and comfort. As soon as conditions would settle down and improve they would be brought back or transported to ‘Occupied’ Kashmir. As this procession of young Hindu and Sikh women closely led by the tribal militia approached Neelum Bridge, they all almost in synchronous form leaped into the river. With great difficulty, the tribesmen prevented some girls from doing so. These surviving girls were taken to Pakistan. Who knows what became of them. One just shudders at the mere thought.35

Even archaeological sites, meant to serve as historical evidence of past civilizations, have been manipulated to fit the narrative. When I visited one of the oldest Hindu universities in 2014—which also served as a temple—in the heart of Sharda, a town in Neelum district, the signboard next to it told me only of its Buddhist past— considered a more ‘neutral’ religion compared to Hinduism by the state. The monument, a popular tourist site in Neelum Valley, had shunned its ‘infidel’ and ‘impure’ heritage to become more palatable to Pakistani tourists. It was only in January 2018, when the Supreme Court of Pakistan started taking an active interest in the protection, renovation and functioning of Hindu temples in the country, that the Supreme Court of AJK also took notice of the Sharda Peeth.36 The court directed the government to protect the site and also start conversations to open it up for pilgrimage. It is still too early, however, to say if the site will be able to don its Hindu identity seventy years after it had been stripped of it.

***

That evening of 15 August, before we head back to our guesthouse, Sharjeel offers to show us around Muzaffarabad. We visit the Red Fort or the Rutta Qila, which was built under the reign of the Chak Dynasty to defend the city against expansionist Mughal forces.37 The fort, built in a way so that the Neelum river surrounded it from three sides, received a severe blow during the 2005 earthquake. Yet, the broken façade continues to give a glimpse of the glory and magnificence of the original structure. Many young students have gathered here after school and college; they are busy chattering away. A few families are enjoying a picnic, sitting under the trees that provide respite on a hot summer afternoon. The fort seems to be a popular spot for residents and tourists alike.

After we see the fort, Sharjeel takes us to a Hindu temple. I have been asking him questions about the Hindu and Sikh communities and he feels the visit will quench my curiosity. We drive towards a market and he asks us to park our car on the side. We get out and I look around but I cannot see any temple. All I see are little shops and restaurants. It is only when Sharjeel guides us through the narrow lanes that I see a barren greyish structure emerge. There is no deity inside. Once fully functional, today the temple has become invisible in the midst of the Muslim-dominated market. If it were not for Sharjeel, I would probably have never found it.

After visiting the ‘temple’, we head out from the market and drive towards the Dumel Bridge, also known as the Ranbir Singh Bridge, named after the Dogra King. The riverbank below the bridge had once served as a ghat for the Hindus of Muzaffarabad. Near the bridge, one can see a gurdwara situated on top of a mountain. It is said that the sixth Guru had come here and thus a gurdwara, known as Gurdwara Chatti (sixth) Pathshahi, was constructed to commemorate that visit.38

The location of this bridge is significant because of the holiness of the water beneath. It is at this point that Jhelum and Neelum rivers converge, before taking on their own routes and destinies. The Rig Veda mentions Jhelum as one of the seven major rivers of ancient Punjab. It’s name, however, is recorded as Vitasta in the scriptures.39

Similarly, the Neelum river, translated as the blue gem, was called Kishanganga before Partition. But today, just as most people do not know of Jhelum’s ancient name, not many are aware nor use the name Kishanganga in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. It is seen as a ‘Hindu’ name, one that must be replaced. Following the same trajectory, while the Neelum Valley was called Drawah earlier, it is now referred to only as Neelum Valley. According to reports, in 1956, the ‘Azad’ Kashmir government held a cabinet meeting to ‘rechristen the River Kishanganga as the River Neelum, and the Drawah region as Neelum Valley’.40

Today, these forgotten names, the unused ghat and the gurdwara, are ghost-like reminders of what had once existed. These remnants of the past are censored from popular history and from popular imagination. They point towards a multi-religious civilization that was consumed by the violence of Partition and its aftermath.
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A SIKH’S LOST HERITAGE

‘To save everyone, my bua… threw her baby into the river’

It was after several months of searching for someone who could shed light on the non-Muslim past of ‘Azad’ Kashmir that I came across a Sikh author. Amardeep Singh had just released his book, Lost Heritage: The Sikh Legacy in Pakistan, when I spoke to him in February 2016. His family had belonged to Muzaffarabad, the capital of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, prior to the ‘tribal’ raids, which killed and displaced several of his family members. Born in 1966, almost two decades after his family was uprooted from their home, Amardeep decided to go back to ‘Azad’ Kashmir in 2014 to explore his roots.

Since he is based in Singapore, Amardeep and I connect over a phone conversation. He tells me that Muzaffarabad had been beckoning him for many years. ‘I didn’t go to Pakistan to write a book, I just went there to touch the soil, to see my father’s heritage. He had always said that Muzaffarabad was so beautiful, he would tell me about his Hindu and Muslim friends, about how lovely his childhood was. I had heard and read so much about Muzaffarabad that I really wanted to go and see what the place looked like seven decades after Partition. But there were so many barriers to enter Pakistan as an Indian, let alone Kashmir. The visa process is so difficult. It was only when I became a Singaporean that I was able to travel to Pakistan, to Kashmir. I wanted to gather the soil of Muzaffarabad and bring it home.’

I tell him that I’m very pleased to speak to him because I’ve been trying to identify Hindus or Sikhs, like his father, who had lived in what later became Pakistan-administered Kashmir. I tell him it’s been difficult to locate non-Muslims both from the generation of people who witnessed Partition, as well as from younger ones like him. Many people of the post-Partition generation feel detached and removed from their roots. Others consciously want to forget that part of their heritage for it comes wrapped in stories of violence and loss. Not everyone wants to turn back and revisit that bloody past.

Amardeep’s response is honest and abrupt. ‘You won’t find the stories you are looking for on that side because all the non-Muslims have left.’ He is correct. Despite desperately trying to find any Hindus or Sikhs who had belonged to that part of the Kashmir Valley which later fell in ‘Azad’ Kashmir (such as in the districts of Neelum, Hattian and Muzaffarabad), I had largely been unsuccessful. Did most of them die? Had all those who survived the raids left? Had they converted and changed their names? It was difficult to tell.

‘The Muslims stayed where they were but Sikhs and Hindus were thrown out. I’m sorry to use that generic term—thrown out—because many Muslims helped Sikhs and Hindus as well. Local people weren’t in favour of ethnic and religious divisions but when the massacres and attacks happened, they happened in the name of Islam, and most Muslims shied away from helping. In a majority of cases, Hindus and Sikhs were driven out, they were pushed out till Uri (which is near the LoC). But you won’t find these stories on that (‘Azad’ Kashmir) side. There is no one left to tell those stories. I can recommend a few books if you like, though. My bua’s (father’s sister) son wrote a comprehensive account of that time. He experienced Partition before the age of ten but he couldn’t ever come out of that trauma.’

The mention of his bua’s son leads us to a conversation about Amardeep’s family. ‘My entire family was from Muzaffarabad,’ he tells me. ‘My father was a goldsmith; in fact, our entire community was involved in the gold business. We belonged to the Soniyar community of Muzaffarabad. However, since there was a lot of competition in Muzaffarabad at that time, my father decided to build his own niche and moved to Gorakhpur in UP to specialize in Gorkha jewellery. Gorkhas would convert their salary into gold when they had to take it back to their village and this conversion would happen at the goldsmith’s. Gorakhpur was a godforsaken area at the time but it was where the Gorkha recruitment depot was and where the Gorkhas would come and go from. I think my father was one of the first few Sikhs to have moved there and he ran a brisk business. He shifted his immediate family along with him but his sisters and brothers remained in Muzaffarabad.

In 1947, when Partition happened, Amardeep’s father, Sunder Singh, was running his business in Gorakhpur as usual. ‘Maharaja Hari Singh was dilly-dallying. It is said that a week after Partition he hoisted the Pakistani flag in Srinagar. He had wanted a loose partnership with Pakistan for trade, etc., given the geographical realities. But then, in October 1947, the tribal raids took place. They entered forcefully and Hari Singh panicked, packed up his bags and left for Bombay. Once the tribal raids began, everything changed for Kashmir, and for my father’s sisters and brothers who were still there.’

Over the course of the next two hours, Amardeep tells me personal tales of what his relatives experienced during the raids. The first story he shares is that of his bua (aunt). ‘She recalled how huge waves of tribals had started to enter, on roaring trucks. They were chanting slogans, the most popular of which was, Hindu ka zar, Sikh ka sar (We want the Hindu’s wealth and the Sikh’s head). Their arrival led to sudden panic everywhere. Until then the people had thought that regardless of whether Hari Singh acceded to India or Pakistan, Kashmir would remain relatively independent. But the next morning, there was a massacre on the streets. On 22 October, the tribals rounded up 300 Sikhs at Dumel Bridge in Muzaffarabad; Sikhs were far more easily identifiable than Hindus because of their turbans. Initially, the raiders said, We’ll let you go, we’re just collecting you in one place, no harm will come your way. But as soon as they had all come together, they fired upon them. Many people fell on the bridge or into the Jhelum River below.’1 This was the same bridge I had visited with Sharjeel, it was the same holy water by which I had stood.

‘My bua was there that day. She had three children; one was an infant while the other two, Arjun Singh and Hari Singh, were not even ten years old. There was total terror in the city and in the frenzy, Arjun and Hari got separated from her. Not knowing what to do, my bua went into hiding with her infant. There was no food, no water, and being famished herself, she had no milk in her to feed the child, who kept crying out of hunger. The wails were so loud that everyone around her, people who were also in hiding, told her the baby would give them away, that the raiders would find them and kill all of them. To save everyone my bua sacrificed the baby… she threw her baby into the river.’

My heart sinks as I hear this. One woman, losing all three children in a day. So helpless, so vulnerable that she had to murder one of her own to protect herself. How would someone move on from that? Amardeep continues to speak but it takes me a moment to bring myself back to our conversation. I don’t have the heart, the words, to be noting down what he is saying. ‘In 1948, my father, Sunder Singh, received a letter in Gorakhpur. It read, “Sunder Singh, Gorakhpur, India,” and was signed by Hari Singh,’ I hear Amardeep say and my heart skips a beat. Was there a silver lining to the story? Did one of her children survive?

‘It turned out that Christian missionaries had found my bua’s two boys and taken them to Rawalpindi. A year later, Hari Singh (the younger son of the bua) managed to get a letter out to the only relative he knew. As a child, Hari Singh would hear from his mother that her brother—my father—had gone far away to Gorakhpur and that she didn’t know when he would return. So, Sunder Singh and Gorakhpur were the two names that Hari Singh knew. Luckily, since there were hardly any Sikhs in Gorakhpur, my father was easily located. When he received the letter, he rushed to my bua to tell her the children were still alive. They were able to locate them in Pindi and brought them back to India around late 1948 or early 1949. But not everyone was as lucky.’

The next story Amardeep shares with me is that of his mother-in-law, Satwant Kaur, and her brother. ‘My mother-in-law belonged to Muzaffarabad. Both her parents died in the massacre in Muzaffarabad,’ he tells me. ‘She was in Srinagar at that time but her brother, Avtar Singh, was with her parents. He got displaced amidst the butchery and it was only hours later that he found his mother, lying dead under the bridge. He kept trying to wake her up, he even dragged her body around, hoping she’d wake up, but she was long gone. The tribals then picked him up along with other young boys and kept them for days. They would make the boys dance around the fire as they cooked their food. The boys would have to take care of all their needs. It was only a month later, once the tribals’ personal objectives were met, that they left and the boy was freed. But the trauma was so severe that he could never move on. Avtar Singh couldn’t ever do anything with his life after that; he just wrote poetry and lived in poverty. There are many other stories of people living in trauma for the rest of their lives after they witnessed the massacre that day, on 22 October. My aunt’s husband committed suicide a month after coming to Srinagar, because of what he had seen. All of these people were coming from well-settled, well-to-do families which were uprooted all at once. It was too much to bear for most of them.’

But not everyone from Amardeep’s community died or escaped to the other side. Some were left behind. One such person is a distant relative of Amardeep’s. At the age of seventy-five, she continues to live in Pakistan, in the city of Rawalpindi. ‘She is my distant bua. She was only five years old when the massacre happened. She was sitting on the windowsill when the raiders entered their home in Muzaffarabad and beat her parents with the butt of their guns. They were asking them for money, jewellery. There was blood spilling everywhere, and out of terror, my bua fell from the window. She ran and hid somewhere for a couple of hours before returning. When she came back, there was no one there, only bloodstained tiles awaited her. She lay in the corner and waited and waited for someone to come home, to give her food. Eventually, she fell asleep. The next morning, she walked towards Dumel Bridge and found her mother’s body there. She sat by it for hours and cried. It was while she was still sitting there that a Muslim man happened to see her and gave her his hand. In a state of utter shock and despair, she held on to it and walked home with him. He was reciting the kalma and encouraged her to do the same. Later, when she was thirteen or fourteen years old, he married her off to his son, who was suffering from TB. She says she never liked the man but she had no choice. They had five children together and then he died.

‘Many years later, while she was raising her children singlehandedly, she met a man called Mushtaq Bashir (the name has been changed to protect his identity), who was previously known as Veer Singh (the name has been changed to protect his identity). He had converted to Islam before Partition and had been shunned by the Sikh community. His son, a little too self-conscious of his Sikh heritage, grew up as a junooni (fiery) Muslim, constantly trying to prove himself as a pure Muslim. Though extremely helpful, he refused to walk with me in his hometown in Pakistan because he was afraid to be seen in the streets with a man wearing a turban,’ Amardeep lets out a curt laugh, before continuing. ‘As part of his religious journey, he joined the Tableeghi Jamaat (a puritanical revivalist Sunni movement) as well. It was through the Jamaat that he went to India, to attend a course at Nizamuddin Auliya in Delhi, and asked people if they knew anyone who had migrated from his area at Partition. He was able to identify my bua’s brother, who had survived the attacks and escaped to India. Through him, she was able to reunite with her brother momentarily.’

It is ironical that Mushtaq Bashir’s son, who was so self-conscious of his Sikh ancestry in Pakistan, openly asked questions that were bound to give away his Sikh lineage in India. Being born in a country where nationalism and religion are interwoven in a potent embrace often means that religious minorities have to exert their ‘Pakistaniyat’ over and over again. When anti-American protests were carried out after the release of the movie The Innocence of Muslims, which thousands of Muslims found blasphemous, several Pakistani Christians came out to condemn the movie vigorously.2 When India-Pakistan relations turn for the worse—as they did over Kashmir in 2016—at times the Hindus in Pakistan come out to condemn the Indian government before anyone else.3 The minorities want to assure the rest of the country that they are with them; they want to protect themselves from any backlash, from becoming scapegoats for actions by the ‘enemy’ nation. Muslims have to do the same in India, I am told, in order to prove their allegiance to the state. To have one’s patriotism questioned, whether it is in India or Pakistan, is dangerous, often resulting in mob violence, charges of treason and public shaming. Unconsciously or consciously, Mushtaq Bashir’s son was perhaps dealing with the same identity issues. He must renounce his Sikh past to be a true Pakistani. He may have felt that there was no room to talk about such matters in his home country. Across the border, in a country that is often perceived in Pakistan as synonymous with Hindus, and to some extent Sikhs, such talk may have seemed more acceptable to him.

Amardeep tells me that his bua eventually remarried and settled in Rawalpindi, where she continues to live. I ask him if I could speak to her but he is hesitant. ‘She is very old now and her family is reluctant to take her back into those traumatic years. They are also scared to speak in case of any backlash from the Muslim community. She has changed her name and lives as a Muslim now but her Sikh past continues to haunt the family. While I was on my way to her house in Pindi, I was enquiring about her whereabouts on the street. One man looked at my turban and then, completely avoiding any contact with me, said to the driver, “Yeh us bibi ko dhoond rahey hain jo inkey mazhab ki thi” (he is looking for that woman who belonged to his religion). That was the time it hit me hard that a child of five years of age, who was adopted by a local Muslim and grew up as a Muslim, still has to battle the stigma of being from another faith. So I’m sure you will understand that the family is very hesitant to talk about that part of their lives.’

I tell him I understand. Seven decades after Partition, there are many people on both sides of the border whose religious heritage continues to colour their social standing and communal relationships in society. Amardeep tells me that his bua’s children, too, both from her first and second marriage, have grown up trying to shrug off the Sikh shadow, constantly trying to prove that they are true Muslims, and hence true Pakistanis.

He says that if I really want to, I could speak to one of them. After our call, I reach out to Amardeep’s bua’s son who, after some persuasion, agrees to meet me in Rawalpindi. I meet him at Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC), as requested by him. He feels that a public place will attract less attention to our conversation. Amir (the name has been changed to protect his identity) walks in ten minutes late. He is wearing formal pants and a dress shirt and insists that we order something to eat before starting our conversation. We settle for Pepsi and French fries before I turn on my recorder. I notice that Amir keeps looking behind us, as if to ensure that no one is listening to our conversation. His shoulders are stiff, his voice low. He begins to tell me of how he first heard about his mother’s past, how she narrated the horror stories of her childhood. A moment later, he breaks down and starts to cry. I turn the recorder off. His silent cries are drowned amidst the loud screeches of children pushing and pulling chairs, of mothers yelling at the young ones and of men speaking loudly on cellphones while enjoying a late-afternoon meal. When Amir becomes quiet again, we return to our conversation and he tells me about his mother, about the strong, fierce personality she is. He tells me of the stories she shared with him: of her earliest memories of her family, of her growing-up years, of raising five children as a young teen, of being orphaned and then widowed. He tells me he would love for me to meet her, for he is sure I have never come across a woman like her. But then he explains his fears, his reluctance. ‘We are afraid of a backlash from both the Taliban (the conditions for religious minorities are precarious in Pakistan, and having a non-Muslim heritage can make one particularly vulnerable to religious extremists) and the state (non-Muslims are at times treated as suspects in the country, their allegiance and patriotism questioned). We keep a very low profile.’

I sit in my car and say my goodbyes, promising not to share any of the personal details he disclosed to me. I look at him from the window, and though he is a tall, broad man, I see him recede into the crowd. It is almost as if he wants to hide, to go unnoticed. A family whose matriarch gave up her religion at the tender age of five, continues to hide its identity, continues to try and dissolve into the folds of mainstream society.

***

‘“We’ll celebrate Eid in Srinagar!” that’s what the tribals shouted when they entered Muzaffarabad in October 1947. I think Eid was meant to be in November and I am told that the tribals would have succeeded in occupying Srinagar by then but they made a mistake; they weren’t professional fighters and their personal interest came first,’ says Amardeep during our phone conversation. He tells me that he heard of several cases of rapes and looting by the ‘tribals’ during the course of his research for his book. ‘They started loading trucks with stolen goods instead of moving forward and this delayed their entry into Srinagar. My chachi (paternal aunt) was in Uri at this time, an area through which the tribals had to pass in order to get to Srinagar.

‘She heard of the massacres in Muzaffarabad and ran away to Srinagar. She is 102 years old now and lives in Dehradun. I spoke to her son and he told me he took her back to Uri a few years ago, where she had left her house and life behind. Unfortunately, her house was no more, for it had come to be situated in no-man’s-land after the line was drawn and was thus demolished. But they got special permission to go to the area, where she saw a banyan tree that was planted outside her house. Would you believe it, she called an official who was posted nearby and said, aide neechay bundooq ghari si, ainu khol (I had hidden a gun under the tree, dig it out for me). At that time everyone used to have a gun in hill stations, so it was no big deal, but the officer was dumbfounded. He kept saying, “How do I know where your gun is, Ma’am?”’ For a moment both Amardeep and I laugh as we imagine the official’s reaction to an aged woman claiming to have buried a gun under a tree. Such stories provide momentary relief from the harsh reminders of a brutal past. He then tells me of his father’s visit back to Uri.

‘My father had homes and shops in Muzaffarabad and Uri. He had moved away in 1944 but always spoke so positively about it. In fact, the only languages he knew were Urdu and Gurmukhi. Yet, he never went back, not even to Uri (which is in Indian-administered Kashmir), for so many years. I could never understand this—why wouldn’t he go back to the place where he grew up?’ Amardeep’s father, like so many other Partition survivors, could probably not bear to go back. The experience would have been too overwhelming, bringing back memories of loss and bloodshed.

‘It was only in 1978 that he went to Uri, where he had a lot of land. My mother was with him. Everything had changed, new markets had developed further away from the border. But one of the old gurdwaras was still there, near which my father had land. When they reached there, a Muslim man, with whom he had left his property, welcomed him and said, “Tu Sunder Singh hai? (Are you Sunder Singh?) You left your land with me; come take it back. My sons’ intentions are not good, they want to usurp it.” My dad told him to let it go, that he could do what he wanted to with it now, but that incident shows how much trust and friendship there was in the older generations.’

Many other Partition survivors I had spoken to over the years had shared similar tales of inter-communal bonds. It was always moving to hear how people risked their lives to help those from other communities, or how they locked and left their homes, handing over their property to Hindu, Muslim or Sikh neighbours, trusting them with their lives’ earnings at a time when the same religious groups were slitting each other’s throats. Such were the dichotomies, the contradictions that Partition brought: on one hand rupturing all bonds and on the other, unable to create a divide between old friends and neighbours.

Today, Amardeep regrets his father’s decision to not pursue the state subject document, which is issued to all residents of Jammu & Kashmir. As per law established under the Dogra regime, only those who have this document can purchase land across the state of J&K, on both sides of the LoC. ‘I think my father just wanted to move on and leave everything in the past behind, but today, I can’t buy land there, I cannot even prove that I am from there. My chacha’s (paternal uncle) son went and tried to reclaim the state subject document. He was asked if he was Amar Singh’s son. But when he said yes, the patwari (the land records holder of the village) asked him how he would prove that. My blood flows from Kashmir but I have no evidence that we once belonged there, I have no proof of my past. The tribal raids in Muzaffarabad cleansed us out. The Hindus were not so visible and many of them ran away, but the Sikhs were targeted and eliminated one by one…’

***

The raids did not only affect countless ordinary people like Amardeep’s family. They also shaped state policies over the following decades. The ‘tribal’ raids gave legitimacy to Indian forces to enter Kashmir and in many ways led to the first Indo-Pak war, a war that I shall return to later in the book. The 1947-48 war was the first of the several wars that were going to rock the region and it set the tone. After the war, General Akbar Khan stated that, ‘the only course left open for us was to help the people of occupied Kashmir with weapons, money and propaganda so that in due course they would be enabled to rise and fight for themselves’.4

While other skirmishes and wars broke out between 1948 and the 1980s (to be covered later in the book), those were mostly fought between the Indian and Pakistani armies. In the late 1980s, however, it is alleged that the Pakistani state used the tactics identified by General Akbar Khan to sponsor non-state actors and spark an insurgency. Pakistan was accused of supplying money and weapons to Kashmiris and hundreds of young boys were allegedly trained in parts of Pakistan-administered Kashmir to wage a war against the Indian forces. This was one of the most violent decades in Kashmir’s history, with many ordinary boys turning towards militancy.

Just as it had during the ‘tribal’ raids, in the late 1980s and 1990s, India accused Pakistan of infiltrating its territory and the lines between a Pakistan-sponsored and indigenous Kashmiri movement for freedom became blurred. Just as many considered the ‘tribal’ raids a mistake on Pakistan’s part, several people I would interview were critical of Pakistan’s alleged policies during this time. The nationalist struggle was soon labelled as a terrorist ploy and Pakistan was accused of arming civilians, similar to the allegations levelled against the country in 1947. It is this period of the 1980s and 1990s that I shall now turn to.
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HURRIYAT’S MAN IN PAKISTAN

Musings of a retired mujahid

‘I was a mujahideen commander, I led the mujahideen movement for many years,’ Ashfaq (the name has been changed to protect his identity) says with a cautious laugh, his head tilting sideways. This announcement comes within the first two minutes of our interaction on a sunny winter afternoon in Islamabad in November 2015. I had been given Ashfaq’s number by a local Kashmiri friend who mentioned his affiliation with the All Parties Hurriyat Conference (APHC), an alliance of political parties established in 1993 to raise the cause of Kashmir’s self-determination.1 Over the past few days, I had seen APHC put up posters around Islamabad highlighting the atrocities allegedly committed by the Indian forces in Indian-administered Kashmir. Pictures of wailing mothers and police crackdowns surrounded the main Margalla Road, which runs through the federal capital of Pakistan. Some of the slogans read:

Juvenile torture in Indian-occupied Kashmir

Monstrous Indian forces disgracing Kashmiri mothers

Kashmiris demand political and human rights

Our cries will not go in vain

Who will bring back her son?

How long will the Kashmiris bury their dead?

Cries of an orphan still unheard

Kashmiris have a right to live in honour

State terrorism in Indian-occupied Kashmir

Pakistanis and Kashmiris are one

I wondered if these posters had anything to do with the Indian reaction to Pakistan’s invitation to Hurriyat leaders to attend the then Pakistani foreign policy advisor, Sartaj Aziz’s reception ceremony in India in August 2015. Earlier that year also, Pakistan’s high commissioner to India, Abdul Basit, had invited Hurriyat leaders to celebrate Pakistan Day on 23 March in New Delhi. Both times, India’s response was curt and dismissive to such cordiality between Pakistan and the Hurriyat leaders. The Indian external affairs ministry spokesperson, Syed Akbaruddin, stated in March 2015, ‘Let me reiterate that there are only two parties and there is no place for a third party in resolution of Indo-Pakistan issues.’2 In other words, there was no place for Hurriyat leaders in the peace talks. They were a ‘third party’ in the Kashmir context. In fact, in August 2014, India called off talks between the foreign secretaries of both countries over the meeting between Hurriyat leaders and the Pakistan high commissioner.

The stance reinforces the current political reality: Kashmir has been consumed by the bilateral politics of India and Pakistan and is entirely sidelined in all decision-making processes of its own future.3 In all likelihood, Pakistan has been open to bringing in the Hurriyat leaders because their demands would strengthen the Pakistani argument: Kashmiris needed to decide their own future through a plebiscite. Seven decades after Partition, policy-makers and ordinary Pakistanis continue to strongly believe that given a choice, Indian-administered Kashmir would join hands with Pakistan. According to a survey carried out in 2015 by Gallup Pakistan, 68 per cent of Pakistanis believed that Pakistan has a greater right to Kashmir than India does.4 The focus tends to remain on the Muslim-dominated Valley while Jammu and Ladakh, which have a significant Hindu and Buddhist population, don’t seem to factor into the equation. India, too, is apprehensive about the Hurriyat leaders endorsing Pakistan’s claim and thus affecting India’s position internationally. The Hurriyat is often seen as pro-Pakistan in India and there have been allegations that some of its leaders receive funding from Pakistan-based groups. In 2017, The Indian Express reported that the ‘National Investigation Agency has registered a PE (preliminary enquiry) into the funding of Hurriyat leaders, namely Syed Ali Shah Geelani, Naeem Khan, Farooq Ahmed Dar, Gazi Javed Baba and others in J&K by Hafiz Muhammad Saeed and other Pakistan-based terrorists and agencies to carry out subversive activities in Kashmir and for damaging public property, stone-pelting on security forces, burning of schools and other government establishments.’5 Thus, while Pakistan keeps engaging with Hurriyat leaders to further its own agenda—of Kashmir joining Pakistan—, India keeps pushing them back to the periphery. Each nation has one goal: ensure maximum stakes in Kashmir and strengthen its position against the other. (In October 2017, in what is being termed as a U-turn,6 India agreed to ‘initiate and carry forward a dialogue with elected representatives, various organizations and concerned individuals in [J&K]’,7 including the Hurriyat. Though it is too early to determine whether these talks will have any meaningful impact on the Kashmir conflict, some analysts are viewing this shift in strategy as India’s recognition that force alone cannot resolve the Kashmir issue and sustained dialogue is required. According to Indian journalist Jyoti Malhotra, the decision shows that the Narendra Modi government has acknowledged that the ‘barrel of the gun could never successfully mediate a solution in the troubled state, that the salve of human dialogue was an essential and fundamental modicum of behaviour between leaders and those they led’. She further points out that the fact that this decision was taken on the eve of the then US secretary of state, Rex Tillerson’s visit to South Asia in October 2017, indicates that the Modi government wants to ‘show the Americans that he is amenable and has no problem reaching out to his own people in Jammu & Kashmir, in order to avert US pressure to “do something” and tone down hostilities in this part of the world’8.)

In November 2015, when Prime Minister Modi visited Srinagar, Hurriyat members, including Syed Ali Shah Geelani and Mirwaiz Umar Farooq, leaders of two separate factions of the Hurriyat Conference, were immediately put under house arrest.9 The Hurriyat claims that the Indian ‘occupation’ of Kashmir is illegal10 and that Kashmiris need to have the right to decide their own future, either as an independent state or by joining hands with Pakistan. Many in India see them as anti-state actors and troublemakers, deeming it necessary to curb their opposition to Indian rule. Hence, when Hurriyat leaders wanted to hold a ‘Million March’ during Prime Minister Modi’s visit to Srinagar, reportedly ‘one of the biggest crackdowns on separatists in recent times… detaining hundreds of pro-azadi political activists’, was launched.11

Some have even alleged that the Hurriyat Conference is no less than a militant organization. As The Indian Express reported in August 2015: ‘At a time when militancy was at its peak, this conglomerate represented the political face of the militant movement, and claimed to “represent the wishes and aspirations of the people”. It had brought together two separate, but strong ideologies: those who sought J&K’s independence from both India and Pakistan, and those who wanted J&K to become part of Pakistan. Most of the groups that were part of the Hurriyat had their militant wings, or were linked to a militant outfit.’12

However, others deny that the Hurriyat Conference is linked with militancy. In 2017, two years after my interview with Ashfaq, I reached out to Pakistani journalist Kamil Ahsan, who has been researching and writing on Indian-administered Kashmir, to enquire more about the Hurriyat’s role. He told me, ‘While Indian media outlets maintain that the Hurriyat has links with the local militancy, the truth, as always, is a bit more complicated. It is undeniable that much of Kashmir, as well as the Hurriyat, sees the leaders of the local militancy as homegrown fighters and therefore considers them martyrs. However, there is little evidence that the Hurriyat has actively sought out or contributed to the local militancy: its involvement, especially in the months after Wani’s death (the death of Hizbul Mujahideen commander Burhan Wani, which took place several months after my interview with Ashfaq, will be discussed in the course of this chapter and the book), was to encourage people to observe curfews and release protest calendars, the large majority of which were peaceful and got great response from the people.’

And so, as I walk in to meet Ashfaq—who seems to be in his fifties—in one of the most affluent and flourishing sectors of Islamabad, where he works for a human rights organization dedicated to highlighting grievances of people in Indian-administered Kashmir, I am not necessarily expecting militancy to come up in our conversation, not least because we have spoken on the phone only once before, and that too, just yesterday, to set up this meeting. Instead, I anticipate a conversation about the Hurriyat Conference, about its role in ‘Azad’ Kashmir and about his own personal politics and grievances related to the Kashmir conflict. When he openly announces that he was not only linked to militancy in Kashmir but in fact founded and commanded his own militant outfit, I am certainly out of words for the first few minutes.

Behind me, I can sense burning questions in Haroon, who has accompanied me for the interview. He starts with a rush of queries: how Ashfaq got involved in the militant movement, who he was working with, why he left it. I look at Ashfaq to see if he will respond, if he feels we are pushing it too far, but he has already begun answering, albeit in short sentences.

He tells us that he has worked with Sayeed Salahuddin, the chief of Hizbul Mujahideen, one of the active militant groups in Kashmir. He tells us he was involved in militancy until 2000, when his health forced him to give up arms, and that he ‘belongs to makbooza Kashmir’. He says he came to Pakistan in the mid-1990s. He then stops and asks what else we want to know. I respond by telling him I’m doing research on Kashmir, that I had first visited Keran, Neelum Valley, last year for leisure and had been moved by the experience. I tell him I want to understand the indigenous movement, the experiences of the people. I ask him to share his personal story, his journey as a Kashmiri. He tells me that he is happy to share but when I request to switch on the recorder he asks me not to. ‘I think it would be better if you just take notes.’ ‘Of course,’ I reply, and open my green notebook that has been my companion since the very first interview I took for this book. It seems to come handier than my recorder; most people are far more comfortable if I resort to taking notes rather than recording.

‘I was born in makbooza Kashmir, in Kupwara district, in 1960,’ he starts. ‘It is a three-hour walking distance from Keran in Neelum Valley, where you were last year. In Kashmir, every child knows we are under occupation. This is not something we are taught, it is just a belief we have from birth. I had this understanding too, for as long as I can remember. But this didn’t mean I knew I’d become a mujahid. It was in the late 1980s that the mujahideen movement gained momentum and the youth got involved. I got involved, too.’ He speaks in a mix of Urdu and English and I can tell that he is educated. I ask him what he was doing at this time, if he had finished his studies, if he was working. He tells me he had graduated from Kashmir University with an economics degree and was teaching at a high school in Kupwara.

‘And were there any personal reasons for you to leave your job and join the movement? Were you or your family members personally affected by what was going on in Kashmir at this time?’

‘The Kashmir conflict is a personal conflict for all of us,’ he replies, his tone serious and his expression pensive. ‘My parents and grandparents had lived under occupation for a very long time and there was a lot of frustration in society. They had tried every peaceful method to put forward Kashmiri grievances, to make the world listen to us Kashmiris. But after the 1987 elections, many people lost faith in the government, in the system. The elections were rigged and we youngsters saw no future unless we took things in our own hands. The products of these rigged elections were people like Sayeed Salahuddin of Hizbul Mujahideen. And me.’

***

For the initial few years after Maharaja Hari Singh acceded to India, Kashmir enjoyed some autonomy. While India had control over defence, foreign affairs and telecommunications, Kashmir had its own constitution and flag. A local government was also in place, with its own prime minister and president. However, by the early 1950s, this autonomy started to crumble.13 Sheikh Abdullah, once a great friend of Nehru’s, and head of Jammu and Kashmir National Conference, which, at the time of Partition, was against the idea of Kashmir joining hands with Pakistan, soon came to be seen as an obstacle to Indian control. Abdullah, who was by then Kashmir’s prime minister, had begun to give speeches and garner support for an independent Kashmir, which was not an option for India. In 1953, he was arrested and replaced with rulers who supported Indian rule and the status quo.

By the time Abdullah was released, seventeen years later, the fabric of society was as altered as his political agenda. Kashmiri autonomy and democratic rights had received a serious blow and Abdullah too agreed to sign a compromise with the Indian government to give up the demand for a plebiscite in order to remain in power. Basharat Peer writes in his memoir, Curfewed Night, that the period after Abdullah’s release was relatively peaceful but five years after his death, in 1987, Kashmir was shaken by rigged state elections; the Indian state resorted to ‘arresting opposition candidates and terrorizing their supporters’,14 coming down hard on anyone against Indian rule.

It is important to understand the turn of events prior to 1987 in order to fully grasp the implications the rigged elections were going to have on Kashmir for decades to come. In 1983, Farooq Abdullah, Sheikh Abdullah’s son, succeeded his father and won the elections. However, soon after, he fell out with the ruling Congress party, and Indira Gandhi, the then prime minister, dismissed him after only a year of his being elected. It was then that Farooq, like his father, decided to strike a compromise with the Indian government to come back to power; he agreed to an alliance with the Congress. This decision was not taken well by his supporters, many of whom turned away and labelled him a traitor. However, his decline in popularity was not mirrored in the election result of 1987, and Abdullah came back to power. It is widely believed that these elections were rigged. Officials, including those in India, have also backed these allegations over the years. Khem Lata Wukhloo, leader of the Congress party at the time, recalls, ‘I remember that there was a massive rigging in 1987 elections. The losing candidates were declared winners. It shook the ordinary people’s faith in the elections and the democratic process.’15

These elections are seen as the turning point in Kashmir not only by political analysts but also by local people like Ashfaq. Local Kashmiris, especially the youth, who had participated in the 1987 elections with great enthusiasm, were left disillusioned. In the background, the war in Afghanistan against the Soviet forces was at its peak. The Khalistan movement, a fight between Sikh separatists and the Indian state, had gained much ground by this time. And in Palestine, the first intifada, a Palestinian uprising against Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, was in full swing by late 1987. The Afghan jihad, the Sikh insurgency and the Palestinian intifada provided a critical backdrop to the Kashmir movement. Picking up arms had become the norm against what were deemed as oppressive regimes of that time. As Ashfaq puts it, ‘These movements were an inspiration to us. If they could stand up against occupation and injustice, why couldn’t the Kashmiris? We had lost all hope now. Taking up arms was the only way forward.’ Just as with the Arab Spring of this decade, the political and militant movements of the 1980s in one nation gave impetus to people in other nations to follow suit and take their destiny in their own hands. In fact, one of the popular slogans of that time was Jago jago subah huyee; Rus ne baazi haari hai, Hind par larzaan tare hain, ab Kashmir ki baaree hai (Wake up, Russia has fallen and India eyes defeat, it is the turn of Kashmir to be freed).16 The result was the outbreak of insurgency in 1989, with the creation of militant outfits.

***

‘Which organization did you join at this time?’ I ask Ashfaq.

‘The Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) was the main organization at that time. It was a nationalist organization founded in 1977 and after the 1987 elections, it really came to the forefront. In the late 1980s, there weren’t so many factions and jihadi groups as you see today. In fact, when I joined the JKLF, jihad wasn’t even so out in the open, not like it is today.’

‘And what was the JKLF’s main agenda at this time?’ I ask.

‘The agenda was always clear: that Kashmir needs to be liberated from Indian occupation. No matter what group you belonged to, that was the aim. Now you have different people and factions coming in, furthering their own vested interests, but in the beginning it was all very clear. Even when I left the JKLF and started my own organization (the name of the organization has been omitted to protect his identity) in the 1990s, the agenda remained the same. The agenda will always remain the same for those genuinely dedicated to the Kashmiri cause: Liberation.’

Almost everyone I spoke to in ‘Azad’ Kashmir echoed these thoughts and asserted that Indian ‘occupation’ of Kashmir—and for some the Pakistani ‘occupation’ of ‘Azad’ Kashmir—needed to end. As for the future of Kashmir—once Indian ‘occupation’ ended—there wasn’t any consensus on what the subsequent years would look like. Some openly advocated integration with Pakistan, others subtly or overtly expressed a desire for freedom from both countries. When I asked them if J&K would be able to survive economically and politically without both India and Pakistan, several ‘Azad’ Kashmiris emphatically stated that survival was not a problem. They pointed towards rich mineral resources and asserted that if the state of J&K could survive independently prior to Partition, there was no reason why it could not stand on its own feet now. They told me that Kashmiris were running successful businesses in Lahore, Karachi and Islamabad. They were talented entrepreneurs. Money was flowing in from migrants in the UK. These skills and investments alone could help them become self-sufficient. They told me that if Kashmir got its fair royalty from hydroelectric projects alone (the royalty issue is discussed in further detail in Chapter 10), they could survive on their own. Further, if peace came to ‘Azad’ Kashmir and the region opened up to international tourists, revenue would flow in. They told me that given the choice, many ‘Azad’ Kashmiris would opt for independence from both countries. Others, however, felt that they would feel safer joining hands with Pakistan. ‘It is a nuclear power. It can help us defend ourselves against India,’ they said. Only the process of self-determination can truly reveal majority opinions.

‘And how did all of you hope to achieve this agenda of liberation? How and where did you get trained as a jihadi? How did it all start?’

‘There was nothing in the beginning. We had to set everything up from scratch. We would cross over the LoC and go live with the locals on the Pakistan side. They would open their homes to us, give us food, warm blankets. I came to Pakistan for the first time through Keran (the village where Haroon and I spent our first wedding anniversary) in 1989 and lived with some of my family members who were on this side. Then my colleagues and I set up the first training camps. That is how it began.’

‘So, Pakistan was involved and supportive of the insurgency from the very beginning then?’ I ask. ‘That is the popular version that we have all heard. That the Afghan jihad had just come to an end and Pakistan used the mujahideen trained to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan to wage a new jihad in Kashmir. Would you say this is true?’

‘No, no. In 1989, the movement was entirely started by the Kashmiris. There were no Afghans, no one else. That only happened later. What you people don’t realize is that there are millions of Kashmiris living all over Pakistan, in Karachi, Baluchistan, everywhere. It was these Kashmiris who got involved in the 1980s. Pakistan hasn’t pushed us into militancy. No one needed to push us into it. The Kashmiris saw this as the only way forward. What Pakistan has done for us, though, is letting us be, letting us do our work,’ he slides his chair back and holds up both his hands before continuing, ‘They have had a hands-up approach. They haven’t stopped us from doing anything but they haven’t sanctioned us either.’

While many of the interviews I conducted with Kashmiris (mostly in ‘Azad’ Kashmir and some in Indian-administered Kashmir, over email and telephone) before and after my conversation with Ashfaq would reinforce this line of thinking—that the insurgency was entirely crafted and led by the Kashmiris themselves—others would differ. The nationalists among ‘Azad’ Kashmiris (who want independence from both India and Pakistan) who I would speak to later would lay the blame entirely on the Pakistani establishment. They would hold them responsible for funding and fuelling the mujahideen, which they feel has only strengthened India’s case for crackdowns and more authoritarian control of Indian-administered Kashmir. Still others would have a different point of view to present. They would state that while militancy was homegrown, the nationalist struggle began to take on an Islamic colour during the early 1990s due to Pakistan’s involvement.17 No longer was the Kashmiri struggle about self-determination and autonomy, rather it was linked to the wider jihad, with the desire to establish an Islamic caliphate. Militant groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba—centred around Punjab in Pakistan—gained a stronghold in Kashmir18 as a result, not only fighting against Indian ‘occupation’ in the Valley but also waging a war against ‘infidels’. Lashkar-e-Taiba has become infamous for the 2001 attack on the Indian Parliament and the 2008 Mumbai attacks. It is alleged that the Pakistani state has played a significant role in supporting this outfit. According to some of the Kashmiris I spoke to on both sides of the divide, Islamic fundamentalist outfits like the Lashkar-e-Taiba were used by the Pakistani establishment to crush the nationalist movement, which could take Kashmir away not only from India but Pakistan as well. These people hold the Pakistani establishment responsible for much of the lethal backlash felt by Kashmiris on both sides as a result of the actions of such groups. As one ‘Azad’ Kashmiri I met put it, ‘It isn’t fair to label the indigenous Kashmiri movement for freedom as terrorism. It is a genuine cause.19 Organizations like Lashkar-e-Taiba, however, are in another category altogether. They are not indigenous, they are not composed of the local people. They have their own goals and have thus been banned, at least officially. They create a bad name for Kashmiris; in fact, instead of helping, they hurt the Kashmiri cause. Genuine freedom fighters get labelled as terrorists and are put in jail, tortured, and no one cares to give them justice because after all, they are just terrorists.’

I realize that there is no one narrative or explanation for the start or rise of militancy. Different people and groups have their own understanding of the events that unfolded after 1989. It is also not my aim to engage in investigative journalism and find the root cause of the insurgency. I am more interested in how the Kashmiris perceive the conflict and how they make sense of it. I thus decide not to probe Ashfaq further on his political views and standpoint on who funded or supported the militancy and rather turn the conversation back to his personal experiences of it. I ask him to tell me any anecdotes, any memories from that time. ‘What all do you remember? Once you got involved, what was it like? Were you ever scared of getting caught?’

‘I’m human, of course I was scared,’ he laughs. ‘There were so many times that I was saved by a whisker. Those were miracle moments. I remember once the army was in my village for seven days to find me. All of my family members ran away except one of my phuphos (father’s sister), who was eighty. Most of the other villagers ran away too. Those who didn’t, suffered at the hands of the army,’ he lets out a long sigh before continuing, ‘Another time, I was visiting a friend in a building next to the one I used to work in. While we were eating, the forces entered my office and got hold of another colleague of mine. They burnt his sides, his arms, everything…’ He pauses and strokes his right arm. In that moment, he seems to grow smaller, as if shrinking with the thought of the pain. I also squirm in my seat, thinking of being burnt and yet not killed, fully conscious, fully aware of the scathing, burning skin. I am thankful when he starts speaking again. ‘As soon as we got the news, my friend and I left our food and ran away. But the forces found out I was with him.’

He claimed that in retaliation, they picked up his two-and-a-half-year-old son. ‘My friend was the local mujahideen commander of that area, you see. We were hiding in the jungle when we found out about his son. He kept insisting that he would give himself up to save his son. I told him to wait, and that if we had to give someone up, I would give myself up. Of course, I intended to do no such thing,’ he smiles, ‘but I had to pacify him or we both would have been caught. After a few hours, the forces let his son go. They sent him back on a tonga to his house. That was one narrow escape!’

‘So you never got caught then, during your entire time as a mujahid?’

‘No, I was very fortunate. There are two main ways that people get caught; either people tell on you or your get-up gives you away. But I wasn’t involved in any kidnappings, extortions, etc. Everyone was friendly with me, so no one gave up my name. And then, I used to travel in a three-piece suit,’ he smiles. ‘No one could guess that a mujahid would be disguised in a three-piece suit. When the time would come, I would take out my weapons and change my clothing but in broad daylight, no one would know I was a mujahid.’

‘And when did you move to Pakistan then?’

‘I moved here permanently in the 1990s. My supervisor told me I was needed here, that I could help train more people here, so I came. I’ve never gone back since. I can’t go back or I’ll be caught.’

‘Did you know you wouldn’t be able to go back when you came? Was coming here a conscious decision?’

‘At that time, I didn’t even know if I’d survive. Even then crossing over was very difficult. You had to make a decision about whether you were willing to cross over even if it meant you might die. You had to make this decision every time before you thought of going over the LoC. But of course, I want to go back. My wife and children are here but my parents, sisters, brothers are still there. For many months initially, I couldn’t even call them, tell them that I was alive. And I would get news from travellers that they had suffered at the hands of the army. They would beat them up to find out where I was but my family had no idea… I hadn’t told them anything before coming… Can you imagine how helpless it would make me feel knowing that they were getting hurt because of me? They were interrogated because of me, their education got impacted because of me and I could do nothing. But what choice did I have?’

‘Did they ever try to stop you from becoming a mujahid?’

‘They couldn’t stop me even if they wanted to. They had no choice but to support me. The cause was too great. Sacrifices have to be made,’ he shrugs in a matter-of-fact way but I can see his body quiver slightly. He seems overcome with emotion while talking about his family but is unwilling to cave in. Clearing his throat, he looks at me for another question, hoping that would divert his attention from the topic.

‘But now that you have left the movement, do you ever regret going into it in the first place?’

‘I have not left the movement,’ he says firmly, looking straight into my eyes. ‘I have left armed struggle, but I would never leave the movement.’

As he says this, I realize for the first time that the two are not synonymous despite how the media and popular discourse presents it. The movement for the end of ‘occupation’ is much larger. It is entrenched in Kashmiri society (the movement against ‘occupation’ is heightened in Indian-administered Kashmir but while conducting interviews, even those in ‘Azad’ Kashmir would repeatedly express their desire for freedom for their Kashmiri brothers and sisters across the LoC. News about violence in Indian-administered Kashmir escalates this sentiment in ‘Azad’ Kashmir every few months, often resulting in protests. As I write this in October 2017, which marks the seventieth year of the Kashmir conflict, anti-India rallies and demonstrations are being held across ‘Azad’ Kashmir to ‘condemn the invasion and subsequent occupation of the disputed Himalayan region by Indian troops’.20 At the same time, as discussed in the later chapters, some ‘Azad’ Kashmiris also view Pakistan as an ‘occupying’ force and demand an end to that ‘occupation’.) Militancy is just one act of expression of that movement. By equating the two, the movement is tarnished, undermined, rejected. It seems to lose its voice. No wonder Ashfaq finds it necessary to correct me at once.

‘I would never have picked up arms if there was any other option of securing freedom, but joining the movement was and is unquestionable. Every Kashmiri is part of the movement,’ he says. ‘A non-violent movement is always preferable but that is up to the occupier. India keeps pushing us into jihad. For the first time this year, we asked for permission to hold a march during Prime Minister Modi’s visit to Srinagar in November (2015).21 The Hurriyat leaders even said that they would take responsibility for any damage but instead of giving us that democratic space, the Indian government arrested people22 and made the security arrangements so tight that only puppets of the Indian government could come out. In the media they made it seem like Modi’s visit was a huge success, that people supported him and the government he represents, but that is far from the truth. Even today, a mujahid’s funeral would draw a bigger crowd than would the prime minister of India. Recently a mujahid was martyred. He had a huge janaza (funeral).23 One talk by Hurriyat Conference leaders, Geelani or Mirwaiz, brings all of Kashmir to a standstill. Modi cannot even come close,’ he stops to pour some more tea for all three of us before continuing. ‘We tried the peaceful method in the past decade, I am all for it too, but it hasn’t worked. The Indian Army remains as unsparing, the government refuses to demilitarize, so the youngsters just get more impetus to join militancy. You must have heard about the Burhan case?’ He asks me and I nod.

By this time Burhan Wani, the commander of Hizbul Mujahideen, was a household name in Indian-administered Kashmir. Wani and his companions were referred to as ‘New Age militants’, who used social media to proudly put up pictures of themselves, holding up arms. This was in contrast to the mujahids of the 1990s, who would hide their faces. This new breed of militants seemed to have lost the fear of getting caught; there was a renewed fire in them to seize ‘azadi’.

‘You know why Burhan became a mujahid? He and his brother were going on their bike and were stopped for no reason by the army. His brother, who was studying in college, was made to lie down on the road and beaten up without any reason. Burhan managed to run away and told the forces that he would get back at them. Now he is seeking revenge and they call him a militant. There are boys who see no point in peaceful protests or stone-pelting anymore. They want to go all out. These youngsters have an even greater resolve than I did because they have seen much more, they have been tortured, they have lost family members. I grew up in an environment which was still relatively peaceful. These kids have grown up in the middle of the conflict.’

Over the years Wani garnered increasing support in Kashmir. When security forces would kill him in July 2016, his death would be mourned by lakhs of Kashmiris.24 The resentment and anger over his death would result in furious protests, spiralling into one of the most violent and prolonged clashes between civilians and security forces in Kashmir’s recent history. Internet and phone calls would be blocked and curfew would be imposed. By the end of 2016, approximately 145 civilians would be killed due to action by the police and paramilitary personnel. In addition, according to one Srinagar-based human rights group, ‘more than 15,000 persons (would get) injured in the state forces action with 4,500-plus injuries by the use of pellet shotguns, with 1,000-plus civilians receiving eye damage fully or partially.’25 But both Ashfaq and I would not know of this until late next year.

‘Let me rephrase my question then. Had you not had health issues, would you have left the armed movement?’ I ask, coming back to our discussion of how he feels about his militant past. I want to know how he views militancy today, especially while sitting miles away from his immediate family, knowing that he might never see them again.

He takes a deep breath and leans forward, resting his elbows on the table in front of him. ‘I probably would have dropped arms even if I didn’t have health issues. I was always different; I had a different thought process. I never wanted to hurt civilians or political opponents. When the jihadi organizations (referring to groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammad, allegedly backed by Pakistan, which gave an Islamist colour to the nationalist movement) came in and gave the movement an Islamic twist, I couldn’t bear what they were doing. Everyone was just furthering their own agenda. So yes, I probably would have left it anyway but I don’t regret going into it. I am a product of the armed movement, how can I be against it? The freedom fighters have played a critical part in the movement. They have allowed us to put Kashmir on the world map. No one cared about us till armed struggle rose in the area. Now the whole world gives us attention. You go to any conference in the world and Kashmir will be discussed. Yes, the armed struggle has its cons—I have suffered a lot because of it too, I had to leave my family behind because of it—but the biggest benefit was that the world knows about the Kashmir conflict now. Whether they do anything about it is a different topic but Kashmir has come to the fore due to jihad. That is a big achievement for us.’ Many others I would speak to would echo this line of thought. They would tell me that had it not been for militancy, Kashmir would have never become an international issue.

‘Some say that the Hurriyat Conference, which you are now a part of, is also a militant group. Can you say something about those accusations?’ His body tenses up immediately. ‘Why don’t we talk about India not withdrawing its forces? Why didn’t they remove the army when militancy reduced? Why don’t you ask those questions instead of these?’ he almost shouts at me. Realizing that I have upset him, I decide to quickly change the topic.

I ask him about Pakistan’s more recent role in Kashmir. It is said that after Pakistan became involved in the US-led War on Terror in the aftermath of the 11 September 2001 attacks on the Twin Towers in New York, the establishment came down hard on militants. While I would delve deeper into this in my later interviews with state officials in Pakistan, I wanted to gauge Ashfaq’s opinion. I ask him whether the post-9/11 era of politics affected Kashmir.

‘Yes, after 9/11, the mujahideen received a severe blow. Camps were dislodged and the financial networks of several armed outfits were dismantled. It has taken time and effort to regroup. But the positive impact of 9/11 was that a discussion was started about what to do apart from picking up arms. That room for dialogue opened up again. However, India hasn’t appreciated that. They have kept the military presence as strong as before, the crackdowns haven’t stopped. They haven’t reciprocated our peaceful efforts. People are agitated, frustrated, as a result. They want to take up arms again.’

Our conversation is interrupted as his phone rings. I can tell that someone is waiting for him in the car downstairs and that he has to leave. I have taken up a lot of his time in any case. I ask him if he has any last thoughts he would like to share, particularly about India or Pakistan. He seems more relaxed now.

‘Well, honestly, the whole issue is because of a basic trust deficit between India and Pakistan. Naak ka masla hai (it’s an issue of ego). They begin to build trust and say they will talk about Kashmir but one firing happens at the LoC and it all stops.’

‘And what would you like them to talk about,’ I ask. ‘Would you want an independent Kashmir or would you like it to become a part of Pakistan?’

‘We have economic ties with Pakistan. Delhi is too far away. There is no connectivity. The economic and geographic links between Jammu and Kashmir and what became Pakistan have always been closer.26 In 2.5 hours you can drive to Islamabad, so why think the other way around or think of independence? But I can tell you one thing. If India and Pakistan prolong the Kashmir issue for much longer, it will only become more violent. You’re from Punjab; why don’t people like you realize that if there is a chasm between east and west Punjab, that is also because of Kashmir, that the conflict in Kashmir needs to get resolved if India and Pakistan want peace? People have already started to pick up guns again. This is very dangerous. There will be no peace, there will be no diplomatic recourse, it will only become more bloody, if things continue like this,’ he warns sombrely.

For a few days after the interview, it is these words of admonition that ring loudly in my ears. In 2016, when Kashmir plunges into violent conflict after Burhan Wani’s death, the LoC is rife with ceasefire violations, and both India and Pakistan are on the brink of war, it is the same words that I am reminded of again and again.
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A PEOPLE THAT TIME FORGOT

Refugees who yearn to go back, but can’t

By the end of 2014, Kashmir had gripped my imagination entirely. My two trips to Neelum Valley that year had been instrumental in this but they were not the only reason that I was so completely pre-occupied by it. In the winter of 2014, Haider, a Bollywood adaptation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, released. The movie depicts the conflict in Indian-administered Kashmir, portraying a tragic story of deceit and bloodshed from the Valley. The screenplay of the movie was co-written by Basharat Peer, a Muslim Kashmiri writer who had published a memoir on his life in Indian-administered Kashmir called Curfewed Night. After watching the movie, I rushed to the bookstore to get a copy of the book. I finished it within two days; I was hooked, unable to put it down even at work. I then began to pick up other books on Kashmir. A Kashmiri friend recommended Mirza Waheed’s fictional accounts of the conflict. Waheed’s novels, set in Indian-administered Kashmir, drew me in immediately and within days I had read all his works as well. But, my thirst still unquenched, I continued to anxiously search for more material on Kashmir. The more I read, the more I wanted to read. It was then that I saw someone recommend Our Moon Has Blood Clots: The Exodus of the Kashmiri Pandits, by Rahul Pandita, to a friend on Facebook. I quickly searched for the author and the book on the internet and instantly knew it was going to be my next read.

As I delved deeper into the book, two aspects stood out for me. The first was the similarity between the experiences of Basharat Peer, a Muslim, as related in his memoir, and Rahul Pandita, a Hindu Pandit, as stated in his book. Peer’s life was altered by the effects of militancy in the Valley and the resulting crackdowns by the Indian forces. Pandita had suffered at the hands of the Islamic extremists who took out their anger at the Indian state on ordinary Hindus, seeing them as synonymous with the army and the establishment. On the outside, it would seem as if both Peer and Pandita had had entirely separate experiences, that one’s friend was the other’s enemy. After all, extremists from the same religious community that Peer belonged to, a community that had to face severe backlash as Indian forces resorted to curfews, arrests and interrogations to suppress militancy,1 were the cause of violence and grief to Pandita and his community. However, at a human level, it seemed to me that both of them were living parallel lives of insecurity, threat and bloodshed. Both Peer and Pandita grew up at a similar time in Indian-administered Kashmir; they both saw the insurgency of 1989, they witnessed the rise of militancy and they suffered its consequences first-hand. Precious lives were lost due to the conflict, peace and tranquillity of childhood were snatched away, and vulnerability and fear became constant companions. Yes, the perpetrators were different, as were the causes of violence and loss, but the impact felt by both men and the religious communities they belonged to was as severe, as uprooting. While Peer would narrate stories of persecution at the hands of the Indian forces during the 1990s, Pandita would speak of the cruelty of Muslim neighbours and old friends towards Hindu Pandits in the same decade. When Peer would discuss the excesses of the security forces and the innocent relatives and friends who had been killed in Kashmir, Pandita would write about the loss of his cousin and best friend. It seemed to me that at some level, regardless of religious affiliations, the sense of displacement and terror rampant in the Valley affected everyone, whether Hindu or Muslim. The agitators may have been different but the impact of aggression was the same: utter anguish.

What also moved me about Pandita’s book was its depiction of the situation the Pandits found themselves in after the exodus of the 1990s. Pandita vividly described the conditions in the refugee camps scattered across Jammu, as well as the small homes Pandit families rented at exorbitant rates from the locals: ‘It was barely a room. Until a few months ago, it had been a cowshed.’2 There was also a limit to how many people could live in such rooms, so that there wasn’t too much pressure on water and other basic resources. Members who exceeded the quota would be forced to live in refugee camps, such as ‘the Muthi refugee camp, set up on the outskirts of Jammu city, on a piece of barren land infested with snakes and scorpions’.3 After a visit to one such camp he writes, ‘I remember being confronted with the turgid smell of despair emanating from the people who waited for their turns outside latrines, or taps. New families arrived constantly, and they waited at the periphery of the camp for tents to be allotted to them.’4

Pandita also shared a snippet from an interview in an article in Open magazine. The woman tells him: When we became refugees in 1990, our lives became restricted to eight-by-eight feet rooms.5

The damp crowded rooms the Pandit families continue to live in almost three decades after the exodus were left entrenched in my mind long after I finished reading the book. The conditions sounded suffocating, and I read that water and power shortages in some settlements had only made things worse. Little did I know that a replica of these camps was situated on the other side of the LoC, in the centre of Muzaffarabad, the capital of ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

According to a Human Rights Watch report from 2006, 29,932 registered refugees crossed over from Indian-administered Kashmir to the other side of the LoC between 1989 and 1991.6 A 2013 report by Al Jazeera puts the total number of registered refugees at 34,812.7 Many more unregistered refugees (approximately 5,000, according to the Human Rights Watch report)8 continue to live on the side of the LoC administered by Pakistan. In September 2017, the prime minister of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, Farooq Haider, claimed that as many as 40,000 refugees had poured in from Indian-administered Kashmir since 1989.9 Some of them, such as Ashfaq, came to join the militancy movement, while others sought respite from the arrests, curfews and persecution in Indian-administered Kashmir10 since the escalation of militancy in 1989. Just like the Pandit community, many of these refugees moved in with relatives on this side of the LoC, or rented homes in villages and towns. Others shifted to refugee camps, thinking of it as temporary accommodation before they found a long-term solution, hoping to return home in a couple of months. Close to three decades later, they continue to live in the cold and damp camps, with no release in sight.

***

On a cold November morning in 2015, Haroon, Sharjeel and I make our way to the Manakpayan refugee camp, located on Srinagar Road in Muzaffarabad. We park on the side of the road after about a 20-minute drive from our hotel and get out of the car. On our right, tall mountains surround us. On our left, the Jhelum flows at our feet, at a sharp descent from the narrow road we have parked on. Standing on the edge of the road, Sharjeel points across the river towards mountains dotted with colourful sheds, and says, ‘The camp is on that side. Hundreds of refugees live there.’ It is estimated that prior to the 2005 earthquake, 2,720 refugees resided in this camp, making it the largest refugee camp in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. More recent figures are not available.11

There is no road connecting the two sides and I look at Sharjeel, confused, wondering how we are going to make our way there to conduct interviews. Before I can ask, he explains, ‘There is no car route. The 2005 earthquake destroyed part of the road. We will be using that to go across.’ He points opposite the river stream, near the mountains, and I squint to follow his gaze as the sun pierces its way from behind the mountains. I can see a wire connecting the two sides with a small chairlift. I turn towards him to check if that is what he means and he nods, ‘Yes, we’ll be using that. This will be an adventure for you,’ he says, chuckling.

I certainly don’t mind an adventure on a Saturday morning. In fact, I’m quite fond of chairlifts and love any opportunity to sit on one but I wonder how the residents of the camp feel about this ‘adventure’? How do they carry heavy belongings to the other side? How often does the chairlift run? Is it safe for the children to travel in? Is it functional at night? The questions race through my mind and I turn towards Sharjeel for some answers. ‘It is quite a difficult situation, especially if someone is sick. There is no way to take them to the hospital. Women in labour have had to face a lot of difficulties too. Someone has to carry them to the chairlift and then rent a car from this side. It creates a lot of problems for the refugees.’

Prior to my trips to Kashmir, I had never heard or read about these refugees; most Pakistanis are oblivious to them. But here in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, everyone seemed to know about the community. The locals I met told me that several of these refugees had initially come here to get arms training and then go back and fight the Indian forces. However, once they arrived, some changed their mind and decided not to go back. Others were seeking refuge here because of their past militant activities and the threat of arrest if they were found in Indian-administered Kashmir. Ashfaq, whom I had interviewed earlier regarding his militant days, must have been one of these refugees as well. His profile as the leader of a militant outfit as well as his educational background probably meant that he was able to bypass the refugee camps and find work in the posh and prosperous federal capital of Islamabad. Not everyone is as lucky.

But not all of those who came during the 1990s were involved in militancy. The majority of them are likely to have been innocent bystanders caught in the middle of the conflict. Several others had never even seen Indian-administered Kashmir—they were born and bred in these very refugee camps.

Today, thousands of refugees live in camps set up by the Pakistani government in cities like Muzaffarabad, Bagh, Kotli and Mirpur in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. They are issued Pakistani identity cards, like all other Kashmiri citizens,12 and are given Rs 1,500 per person per month by the ‘Azad’ Kashmir government to survive on. (The government has since increased the allowance to Rs 2,000.)13 ‘The government also provides land for the twenty-four refugee camps that it operates, housing 22,773 people. The rest live in various areas and cities across AJK.’14 I am also told that there is a 6 per cent quota reserved for them in public sector jobs and that various NGOs have opened schools specifically for refugees. Electricity, gas and tuition fees are also subsidized for them.

In some ways, the refugees are culturally and linguistically different from those who belong to ‘Azad’ Kashmir.15 While several of the refugees also speak Pahaari and Gojari, which makes it easy to converse with the locals (many of whom speak Pahaari, Pahaari-Pothwari16 as well as Gojari), others only speak Koshur (commonly referred to as Kashmiri). Since Koshur is only spoken by a minority in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, it can be problematic for some of the refugees to fit in. Moreover, politically too, the refugees stand out. Many of them are secular nationalists, opposing Kashmir’s unification with Pakistan.17 They stand for an independent Kashmir. A lot of locals, however, at least on record, state that they would like to side with Pakistan. According to the Human Rights Watch, the establishment identifies and discriminates against anyone who is perceived as a nationalist, and therefore anti-Pakistan. Reportedly, refugees have been picked up for interrogations, arbitrarily arrested and beaten up because of these nationalist sentiments.18 The report also mentions that ‘though torture is not commonplace (in ‘Azad’ Kashmir), it is threatened often’, and when carried out, enjoys impunity.19

As we wait for the chairlift to make its way to our side, Haroon points towards our right and says, ‘Srinagar is right in front of us. This road would take us there directly.’ ‘Yes it would,’ Sharjeel chips in. ‘In fact, the point at which we are standing is where the bus connects people from both sides of the LoC. Azad Kashmiris sit on the bus that goes from here to Chakothi (approximately 52 kilometres from Muzaffarabad). It serves as the check-post for the India-Pakistan bus service. Then they cross over by foot to Indian-administered Kashmir to meet family and relatives they have been separated from. Similarly, Kashmiris from that side walk over to Chakothi after acquiring the required permit and the bus brings them to this part of Muzaffarabad. Trade trucks between both sides also come here, right where we are standing.’

This bus service between Muzaffarabad and Srinagar was launched in 2005. It was seen to be an instrumental step in bridging the physical and political divide between the two sides. Yet I am told it is not easy for everyone to get on the bus. One must have a ‘real enough’ reason to want to visit the other side. Countless forms have to be filled at one end and verified at the other. Additional documents and proof of family across the LoC is often required. For most Kashmiris like Sharjeel, the bus remains just a dream. I am told that the refugees who came during the 1990s are also unable to use the bus service, despite the fact that almost all of them belong to divided families. Many of them have the militant label associated with them, and even those who don’t, would be unable to travel across without being arrested and interrogated first to explain why they had left and whether they were associated with militancy in any way. This is the case despite a new rehabilitation policy initiated by the Indian state in 2010,20 which encourages militants who went across the LoC for training to return to their homes in Indian-administered Kashmir.

I reached out to Muhammad Mukaram, a Srinagar-based journalist who has interviewed more than a hundred people who went back under the rehabilitation policy, to understand the experiences of these returnees. Terming the policy a failure, Mukaram said that returnees were often ostracized and unable to avail basic rights, such as admitting their children in government schools or obtaining ration cards. According to him, ‘Many of the returnees claim that they were befooled by the Government of Jammu & Kashmir as well as the Government of India into believing that their fundamental rights would be given to them when the reality is far from it. Some of them even assert that they were better off not returning.’ Al Jazeera has also reported that ‘there has been widespread criticism of the programme by those who have taken part in it… mostly over the surveillance and strictures they are subject to once they return home’.21

One refugee who had returned to his village in Shopian in Indian-administered Kashmir told me of the difficulties he had faced, and continues to face, there. We spoke over a WhatsApp call that got disconnected over twenty-five times during the one-hour conversation. In bits and pieces, Sayar Lone told me about how he had come to Pakistan-administered Kashmir for arms training in 2001, only being able to return home over a decade later, in 2012. Below is a translated excerpt from our conversation, which took place in Urdu/Hindi:

We left for school one morning in 2001, and one of our friends told us he had met a mujahid who said he could help us cross over to Pakistan. We were seventeen-to-eighteen-year-olds… We had no idea what Pakistan had, what people did in Pakistan, what jihad was, but everyone wanted to go across. We all wanted to get arms training and come back and fight. My friends and I decided to go too. It took us three months to reach as we only travelled during the night… Of course we were scared, but when we realized that we were too far ahead, that we couldn’t go back, we decided that there was no point in fear. I told myself that whatever happens will happen. Even if I die I didn’t have a choice. Once I made that decision, there was no more fear.

We eventually reached a Hizbul Mujahideen camp, where there were 800-900 other boys, all from makbooza Kashmir. There were two other camps nearby too, one in Mansehra (a town in Mansehra district in the Pakistani province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) and one in Balakot (another town in Mansehra district). There were about 2,000-3,000 other boys like me in these camps. It was 2001, and the elders in the camps were informed that they had to lie low, that there would be no more attacks because 9/11 had happened and Pakistan was fighting the War on Terror and couldn’t be seen to support militancy. There were fences on the Line of Control by now and it wouldn’t be possible to cross over anyway, like it was in the 1990s. We were young and didn’t know much… It was the elders’ decision and we just listened to them.

I lived in the camp until 2006, but there was no arms training. We were just instructed to pray five times a day and had a one-hour Quran class in which we were taught about jihad. They told us that India was our enemy, is our enemy, and will always be our enemy. We had to fight against her, even if it meant losing our lives. They explained that jihad meant fighting against oppression, against zulm (cruelty). There used to be crackdowns every month in my village before I left. We had seen so much, so I began to understand the true meaning of jihad. But there was no ammunition, no activity in the camp and eventually it closed down. People left and got married. That’s what I did too.

I moved to Islamabad and somebody introduced me to the family of my wife-to-be, who lived in Rawalpindi. We got married in 2007 and had a daughter. I wanted to bring them back to my home and meet my parents. I hadn’t told them anything before leaving but at that time everyone knew that if the boy didn’t return by sunset, he had become a mujahid. When I spoke to them, three years after crossing the LoC, they began to cry on the phone. They had thought I must have died. They ached for me to come back. I wanted to see them, my father especially, because he was sick, but I was happy in Pakistan. I had an ID card. I got a stipend from the government every month as a refugee22 and I had a job in Metro Shoes (a well known shoe store in Pakistan) in Islamabad. Life was good. But my family kept insisting we come back, so we did in 2012. The Indian government had promised by now that under the new rehabilitation policy, those who had left Kashmir for training between 1989 and 2009 could return with their dependents. I thought this meant we would be safe, no one would bother us… But since there were no legal channels to cross over for us, we had to pay Rs 3 lakh (approximately US $3,000) to an agent to cross over through Nepal. And then, when we finally reached, I was initially interrogated by every agency. I was even arrested for fifteen days. Everything the government promised, all the compensation, the money for surrendering, was never given to us. No one even asked us how we were doing once they were done interrogating me. But I don’t care. I don’t expect anything out of the government. I am only concerned about my wife. We thought she would be able to visit her family in Pakistan whenever she wanted, but it’s been four years and they just don’t let her go.23

Irum, Sayar’s Pakistani wife, had just completed her FA (11th-12th grade) when she married Sayar. I also spoke to her on this call and she told me that she had no idea about Sayar’s past until she crossed over to Shopian in 2012:

I learnt about why Sayar came to Pakistan from people in Kashmir once we reached Shopian. Before that, I didn’t know anything. All I knew was that a woman’s home is in her sasural (in-laws)… ladki sasural mein hi acchi lagti hai (It’s best if the girl lives with her in-laws)… So, I thought I must go and live there too. My father-in-law was unwell, and my mother-in-law would keep asking us to come, so I convinced my husband. I thought I would return for a visit every six months. But I’m not allowed to travel because I don’t have the state subject document (allotted to Kashmiris on both sides of the LoC) and I don’t have an Indian passport. There are about 200-300 other such Pakistani women who are in the same position. They say that if they let us go, the Pakistan Army may bother us. They may not let us come back. That doesn’t make any sense. My husband’s home is my home. Of course I will come back. I have now approached the chief minister, Mehbooba Mufti… She has promised to look into my case. I am the first woman who has been able to highlight her case like that, so I am very hopeful.

Back in Pakistan, Irum’s father is a heart patient, his condition worsening after she left. When we spoke, she told me his kidneys were on the verge of failing, and his diabetes was out of control. He desperately wanted to see his daughter one more time, but laws and legalities stood in the way. Irum and Sayar’s daughter (who was seven years old when we spoke in 2016) also wants to see her grandparents, her uncles and aunts. Irum told me that she has had a hard time adjusting with her in-laws as well. ‘The culture here is very different. My in-laws don’t treat me like a daughter. I haven’t been able to adjust… How can I when my mind is in two places? I just wish I could see my family again. Can you please write about this so that there is more pressure on the government?’ I promised her I would but I am not sure what good that will do. There are countless other stories like Sayar and Irum’s. Stories of people who are separated from their families, who have to pay the cost of family members joining militancy, who are unable to get permits and visas to go to this or that side. I was about to meet many such people during my visit to the Manakpayan camp that day.

***

As the chairlift arrives, I notice that it is hanging by a thin cable, the wind rocking it left and right over the flowing Jhelum. My excitement of sitting in it fizzles out. I am scared to step inside, a fear only made worse when a fourth man, a policeman from the area, also joins us. He also needs to get across. Haroon enters first and I am about to follow him when Sharjeel asks us to switch sides. He explains that the wind is very strong and it is better if I sit on the right side, which is covered. The left side has no protection. He thinks Haroon will be safer there than I would. I listen to him and move over, trying not to let my apprehension show as we dangle about 20 feet above the Jhelum. I know Haroon is concerned too, for he is much more scared of heights than I am, and I begin to deliberate whether the small chairlift can carry the weight of all four of us. And as I fret, I wonder whether little children who must use the same chairlift to get out of the camp would be safe in it if four of us adults were at risk. Fortunately, the ride only lasts less than a minute and before I can worry any more, we are already on the other side of the river, at the foot of the mountains that host hundreds of refugees.

Sharjeel pays Rs 10 to two young boys taking care of the chairlift. ‘This is the camp,’ he says, pointing towards a maze of makeshift shelters, and I try to take it all in. These are mostly small shacks, some made of mud, some with corrugated iron and others with brick. Clothes are drying on thin wires or on tree branches outside. Graffiti marks the concrete, with names like Mughal House and Arshad’s Home. Young boys stand outside, playing with sticks and stones, and pause when they see us, staring for a while before going back to their game. I have only ever seen photographs of refugee camps set up at the time of Partition in cities like Lahore, or the refugee camps set up by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR). From those snapshots, I had always imagined refugees to reside in big tents but the camp we stand at seems to resemble more of the cramped settlements Pandita writes about. There are alleys and turnings full of them, spreading over miles of mountainous land. Perhaps that is what happens when one is a refugee not for a couple of months or a handful of years but for decades to come.

A young man, clad in a light brown shalwar kameez, a blue sweater and black slippers, receives us. Sharjeel and he exchange greetings and he nods towards Haroon and me. He has been informed of our visit beforehand and begins to guide us to one of the homes where we are to conduct interviews. We walk through twisting narrow lanes, full of stones and uneven passageways, open sewage surrounding us from both sides. I can’t help but think of how lost I would be if I had to make my way out of here alone. But the young boys I see playing outside seem to know the alleys inside out. They run from one place to another, giggling and chasing each other. The neighbourhood has come to constitute the only home most of them know. The majority of them would have been born in this camp, or another one like this situated in some corner of ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

A man stops us midway and asks Sharjeel what we are doing here. Sharjeel seems to know him and tells us to go ahead while he speaks to him. I can tell that the man seems suspicious of us. Perhaps he is worried that I am an investigative reporter, trying to probe the camp’s hidden and open secrets. After all, the refugee camps allegedly host militants from Indian-administered Kashmir, those who came for training during the 1990s and never returned.

The young man in the light-brown shalwar kameez guides us to a small blue shelter. It is made of concrete and consists of two rooms with a tiny verandah separating the two. A red carpet is spread out inside one of the rooms, with a white printed sheet covering it. Plain white pillows and cushions rest across the three walls of the room. We take our shoes off and enter. It is dark inside, the only light coming in from the lone window carved out of one of the yellow-coloured walls inside. We seat ourselves against the pillows and the boy rushes out, saying, ‘Let me call my mother.’

I rub my hands together to make them warm; it’s chilly inside, the floor we’re sitting on ice-cold. Haroon starts sniffling next to me, and soon, a dozen sneezes follow. Within a few minutes, a woman walks in, draped in a beige chaddar. We exchange greetings and rest ourselves back against the pillows. I am waiting for Sharjeel to come in and make the introductions but he is nowhere to be seen. On my own, I’m even afraid to ask her name. On a recent visit to Kashmir, while interviewing local women, Haroon had asked one of them her name. She responded by telling us that at her age, it wasn’t culturally appropriate to share her name. It would be immodest. I thus decide not to ask, in case I may make her uncomfortable, especially in male company. An awkward silence envelops the room.

I clear my throat and decide to begin the interview, for I don’t know how much longer Sharjeel will take. I start by asking her how long she has been living in Muzaffarabad. ‘I came here in the 1990s from makbooza Kashmir,’ she begins, half in Koshur and half in Urdu. ‘I was twenty-five years old. Our entire village came.’ I have just leaned forward to ask her what made them come to this side when another lady, older in age, walks in. The elderly woman asks why we are here and our host tells her, ‘She wants to know about our reasons for leaving the occupied land.’ The elderly woman looks back at me, her face marked with wrinkles, and says, ‘Why do you think we came? Do you think any of us would have left our homes if our lives had not been in danger? We came here because of all the atrocities committed by the Indians on us.’ Her voice is raised and I can sense frustration in her. My questions must seem naive to her and I must symbolize the ignorance many Pakistanis and Indians embody when it comes to Kashmir. I nod and wait for her to continue, to say something else about the situation prevailing then, but we are interrupted yet again, before the conversation really even begins. A middle-aged man has walked in. Sharjeel walks in behind him and greets the ladies in the room. He then introduces the man to us, ‘Please meet Anwar Awan (the name has been changed to protect his identity). You can ask him what you want. I’m going to sit outside in the verandah and do some work.’ With that he leaves us in the company of the two women and this man. A couple of young boys come in with a tray full of tea, biscuits and plain cake. Two of the boys sit in the opposite corner and begin to listen quietly.

Anwar Awan, clad in a grey overcoat and a beige cap, seats himself close to me. I tell him about my research briefly. Before I can begin asking him questions, he has already started to talk. ‘I am forty-five-years-old now. I was only twenty when I came here from my house in Kupwara. Our entire mohalla, consisting of about eighty homes, left and came here.’ His Urdu is crisp, unlike the women’s, and he seems quite open to talk. I am disappointed for a moment because I can sense that the conversation is about to be hijacked by him. The women seem to have receded to the background, patiently waiting for their turn to come again. This is often what happens in a mixed gathering. The men start to lead the dialogue, interrupting women whenever they begin to talk, paraphrasing for them, sidelining them. I look towards the two women to try and bring them back into the conversation but Anwar has already started to share his story in more detail. Distracted, I look back at him and hope the women will be engaged along the way, that something he says may resonate with them and they may also share or that, at least, they’ll still be around and willing to talk once he completes his story. Consoling myself that there was still hope, I turn my attention back to him.

‘My father was the numberdar of our mohalla (representative of the village). We had land and money. My father had done well for himself. When he died, I became the head of the family because I was the eldest son. One day the Indians led a crackdown in my village. This was around 1990. They said, how can you have so much money? You must be a Pakistani, you’re getting funding from Pakistan. I kept telling them I had no link with Pakistan but they arrested me and some other boys from the village and kept us for a week. They interrogated us, tormented us…

‘When we came back, everyone in the village said if this could happen to you, it can happen to any one of us. They would hit the elders, break legs of young boys. We had no option but to migrate, and so we crossed the LoC and came here.’

I can tell that Anwar has a lot to share. However, I’m afraid that he may only give me the rushed, summary version of the events. Upon crossing over, he must have been asked about his story over and over again, from locals and security officials. I have heard that the Pakistani state drills the refugees to ensure they are not Indian spies. Over the years, Anwar has probably narrated the story so many times that he may have become accustomed to sharing only the abridged version of some of the most critical years of his life. I decide to jump in and ask a few questions, hoping to slow down his pace.

‘Can you tell me more about the crackdown in your village and the interrogation that followed? How did it all start?’ This is one of my rare physical interactions with Kashmiris from the other side of the LoC, and I want to know more about their experiences, I want to hear their first-hand accounts.

‘The whole issue started in 1989, after the 1987 elections were rigged. By 1990, the Indian Army had started to crack down on the locals. They would come to your home, drag you out, arrest you, interrogate you. I was arrested more than once…’ One of the women interrupts him and says, ‘Tell them what they did to you. Tell them why we left.’ The anger in her voice is palpable. He goes quiet for a moment and looks towards the floor, as if contemplating how much to share. We are all silent for a while, waiting to see what he will say next. Then he lets out a long sigh and shakes his head. When he begins to speak again, he looks as if he is in physical discomfort. ‘They would make me stand in cold water and then force me to raise my hands. If I got tired after hours and hours of standing like that and tried to lower my arms, they would beat me up. They would hit me on my knee. Should I show you?’ I hesitantly nod and he rolls up his shalwar to reveal a deep gash. ‘They cut me here and put salt inside. Then they would electrocute me in sensitive areas. What do I tell you, sister? How do I tell a woman what I have been through? The current was so strong that a person would jump all the way up and come crashing down, that was how strong it was. What all do I tell you, sister?’ he lets out another long sigh and then falls quiet, his head hanging low. The women in the room shake their heads, their distress visible.

Several writers, including Basharat Peer, have written about the crackdowns that followed the 1989 insurgency.24 I have read about innocent people being dragged out of their homes, arbitrarily arrested and beaten on alleged charges of militancy.25 While reviewing Peer’s book, author William Dalyrmple writes about ‘two medieval torture chambers, Papa 1 and Papa 2’ (the latter also features in Peer’s book), set up by the Indian state in response to the insurgency and ‘into which large numbers of local people, as well as the occasional captured foreign jihadi, would “disappear”. Their bodies would later be found, if at all, floating down rivers, bruised, covered in cigarette burns, missing fingers or even limbs.’26 Yet the Indian state maintains that the crackdowns and the use of force are crucial in curbing militancy. In 2016, when the use of pellet guns on protesters was widely condemned across the world, the government issued a statement to justify its position: ‘We disapprove of it… But we will have to persist with this necessary evil till we find a non-lethal alternative.’27

It takes Anwar a couple of moments to come back to the conversation. ‘They said, You must have gone to Pakistan for training, you’re a Pakistani. I swore that I had no links with Pakistan, that no one in our village was even a mujahid or had any links. After three to four days they left us but a month later, they were back for another chhappa (search) of our mohalla and arrested me again. When they came to arrest me for the third time, I decided to run away. How long could one continue like that? The officers were walking us through the jungle when I, and a few other boys, ran away. We hid in the jungle for over three months, without any proper food or belongings. No one would feed us because they were scared that the army would come after them, too. I finally decided that we had to leave the area. There was no way for me to go back to live in my house without being arrested again. One night, I sneaked back into my village and woke these people up,’ he says, his hand gesturing towards the women in the room. ‘I woke these women up. I said, Isn’t there zulm here? They all said, Yes. So I said, Then let’s go to Azad Kashmir.’

As he says this I realize that in the 1990s, to many Kashmiris like Anwar, Pakistan-administered Kashmir must have represented freedom. By this time there was a perception that Pakistan was supporting Kashmiris fighting against the Indian forces, the same Indian forces that Anwar and his neighbours were trying to escape. What better place to seek refuge in than ‘Azad’ Kashmir? The grass indeed seemed greener on the other side.

‘I didn’t know anyone else who had come here at that time but I thought crossing over to Azad Kashmir was the safest option. The villagers asked me, But what about our homes? Our livelihood? I told them, Look at our condition. Look at me. I am from a good home, you know that. Look at my long hair, my face. I have been without food for so long. This will happen to you and your children too, let’s leave.’

He explains, ‘At that time the fervour was such that many of us believed we would be able to get azadi from the Indian state. Militancy had reached a new high and ordinary Kashmiris were fighting the Indian state.’ In this charged atmosphere, Anwar was convinced that after one to two months they would return to their homes, this time in their own Azad Kashmir. Temporarily crossing the LoC felt like the best decision in the meantime.

I ask him how they made the journey, once they decided to cross over, and he tells me, ‘We were all afraid. There were about 200-250 of us. Everyone knew what would happen to us if we were caught. Whenever the sun would rise, I would tell everyone to lie down so that the Indian forces wouldn’t see us. Then, at night, we would make our way forward. When we came near the LoC, we saw the Pakistani forces. They asked us who we were and we told them we were Kashmiri Muslims who had been persecuted by the Indian forces. We told them about everything we had been through. They immediately took us in and served us tea. When they saw that many of the women were without shoes, the soldiers took off their shoes and gave them to us. Then they took us to their camp and gave us food. They kept us there for two to three days before they asked the locals to open their homes for us. We stayed with local families for a while. We had nothing of our own, even our clothes were torn. The locals would give us blankets, food, clothes. Eventually, the Pakistan Army put us in buses and brought us to Athmuqam, which is just on the LoC. They put up a camp there for us, by the Neelum river,’ he explains.

Soon after the move, Neelum Valley was going to be shaken up by continuous mortar shelling. The Indian forces would fire towards Pakistan-administered Kashmir and the Pakistani forces would fire into Indian-administered Kashmir. Both sides would claim that they were forced to respond in the face of unprovoked firing and meddling from the other side. Ordinary Kashmiris on both sides of the LoC would find themselves squeezed in the middle of the battlefield. Anwar would bear witness to this but not for a while longer.

‘Then all of us eighty or so families got our refugee cards made,’ he continues. ‘We were given Rs 300 to buy basic necessities like cooking utensils, etc. We stayed in that camp for two to three months. But when the winter came, we had to move to a place called Kundal Shahi, another village on the banks of the Neelum river. Many of us lived there for more than a year, while others moved into the homes of the locals. Later, I helped set up another camp called the Karka camp (about 16 kilometres from Muzaffarabad city), but that was damaged in the 1992 floods. After that too, we had to move twice more until we finally came to this present camp. There are many refugees here, from our village but also from places like Srinagar, Uri, Baramulla, Jammu. Let’s see how long we stay here for. Who knows when we have to move again?’

‘Did your entire family come with you?’

‘No, only my brothers came with me. I had to leave my mother and sisters behind.’ When I ask him why he had to do that, he explains, ‘We were living in two different villages. My mother and sisters lived in our ancestral village, which was at a certain height, while my brothers and I lived in a village below them because it was easier to travel and work from there. When we decided to leave, my mother’s village was surrounded by the army from all sides. It just wasn’t possible to go there. If we had, we would have all been caught. I had to leave them behind. I had no choice. They are still there, even today.’

‘How many sisters do you have?’ I ask, ‘and was there any way to keep in touch with them?’

‘I have three younger sisters… they were all left behind. There was no phone or connection at that time but I would hear about how they were persecuted after we left. We would get news about them from people who came from that side. They (the army) would even lock up my sisters,’ he shakes his head in sorrow and sighs. We are quiet for a moment before I ask him when he was first able to get in touch with them. When he speaks again, his voice is lower than it has been the whole afternoon. He seems to be in a far, distant place, as if caught up in memories of the family he continues to be separated from. ‘The first time I spoke to my mother directly was in 2005, over ten years after I left. When she told me that my sisters had been married off, my brothers and I began to cry. We asked, Who would have carried their doli? That was our job as brothers and yet we couldn’t be there. We’ve lived through awful times. Main apko bata bhi nahi sakta ke woh kya manzar tha (I cannot even begin to describe those times).’ Later, Anwar would tell me how, in the years after the 2003 ceasefire, when tensions between India and Pakistan de-escalated and the LoC became relatively calm, divided families would converge by the Neelum river to catch a glimpse of each other. He too saw his mother across the water, and felt desperate to plunge in and swim to her. Such riverside visits continued for some time, slowly replaced by other modes of communication with the advent of social media and Skype.

‘Did you ever think of picking up arms? Was that ever an option for you?’ I ask Anwar. I had heard that many young boys turned towards militancy as a response to the interrogations Anwar described.

‘At that time, I had nothing on me to fight back with. While I was in the jungle, I’d hit them with knives and stones but what real damage could that do? But today, if someone asks me to join the movement, I would.’ He looks at me to see my reaction and then, as more of an afterthought, adds, ‘Of course, we will always want dialogue to be the way forward but if that doesn’t work we will have to take up some other way and I’d fully support that. If anyone starts the movement again from this side, I’d become a mujahid in a heartbeat.’

Our conversation reminds me of my discussion with my friend from ‘Azad’ Kashmir, Waqar (who had introduced me to Sharjeel {Chapter 1}), from whom I had heard about the refugees for the first time. He had told me, ‘You know, during the 1990s there was a lot of migration. So many refugees came and settled in places like Muzaffarabad, Bagh, even Islamabad. The government gives them Rs 1,500 per month,28 but that doesn’t take away the emotional pain of being separated from their home. Most of us local Kashmiris are okay with the status quo because our families are here, our homes are here, but for these people, life is very difficult. Many of them had come as young boys to learn how to fight, and several of them had some affiliation with militant organizations, but the majority of them had never picked up arms. Because of the militant label, though, they can never go back. They are young, full of energy, and yet they cannot unite with their family members, with their homes. You can make calls from here to makbooza Kashmir but from there you cannot even do that because calls are barred to Azad Kashmir. Then, during special events, the Indian government sometimes shuts the internet and all connection on that side of Kashmir so the people cannot even wish each other.29 Through Facebook, through Skype, they get a glimpse of their home and they want to go back, and yet they cannot. They are stuck here, living in poor health and unhygienic conditions, separated from their families. The anger is building up and it has to come out somehow. If you ask me, I’d say a whole battalion among them is getting ready to fight. They are like zinda lashein (zombies), psychologically disturbed and easy to brainwash. I would say the refugee camps are the perfect places for militant organizations to recruit from. If the conflict gets reactivated, it will breed and be nurtured from here. The locals have stopped supporting the militancy after losing so much but the refugees have too much at stake across the LoC. They are ready to fight, ready to take up arms. They are like walking, talking suicide bombs, waiting to explode.’

In April 2017, the Indian government announced that it was banning twenty-two social media sites, including Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter, in the Valley for one month, because they were apparently being ‘misused by anti-national and anti-social elements’.30 Critics saw the ban as a response to videos and social media posts by Kashmiris depicting persecution at the hands of Indian security forces. In the same month (April 2017) it was also reported that 3G and 4G cellphone services had also been suspended for more than a week.31 Divided families like Anwar’s have to bear the brunt of such state actions.

India’s social media ban evoked strong reactions in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Jamaat-e-Islami and other political parties staged a protest outside the Press Club in Muzaffarabad in April 2017. This was followed by protests by refugees who came out to rally against the ban. The disconnection from mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers only exacerbates their frustration and their sense of loneliness. For Kashmiris like Waqar, this poses the danger of pushing divided families further towards violence and militancy.

***

During my initial few visits to the region, I had been hesitant to bring up the subject of mujahideen with the locals. But eventually, when I began to broach the topic, I realized that just as firing across the LoC was an everyday reality for so many of the ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I spoke with, and which I’ll delve into great detail in the next chapter, so was the training, arrival and departure of the mujahideen to and from Indian-administered Kashmir. Tea-sellers and ordinary people on the street knew where the training camps had been in the 1990s, how people had been trained, what routes they had used to cross over. What I found particularly intriguing during these conversations was that there was absolutely no judgement in their voice as they related these details to me. There was an explicit understanding that it had to be done. Militant outfit names like Hizbul Mujahideen and Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) were not alien to them. When I began to dig deeper, I started to understand that the people of ‘Azad’ Kashmir had felt this tacit and overt acceptance of militancy as a reaction to the bloodshed they had seen. At tender ages, they told me, they had witnessed dead bodies floating in the Jhelum, they had seen children being killed while sitting securely in their school chairs, they had seen their homes demolished by mortar shells. And these were all narratives and eyewitness accounts from Pakistan-administered Kashmir, which is often perceived to have suffered far less as compared to people in Indian-administered Kashmir. Yet, there was so much anger in them. They were not so pre-occupied with who had started the violence, Pakistan or India, but with how it was affecting ordinary civilians who had nothing to do with the militancy. They did not see Indian firing as justified retaliation to infiltration, for their earliest memories of that time were formed not of militants crossing over but of bloodshed caused by the Indian Army. It was this bloodshed that slowly helped raise support for militancy, not in terms of active involvement of people but in terms of ideology. (However, this support would begin to wane towards the turn of the century, as I shall explain later in the book.)

Sharjeel had told me during one of our earlier conversations that by the early- to mid-1990s, the militancy movement had gained significant support in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. Young boys shared the desire to join the movement and while for most of them, this only remained a wish—they were either stopped from doing so by their families, which only wanted peace, or by the boys’ own reluctance to take up arms—the mujahideen came to hold new respect in their eyes. There was an understanding in society then that the mujahids were ‘holy warriors’, dedicated to the freedom and protection of Muslims. In all likelihood, this was the case with Anwar as well.

Back in the room, it is time to bring the women back into the conversation. I turn to Nusrat Jan (the name has been changed to protect her identity), whose husband, Anwar says, was a mujahid. Half of Nusrat’s face is covered by her light orange dupatta. She bites on it with her teeth and I can tell she is very shy. Gently, I ask her about her husband. ‘Yes, he was a mujahid. They killed his brother and sister in front of him, so he joined the mujahideen. He had been a mujahid for ten years before the army caught him. One day, as they were transporting him from one jail to another, the mujahideen attacked the bus and he managed to get away,’ she utters quietly, her voice quivering.

‘Did he come back to you?’

‘No, he couldn’t come home even then,’ she pauses and wipes her nose with the corner of her dupatta before continuing. ‘He had to hide for days or else they would’ve found him. One night though, he sneaked in. I saw him after a long time that night. They had peeled off the flesh from his arms and legs and had rubbed spices over the raw skin. He came home in a terrible condition but I couldn’t look after him. He had to leave again so that they wouldn’t catch him. You see, they used to come to our house a lot and interrogate me. They would harass me, humiliate me. Eventually, I had to run away too with my son, who was six months old. But as I was running through the jungle, my son got hurt. I couldn’t carry him any further like that. So I had to ask one of the families in the jungle to keep him. I left him there with them and ran further up. I had to spend one whole year in the jungle. I cannot even tell you what that was like.’

As we talk more, I notice that her voice becomes firmer. The quiver has given way to a detached tone. As she recalls some of the most difficult years of her life, she speaks in a matter-of-fact way, almost as if it isn’t even her story. Perhaps she needs to feel numb, she needs to be desensitized, for there is too much to feel. That is the only way to go on, to not be crushed under the weight of those traumatic memories.

‘What happened then? How did you make it to “Azad” Kashmir?’ I ask.

‘We eventually came to Azad Kashmir in 1994 to save our lives. But in 1999 my husband died due to shelling in Athmuqam by the Indian forces. He became a martyr. My son had already lost his eyesight due to injuries in the jungle. After his father’s death, he lost his mental sanity too. He likes to be left alone now, he lives in his own world. I seem to have not only lost my husband but my son too. I now have three daughters, whom I gave birth to after coming here. I’m a widow trying to put them through school. My son is not functional enough to help us.’ She allows herself to sigh heavily. That is the only relief she is willing to give herself. She does not dwell any further in her miseries; there is no space for self-pity. She has a family to raise.

I turn to a boy, Mumtaz (the name has been changed to protect his identity), who has been listening to us all this while in the room. ‘Tell me a little about yourself. You’re a young Kashmiri, what are your aspirations?’ I ask him. I’m interested in knowing more about the experiences of the youth in the refugee camps. What are their politics like? Are they really all walking, talking suicide bombs ready to explode, like my friend Waqar had described?

‘I study in Boys’ High School, in Class 10. After I complete my studies, I just want to help my mohajir (refugee) brothers. I want to open a clinic, give free medical aid. It costs so much to go to the clinic outside the camp… Our tuition fees are Rs 1,500-2,000. How can we afford everything in our 1,500 stipend from the government? Before, they had a 6 per cent quota for us (for government jobs) but even that is no longer implemented.32 And then there is no road here ever since the 2005 earthquake. Twenty people died in our camp during that earthquake, 150 people died in another camp. There is also no sewerage system, no dispensary, no proper water supply. At the end of the day this is a ghair ilaaka (foreign land). It can never be home. I want to go back to my house, to my village, even though I have never seen it.’

Though the AJK government has allocated a 6 per cent quota for government jobs to the refugees, many of them claim that such policies are not properly executed, nor do they suffice. In 2014, The Express Tribune published an article in which the refugees accused the AJK government of ‘accommodating political workers on the 6 per cent quota reserved for Kashmiri refugees, in violation of merit and the constitution’.33 They further complained, ‘For the last eight years, the AJK government has not increased the allowance of refugees. How can a person survive on Rs 1,500 a month?’34

The freedom and good fortune that ‘Azad’ Kashmir had once symbolized for people like Anwar has given way to the sombre realization that even basic rights are being denied to them, let alone azadi. Today, it is seen as a place one has to make do with, for there is no other choice. Frustration amongst the people is growing. They are tired of waiting, of hoping. The grass doesn’t seem all that green any longer.

‘And how do you think the Kashmir issue can be resolved?’ I ask Mumtaz.

‘Well, there can be no azadi without dialogue. War will hurt both sides. In fact, this side will suffer more because our villages are closer to the LoC. People will die, children will die. Wars have not helped. Look at 1965, 1971, Kargil. Nothing came out of those.’

I am impressed by Mumtaz’s seasoned and mature understanding of the events and want to ask him more questions but just then, two of Mumtaz’s elder brothers, who have also walked in during the conversation, speak up. One of them, Altaf (the name has been changed to protect his identity), starts off by telling me a story about Mahmud Ghaznavi, the Afghan king who raided India several times. Ghaznavi holds a special place in both Indian and Pakistani historiography and continues to play a role in the nation-making process. Whereas in India he is used as an example of barbarism and is seen as an idol breaker and plunderer, in Pakistan he is celebrated as a hero who rid the land of ‘impure’ and ‘infidel’ practices.35 He is glorified as the leader who sowed the seeds of the pure nation, its literal translation being pak(pure)istan. He seems to be Altaf’s inspiration, who declares that he wants to be a mujahid, for he sees no other way of securing freedom ‘for Kashmir from Indian occupation’.

‘Do you also want to be a mujahid?’ Haroon asks the third brother, Ahmed (the name has been changed to protect his identity).

‘We are already mujahideen,’ he replies without hesitation, ‘but not because we necessarily pick up arms. I haven’t ever picked up arms, neither have my brothers. But yet that is how people see us and that is also how we see ourselves. Mohajirs and mujahids are viewed as the same because people know we have come here to escape the persecution and fight for our azadi.’

***

As I sit across them, my heart heavy with the stories I have heard, I think of the psychological damage the refugees must endure, day in and day out. A Kashmiri psychologist I had spoken to in Muzaffarabad had told me how many people in ‘Azad’ Kashmir seemed to suffer from psychological disorders—phobias, anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder. ‘The children are much more mature than normal children their age and almost all of them have a severe phobia of death. A couple of years ago, there was celebratory firing at a wedding and all the children fell to the floor and just lay down flat. When we asked them what happened, they said they thought the Indian forces were attacking. So many children suffer from behavioural issues, sexual issues, especially in the refugee camps. When I do art therapy with them, most of the refugee children end up drawing guns rather than flowers or homes, like ordinary children would. Many of the adults, meanwhile, keep having flashbacks of what they have been through. They keep revisiting traumatic memories, of firing across the LoC, of lost family members, or fighting, blood and suffering in interrogation cells. They begin to sweat, to suffer from panic attacks.’

As the sun sets and the room becomes dark, we take our leave. On our way out, Haroon tells me of a man he saw on our drive here. ‘He was lying on the road, in the middle of the chowk, near the Press Club. He was talking to himself and seemed very disturbed. Maybe he was a refugee too.’


5

THE WOMEN HAVE HAD ENOUGH

‘If we don’t have people left alive, what is the need for Kashmir?’

‘My name is Ayesha (the name has been changed to protect her identity). I’m a resident of Neelum Valley. I was born in 1992. Since I gained consciousness, there has been firing in Neelum… from as early as I can remember. Even during snowfall there was heavy firing. Woh kuch nahi dekhte the (they wouldn’t care who they were hitting or what the conditions were like). The firing could begin at any time and it would disturb everything. It was up to them… the Indians… whenever they willed, they would fire. Where you are sitting, a mortar once landed there too. Our fruits would get damaged, our livelihood was destroyed. We had no life. If we were alive at one moment, we didn’t know if we would be alive 10 minutes later… Our area (Athmuqam) was their main target because a Pakistan Army camp was right next to us and the main markaz (market) of Athmuqam town is nearby too.’

As the headquarters of Neelum district today,1Athmuqam town is one of the most important areas in Neelum Valley.2 Situated right by the Neelum river, which serves as the LoC, it directly faces Indian Army posts across the river. From Ayesha’s house, one can see ‘enemy’ army pickets, staring down from the tall mountain peaks. ‘On one side, you have a girls’ college, on the other you have the Boys’ Degree College. But in those days, colleges were just empty names. Teachers wouldn’t come because of the firing. Obviously, everyone was concerned with saving their own lives. On most days we would hide inside the bunker you saw on your way up. But everyone couldn’t make bunkers—there were just two to three in every mohalla (neighbourhood)—and even if you had them, they couldn’t protect you from heavy firing. They would collapse. Those of us who could run away, would go to places like Muzaffarabad, Kutton, Sundokh, Jaghran (towns and villages further away from the LoC), where the mortars wouldn’t reach. Later, many of these places became unsafe too. And how long could we stay away from our homes anyway? Our income, our lives, were dependent on our lands, our livestock. We had to come back…

‘…But whenever we would come home after a while, everything would look so strange. There was fear in all of us. We would pray so much before coming. Pata nahi kitni mannatein mangte the. Often, we would only return during a ceasefire, or we would hide and return at night. In the mid-1990s, things were so bad that even if you lit a cigarette, you were likely to be a target for a mortar shot. We had no light, no torch… the night would be pitch dark, har jagah khauf ka manzar hota tha (there was fear everywhere). And when we would arrive, sometimes after walking for hours and hours, we couldn’t even light a fire to cook food or warm ourselves because they would see us and shoot. I remember, once one of the children was very hungry and we wanted to give him milk so we had to warm the milk on top of a lantern inside the bunker, from the little heat that came from the lantern. Otherwise, we may have been shot at because we’re right on the LoC and the Indians can see everything we do… Many people from our village became martyrs in the 1990s. We are right now sitting at my tai ammi’s (father’s elder brother’s wife) house. My first cousin, her eldest son, became a martyr too. A mortar hit him on his side and there was nothing left of his body. He was like minced meat.’

It is winter of 2015 and I am sitting opposite Ayesha on the floor, my back resting on the long round cushions they have put up against the white walls for our comfort. Haroon sits next to me, with Sharjeel seated beside him. We left Muzaffarabad early this morning to arrive in Athmuqam, a tehsil (administrative division) that is said to have suffered the worst of the conflict during the decade of the 1990s. Ayesha, an employee of Islamic Relief, an NGO, speaks to me in fluent Urdu. When we begin talking, only she and her mother are in the room with us. Over the next few hours, about sixteen other women join us, each with her own story to tell. One of them is her tai (aunt), who lost her eldest son to the conflict.

‘You see this picture? This was my son,’ her tai says as she walks in holding a photograph of a young man. ‘I would have been a grandmother today were he still alive but he became a martyr. He was on the bypass going to work when a mortar shell hit him. A car raced over him right after and crushed him. I had to collect pieces of his flesh and bones in my hands so that we could bury him.’

‘He was my nephew.’ Ayesha’s mother now speaks. ‘Maine apne haath se uska gosht andar kiya taki uska janaza ho sake (I had to shove some of the flesh back inside his body with my own bare hands so that we could have his funeral)… There were times, though, when the firing would continue for so many days that we couldn’t even go outside and pick up the dead bodies of our loved ones. They would rot outside while we mourned inside the bunkers, without any food, without any water, sometimes for days.’ As she speaks, Ayesha’s mother sits sideways on the bed, dressed in a dark purple shalwar kameez, her head covered with a dupatta. ‘Sometimes, in an attempt to save ourselves, we would end up getting hurt. There was no schedule, no warning before the firing started. It would happen all of a sudden. I remember once my son was very hungry. We hadn’t eaten in three days because the roads were shut due to the firing and no food supplies could reach our area. For a few hours the firing stopped and somehow, I got my hands on some okra. I rushed to cook them and as soon as my son smelt the food he ran for it. But all of a sudden the Indian Army started mortar shelling and my son panicked and slipped. He hit his head hard against the concrete. I dragged him inside the bunker and for three hours, I put my hand on his wound to stop the bleeding. There was nothing else, there was no concept of first-aid back then.’

‘It was always all of a sudden,’ adds Ayesha. ‘For instance, back then, if we were sitting as we are right now, we’d all know that at the slightest sound we would have to rush to the bunkers. I remember once there was a small lull in the firing and we were sitting on the steps right outside this room. We weren’t allowed to go any further because of the threat of firing. My khala (maternal aunt) was holding my hair and combing it when a mortar hit a home nearby. There was such a loud bang that everything around us shook. I remember she yelled “Allah,” and grabbed me by my hair and dragged me inside the bunker, my hair still clenched in her hands.’

She tells me that it was during periods of relative peace, when a short ceasefire would be announced, that these bunkers would be constructed, serving as the only respite when Indian and Pakistani forces fought each other during the 1990s, one of the bloodiest decades of the Kashmir conflict. Ceasefires would be initiated off and on, sometimes for several months, only to be broken by another burst of fire. The back and forth between momentary relief and prolonged violence continued for fourteen to fifteen years, with Neelum Valley becoming the worst victim of it, until the 2003 ceasefire was implemented. But it was perhaps the women and children who faced the brunt of it. With many of the men working in cities like Muzaffarabad, Karachi and Rawalpindi, the women had been left behind to take care of livestock and the children. It was they who had to face the shelling day in and day out, tend to injured relatives and wailing children, risk their lives on a daily basis to provide food to their families and attend to their land and livestock.

‘There has been so much loss,’ interrupts another woman, in Pahaari. ‘There’s no family that hasn’t been affected here. The splinters crushed our homes; can you see the cuts in the wood? There were holes everywhere, everything was destroyed. After the ceasefire, we had to rebuild it all from scratch. We went into debt doing that, we had to take so many loans.’

As Ayesha translates for me, I turn towards her and the other women in the room; they are sitting in the corner with their heads covered with big chaddars. They all belong to the same mohalla (neighbourhood) and seem to be tightly knit with one another. I ask them to tell me how it all started. I’m interested in hearing about their earliest memories of that time and to understand how they make sense of a conflict that predates even Ayesha’s birth.

‘It all started when the mujahid came and settled here. I don’t know if it was Zia-ul-Haq or some other Pakistani president but unhone tareekh jari ki hai (they started the movement). This was around 1990-91. It was because of this that the Indian forces started the mortar shelling. It killed our boys, destroyed our land, homes, livelihood. But for what? Kashmir is still not azad. So what’s the point of this struggle then? You count how many years it has been. For fifteen years mortars were fired at us and we had to run away to the jungles. Ayesha’s elder sister wasn’t even twenty days old when the firing began and it wasn’t until she and others like her had children of their own in the early 2000s that peace came. We want all of this, all of this struggle for makbooza Kashmir, to end. Nothing will come out of it.’

For a moment I’m taken aback. These women are the first people I encounter in ‘Azad’ Kashmir who see the conflict as something triggered by the mujahideen and the Pakistani establishment. Almost everyone I had spoken to until then had spoken highly of the mujahideen, they had seen them as holy warriors, as an army of protectors. I’m surprised at the narrative, particularly by how vocal they are of their disappointment in the movement. I sit back and decide to let them continue speaking without any interruption from my end. I want to hear everything they have to say.

I must look visibly surprised for Ayesha takes one look at me and explains, ‘You see, to gain azadi, a movement was started by the mujahid. At that time, some mujahideen forces had come here and had got the local people involved with them. The locals didn’t have much awareness, they didn’t know the difference between good and bad. These mujahid told them that they would get azadi for Kashmir, that they would go from here and take makbooza Kashmir away from the Indians, they convinced them to join hands. But nothing like this happened. No azadi was gained. We see no point to the whole armed struggle. It was futile.’

‘Who were these muhajid?’ asks Haroon, ‘Were they locals?’

Almost all the sixteen women in the room speak out in unison, ‘No, no. These were not local people. They came from outside. They came from that Kashmir. Later, Pathans from Afghanistan, or I don’t know where, also got involved but in the beginning there were only mujahids from makbooza Kashmir who came here. They came here for training so that they could go back there and fight for freedom. But this is not how you get freedom. In the process the awam (ordinary people) get killed. We are the ones who lose everything. They finished us in the process. There was no business, no livelihood, no jobs left. For fifteen years, we lived through mortar shelling…’

‘…Fifteen years,’ say the other women, rocking back and forth, almost in a state of trance. They keep repeating it, as if they are still living in the midst of those years, as if they are enveloped by that decade-and-a-half from every corner, unable to rise above it even to be able to breathe.

Then one woman, dressed in a blue shalwar kameez, breaks the spell. ‘The Indians fired a mortar which hit a government school right on the LoC. Twenty-eight children became martyrs. So many others lost their legs, had to get their arms cut off. They were saying a dua (prayer) when the mortar hit there. After that incident, everyone stopped sending their children to school (this incident was quoted by a number of different local sources during the course of my research. However, I could not find a media report on the incident, which indicates how isolated the region was in the 1990s and how under-reported such incidents were). Teachers stopped coming too. Everyone was so scared.’

‘When was this?’ I ask.

‘Sorry, Madam, it happened so long ago that we don’t remember. After a while such incidents became so common that it was difficult to keep track of them. We were badly affected at the psychological level,’ she replies apologetically.

‘I think the incident happened in 1992 because right after that Islamic Relief came here and helped us build bunkers to minimize the damage,’ says Ayesha, an employee of the organization. Islamic Relief Worldwide is an international humanitarian organization that has a presence in over forty countries and was founded in 1984 by Dr Hany El-Banna and students from the University of Birmingham in UK (as a response to the famine in Africa).3 Recently, it has been accused, first by Israel and then by the UAE, of having militant links. The organization has, however, denied the claims, providing audited financial reports to refute the allegations.4 In 2016, it was reported that HSBC bank ended its ties with the organization over fears of terror funding. Islamic Relief expressed surprise at the bank’s decision but told its supporters that its mission of alleviating poverty and suffering would continue unabated.5

‘Islamic Relief,’ Ayesha asserts, ‘has done much more for us than the government. They helped build one concrete bunker for every twenty homes, helped us restart our lives… but after that bombing of the school, there was no concept of education left in the area. An entire generation has grown up uneducated. Schooling is for fifteen to sixteen years but for fifteen years the schools remained shut down in Neelum Valley. People who could have completed their matriculation were left illiterate. At first even I studied in a school here but when the firing was at its peak, there was no school left. Around five to six families, including ours, moved to Muzaffarabad for education but not everyone could afford that.’

It is my understanding that rather than the governments of Pakistan or ‘Azad’ Kashmir stepping in to meet people’s needs at this time, non-state actors and organizations like Islamic Relief were at the forefront. The army maintains its stronghold here while civilian forces remain removed from areas close to the LoC, particularly those prone to shelling. The locals tell me that government officials are nowhere to be seen during episodes of heavy firing. Their only hope during these times is to turn either towards the army or relief organizations. The absence of strong government infrastructure is one of the main reasons that relief agencies—and militant outfits operating on the pretext of providing relief—have found it so easy to gain foothold in the region, a topic I will return to later in the book. Because of this, I found many locals expecting little from the government.

‘Haan, these people (Ayesha and others) could get up and leave and go to cities like Muzaffarabad but we couldn’t,’ says another woman, after Ayesha finishes off. ‘We had to run away to the jungles. My son was in Class 2 but we had to make him leave school. He remained an illiterate. How could we give him education in a jungle?’

‘What benefit do we get of freedom in Kashmir?’ Ayesha’s tai, in whose house we are sitting, asks after a while. She has been listening quietly, her expression becoming tense each time one of the women speaks about the violence they have been subjected to. Her voice is fierce and she seems to be one of the toughest women in the room. I wonder if the loss of her son has transformed her over the years. What would it do to a mother to have to pick up pieces of her child?

‘We don’t need “azadi”. We just need peace in our homes. The government says we will continue our fight against Indian occupation but who will give us money to rebuild our homes again? If the firing restarts, what will we do? We will lose everything once more. We don’t need that Kashmir. We don’t accept it, we don’t want it,’ she finishes off angrily and walks out of the room.

It is commonly assumed that every Kashmiri wants both parts of Kashmir to unite. But these women are claiming something else. They are openly telling me they do not care about the movement, they do not care about the struggle for makbooza Kashmir, they do not care about ‘azadi’. They are sick and tired of it. They have lost too much. This is contrary to anything I have heard so far and makes me realize how much more there is to uncover about this region and its people, how many more stereotypes and assumptions I have to examine, how many state narratives I have to peel away…

I am not certain if the tai will return but a few minutes later she is back, holding another picture of her son. She brings it close to me and says, ‘Look at him. What did he do to deserve death? He was only twenty-two, only twenty-two.’ I stare at the picture. A young clean-shaven boy in a blue shirt stares back at me. I feel like throwing up, imagining him as crushed pieces of bone and flesh. I don’t know what to say to her. Could anyone deserve such a death? Could any cause, any goal, justify such an end?

I look up at her, my eyes filled with tears. I want her to know I’m sorry but I find no words. She stares back at me, her eyes dry, her face taut. For a little while our eyes linger on each other. Then I look away, awkwardly, knowing there’s no relief I can offer her. She slowly removes the picture and walks out of the room again.

Ten minutes later she is back, with hot cups of tea and cake for all of us.

***

‘Do you see my son, that one sitting outside?’ Ayesha’s mother points to a young boy sitting on the steps outside. I had first noticed him a few minutes after entering the house. Although close to two hours have passed, he has remained on the spot, fixated on the pebbles. ‘He has been psychologically impaired because of the war.’ Reluctantly, I ask her what happened. I’m afraid of what she may say, afraid to hear another horror story, another anecdote from their everyday reality. I almost wish I could get up and leave, pretend that these incidents had never taken place.

‘There was a moment of peace in between the firing, so I had come out to bathe my son… he was six or seven months old,’ she says. ‘I bathed him and put him to sleep on a small charpai in the verandah. We were hearing that there was peace, aman, like there is right now, so I came inside to clean the house. All of a sudden, out of nowhere, there was intense shelling, followed by smoke everywhere. I ran to the bunker to save my life, leaving my son outside on the other side of the house. He was too far away for me to reach… Had I run to the other side, I would have been hit by the mortar. I could hear him screaming but I couldn’t get out from the bunker to grab him. I would’ve been killed too. Imagine the fear, that a mother couldn’t even pick up her child and bring him inside. You cannot imagine what I went through, stuck inside a bunker, hearing his screams, thinking my son was going to be killed and there was nothing I could do to save him. The firing continued nonstop for 15 minutes—and then intermittently—but miraculously it missed him. It was only an hour later, when the firing changed its direction, that I ran out discreetly and grabbed my son. He was still lying naked, screaming. I ran with him to the road, where there were a few cars trying to take the injured to the hospitals. Thirty-five people were injured in Athmuqam that day. I sat in one of the cars and rushed to Sundokh (a village approximately 10-12 kilometres from Athmuqam). Only once I had reached there could I dress my child. There was such frenzy, such chaos everywhere. Ever since that day, my son is psychologically impaired. It’s been so many years, he’s fourteen years old now, but he still gets these fits…’

‘Everyone who was born in that generation, who lived through that time, is psychologically impaired,’ adds another woman. ‘When we hear any kind of noise, firecrackers at a wedding or something else, we panic. During shelling, even if a person died in firing right in front of us, we could not come out. There was no one to cover his or her face, to read the kalma. Often we’d hear that a mortar had hit another house but we wouldn’t go there because the minute a couple of people gathered, they would fire again. Once, I remember fifteen to twenty of us hid in an animal shelter all night. It was Ramzan, we hadn’t eaten, the children were wailing. A mortar exploded nearby and my uncle… who was still outside… his eyes burst. He was screaming, blood was flowing everywhere but no one had the courage to go out and help him. For two days, no one could go near him.’

‘There are so many cases like this,’ Ayesha’s mother adds. ‘My mamu’s (maternal uncle) son had just given his FSc (Class 12) examinations when he became a martyr. There was firing going on and since they didn’t have a bunker, they were hiding inside the house. A splinter hit him directly. We couldn’t even bury him as we were scared that if too many of us collected in a place, the Indians might fire again. He lay there for two days. His result was released later but what’s the point? He was already in his grave.’

According to Ayesha, ‘With the mortars, they would also throw toys with some explosives attached to them.’6 While driving into the valley, I had seen posters and boards warning people, especially children, against touching such toys. The public message stated that it was a treacherous plot by the ‘enemy’ to endanger innocent boys and girls. Ayesha claims there have been several such cases of explosions, with children dying as a result.7

***

‘Our men never had the jihad fever in them,’ says the lady dressed in the blue shalwar kameez, the one who had told me about the incident at the school where twenty-eight students were killed, ‘but in the beginning, when the conflict started in the late eighties, when there was a fire burning in Indian Kashmir, we all sympathized with the mujahideen. They would come in the middle of the night, in the freezing cold, many of them with their families. We felt bad for them; after all, they were Muslims, they were like our brothers and sisters. In the winters we would light fire for them, give them warm beds, give them food. If they stayed for one or two days, we would empty one home and give it to them to live in.’

‘They stayed in our homes, we took care of them,’ the other women chime in, shaking their heads in disappointment, ‘and for what? They all left and made big homes while we continued to suffer the repercussions of their actions.’

The women are referring to the refugees I had spoken to earlier, those who had crossed over into ‘Azad’ Kashmir in the 1990s, many for militant training, others as a respite from crackdowns and arrests.

‘We didn’t know what they were going to do. We felt bad that they were being persecuted. We didn’t know they would go back to that side of Kashmir as mujahids and then we would have to suffer the consequences of Indian retaliation, that we would lose our homes, our children, our livelihood. The people who came then are now well-settled. If you look for them in Muzaffarabad, you’ll see that they have become big people now. They get money from that side and this side; they’ve had two marriages, with one family there, one here. They are having the best of both worlds.’

I think back to the cramped situations I had found the refugees in and wonder if there is any truth to this. Were the locals simply resentful of the government catering to the ‘outsiders’ who had created havoc in their homes? Perhaps the Rs 1,500 quota for the refugees pinched them, perhaps it would pinch me too if my life had been destroyed as theirs had been, with nothing to gain in return. I had certainly heard about the mujahideen who had come as part of the refugee influx, and had moved out of the camps and into far better living conditions. Ashfaq, the former militant group commander I had spoken to in Islamabad, was a case in point. He sat in the posh F-8 sector of Islamabad while these locals lived without proper electricity or water supply, without sewage systems and heating. But not everyone was so lucky. As I had seen with my own eyes, there were thousands of refugees who continued to live in unhygienic, suffocating dwellings, without a concrete source of livelihood. They suffered from psychological scars as severe as the locals did here in Athmuqam. Many of them also lived near the LoC, vulnerable to mortar shelling and firing. But for these women, the refugees were synonymous with the militants and hence, responsible for everything they had lost.

‘These Kashmiris, from that side, should keep their Kashmir to themselves,’ one woman says, letting out a haughty laugh. ‘Those who have instigated all of this conflict live in peace while we live in a state of war. We are not hungry for Kashmir. There is no “Azad” Kashmir, there will be no “Azad” Kashmir. All of this is just a façade for the Pakistani establishment and a handful of mujahideen to gain power, money. What do we get out of it? We don’t want to be a part of it anymore. We just want peace.’

Ayesha’s dadi (paternal grandmother) extends a trembling hand to me from the corner, as the lady speaks. She had entered the room a while ago. Passing her hand over my head to bless me with a long life, she had quietly seated herself on a stool beside me. In her late eighties, she seemed to have a bad cough and let out a hollow wheeze with each breath. As I hold her hand, she says, ‘I remember once, in 1991, there was a skirmish and we went inside the bunker at 2 pm and could only come out at 1 am. It was the month of Ramzan. We couldn’t even break our fast, we couldn’t even drink a sip of water. We eventually drank dirty water to break our fast. We don’t get any benefit whether makbooza Kashmir comes here or not. The public doesn’t want Kashmir. We just want to live in peace. We are not greedy for Kashmir. We are tired of living in stress. We need a moment of peace. At least you came and listened to us. It gives us hope. May God bless you, give you a long life, you cared to come and ask about us. The government has forgotten us,’ dadi finishes off, again caressing my head with her frail hands. Ayesha tells me it’s time for her to rest and takes her out of the room.

‘The establishment is behind everything. They eat our money and we suffer the consequences. Are we supposed to feed our children with empty “azadi” slogans? How is this “azad” Kashmir? What benefit do we get from this “azadi”?’ says Ayesha’s tai, taking a break from her mantra of no mortars, no war that she has been repeating all this while. ‘We want peace but these people want the conflict to continue, night and day, so that the money keeps flowing in. They want to eat us poor people alive, take away everything from us. Neelum is incredibly rich in natural resources, we have stones, guchi (morel mushrooms), giri (walnuts), rubies8 … Neelum is heaven. You see those pine trees outside? The wood is worth more than gold but we had to cut down so many trees to make bunkers. What are we to eat if we use all our resources in the war? We have destroyed our jungles, our minerals, and despite all of that, we didn’t get Kashmir. You should’ve seen our state in the 1990s. All the homes you see now have been rebuilt. Everything was destroyed. We spent fourteen to fifteen years living in bunkers. Our children grew beards and moustaches in bunkers. All our money, resources have been taken away. Our children cannot go to school while the establishment’s children are studying in colleges in America, Australia, England. They have eaten our money. What kind of justice is this that their children prosper from the money made from this conflict while our children have to beg? Neelum was a place where everyone came happily, people would come from far away to see the beauty here. But then the mujahideen came and ruined it all. Everything was destroyed. If we don’t have people left alive, what is the need for Kashmir? We don’t need any mujahids to cross over. We just want peace.’ The other women nod in agreement, ‘We just want peace. What’s the point of Kashmir if it means this?’

‘After the 2003 ceasefire though, the Pakistan Army has curbed infiltration, right?’ I ask. Though ceasefire violations have been common, especially in parts of the Sialkot-Jammu working boundary (referred to as the international border by India) in Punjab and Nakyal Sector in Kotli (one of the districts in ‘Azad’ Jammu & Kashmir), I had been told that there has been relative peace in Athmuqam and surrounding areas.

The women reaffirm this. ‘Jee, Allah ka shukar hai (yes, thank God).’ Just then, Ayesha speaks up. She has returned after taking her dadi to another room. ‘Yes, it has been peaceful but a while ago—in 2013-14—hype was again created that firing was about to restart. There have been many skirmishes on the LoC. Incidents of firing also took place in Leepa Valley (another valley in ‘Azad’ Kashmir) … you must have seen it on TV. There was fear that the same thing would happen here. Firing had already started on army posts. But the women are so aware here that the minute we all heard this, we went on strike! The rumours of firing affected us so much that we got together—a group of eighty to ninety women—and we marched up to the CO, the commanding officer in the area. We said that an entire generation had been left illiterate in the valley, that we had only just raised our heads again… for God’s sake, don’t let this happen to us again.’

Another woman tells me, ‘The mujahideen had come and set up their camps here about two years ago. Firing had started at night. It wasn’t much, it was just between the armies, but it was terribly frightening for us. We had been told to make our bunkers and prepare for shelling. But of course, only those who are at home can go to bunkers. Children are at school, men are at work, they cannot carry bunkers with them. What were they to do? We were always so worried for them. So we pleaded and pleaded with the CO, we told him we know mujahideen are in the area and that it was the army’s job to stop them from infiltrating or else the Indian forces would start firing again.’

In 2013, BBC published an article titled, ‘The housewives taking on militants in Kashmir.’ The article particularly covered housewives from Athmuqam, some of whom I’m sitting with today. The report read: ‘During the last three years, these women have conducted a sustained and vociferous street campaign to shun militants from their native district of Neelum… in mid-August, the police stopped a busload of these housewives at the main road of Athmuqam, the headquarters of Neelum district.’ The report went on to say that the angry women descended from the bus, brushed aside some policemen attempting to stop them, and started to walk on foot to their destination—the nearby army camp, some 6 kilometres from the LoC. They were carrying handwritten placards demanding an end to militant activity in the area, which they said provoked Indian firing on their towns and villages. The report quoted one of the women among the protestors as saying, ‘In recent weeks the (Pakistan) Army had been telling people to build bunkers, which amounts to telling us that bad times are about to return… there was also increased visibility of militants in our area. We were afraid that an attempt by them to infiltrate the LoC would invite Indian fire into our area. We had to do something.’9

For several people in Neelum Valley—and outside of it—it is because of these women and their protests that relative peace has been maintained here so far. A Kashmiri woman I had spoken to in Islamabad, who led a women’s rights organization in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, had told me that she believes these women serve as a force for peace in the valley. Looking around me, I see fierce expressions, a burning intensity, a dedication to maintain the fragile peace in the region. I do not know whether they are the sole reason why Neelum Valley has been calmer than other areas since 2003, but it certainly could be a plausible explanation.

‘What does the CO say to you, when you protest? What is the army’s response like?’ I ask. I am still astonished that these women have the resolve to march up to an army camp to demand peace and a crackdown on infiltration. Women from rural areas are often stereotyped as backward, illiterate and disempowered. However, I have seldom come across anyone in a rural or urban area—from either gender—possessing as much courage as the women in front of me today. Not many people in Pakistan have the audacity to speak up against the establishment. It can be risky business. In 2017-18, even social media posts criticizing defence policies have been curbed in the country. Protests are another matter altogether. In May 2017, a number of people in Pakistan were questioned by the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) for posts against the armed forces. ‘While issuing directives in this respect on May 14, the interior minister stated that the constitution, while guaranteeing freedom of expression, makes it clear that security and defence-related issues and relevant organizations would not be subject to criticism and no citizen would indulge in any such activity that negatively impacts the prestige, repute and respect of the armed forces.’10 An area, a community which was besieged with terror in the 1990s, seems to have relinquished all fear.

‘The army says, we don’t like talking to you women,’ Ayesha’s tai replies haughtily. ‘They say, tell your men to come talk to us, but we know why they say that, so that they can arrest them. We told the CO that if you don’t listen to our demands, we will go to India. We will go to Keran (a village by the LoC) and raise the Indian flag and ask them to take this part of Kashmir too. Then they get scared,’ she laughs loudly. It is the first time I’ve seen her smile or heard her laugh this afternoon. Other women begin to chuckle too. The air is lighter all of a sudden; we are no longer speaking about situations where the women were left helpless, without food, without a sip of water. We are speaking of their struggle, their fight, of them reclaiming some control, some sense of normality, accountability. The laughter is like music to my ears, a sigh of relief, a moment of respite between all the narratives of bloodshed and violence. A second round of tea is brought in by Ayesha and poured into our cups. She insists that we eat and pushes several different plates of food in front of us: biscuits, plain cake, chicken wings and chicken patties tempt me. I reach for some cake and only then do the women take their share. There is a buzz in the room, with the women chattering away with each other, in a mix of Koshur, Pahaari and Urdu.

For a couple of minutes I sit back and watch the room come alive. These are the survivors of fifteen years of war. Slowly, the chatter and laughter starts to subside and a third cup of tea is served to us. It is a respite on this cold winter afternoon. The lady dressed in the blue shalwar kameez speaks up. She picks up the thread from where the others left off.

‘Madam, our demand from the army is simply to stop mortar shelling and stop the mujahideen. But the army doesn’t take responsibility. They say the mujahideen hide from them and cross over. Of course, the army has helped control the mujahideen to some extent too. They pressured them to stop after the 2003 ceasefire and that’s why the firing halted. But today, they tell us infiltration is no longer happening and we see it as a lie. After magrib (sunset), we see their vehicles. The road is very close to us, so we can see it all happening in front of our eyes. We hear rumours that they continue to go across the LoC even today, from Bhimber, from Nakyal (in Jammu, ‘‘Azad’’ Kashmir). The army denies it but we know it’s happening. And when the Indians see them crossing over, they fire on them and the mujahideen also fire back. Then there is also retaliatory fire from Pakistan. That’s the excuse the Indian Army needs to open fire on our homes. Then they don’t see who they are firing on, whether it is the army, the mujahideen or civilians. They hit our village, destroy our fields, our homes. We cannot let that happen again.’

Adds Ayesha: ‘They (India) are our dushman (enemy), so they don’t see what they are hitting. They want to create loss in Pakistan, so they hit people, animals, homes, they try to hit government buildings. So many government schools and hospitals have been destroyed. But if the mujahideen stop crossing over, the firing will stop also. So we protest all the time, whenever we hear of any mujahid in the area, or of any threat of firing. The mujahideen are still a problem in Neelum Valley but not like before. Before, we could see the camps everywhere, now the activities are much more hidden, they are underground, but it still happens. We can still see Hizbul Mujahideen work in the open (Hizbul Mujahideen was labelled as a terrorist group by the US in August 2017,11 almost two years after this interview. Supporters of the organization, particularly those belonging to the United Jihad Council (UJC), a conglomeration of groups that are against Indian rule in Kashmir, responded by holding rallies in ‘Azad’ Kashmir against the decision and asserted that Hizbul Mujahideen was not a terrorist organization but an indigenous group which represented the ‘sentiments and aspirations of Kashmiris’).12

Ayesha resumes: ‘The men of Sayeed Salahuddin (head of Hizbul Mujahideen, who was also labelled as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist by the US in 2017),13 also have their programmes. And then we see the mujahideen walking around in our area, even if they don’t cross over from here. Just as you would know if there was a stranger in your neighbourhood, we also know when we see someone from the outside. Most of them are Punjabis. Their clothes, their way of talking, give them away. They try to recruit the locals too, in an inviting manner. They say, Come let me take you to meet my friends, my colleagues. They speak to them in a sweet manner and then start brainwashing them. The young boys in the area have grown up uneducated and it’s very easy to misguide them. They think they have lost so much due to the firing, that they will never be able to get a good job, so why not take up the lucrative packages the mujahideen offer and try their luck. Two local boys from our area, from Athmuqam, also joined the mujahideen. The first was the son of Ruqaiya aunty (the name has been changed to protect her identity) and Yousuf uncle (the name has been changed to protect his identity). He went to the other side of Kashmir a few years ago. He got Rs 3 to 4 lakhs for one trip. When he came back, he bought a car; he had so much money. But he was also badly injured, his feet were full of blisters.’

Adds one woman, ‘Initially, none of us knew where he vanished. Even his mother was crying, she was saying, “I don’t know where my son has gone. Did someone kill him? Did he become a martyr?” He had hidden and disappeared without telling them. The mujahideen have their camps and the boys make their acquaintance with them somehow and start visiting these camps. Then the mujahideen brainwash them, they ignite passion in them, they say jihad is this, jihad is that. They convince them to become a part of it.’

‘The boy was just twenty-four or twenty-five years old,’ says another woman. ‘He returned last year after disappearing for about six months. Initially, we would go to his mother’s house and console her. We didn’t know he was with the mujahid. But when he came back, and we found out he was with the mujahid, we were so angry with his mother. We told her to throw him back there, that we didn’t want him here. He kept crying and saying he’d made a huge mistake. That it was his first time and he’d never go again.’

‘He had walked back the entire way, he had walked so much that the skin of his feet had peeled off,’ Ayesha shares. ‘He was in a group of fifty people, only four of whom returned. But they weren’t all local; many came from Punjab or elsewhere. He was the only one from our area. I spoke to him later and he said, “Baji, humne koi driver ya conductor hi banna tha na, ya koi chhoti se dukaan dalni thi…, Isliye jab mainen itna attractive package dekha to maine kaha ke try karte hain. Shaheed bhi honge to Allah ki raah mein honge. Maine kaha, chalte hain, dekhte hain (Sister, my future was bleak. I knew that at most I’d become a driver or bus conductor or maybe start a small business… So when I saw such a lucrative package, I thought why not try my luck? Even if I became a martyr, it would be in Allah’s name. I thought, let’s go and see what happens).’

‘And what about the second boy from your community who joined the mujahideen?’

‘He became a mujahid around 1994-95. His family couldn’t bear that their son had joined militancy. His father went blind from all the stress and died two years ago. No one ever saw his son again.’

***

Before we head out, the women offer to show us around. They show us their lands, their animals. Then Ayesha’s tai holds my arm and says, ‘Come, see one of the bunkers. I want you to see how long you can stay in one.’ Hesitatingly, I agree to go with her. The path is rocky and I walk slowly, trying not to lose my balance. The house is on top of a hill and I don’t want to tumble down. Ayesha’s tai holds my hand as I jump down from one of the rocks. She leads me inside a small dark room, no more than 7 x 13 feet. She shuts the door behind us. It is pitch dark. There is no air in the room. My heart begins to race and I cannot wait for the door to open again. I feel suffocated. She keeps holding my hand and says, ‘Imagine growing up in here. What would that do to you?’ The next 30 seconds that I spend in there are some of the most stifling moments of my life.

***

Back in the car, Sharjeel tells us we are to drive further down in Athmuqam, to meet with a professor. ‘He knows a lot about the area. He stayed here even during the firing. He didn’t run away to the jungle or other cities. He’ll be able to tell you a lot.’

We drive until we reach a narrow bridge, made with wooden planks. Haroon parks at the foot of it and turns around. ‘I don’t think the car can pass over that,’ he says to Sharjeel. We walk over the bridge, which seems to sway lightly under our weight. Under the bridge, a rocky, dried-up stream is full of litter. It is at a deep descent and I am glad we chose not to drive over it.

‘You see that college,’ Sharjeel says, pointing to a building on our left. ‘That was completely destroyed during the firing. The professor we are to meet used to teach there.’ Next to the college, I can see Islamic Relief signboards about access to clean water, the provision of which is meant to be the government’s responsibility. I wonder how many other charity and welfare organizations, those with or without militant affiliations, continue to fill the state vacuum, entrenching themselves into the region and harnessing public support, at times furthering militancy in the garb of providing relief.

Across us we can see tall mountain peaks, some covered with snow already. I still cannot seem to tell which mountain is under Indian control and which under Pakistani. Yet all the locals seem to know—even the young child who receives us as we cross the bridge. Slipping into ‘enemy’ territory is a matter of life and death for them. The young boy is Sharjeel’s cousin’s son. ‘We’ll go and wait at my cousin’s house. I cannot get through to the professor. There are no phone signals in the area,’ he says, putting his phone away. We must be very close to the LoC in that case, I reason.

We enter a large white house, which is divided into two parts. Sharjeel’s cousin Razi (the name has been changed to protect his identity) receives us in a long verandah. He is a young man dressed in an off-white shalwar kameez. He greets us with a warm smile and guides us into a spacious room, where his wife walks in a few minutes later with glasses of Mountain Dew and biscuits. As we wait for the professor, Razi tells me that the part of the house we sit in has been newly renovated. A mortar hit the other portion. His parents live there now, after it was rebuilt. Razi also speaks about the refugees who crossed over during the 1990s, about giving them shelter. And about how several of them were involved in the militancy.

I ask him if I could record his interview and he agrees. Just then Sharjeel, who had gone to check on the professor, walks back into the house. The professor isn’t home. As I switch the recorder on and turn towards Razi, I sense something shift inside him. His body language seems more cautious and his expression tense. His guard seems to be up. I cannot quite tell if it is because Sharjeel has returned or because he knows his voice is now being recorded. But Razi begins to speak, albeit with hesitation in his voice.

‘I went to Karachi before 1990, to find work, but I would keep coming back to my village in between. I spent a year here during the mortar shelling. Our entire family would go and hide inside a bunker. I’ll show it to you on the way out. We still haven’t demolished it because we are scared the firing might start again. Sometimes it would last ten minutes, sometimes 2 hours, sometimes a whole day. There was no limit. We had no choice but to hide inside the bunkers, no matter how long it lasted. There would be twelve to thirteen people in there together, sometimes for four days at a time. There was no washroom, no food, no water.’

‘What about the mujahideen? You had mentioned that your family had initially helped them when they crossed over from that side of the LoC during the 1990s?’ I ask, trying to divert our conversation back to what we had spoken about inside the room. ‘At that time, those people were badly impacted by the crackdowns in makbooza Kashmir. They were Muslims too, it was our duty to help them. They stayed for fifteen to sixteen days with us. But these were civilians who had crossed the border to avoid the Indian Army, they weren’t mujahideen. The Azad Kashmir government built camps for them eventually, around 1990-91. We don’t know if any of them came for training, we cannot say that for sure. Of course, those types of people came too but we don’t know who they were or when they came.’

Razi’s earlier confident tone and articulate accounts of militants’ crossing over for training alongside civilians is replaced by confusion and uncertainty. I turn the recorder off and tell him he can speak to us openly. ‘Was there support for the mujahideen in the beginning?’ But shutting the recorder off doesn’t seem to help; he seems to have gone into a shell, giving me a narrative which almost seems rehearsed. I realize it is futile to expect him to be forthcoming now.

We leave Razi’s house at about 4 pm. The sun dances in front of us as the car swings from left to right on the narrow rocky road. We drive down to a rest house in Keran. We order some more tea and seat ourselves by the Neelum river. The wind is chilly. Across us, we can see Indian-administered Kashmir. It seems within reach, a few metres away. A young man is walking his goats. Two women are roaming about. The mosque situated across the LoC blares the magrib azan (evening call for prayer). It serves as a call for prayer for both sides and people in both parts of Kashmir gather to say their prayers.

‘Come, see this,’ Sharjeel calls out. He has taken out his camera and is zooming in across the LoC. I look through the lens and see two tall electric fences, with barbed wire in between. ‘Can anyone cross through that? You tell me?’ he asks.

I realize why Sharjeel had insisted we drive down to Keran. Unlike the women, he believes that no militants can cross over from Neelum Valley anymore, that infiltration is nearly impossible from this area. By bringing me here, he wanted to convince me that there was no justification for cross-LoC firing, which had taken away his youth, his education, and many of his relatives. There was no longer any rationale for thwarting the peace and normalcy his people had just now started to embrace.

***

It is now May 2017. I am revisiting Ayesha almost one-and-a-half years since our last meeting. Dozens of mosquitoes fly towards me as I peek into Ayesha’s family’s bunker. It was built in the 1990s but continues to serve as their only respite now that the LoC in Neelum Valley has been activated once more. Ayesha gives me a warm hug at the entrance of the house and guides me towards one of the rooms. Her mother is inside, looking weary and tense. I sit next to both of them on a mattress spread out on the floor and ask them about the happenings of the last few months.

In 2016, India-Pakistan relations plunged to a historic low. On 2 January, just a few days after Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s friendly visit to Pakistan, the Pathankot air base was attacked; it was alleged that terrorists operating out of Pakistan had planned and executed the attack. In July 2016, when Indian security forces killed Burhan Wani and protests and unrest broke out in Indian-administered Kashmir, India accused Pakistan of fuelling cross-border terrorism in the region.14 The two countries also engaged in a spat at the United Nations. India asserted that Pakistan used terrorism as a state policy while Pakistan charged India with human rights violations,15 particularly pointing towards the use of violence in the aftermath of Burhan Wani’s killing, which resulted in pellet wounds, deaths and debilitating injuries across Indian-administered Kashmir. Then, in September 2016, eighteen soldiers were killed in Uri in what was termed as ‘one of the deadliest attacks in Indian-administered Kashmir in more than two decades’.16 India pointed fingers at Pakistan for the attack while Pakistan accused India of outsourcing responsibility for the unrest in Kashmir in order to ‘deflect the world’s attention from the situation in India-occupied Kashmir’.17

It was later that month, on 29 September, that India claimed to have carried out surgical strikes in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, targeting terror launch pads. Dudhnial, located in Neelum Valley, was one of the areas where India allegedly carried out these strikes. Though Pakistan strongly denied the strikes, the authorities advised the locals of Neelum Valley to start building bunkers as tensions across the LoC were anticipated. Soon afterwards, post-to-post firing resumed in Neelum Valley. However, the locals only realized the gravity of the situation in October, when a rest house in Keran—the same rest house where Haroon and I spent our wedding anniversary—was reportedly attacked by Indian forces.18 For the first time in almost thirteen years, civilians had been targeted in Neelum Valley. After that, other villages in the vicinity were also reportedly shelled, and fear gripped the residents as they were thrust back into violence. Local journalists confirm that thirteen civilians died between September 2016 and January 2017, and that twenty-five people were injured in Neelum Valley alone.

Ayesha tells me that since November 2016, she has had to flee to Muzaffarabad with her younger siblings three times. ‘They never saw the firing in the 1990s, so it’s alien to them. Fortunately, Athmuqam hasn’t been hit directly but nearby villages like Shahkot have suffered, and the Pakistani forces also used their posts in Athmuqam to fire at the Indians. Whenever that happens, the sound of the mortar is so loud that the children fall to the floor; they cover their ears and start screaming. We couldn’t keep them here, so each time there was fear of firing, I would run away with them to Muzaffarabad. We rented a room there but because so many families were moving to the city, you could hardly find space, and rent prices skyrocketed. It would cost Rs 10,000 to Rs 15,000 a month to rent a small room. Eighty per cent of the families from our area fled. Even now most of them are displaced. I would say less than one-third of the families have returned. The rest are too scared to come back.’

However, just as in the 1990s, not everyone could afford to leave the area. Ayesha’s mother has stayed put. She tells me she has to look after the house, the fields and the animals. ‘We can’t just pick up and leave.’ Ayesha’s tai has also stayed back. She comes into the room and gives me a big hug. ‘Did you write that we only want peace?’ she asks. I tell her I have. This gives her some comfort and she smiles at me. Then she points towards the beige walls and says, ‘Do you see those cracks? We spent so much money rebuilding our homes after the devastation in the 1990s. Now, the firing in nearby areas has cracked our walls again. Who will rebuild this? It takes Rs 4 to 5 lakhs to build a strong bunker. Do you think the people here have that kind of money?’

Ayesha informs me that even Islamic Relief, which had helped build bunkers in the 1990s, has stopped working in the area. Under the national action plan—implemented after the Peshawar school attack in 2014, with the goal of combatting terrorism—all NGOs need a no-objection certificate to work in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, and this can be difficult to obtain. ‘The NGOs are also scared of the firing. Most of them have packed up and left for Muzaffarabad, which is removed from the shelling.’ She now works for another relief agency. ‘We have been going to schools and teaching children first aid. We are teaching them what to do if firing begins. They have been brought up after the ceasefire… they don’t understand what is happening. But these are all soft skills… they can only help so much.’

On 23 November 2016, a mortar shell hit a passenger bus in Nagdar, about 3-4 kilometres from Keran in Neelum Valley, killing at least nine persons and injuring another ten.19 In the aftermath of the attack, the authorities closed off the main road in Neelum Valley (the road that connects Neelum Valley with Muzaffarabad), which is sandwiched between Indian and Pakistani army posts. This harked back to the conditions in the 1990s, when Neelum Valley was closed off to the outside world. Internet and telephone communication too were shut down and the deputy commissioner of the area told the locals to clean their bunkers and get ready for firing. Petrified of what this meant for them, the women rose up once again and demanded that authorities put an immediate end to the firing and open the road.

Ayesha tells me that for the first time, AJK University has established a centre in Athmuqam for students to appear for their exams. However, this too had to be shifted to Muzaffarabad because of the firing. ‘I had to appear for my examinations, to complete my master’s. But the road was blocked. When I called the MLA, he told me to use the bypass instead. That’s close to impossible. The bypass is routed through the mountains. It’s a kachcha road, which at certain points directly exposes travellers to Indian posts. It takes a whole day to reach Muzaffarabad from the bypass and it costs Rs 500, which makes it unaffordable for common people. Many of my peers could not appear for the annual exam. A whole year of their education has been wasted. They have to appear again next year now.’ Due to the road blockage, even food supplies could not reach the valley, with prices shooting up because of shortages.

The MLA from the area, Shah Ghulam Qadir, also serves as the speaker of the AJK legislative assembly. When I ask Ayesha if he or any other government representative offered any help, she shakes her head. ‘They do nothing for us. At most they offered to give us atta (flour) at half the price and to provide materials for building bunkers, but in reality they never implement these policies. No one got anything. And anyway, we don’t care about their atta. We want peace. Do you think half-priced atta is compensation for our lives?’ She tells me they expect nothing from the government anymore. Ever since heavy firing started in the area, government representatives receded to the background, most of them running away to Muzaffarabad to save their own lives.

From the corner, Ayesha’s mother speaks again. ‘By the end of November we had had enough. The road had been shut for a couple of days and we refused to go back to the pre-ceasefire conditions. About 500-600 of us men, women and children got up to protest. The army kept trying to block our way, putting rocks and barriers on the road. But we weren’t going to listen. We were holding white flags and chanted peace slogans. We picked up the barriers with our own hands and told them they had to open the roads or else we were going to march up to Islamabad. Nothing could hold us back.’

It seems to me as if the army realizes that the local community is a force to be reckoned with. Ayesha says that they tried to pass several laws—such as not allowing more than a few people to gather in a public space—in order to curb the protests. The army’s people have also been visiting the locals, asking them for their support in the movement. ‘Your brothers and sisters are suffering in makbooza Kashmir, it is our duty to support them and it is your duty to let us do our work without all this fuss.’ However, the locals are drained; no rationale justifies reigniting the firing. According to Ayesha, ‘the Pakistan Army tells the locals the Indian Army is preparing to attack us… that they are training a militia to infiltrate and strike us. They have been telling us to stay prepared and vigilant. When we tell them we don’t want to fight, we just want peace, they claim that we are going against Kashmir’s interest. They tell us that Neelum Valley is bab-e-azadi (gateway to azadi. Due to its close proximity to the LoC, Neelum is strategically placed. That is why it was allegedly the hotbed of militant movements during the 1990s.) However, when we protested, and in such large numbers, they realized that they did not have any local support and now they have started to back off. They have stopped coming to us and asking for support. The firing has also halted. So far, in 2017, we haven’t faced any incident. Occasionally, we hear some firing… it is probably the Indian and Pakistan Army firing towards each other’s posts, but they haven’t targeted any civilians and it’s becoming more and more infrequent.’

The November 2016 protest was followed by extreme winter in December and January. The women tell me that even during the 1990s, when cross-LoC firing was at its peak, the winter months would be calmer because of the logistical difficulties faced by both the armies in the mountainous region. The harsh temperatures and snow would cool the tensions for a couple of months. The locals hold the protest and the accompanying winter months as responsible for bringing momentary peace to the area. As of late 2016, the road has opened and firing has halted. Schools have also reopened and some families have started to make their way back into Neelum Valley. Even tourists, who had been avoiding Neelum Valley after the incident at Keran resort in October, have started to slowly trickle in. The women confide that they find some comfort in that. ‘We feel that if tourists are here, then maybe the forces will not fire and there will be some peace,’ says Ayesha. But even they know this is no guarantee. The Keran resort was fully booked when Indian shelling took place last year. A tourist had got injured in the process.

Before I leave, Ayesha gives me a tour of some of the bunkers in the area. She tells me that those who could afford it have made new ones, furnishing them to ensure basic comfort in case shelling resumes. Some of the bunkers even have a TV, sink, heating and beds inside. Others are more basic, carrying just a few utensils and water. Ayesha’s tai and her family spent the entire winter in her bunker, of about 7 x 13 feet. ‘We were too scared to come out,’ she tells me. Unfortunately, she hasn’t had the money to build a bigger and better-equipped bunker. Unlike some of the other bunkers I see, which have inner passageways that take one to safer compartments where mortars would not easily reach, Ayesha’s tai’s bunker is a single room. If a mortar came in that direction, it is unlikely she will survive.

I leave the women that day with a tight hug, hoping against hope that they remain safe in the months to come. We drive for another 45 minutes before reaching Nagdar, where a passenger bus was hit in November 2016. It is an ordinary spot on the road but one in close proximity to the LoC. Two young boys are walking on the road and we ask them to confirm if the attack took place in this exact spot. They answer in the affirmative but tell us not to stop for too long. It seems as if everyone is scared of when the firing could resume. Our car could be one of the casualties, just as the bus was. Fear has settled into the valley like a layer of dust that refuses to be washed away.

We then make our way to the Keran resort. I expect at least a few tourists, for I have been there three times before this and each time have seen a large number of visitors, people from all over Pakistan. It is one of the most popular resorts in Neelum Valley. However, a strange silence seems to have taken over the property. Even the resort staff is nowhere to be seen. Haroon goes inside to call a waiter and I find us a table by the Neelum river. As we order food, I enquire if the lack of activity at the resort is because of Ramzan, which is starting tomorrow. Most tourists prefer not to travel in the month, staying within the comforts of their home while fasting in the heat. The waiter tells me that that is partially the reason. There were four to five families staying at the resort until yesterday. I then ask him if he witnessed the attack a couple of months ago but he says he wasn’t here. Instead, he calls another colleague from inside, who was present during the incident. This is what he had to say: ‘We were fully booked… all twenty-three rooms had guests. A couple of families were sitting outside by the river as you are now while we were inside preparing for a ceremony that was taking place at the resort that morning. About 250 people were expected in a couple of hours. A private company had booked a hall for some launch ceremony. It was about 8.15 am when a mortar hit the river, causing a loud roar in the water. Two children and their mother who were sitting close to the river started to scream. Then another mortar hit one of the guest rooms. Luckily the guests had just gone out for a walk or else they wouldn’t have survived. There was frenzy everywhere; we quickly escorted all the guests inside and told them to stay put. Three persons were injured, which included a villager, a policeman and a tourist.’

The resort was closed right after it was safely vacated and travel restrictions were imposed in the valley. It was only two months prior to my visit, in March 2017, that it opened up again. ‘Guests are coming as there has been no firing incident since November-December 2016, but there’s a 90 per cent reduction in the number of tourists who come to our resort. At most, we only book four to five rooms at a time now,’ says the waiter.

The bustling tourist industry has received a blow. The locals are hopeful that if the firing doesn’t resume, tourism will pick up again, but from my last visit in May 2017, I saw that the numbers were low and visitors infrequent.

The last stop we make is at Shahkot, which is 3-4 kilometres from Athmuqam. It is a hot May afternoon and not many people are outdoors. We walk towards one of the houses that was hit by a mortar in 2016. Red chillies are drying outside in the sun. A woman is sitting in one of the rooms inside, the door ajar. She sees me and comes out to greet me. I ask her if Haroon, Sharjeel and I can come inside and she guides us upstairs without asking any questions. She assumes I am from the media. She has probably had some local journalists come in to ask questions about the firing. After seating us, she goes out to call her husband.

Akbar (the name has been changed to protect his identity), who is in his forties, greets us and sits on a bed in front of us. He tells us that the day the shelling took place (he cannot recall the exact date although he mentions this was around late October or early November 2016), Pakistani and Indian forces had already been firing on each other’s posts for a couple of hours, ever since the morning. His father, who had witnessed enough shelling in his life to know the course it usually took, advised him to take his family and go hide in a nearby bunker, built by their uncle in the 1990s. His father said he would follow after saying his magrib prayers. While Akbar and his family squatted down in the bunker, they heard a huge explosion. ‘It seemed as if the mortar had landed right in the middle of our house because there was smoke everywhere and we couldn’t see anything.’ Luckily, it had hit the fields right outside, damaging the house but sparing his father’s life.

By the time of my visit, Akbar and his family had already repaired the damages. ‘My sister is getting married so we had to repair the house.’ He tells me he has witnessed firing before as well. ‘In the 1990s, it seemed as if it would never stop. And when it stopped, we thought it would never start again. This is a huge jolt to us.’

As he walks us to our car, he points towards an old man across the street. ‘A mortar hit him and injured his leg badly in the 1990s. He had to undergo three surgeries. This area has suffered a lot.’ I ask him if he anticipates more firing and he lets out a long sigh before responding. ‘We are all frightened that it will restart. It’s been five to six months since the last firing incident but we can’t stop thinking about it. We keep asking each other, “When will it happen again… when will it happen again…?”’

***

I leave the valley that day feeling anxious. I don’t know what the future holds for the people who had opened their homes to me, who had welcomed me so warmly, who had looked at me hopefully, thinking that my writing about them might make a difference to their lives. I pray that the firing has halted for good but I know that is unlikely.

Though Neelum Valley has seen a relatively peaceful 2017, a firing incident jolted the community in July, soon after my visit. Pakistan would allege that Indian troops had targeted a Pakistan Army vehicle, resulting in the death of four soldiers, who drowned in Neelum river when the truck plunged into it due to the firing.20 Just a few days earlier, India had alleged that the Pakistan Army had killed two of its soldiers in sniper fire.21 For the locals, this tit-fortat firing means more distress. For now, as I write this in January 2018, Neelum Valley is more or less calm again but no one knows for how long. Uncertainty has become the norm and I can only hope that this isn’t just another fleeting moment of calm before the storm, before the sound of another mortar uproots the valley and its residents yet again.
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FIGHT TO THE FINISH

The army in Kashmir

On 5 February 2016, while most Pakistani schools, offices and businesses were closed to observe Kashmir Solidarity Day, a national holiday in Pakistan to reinforce that ‘Kashmir and Pakistan are like one soul in two hearts’1, the Jamaat-ud-Dawa (JuD) held a ‘Solidarity with Kashmir’ conference outside the National Press Club in Islamabad. Led by the notorious Hafiz Mohammad Saeed, who India believes is the mastermind behind the 2008 terrorist attacks in Mumbai, the JuD is said to be the ‘charity’ front of the Lashkar-e-Taiba, a group the UN has classified as a terrorist network,2 and operates in and out of Kashmir. Various religio-political parties which have, over the years, argued for jihad in Kashmir, are said to have attended the conference.3

One of the pictures published in Pakistan’s leading newspaper, Dawn, shows Hafiz Saeed standing in front of a large banner depicting photographs of alleged Indian atrocities. The top of the banner is smeared with red paint, dripping down to symbolize the blood lost by Kashmiris. It reads in Urdu, ‘Kashmir Pakistan ki Shah Rag aur Bare-Sageer Pakistan aur Hind ki taqseem ka namuqqamal agenda hai,’ (Kashmir is Pakistan’s main artery and the unfinished agenda of the partition of the subcontinent).4

During the conference, where many JuD party workers and followers were present, the political leadership of the country was criticized for developing friendly relations with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi; and Hafiz Saeed cautioned the then Pakistani prime minister, Nawaz Sharif, to ‘not betray the Kashmir cause’5 in his pursuit of better relations with the Indian government. The JuD has been at the forefront of opposition to any peace efforts with India. In 2011, when Pakistan granted the most favoured nation (MFN) status to India to improve trade and business relations, the JuD organized countrywide protests against the decision taken by the then ruling Pakistan People’s Party (PPP). Criticizing the PPP government for keeping silent on Indian policies in Kashmir, the JuD said: ‘Peace in the region is related to peace in Kashmir, not by building terms of friendship with India and increasing economic relations with India… If they have to do so, they had to declare it in their mandate.’6

Throughout Pakistan’s history, Kashmir has always played an instrumental role in its imagination. State and non-state actors have used the Kashmir cause to earn popular support. From Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s potent speeches in the sixties and seventies, declaring that ‘Kashmir is not an integral part of India… the people of Jammu & Kashmir… are a part of people of Pakistan, in blood, in flesh, in life, kith and kin of ours, in culture, in geography, in history, in every way and every form,’7 to his daughter, Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto’s speech at the United Nations in 1996, where she urged the international community to take notice of the ‘tools of murder, torture, rape, persecution, arson, incarceration, assassination attempts that were ruthlessly used by the 600,000 military and paramilitary forces’8 deployed in Indian-administered Kashmir, to Benazir’s son and current PPP chairperson, Bilawal Bhutto’s speeches where he emphatically stated that he would ‘take back Kashmir, all of it… not (leaving) behind a single inch of it because, like the other provinces, it belongs to Pakistan’,9 the Kashmir dispute has time and again taken centrestage in Pakistani politics, used by those in power and those in opposition to gain political mileage. Though Kashmir does not ignite the same fire in Pakistanis today as it did in the early 1990s—a transition I address in the next section—political parties (and organizations like the JuD) continue to present Kashmir as an existential issue to gather support as and when required.

However, apart from non-state actors, politicians and political rivals, another focal force, the Pakistan Army, has played a critical role in Kashmir. In its seventy years of existence, Pakistan has seen multiple martial laws. Even when civilian governments have been in power, many believe that the army pulls the strings, particularly when it comes to India-Pakistan relations and the Kashmir dispute.

Pakistani author Ayesha Siddiqa, whose book Military Inc.: Inside Pakistan’s Military Economy generated much controversy in Pakistan upon its publication in 2007,10 reveals the extent of control the army exercises over Pakistan’s economy and politics. She writes that Pakistan ‘is representative of states where politically powerful militaries exercise control of the state and society through establishing their hegemony’.11 This hegemony in itself is in many ways linked with Kashmir. Siddiqa notes: ‘Pakistan’s military is the most powerful institution in the country. This relatively superior capacity can be attributed to the organization’s role as the saviour of the state. Such a role was launched soon after the country’s independence in 1947. The first war with India (over Kashmir) set the political discourse of the country. Allowing the military to initiate a major operation without sufficient civilian control propelled the army into significance.’12 She further quotes the Pakistani author, Brig (Retd.) A.R. Siddiqui, who said: ‘The use of tribals who had gone into Kashmir to take control of the Kashmir Valley led to the (first Indo-Pak) war, thus sealing the fate of Kashmir and turning Pakistan into a military-dominated state.’13

I thus felt that it was necessary to reach out and collect narratives of military personnel on the Kashmir conflict. In my quest to do this, I reached out to retired Pakistani military officials—majors, colonels, brigadiers, generals and a former chief of army staff—to understand the decisions they were involved in and to explore the successes and failures they had in Kashmir from their very own perspectives.

1947-1948

One of the first interviews was conducted with a retired army officer based in Lahore. The officer (who spoke on condition of anonymity) and I spoke one evening at his house, our conversation beginning with a discussion of the 1948 Indo-Pak war. ‘The Pakistan Army didn’t participate officially, at least in the beginning,’ he begins. ‘Muhammad Ali Jinnah had been advised against any official aggression in Kashmir. Pakistan was afraid that the British forces, who were still operating in India and Pakistan at this time and were essential for our security and defence, might leave in protest. Jinnah was also worried that any aggression on Pakistan’s part could mean Indian retaliation in Junagadh.’

The situation in Junagadh, a princely state, ironically mirrored the situation in J&K at the time of Partition; only in this case a Muslim nawab ruled over a Hindu-majority population. If Pakistan went ahead with an operation in J&K premised on the fact that it predominately consisted of a Muslim population, India could use the same logic to invade Junagadh. It is believed by some that this prevented overt action in Kashmir at the time of Partition.

‘So, instead of acting directly, we facilitated the Lashkars (loosely translated as battalion)—mostly Pathans from north and south Waziristan. People from the army were involved as well, but only unofficially. They took leave from their posts and then joined the movement because it was not permitted otherwise. In an official capacity, the army only came forward to protect the line at Chakothi (a village by the LoC, now located in Pakistan-administered Kashmir and a focal crossover point for travel and trade between the two sides of Kashmir since the 2003 ceasefire); beyond that, the Lashkars went alone.’

‘The fervour was very strong at that time,’ the officer adds. ‘Everybody thought Kashmir was an integral part of Pakistan, and ordinary people risked their lives fighting for it. They didn’t need official support to go and claim what they thought was their right.’

‘In the 1980s, President Zia-ul-Haq also wanted to use the Lashkars to create instability in makbooza Kashmir, followed by an operation by the army to conquer the Valley,’ the officer tells me. The alleged training of militants and their infiltration from Pakistan-administered Kashmir into Indian-administered Kashmir during the late 1980s could make sense in view of this. However, between 1947 and the late 1980s, another significant event had also taken place, which too relied upon the Lashkars to infiltrate and spark another uprising in Kashmir. This was Operation Gibraltar, launched by the Pakistan Army in 1965.

1965 War

In 1963, when the Moh-e-Moqadis, believed to be a hair of Prophet Muhammad, vanished from the Hazratbal shrine in Srinagar, Kashmir broke out in protests. Indian journalist Inder Malhotra, who travelled to Kashmir to document the unrest, wrote about the brewing resentment and the sense of sacrilege in the community. Some people, he wrote, alleged that the relic had been stolen to insult the Prophet of Islam. ‘Hundreds of thousands of mourners… surrounded the Hazratbal shrine… absolutely inconsolable, and refused to move away from there, as days passed without any trace of the missing relic. They greeted the state government’s reassuring noises with contempt… it (seemed) as if the whole Valley was hanging by a slender thread.’14

Some contend that the Pakistani establishment thought it could use the tense climate and brewing resentment against the state government to initiate a civil war in Indian-administered Kashmir. They wanted people to rise up against the Indian regime and to demand freedom, after which it was assumed that Kashmir would join hands with Pakistan. Operation Gibraltar was thus conceived, intended to facilitate an insurgency against Indian rule.

General Muhammad Musa, commander-in-chief of the Pakistan Army during the 1965 war, is recorded to have stated that Operation Gibraltar ‘envisaged, on a short-term basis, sabotage of military targets, distribution of arms to the people of occupied Kashmir and initiation of a guerilla movement there with a view to starting an uprising in the Valley eventually’.15

However, despite General Musa acknowledging Operation Gibraltar, Pakistan has, over the years, tried to maintain that an Indian offensive in 1965 led to the war. It has also claimed that when India advanced towards Lahore in September 1965, it was an unprovoked move. A plaque from the Army Museum in Lahore reads:

By the end of 1964, India achieved its military goals and started flexing its muscles. Early in 1965, India attacked and occupied the Pakistani enclave of Dahagram in East Pakistan. In April 1965, India tried to seize the disputed territory of Rann of Kutch by military action. Getting a drubbing there, the Indian leaders threatened to avenge their defeat on a ‘ground of their own choosing’. In the aftermath, Indian forces were moved and poised threateningly against Pakistan. Then came a series of aggressions against Azad Kashmir (Kargil, Tithwal, Haji Pir Pass), shelling of a Pakistani village Awan Sharif in Punjab, and preparation of a bigger offensive in Bhimber. Pakistan was forced to undertake action in Chamb to forestall this Indian offensive. In order to further her offensive plans, particularly after their total failure in Kashmir, without declaration of war, the Indian Army crossed the international border and attacked Pakistan on 6 September 1965.

Over the years, Operation Gibraltar has received little focus in Pakistan, particularly in government-backed history lessons. For instance, a passage from a government-endorsed school textbook in Pakistan reads: ‘India committed an open aggression against Pakistan to materialize its expansionist intentions and attacked Pakistan on the night of 6 September (1965).’ Among the reasons listed for the war, the book explains, ‘Pakistan was established against the wishes of the Hindus, so they never accepted Pakistan from the bottom of their hearts. The wonderful progress and stability of Pakistan constituted a major concern for them. So they started launching aggressive actions against Pakistan.’ While the book acknowledges that the Kashmir conflict was the real cause of the war, it offers an oversimplified and filtered version of events: ‘As a punishment for supporting Kashmiri people morally and raising the Kashmir issue all over the world, India imposed war on Pakistan in 1965.’16 The book was distributed by the Government of Punjab for the 2016-2017 academic year in all government schools in the province. As one may notice, Operation Gibraltar does not make it to the pages. Hence, India’s retaliation to the operation is deemed an aggressive move in the public imagination, one that Pakistan was forced to defend itself against.

Another retired officer of a senior rank who I speak to tells me more about the 1965 war, in which he fought from the Lahore front.

‘A few months before this war, we had made several gains against India in the Rann of Kutch,’17 he starts, ‘India had lost against the Chinese in 1962 and stood defeated. The atmosphere was jubilant in Pakistan; we thought we would be able to easily succeed. We were also convinced that India would never retaliate on the Punjab frontier. After all, it had not retaliated on the front in 1948, during the first Indo-Pak war… we thought we would launch a guerilla operation in Kashmir and easily free Kashmiris from occupation without having to fight an all-out war.’

Stanley Wolpert, in his book Zulfi Bhutto of Pakistan, corroborates this. He writes that the then foreign minister, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, argued that ‘India’s own weakened internal political and economic condition left it “in no position” to “risk a general war of unlimited duration” against Pakistan.’ Bhutto’s ‘authoritative sources’ had convinced him that in the light of the Kutch conflict, Pakistan’s military strength was superior to that of India’s. While it was imagined that India might attempt ‘a general war of limited duration’, it was assumed that this war would be waged against East Pakistan rather than the well-defended Punjab frontier. According to Wolpert, Bhutto assumed that ‘This strategy could be countered by Pakistan forces striking “north to join up with Nepal and completely isolate Indian forces in Assam”.’ In such an event, Bhutto hoped that China would also move in, thereby compelling Indian troops to ‘fight on two fronts’.18

Convinced that Pakistan would be able to contain any retaliation by India, Operation Gibraltar seemed like a win-win. The senior officer says, ‘We had thought it all out and I believe we would have been successful had Major General Akhtar Hussain, who was the GOC (general officer commanding) of the 12th Division, not been stopped at the last moment.’

Major General Akhtar Hussain Malik’s 12th Division was responsible for the defence of the 400-mile stretch of the border of Pakistan-administered Kashmir—from Ladakh in the north to Chamb in the south—and had trained around 5,000-7,000 men for Operation Gibraltar.19 (According to BBC, estimates of the Gibraltar Force range from 7,000 to well over 20,000,20 though some Indian reports quote a higher figure of 30,000.)21 They comprised the Pakistan Army’s Special Service Group (SSG) as well as soldiers from ‘Azad’ Kashmir, ‘Northern Scouts and a local paramilitary group in Azad Kashmir known as Mujahids.’22 Dressed as locals, they infiltrated the Kashmir Valley under this covert operation.

However, they were unsuccessful in igniting a revolt—according to the officer, this was due to Operation Gibraltar being a rushed affair and the locals not being fully prepared—and the Indian forces proceeded across the ceasefire line, capturing key posts in Kargil, Tithwal, Uri and Haji Pir Pass. A second operation, Operation Grand Slam, was then launched, which intended to directly cut off Kashmir from India. Major General Akhtar Hussain Malik commanded this operation and as a keen bridge player, named it Operation Grand Slam, after a winning bridge move.23

Whereas Operation Gibraltar relied on covert infiltration, its sequel, Operation Grand Slam, aimed to capture Chamb before directly attacking ‘the vital Akhnoor Bridge (Akhnoor is 38.62 kilometres inside Indian-administered Kashmir,24 in Jammu district), which was not only the lifeline of an entire infantry division in Jammu and Kashmir but could also be used to threaten Jammu, an important logistical point for Indian forces.’25 Indian journalist Manoj Joshi notes that, if successful, ‘Operation Grand Slam would have immediately cut off an entire Indian division in Poonch and Rajauri, and could have led to the cutting of the Jammu-Srinagar highway as well.’26

‘Capturing Akhnoor would have meant cutting Indian troops off from their supply line,’ the officer I spoke to echoes. ‘No supplies would have reached them. India would have been cut off from makbooza Kashmir and we would have been able to free the Kashmiris. It was a sure-shot victory plan.’ Initially, the army advanced as per schedule, capturing Chamb on 1 September 1965.27 However, instead of proceeding further towards Tawi river, Major General Akhtar Hussain was told to stop and report back to the operational headquarters in Kharian,28 a city in Gujrat district in Pakistani Punjab.

‘Akhtar Hussain was supposed to attack the Akhnoor Bridge but for some reason President Ayub Khan stated that the 12th Division had done enough and a new division from Peshawar would come and help them conquer Akhnoor,’ says the officer, disappointment showing on his face. ‘This caused delay and broke the momentum of the entire operation.’ He pauses for a moment and then lets out a laugh. Leaning forward, he comments, ‘By this time the Indians were saying, Yeh to ghus baithe hain (they forced their way in), and had begun to run away. We could have easily captured Akhnoor! But Akhtar Hussain was told to wait for the 7th Division to arrive, led by Yahya Khan (who later became the president of Pakistan). This cost us Akhnoor because the Indians kept looking back and wondering why we weren’t advancing further, and eventually they were able to secure Akhnoor,’ he turns pensive, slumping back in his chair.29

There has been some speculation in Pakistan as to why Major-General Akhtar Hussain was prevented from proceeding ahead to capture Akhnoor, as per plan. Different theories have been put forward, some claiming that President Ayub Khan was under pressure from the US to not advance further. Others, like the officer I met, claim that the president wanted a Pathan like himself to advance in the army and not a Punjabi like Major General Akhtar Hussain. After all, winning the war and freeing Kashmir would make a hero out of Hussain overnight. President Ayub wanted to make sure that only the ‘right’ hero came forward. Former prime minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who was the foreign minister during the 1965 war, also commented that, ‘Had General Malik not been stopped in the Chamb-Jaurian sector, the Indian forces in Kashmir would have suffered serious reverses, but Ayub Khan wanted to make his favourite, General Yahya Khan, a hero.’30 Perhaps it was just that, or perhaps it had to do with Akhtar Hussain’s religious beliefs.

Major General Akhtar Hussain belonged to the Ahmadiyya community, declared non-Muslim a few years after the 1965 war. The Ahmadiyyas have repeatedly been sidelined and persecuted in Pakistan’s history. By the time of the 1965 war, there was anti-Ahmadiya sentiment in the air, with hardline opinions being voiced against them. In fact, the very first martial law in Pakistan was implemented in 1953 as a result of the riots against the Ahmadiyya community in Lahore. Given that Pakistan had asserted a right over Kashmir due to its burgeoning Muslim population, it would be ironic if a soon-to-be non-Muslim were responsible for claiming it, turning into a saviour overnight.

The end result was that contrary to Pakistan’s expectation, there was an all-out war on the international border, with India advancing towards Lahore as a reaction to Operations Gibraltar and Grand Slam.

The 1965 war saw heightened emotions, patriotic songs, and a growing desire to claim Kashmir. Madam Noor Jehan, Pakistan’s leading singer, dedicated songs to the Pakistan Army, ordinary civilians came forward to deliver food and ration to army jawans, and newspapers were splashed with news of Indian atrocities and Pakistani gains. The media also cashed in on the prevailing sentiment, encouraging people to support the struggle.

Headlines such as ‘Pakistan will not fail Kashmiris’ were broadcast over radio and carried in newspapers, and the desire to step forward, in whatever capacity, consumed the nation. Kashmir had captured the imagination of the country. Freeing it would be Pakistan’s greatest victory to date.

Though a ceasefire was eventually agreed upon, with Indian prime minister Lal Bahadur Shastri and Pakistani president Ayub Khan signing the Tashkent Agreement and agreeing to withdraw to pre-August lines no later than 25 February 1966,31 both India and Pakistan claimed great success. Pakistani textbooks are rife with victory tales. Here is an excerpt from a Class 5 NWFP (now Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) textbook in 2002: ‘The Pakistan Army conquered several areas of India and when India was on the verge of being defeated, she ran to the United Nations to beg for a ceasefire. Magnanimously, thereafter, Pakistan returned all the conquered territories to India.’32 Another passage from a Class 9 textbook, endorsed by the Government of Punjab and taught across schools as part of the 2016-17 curriculum, asserts: ‘Although Pakistan had far less military and economic resources as compared to those of India, yet the armed forces of Pakistan, filled with the spirit of jihad, forced an enemy many times bigger than it to face a humiliated (sic) defeat.’33

Several Pakistani civilians I interviewed about the 1965 war also emphasized Pakistan’s brilliance in combat. The officer, too, proudly told me in our sitting that, ‘The Pakistan Army did not let a single Indian hand or foot touch the Bambawali-Ravi-Bedian (BRB) canal water. All other claims are false.’34

Similarly, India continues to applaud its army’s efforts in the war. A headline from The Times of India, from September 1965, reads, ‘Our troops on the outskirts of Lahore. IAF planes blast military installations.’35 Another reads, ‘Pakistani army in disarray. Half of enemy tank force knocked out.’36

Ironically, however, rarely in these reports of victory and loss do we come across voices of the Kashmiris, for whom this battle was ostensibly fought. For the Kashmiris, the 1965 war was another battle that failed to change their status quo. It was also a battle that cost many of them their lives and homes. Some ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I spoke to mentioned Muslim refugees who came to Pakistan-administered Kashmir during the war. According to the Department of Rehabilitation and Relief of the AJK government, it is estimated that 40,000 people (about 10,000 families), migrated from Indian-administered Kashmir during 1965. It is believed that because some Muslim inhabitants had tried to help the Pakistani forces during the war, the Indian Army allegedly unleashed a ‘reign of terror’ on these Muslims after the war ended, and they had no choice but to leave their homes and run across the LoC to Pakistan-administered Kashmir.37

Somewhere in the midst of these tales of conquest and triumph, in the midst of grand celebrations of Pakistan Defence Day every year, Kashmiri voices have been silenced. Defence Day commemorates the 1965 war, and what the nation sees as its victory in defending itself against India. In 2015, India also celebrated a ‘Victory Carnival’ to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the war, reportedly spending about $5.5 million on the event.38 In response, Pakistan celebrated Defence Day with even more gusto than usual. For several years, the momentum of celebrations had cooled down in the country, especially in the light of terror threats. However, with India gearing up for grand celebrations, Pakistan did not want to be left behind. Nowhere in these jubilant revelries do we find mention of the Kashmiris that were the most affected by the war. What did they lose? What did they gain? No one really knows and not many seem to care.

In September 2015, fifty years after the war, a BBC reporter managed to track down two survivors of the war, who shared personal accounts of the combat. One of the survivors, Qurban Ali, belonged to Pakistan-administered Kashmir and was a soldier in the Pakistan Army’s ‘Azad’ Kashmir (AK) Regiment in 1965. He told the BBC that he was one of the people who volunteered for the Gibraltar Force at the tender age of twenty. The force consisted of ‘a mixture of volunteers from the army, mainly those belonging to Azad Kashmir, and fresh recruits from the Pakistan-administered side of Kashmir who were hurriedly trained and launched in the Valley (Indian-administered Kashmir) in late July/early August (1965)’.39

With the goal of destroying India’s communication system, Qurban Ali and others infiltrated Indian-administered Kashmir with ammunition, arms and dry food ration on their backs.40 Ali told the BBC that out of his group of 180 men, most were civilian recruits. ‘There were six civilians for every ten men in our group.’41 Mohammad Nazeer, whom the BBC also met, was one such civilian from Kotli in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. As a young schoolboy of fourteen, he became ‘part of a team that hit more than a dozen Indian posts in the Poonch region’.42

During the war, Mohammad Nazeer witnessed the death of a fellow fighter, Mohammad Yousaf, who belonged to his village, located north of Tatta Pani in the Kotli region of ‘Azad’ Kashmir. It was Nazeer who dragged his body back to the Pakistani post. ‘Yousaf, a tall man of about twenty-three, had been married for only a year when he joined the Gibraltar Force. A mortar shell hit him when he was providing cover fire to his team in a shootout during the withdrawal. His wife, Nisha Begum, was seven months pregnant with her first—and only—child.’43 BBC reporter Ilyas Khan, who documented these stories, tells me that ‘the Gibraltar Force was recruited from Azad Kashmir exclusively because they (Pakistan) wanted to paint it as an indigenous Kashmiri uprising. Most recruits came from Kotli district itself’. Therefore, the damage of war was perhaps felt the worst by these Kashmiris.

It is anybody’s guess as to how many such stories are out there, for the human account of the war has hardly ever been explored. No one really knows how many Kashmiri bodies and voices were buried and how many innocent people became refugees even as mighty victory tales were propagated on both sides of the border, tales that suffocated the same Kashmiris it was meant to free.

1971 War

Six years after the 1965 war, India and Pakistan clashed once more, this time in a war over East Pakistan, which led to the creation of Bangladesh. Though the war was between East and West Pakistan, and later between India and Pakistan, Kashmir was inevitably pulled into the conflict and witnessed another battle over its fate.

On 25 March 1971, Pakistan had sent its army into East Pakistan to fight what it perceived as ‘separatist elements’ bent upon breaking up the country. As the conflict spiralled and India, the ‘arch nemesis’, became involved in the war, the clash began to spread to other areas, including Kashmir. From my conversations with some army officers over the years, I learnt that Pakistan had chosen to launch an offensive in ‘Azad’ Kashmir in hopes of pressurizing India to divert its resources from East Pakistan to the disputed territory. The army had anticipated that if they were able to inflict damage on Indian forces in Kashmir, it would weaken Indian foothold in East Pakistan, and thereafter give Pakistan a chance to regain key positions in the eastern wing, where it was struggling to maintain control. After all, the local East Pakistani population was deeply resentful of West Pakistan’s hegemony and its military operation by this time. The army could not count on their support against India. Kashmir—which was assumed to be closer to Pakistan than India not least because of its burgeoning Muslim population—was deemed its best bet to gain leverage. If India moved its resources and efforts to Kashmir to defend itself, Pakistan could work towards securing East Pakistan.

Tension between East and West Pakistan had been brewing since the late 1940s; the fault lines further deepened in the 1950s, when the language movement intensified. There was a strong desire in East Pakistan to declare Bengali, the language of about 54 per cent of Pakistanis, as one of the state languages.44 The father of the nation, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, however, had held another vision and had already rejected this appeal, declaring, ‘…the state language of Pakistan is going to be Urdu and no other language… Without one state language, no nation can remain tied up solidly together and function.’45 As political and economic grievances grew in East Pakistan, the populations there felt increasingly isolated. Hostility towards West Pakistanis began to fester, with the elections of 1970 serving as the final blow. Contested between Zulfikar Ali Bhutto of the Pakistan Peoples Party and Awami League’s Mujibur Rahman, the results showed a clear victory of the East Wing. However, West Pakistan refused to hand over power. As tensions and animosity between East and West Pakistan escalated, Operation Searchlight was launched in March 1971 by the Pakistani Army to contain Bengali nationalism. The widespread opinion by this time was that India was working hand-in-hand with the Bengalis to create division and conflict in Pakistan. Soon, the two hostile states collided head on and the third Indo-Pak war was launched, with grave repercussions for Kashmir.

According to the book Kashmir’s Right to Secede: A Critical Examination of Contemporary Theories of Secession by Matthew J. Webb, as India came out in open support of ‘the Mukti Bahini rebels in East Pakistan in late November 1971… Pakistan attacked India (in response) on 3 December 1971, sparking a fourteen-day war. Although the war was not fought directly over Kashmir, much of the fighting occurred there.’46 A major battle was fought in the Chamb sector of Kashmir in which Pakistan made significant gains, in the hopes of cutting India’s communication link with Kashmir.47 However, General Iftikhar Janjua, who was commanding the 23 Infantry Division and had succeeded in capturing Chamb, with plans of going forward to attack across the Tawi River, was killed in action when his helicopter crashed.48 Some of the people I spoke to in the army circles attributed the last-minute change in command, as a result of General Janjua’s death, as one of the reasons why the successes were halted. By the end of the war, Pakistan had lost parts of territory in areas like Kargil, Tithwal, Uri and Poonch (Kashmir).49

Significantly, by mid-December 1971, Pakistan had also lost the war in East Pakistan. On 16 December 1971, the Pakistan Army’s surrender took place, leading to the break-up of East and West Pakistan and the creation of Bangladesh. In the aftermath, the operations in Kashmir were also aborted. Not only were thousands of Pakistani soldiers held captive as Prisoners of War (POWs) in India, the nation had also received a psychological, emotional and material setback, leaving it unfit to maintain a substantial war elsewhere.

However, the impact of the 1971 conflict was felt in Kashmir not only during the actual war itself but in the aftermath too. In the wake of the surrender, in 1972, Pakistan and India signed the Simla Agreement. The agreement was going to cast a shadow over the Kashmir conflict for years to come. A colonel I spoke to in Lahore explained that since the signing of the Simla Agreement, India has claimed that all outstanding issues between India and Pakistan, including Kashmir, can only be resolved through bilateral talks. ‘Pakistan was in a vulnerable position. We had lost the war in East Pakistan, there was a stalemate in West Pakistan, 90,000 Pakistanis were POWs, and we were on a weak footing. Given the circumstances, Mr. Bhutto (Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, under whose leadership the agreement was signed) did the best he could. India intelligently used the situation to restrict us to bilateral discussions on Kashmir. This meant that though the UN charter, which governs the Kashmir dispute, could still apply, India and Pakistan were first and foremost meant to negotiate the Kashmir issue through mutual dialogue. Since then, whenever Pakistan has wanted to raise the issue at the UN, India has said it’s a bilateral issue. This weakened our position and strengthened theirs.’

Over the years, while Pakistan has clung on to the UN resolutions, demanding that India carry out a plebiscite, India has evoked the Simla Agreement to justify its position. As the book, Regional and Ethnic Conflicts: Perspectives from the Front Lines, states: ‘India has claimed that the Simla Agreement excluded the mediation of the UN in the Kashmir dispute and that UN resolutions consequently have been sidestepped and cannot provide a basis for settlement.’ To back up its argument, India used Article II of the Simla Agreement, which states that India and Pakistan ‘are resolved to settle their differences by peaceful means through bilateral negotiations’.50

The article reads:

That the two countries are resolved to settle their differences by peaceful means through bilateral negotiations or by any other peaceful means mutually agreed upon between them. Pending the final settlement of any of the problems between the two countries, neither side shall unilaterally alter the situation and both shall prevent the organization, assistance or encouragement of any acts detrimental to the maintenance of peaceful and harmonious relations.51

Another clause states:

In Jammu and Kashmir, the line of control resulting from the ceasefire of 17 December 1971 shall be respected by both sides without prejudice to the recognized position of either side. Neither side shall seek to alter it unilaterally, irrespective of mutual differences and legal interpretations. Both sides further undertake to refrain from the threat of the use of force in violation of this line.52

While Zulfikar Ali Bhutto is still celebrated as one of the most popular leaders in Pakistan’s history, many in ‘Azad’ Kashmir see the signing of the Simla Agreement under his leadership as a moment of utmost capitulation. This is ironical because Bhutto’s rise as a populist leader is in fact linked to the Kashmir movement. Advocating hardline and confrontational policies towards India, Bhutto had stirred public sentiment in favour of Kashmir’s independence and directed the 1965 war as foreign minister. Using anti-India rhetoric in his politics, he garnered popular support in the country. However, the same politics that resulted in his swift rise to fame and power also led him to engage in decisions that people in ‘Azad’ Kashmir denounce. By agreeing to respect the LoC, ‘Azad’ Kashmiris feel that Bhutto decided to accept the status quo as the solution to Kashmir, which was unacceptable to those in AJK who believed that a final decision on the fate of J&K could only be reached when a plebiscite took place. Moreover, the Simla Agreement also meant that Pakistan could not evoke any international support for the cause of self-determination in Kashmir. For whenever it has tried, India has pointed towards the Simla Agreement and claimed that ‘its earlier pledge on the plebiscite has effectively been made void and (she) no longer accepts any idea of international intervention into the Kashmir issue’.53 Further, ‘Relying on the status quo, India is firmly entrenched in the position that Kashmir is an integral part of itself and denies that it is a disputed territory.’54 The agreement on bilateral negotiations has also meant that the voices of the Kashmiris on both sides have further been sidelined, their wishes usurped by the two big nations it is squeezed between.

‘Azad’ Kashmiris tell me that the Simla Agreement also paved the way for a 1974 Act.55 This 1974 Act serves as the interim constitution of AJK, one that Kashmiris feel ripped away any semblance of their power and autonomy. Prior to this Act, Kashmiris in AJK had demanded an elected government, which would give them the right to decide their own affairs. As a result of the repeated martial laws in Pakistan since the late 1950s, democratic activity in AJK was curbed. When President Ayub Khan took over government in Pakistan through a coup d’état in 1958, all political activity was banned in Pakistan and Kashmir. In 1959, Ayub Khan also dismissed the government of Sardar Ibrahim in AJK,56 the founder-president of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, and replaced it with a new government. Ayub Khan further introduced a system of basic democracies, under which the president of AJK would be elected indirectly through various elected local bodies.57

Desperate for autonomy, in the late 1960s, an alliance of political parties in Kashmir rebelled against the Ministry of Kashmir Affairs and Northern Areas (later known as the Ministry of Kashmir Affairs and Gilgit-Baltistan),58 setting off an agitation across the region. The ministry, which was set up in 1949 to oversee the relationship between Pakistan and Pakistan-administered Kashmir, had begun to control Kashmir affairs from Islamabad. Frustrated by the lack of freedom, violent protests were held in Muzaffarabad, demanding ‘an elected and responsible government, with an elected president, legislature and full powers of legislation, including the power to approve the state’s budget’.59 The result was the Azad Jammu and Kashmir Act 1970, which sanctioned a democratic set-up to be established, allowing the people of ‘Azad’ Kashmir and the refugees from Indian-administered Kashmir (from the 1947-48 and 1965 wars) to elect the legislative assembly and the president of AJK for the first time.60

According to Ershad Mahmud, who since the 1990s has been writing about the Kashmir conflict, with particular focus on Pakistan-administered Kashmir: ‘There is no denying the fact that, up to 1970, the fate of AJK governments largely depended on the all-powerful bureaucracy of the Ministry of Kashmir Affairs that was the kingmaker. The bureaucracy would not let any head of the AJK government work independently and freely.’61

‘Azad’ Kashmir, however, was due for more changes over the next few years. As Pakistan ushered in a brief era of democracy under Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, and a new constitution was passed in 1973, Kashmiris also demanded a parliamentary form of government in AJK.

In 1974, a new Act was passed, modifying the 1970 one. Now that Kashmir had become a bilateral issue after the Simla Agreement, Pakistan wanted to ensure that it solidified its legal hold over AJK. For the Kashmiris, however, instead of improving the situation and giving them more rights, this Act only worsened the state of affairs.

One of the most important aspects of this new Act was the creation of the Kashmir Council, which began to serve the function of an upper house to the elected AJK legislative assembly. ‘It is a constitutional body established under section 21 of the Azad Jammu and Kashmir Interim Constitution Act 1974. The council has clearly defined executive, legislative and judicial spheres enumerated in the third schedule of the Act.’62 The prime minister of Pakistan heads the council, while the president of ‘Azad’ Kashmir serves as the vice chairperson. The prime minister of AJK or his nominee, the federal minister from the Ministry of Kashmir Affairs, six elected members from Kashmir and another five members nominated by the prime minister of Pakistan from amongst the federal ministers and members of the Pakistani parliament, form the committee.63

Kashmiri writer Ershad Mahmud explains:

The basic idea of forming the council was to reduce direct powers of the Ministry (of Kashmir affairs) and establish the writ of the elected body and also to raise the level of interaction between Islamabad and Muzaffarabad by making the prime minister of Pakistan chairman of the council… the 1974 Act failed to evolve a balance and consensus formula to sharing of powers between AJK government and the council. Now the balance is heavily tilted in Kashmir Council’s favour, often rendering the AJK assembly helpless… the chairmanship along with five federal nominees and ex-officio Kashmir Affairs minister, gives the government of Pakistan a majority (domination) in the council.64 The council has powers over all development funds, while the AJK government’s powers are limited to utilization of local revenues generated within the territory itself. The council’s decisions are final and not subject to judicial review, either by the judiciary of Pakistan or by that of AJK. Thus power still rests with the officials of Pakistan and the Ministry of Kashmir Affairs in Islamabad with regard to all legislation and appointments, questions of general policy, budget, internal security and matters related to civil supplies. On many of the important decisions such as appointment of judges and the election commissioner, the prime minister of Azad Kashmir cannot act without the consent of the chairperson of the council. It also illustrates that the Government of Pakistan maintains control over all natural and financial resources and the decisions on their use. In short, when the Kashmir Council was created… it was considered an attempt to elevate AJK status. But no tangible step was actually taken to enhance AJK’s autonomous status further.65

I am told by all ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I converse with that the president does not have much of a say in the council and the chairperson, that is the prime minister of Pakistan, is omnipotent. Through the Kashmir Council, the federal government also controls all essential tasks, such as tax collection. According to Tariq Naqash, a local journalist from ‘Azad’ Kashmir, ‘The council retains 20 per cent of the income tax generated from the AJK territory as well as entire license fees collected from the telecom companies operating in AJK. The remaining 80 per cent of income tax is given to the AJK government as a grant.’66

A reliable source from the AJK government, on condition of anonymity, further voiced his grievances. He complained that Kashmiris have to beg for basic necessities like water, even though thousands have been displaced in Kashmir due to the construction of dams on Kashmiri rivers. ‘We don’t get any royalty on electricity generation even though dams and hydropower projects are made on our water. They tell us they can only give royalty to provinces and since we are not a province, we are not eligible. We cannot speak up locally because our powers are so curbed, nor internationally because after the 1974 Act, it was decided that AJK government couldn’t raise any issue unilaterally unless it goes via the Kashmir Council, which is dominated by Pakistanis. We are completely controlled by Islamabad as a result of this so-called constitution.’

(In May 2018, the thirteenth amendment to the Azad Jammu and Kashmir Interim Constitution Act of 1974 was proposed and hastily approved. Under the amendment, the role of the Kashmir Council is to be reduced to an ‘advisory’ body, no longer possessing executive powers. The amendment is being hailed as a significant achievement and several locals are hopeful that this will mean increased empowerment for ‘Azad’ Kashmir. They tell me that this decision may have been taken as a result of growing dissent in the region, with more and more people demanding greater autonomy. However, some of them remain apprehensive about the impact of this reform. Many of the subjects previously under the domain of the Kashmir Council have now been transferred to the Federal Government of Pakistan, which will be able to directly legislate on these matters. This move is unprecedented since ‘Azad’ Kashmir remains a disputed territory and therefore, constitutionally the Government of Pakistan is not supposed to exercise legislative powers in the region. Some Kashmiris are thus terming this reform as a further ‘colonization’ of the region, with more powers being given to Pakistan under the pretext of empowerment. They fear that these changing policies may be Pakistan’s way of integrating the region, bringing ‘Azad’ Kashmir closer to a province, and thereby ‘resolving’ the Kashmir dispute once and for all. The impact of such a decision will only unfold over time and it remains to be seen whether the reduction in powers of the Kashmir Council will actually give more autonomy to the local government or will be replaced by yet another mechanism of control, firmly in the hands of Pakistan.)

I asked this source (from the AJK government) if the Simla Agreement, signed after the 1971 war, had in any way contributed to the situation. He nodded and told me, ‘If you read the Simla Agreement and the 1974 Act, you won’t find any direct link because neither mentions the other. However, if you read between the lines, you will see how the Simla Agreement opened the gate for the Act. Prior to the Simla Agreement, Pakistan would unilaterally pick up the Kashmir issue whenever it wanted but after 1971, the government agreed to resolving the dispute through bilateral dialogue with India. In the process, the Azad Kashmiris got excluded. Today, we can’t even raise the Kashmir issue internationally without going through the Pakistan foreign office, which is bound by the Simla Agreement. The Simla Agreement, followed by the 1974 Act, dismissed the Kashmiris from the equation. Those who are pro-Pakistan in Azad Kashmir won’t say anything but others like the late Amanullah Khan (co-founder of the Jammu & Kashmir Liberation Front, JKLF, which has fought for Kashmir’s independence from both India and Pakistan), denounced the Simla Agreement and the Act, because they knew it had hurt our cause.’

It is important to highlight here that when Kashmiris in ‘Azad’ Kashmir refer to their cause, it holds several meanings. Many Kashmiris continue to identify with the undivided state of J&K and its pre-Partition status. They see the current division of Kashmir, between Pakistan-administered and Indian-administered parts, as unnatural. They long to have access to other parts of Kashmir, which they believe is their right. Many of them also have family members on the other side and travel restrictions are a great obstacle in maintaining contact.

Politically too, many of them believe that Kashmiris have never had the chance to decide their own fate, whether to integrate with Pakistan, India or remain independent. They say they want their voices to be heard; they don’t want Pakistan and India to exercise their hegemony over the region, making decisions on Kashmir’s behalf. Kashmiris are the primary stakeholders, yet discussions about its present and future are held bilaterally between India and Pakistan. Where is the justice in this? they ask.

There are also Kashmiris who want independence as much from Pakistan as they want from India. Their demands are narrated in the last part of this book. For them, treaties like the Simla Agreement dismiss the Kashmiris, kicking them out of the equation. How can they demand independence when the party representing them already assumes they are an integral part of Pakistan? And even those Kashmiris who are resigned to the current status quo—as the women in the Athmuqam village were—too want their economic grievances to be addressed and political autonomy to be exercised in the region. They want their share of resources, they want the rightful allotment of royalty from dams and infrastructure projects, they want their voices to count when decisions are made about the internal politics of Kashmir. As long as Kashmir remains a bilateral issue between India and Pakistan, their demands, whatever they may be, will be ignored.

‘Azad’ Kashmiris also realize that until the Kashmir issue is resolved and peace comes to Indian-administered Kashmir, they will continue to suffer on this side. The LoC will remain active, mortar shelling returning to the region each time tensions escalate between India and Pakistan or between Kashmiris from Indian-administered Kashmir and the Indian state. The killing of Hizbul Mujahideen’s commander, Burhan Wani, in 2016, and the resulting ceasefire violations across the LoC are a case in point. Militant outfits at times take advantage of unrest in Indian-administrated Kashmir, attempting to infiltrate the LoC, I am told. It is the locals living by the LoC who face the repercussions. They realize that unless Kashmir’s future is decided and a framework is implemented to govern the region as per the wishes of its people, both sides will remain vulnerable to bloodshed.

Moreover, until a resolution is reached, ‘Azad’ Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan will remain disputed territories. This means that they will never be able to reap the benefits that other provinces enjoy. They will remain a marginalized space, neither a province nor fully autonomous. The only solution, they say, is self-determination and that can only be achieved when Kashmiris are counted as a legitimate party to all negotiations on the issue. The Simla Agreement is a contradiction to this.

Unfortunately, Amanullah Khan passed away in Pakistan in early 2016 and I was unable to speak to him. Instead, I was able to converse with Dr Toqeer Gilani, the president of JKLF’s chapter in AJK and Gilgit-Baltistan. He echoed the same sentiments as the others I had spoken to, criticizing the Simla Agreement. ‘By agreeing to respect the LoC, Pakistan basically gave up the fight for Kashmir. You can say that Pakistan ne humein bech diya (sold us) for the exchange of 90,000 prisoners of war. And then, the 1974 Act, which was passed for greater autonomy, made things only worse. Every important function of the state is now in Islamabad’s hands and we are left with no control over our own destiny. Aap keh lein ke bahut galat hua, bahut galat hua (you can say that we were wronged… we were wronged).’

The 1990s: A Morning with a Former Chief of Army Staff

General Jehangir Karamat, who served as the chief of army staff (COAS) between 1996 and 1998, the most important military assignment in the country, invites me into his office in Lahore one April morning in 2016. A four-star army general, General Karamat served as Pakistan’s ambassador to the US and currently serves as a director at a research and analysis institute called Spearhead Research.

I have travelled from Islamabad especially to speak to him, and look forward to recording his take on Kashmir, particularly because he served as the COAS in a decade during which India accused Pakistan of training of and infiltration by militants. Furthermore, soon after he resigned from his position,67 the Kargil conflict ensued, threatening to snowball into the fourth Indo-Pak war. Pakistan claimed that it was freedom fighters fighting against the Indian state in Kashmir while India claimed that Pakistan-backed forces had infiltrated Indian-administered Kashmir in 1999.68 The Indian Army responded with air strikes, a first in nearly thirty years, and the two countries clashed, with thousands of shells fired daily.69

I want to ask General Karamat what the feeling was like in the Pakistan Army at this time, what spurred allegations of training of militants in the 1990s and what factors led to the Kargil conflict. I am, however, also nervous to conduct an interview with such a seasoned personality, even more so because I have prepared questions about militancy that may be seen as controversial. Deciding not to jump straight to the 1990s, I opt to warm up with a brief discussion of the 1965 and 1971 wars.

He tells me that though he was active in the army, he was not posted in Kashmir in either war. ‘But I can tell you that the general idea behind Operation Gibraltar (the 1965 war) was to help the freedom fighters, to encourage them and create a situation that would be favourable for us in Kashmir and help the indigenous struggle… it would have at least put sufficient international spotlight on the issue to allow for a refocus on the UN resolutions, asking for a plebiscite and all that… that I think was the basic thing. And Gibraltar itself involved the actual presence of Pakistani troops in the area to help the cause.’ His comments are succinct, to the point.

He looks at me and asks what I want to know about the 1971 war. I decide to ask about the Simla Agreement and if he thinks it had an impact on the Kashmir conflict. ‘Yes, of course,’ he shrugs in a matter-of-fact way. ‘Mr Bhutto was negotiating from a difficult position. We had a very high number of Pakistani personnel and civilians held in Indian prisoners-of-war camps. So he was negotiating to a) bring them back, and b) do the best he could on the Line of Control. So I think that should be the backdrop of looking at what he did. He did manage to get the people back but yes, one of the factors, one of the points he agreed upon in the process was that there would be, in the future, bilateral negotiations between India and Pakistan… but you know, I don’t think that was such a bad idea. The international aspect was still there because the UN Security Council resolution, which mandated the plebiscite in Kashmir, was still valid. The factor he agreed to was that Pakistan would bilaterally negotiate (the Kashmir issue) with India, which hasn’t worked so far… even though both India and Pakistan have tried.’

Though I would like to ask him more questions about this, about why India-Pakistan bilateral negotiations have largely failed, I know we do not have too much time together. I thus decide to dive straight into the topic I have come to discuss. ‘Pakistan has publicly stated that the only support it has lent the Kashmir movement is of a political and diplomatic nature. Can you tell me what that entailed in the 1990s, during the period of heightened insurgency in Kashmir?’ I am wary of how much he will share, how openly he will talk. But he only deliberates for a moment before responding.

‘In that period, as I see it, we didn’t shift from our stance of providing diplomatic and other support to the freedom struggle… we also saw an upsurge in the indigenous movement (for separation from India) in the Kashmiri public due to rigged elections in the 1980s (in Indian-administered Kashmir). So we saw that as an opportunity. India had been through a disastrous intervention in Sri Lanka by this time, it had done what it did in East Pakistan, it had been through a Sikh insurgency in Punjab, and it had launched an aggression in Siachen in 1984 and captured an area. Against this whole backdrop, the uprising in Kashmir was an important process, which needed to be encouraged and supported because such opportunities rarely come. So I think whatever diplomatic and other support that was going on was certainly stepped up in that period.’

Though Pakistan has termed the civilian unrest in Indian-administered Kashmir as a ‘legitimate freedom struggle’, the Pakistani state has denied allegations of state-backed militancy movements in the Valley. However, other military personnel claim otherwise. A brigadier I met in Islamabad, who spoke on condition of anonymity, told me that he had served in ‘Azad’ Kashmir as a young major during the 1990s. When I asked him what he could tell me about the insurgency, he lowered his voice, leaned forward and said, ‘You can call it what you want but for us it was a freedom struggle… I wouldn’t call it anything else. I have always believed that Kashmir should be a part of Pakistan. I have served on the LoC multiple times and I can tell you that Kashmiris (referring to those living in Indian-administered Kashmir) were fighting for a genuine cause. Kashmiris instigated the movement; Pakistan played no part in that. But after the rigged elections of 1987 in makbooza Kashmir—and certainly, after facing atrocities committed by the Indian forces—when men, women and children started to cross the LoC and enter Azad Kashmir in large numbers, we were shocked, heartbroken to see them. The jihad against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan had just come to an end and we thought we could use those jihadis in Kashmir. I don’t think there is anything to apologize for. Any nation would have done the same. In 1991, we started launching people across the LoC, fully equipped with arms. What else were these people supposed to do (referring to the refugees from Indian-administered Kashmir who crossed over in the 1990s)? They had lost everything in makbooza Kashmir; this was a way to get engaged in a meaningful activity, earn money, do something with their lives. We set up camps for them, logistically supported them, helped relaunch them across the LoC. We gave them income, shelter, a purpose in life.’

But the brigadier I met with wasn’t all praise for Pakistan’s policies in Kashmir. After much probing he had opened up and told me, ‘One mistake we made was sidelining legitimate groups like the JKLF (Jammu & Kashmir Liberation Front), which spoke about the third option—independence from India and Pakistan. The Afghan jihad against Soviet forces had stirred religious sentiments in the nation; we thought we could take on anyone in the name of Islam. After all, we had just defeated a superpower, what was India? We believed that groups like Hizbul Mujahideen and Lashkar-e-Taiba would be able to achieve our goals better than the JKLF, because the latter was more secular in nature. And so we supported these Islamist groups to sideline nationalist outfits like the JKLF, which wanted separation from both countries. I personally don’t think we should have done that. We ended up hurting an indigenous movement for freedom.’ A Newsweek report from April 2016 seconds this. It reads, ‘Pakistan first supported the JKLF but soon grasped the implications of doing so…The JKLF’s armed struggle against Indian atrocities was therefore first ignored in favour of Hizb-ul-Mujahideen, and finally Lashkar-e-Taiba, that introduced hard Islam to the Valley and escalated the Indo-Pakistan proxy war.’70

When the Kashmiris I spoke to in ‘Azad’ Kashmir warmed up to me, at times they would give voice to the mistakes they thought Pakistan had made. ‘By linking Islam with the Kashmir cause, Pakistan cost us azadi,’ they said. A legitimate movement had been linked to global jihad, and ultimately dismissed as terrorism. They felt that Pakistan did not have Kashmir’s best interest at heart and only supported the cause so long as it was pro-Pakistan. Certainly, there was a strong pro-Pakistan fervour in the community, even when we broke through the façade of having to please me as a Pakistani researcher, having to provide me with what they deemed to be the correct ‘patriotic’ answers. Yet, others complained that by taking away the third option of independence, Azad Kashmir became an oxymoron. Moreover, by engaging groups like the Lashkar-e-Taiba, which had a much wider agenda than the freedom struggle in Kashmir, genuine indigenous movements came to be tarnished as extremist activities. Accused of the 2001 attack on the Indian Parliament as well as the 2008 Mumbai attacks, the Lashkar-e-Taiba has come under heavy censure internationally, eventually being banned in Pakistan as well, only to be apparently reorganized under the banner of Jamaat-ud-Dawa. The Kashmiris I conversed with felt strongly about such actions, believing that they hurt the Kashmiri cause rather than aided it. I decide to ask General Karamat what he feels about this, trying to form my words carefully.

‘A lot of the indigenous groups have claimed that the alleged Pakistani backing of militant groups like the Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Jaish-e-Mohammad have hurt the cause. A genuine freedom movement became synonymous with Islamic fundamentalism. Would you agree?’ General Karamat seems to ponder this a moment before responding. ‘I think that has to do with some basic issues and a thought process that has evolved over a period of time. The freedom struggles, not only here but everywhere in the world, were recognized as legitimate struggles of the people for their rights. Then you had this whole phenomenon of terrorism coming in, and then this terrorism getting linked to religious extremism. The line between terrorism and freedom struggles got blurred; the various activities during a freedom struggle, and what the terrorists were doing, got blurred… and it got more and more blurred over a period of time. India took great advantage of that by projecting the religious groupings which were supporting the movement in Kashmir, the ones you’ve mentioned (like the LeT), and maybe other ones too, as terrorist organizations. And then the impact of some incidents that happened outside Kashmir, acts spilling over into the urban areas of India—events such as the Mumbai attacks, the attack on the Parliament in Delhi. Those kinds of incidents gave India the opportunity to move internationally and get these groups labelled as terrorist organizations. That’s how the whole thing started: questions about where their funding is coming from, who is supporting them, why are they being given sanctuary.’

‘In a way, the Kashmiris feel like this has hurt their cause…’ I say.

‘Yes, I think it has hurt their cause. The line between terrorism and the freedom struggle getting blurred is an enormous blow to the Kashmiris.’ General Karamat is guarded but honest in his responses.

I have several more questions for him and hope that he will be as candid. I decide this may be the right time to ask him about the Kargil conflict. It is believed that the Pakistan Army launched the Kargil operation in 1999 in an attempt to pressure India to free Kashmir. The operation brought the two countries, by then both nuclear powers, to the brink of war and also resulted in an overhaul of the fragile democratic system in Pakistan, with General Pervez Musharraf, General Karamat’s successor, seizing power through a military coup. The tussle between the democratic government and the military establishment had been on for a while by then. Though Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif had appointed General Musharraf as the COAS, believing that he would be loyal and would back him in his political endeavours which, at that time, were geared towards building peaceful relations with India, General Musharraf had other plans. According to author Ayesha Siddiqa, ‘one of the causes of the rift between Sharif and Musharraf (and a reason for the army’s support of the latter) was that the army chief appeared to have thwarted the prime minister’s efforts at negotiating peace with the traditional arch-rival, India, without bringing the military on board’.71 Musharraf decided to launch an aggressive military operation against Indian forces at a time when the two civilian governments were engaging in peace talks. Siddiqa writes, ‘There is still no definitive and acceptable explanation from the Pakistani side of why Musharraf embarked on a war path at a time when peace was being negotiated via the Lahore Declaration, but it is undoubtedly true that the Kargil crisis demonstrated the underlying tension between the civilian and military authorities in the country.’72 It is said that Nawaz Sharif was kept in the dark about this operation—a claim rejected by Musharraf—73 under which Pakistan-backed forces are believed to have infiltrated Indian-administered Kashmir to capture Indian posts. When Sharif found out, he reportedly not only told the troops to back off but also tried to depose General Musharraf while the latter was out of the country.74 The prime minister even asked the civil aviation team to not let Musharraf’s plane land anywhere in Pakistan. The result was the 1999 coup d’état, which kept Musharraf in power till 2008. I ask General Karamat to introduce me to the thought process in the military behind the Kargil operation, which marked a defining moment in Pakistan’s political history as well as Indo-Pak relations and the Kashmir dispute.

‘I had retired by the time the operation took place but Kargil was something that was discussed many times in the army circles… just as India must have been discussing things on the Pakistani side,’ he lets out a curt laugh. ‘So over a period of time, we looked at Kargil several times because it was a strategically important location for India and if we got hold of it, we would have the upper hand. It was an attractive place for the military to dominate… to sort of isolate Kargil and help the Kashmiri cause. But then we were aware of the downside… that there were several similar places in Pakistan where the Indians could retaliate. For instance, the Neelum Valley could have been brought under fire… it was in fact brought under fire at times when we didn’t have a ceasefire there. So these considerations were always present.’

I find it significant that General Karamat mentions Neelum Valley as if it was an accepted part of Pakistan. I find it even more poignant that he mentions the firing in Neelum Valley so passingly. In an army career spanning four decades, the fourteen-year-long mortar shelling in Neelum Valley perhaps does not hold much importance. For an ordinary Pakistani, it would not, either. Had I not been to Neelum Valley and spoken to so many men, women and children about how much they had lost, the mention of the valley would not grasp my attention for long. Yet I think of those homes, those bunkers that I visited, the psychological scars among the people, the widowed mothers who I sat with, and my heart stops for a moment. I am reminded of how important it is to share their stories, to not just let them be a footnote in Indo-Pak history. I lose track of our conversation for a few seconds before noticing that General Karamat is still speaking, telling me about the events that led up to the Kargil operation. I have to consciously bring myself back into the room, becoming attentive once more.

‘I think when they decided to go for the Kargil operation, they found there were areas which the Indians would occupy and then leave for periods of time. They saw that as an opportunity to go and occupy those areas, sort of what India had done in Siachen in 1984, when they captured the glacier. Earlier, the Siachen area used to be open for international expeditions from both sides,’ he explains to me, ‘and the glacier was unoccupied. One day, one of our officers, who happened to be flying in a helicopter, reported movement on the glacier area from the Indian side75—ahem, just the glacier area actually, it wasn’t the Indian side then—,’ he corrects himself quickly. ‘Pakistan was not prepared for that kind of snow and high-altitude warfare… we hoped to do the same in Kargil. Once we captured the area, we would be in a superior position. We would be able to say: Here we are, sitting on these heights, now negotiate. The motive, as I heard it being said, was to internationalize the issue and bring the spotlight on Kashmir again and say, this is an unresolved problem that we need to deal with…

‘…. If we had managed to get there and stay there, we would have had an enormous advantage but to my mind, that couldn’t have happened because the Indians would have never accepted a situation like that. The difference between Kargil and Siachen was that Siachen was a completely uninhabited wasteland of ice. Kargil was a logistic artery for India and they would never have allowed any interference there,’ he shakes his head at the impossibility of the situation. ‘And as for bringing international spotlight on India… well, that could have worked two ways because you could have just brought attention to yourself, you could have come out very badly as the aggressor, which we did. The operation was doomed. In fact, I think the tilt the US made towards India also started at that time; it was a decisive tilt, they made no bones about that.’

I am pleased that General Karamat has brought up the US. I have always found it peculiar that the same man—General Musharraf— led the aggressive Kargil operation in 1999, initiated the ceasefire in 2003, and proposed the famous four-point formula in 2006, which continues to be hailed by many as the only peaceful resolution to the Kashmir dispute. From the ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I spoke with, I learnt that at the turn of the century, under the same leadership, the training camps, which had apparently been encouraged by the establishment, began to undergo a crackdown; the militancy came to be curbed.

This was because the 9/11 attacks in the US and the resulting scrutiny on militant groups meant that a 180-degree turn was required by Pakistan if it were to be an effective ally of the US in its War on Terror, and continue receiving aid from the Americans. As General Karamat had said, the line between terrorism and the freedom struggle had become blurred, a fact that Pakistan could no longer ignore. There were crackdowns on militant activities in Pakistan-administered Kashmir and militant outfits like Lashkar-e-Taiba were banned. One former militant I met with in Kashmir told me that Pakistan’s change in policy after 9/11 caused a serious blow to militant outfits, making them largely impotent.

As a key ally in the War on Terror, Pakistan needed to centre its efforts on the western front in Afghanistan, where Al-Qaeda was operating. As the army diverted its resources, its might inevitably weakened on the eastern border and the LoC. By this time, the locals of Neelum Valley, especially the women and families I had met, had also suffered immensely and were beginning to take charge of their situation. The first women’s protests took place around 1998–99, with hundreds of women demanding an end to infiltration and the return of peace to their homes. By the early 2000s, there was mounting pressure on the establishment from the locals to combat militancy. Coupled with international pressure, this soon led to concrete measures at the state level. Meanwhile, peace was also increasingly in New Delhi’s interests. It is alleged that not only did Prime Minister ‘Vajpayee (want) to go down in history as a man who wanted peace with Pakistan… there was (also) an intense international pressure to normalize relations with Pakistan. India wanted to address the international community and the Kashmiris that it was ready to go the extra mile for the sake of peace.’76 One of the most important policy changes was the initiation of the 2003 ceasefire.

Then, in 2006, General Musharraf put forward the famous Four-Point Formula.77 Several analysts argue that this was the closest India and Pakistan have ever come to a resolution on Kashmir. The points included:


	No change to the current boundaries;78

	The LoC would become irrelevant (meaning that people would be able to travel back and forth in J&K);79

	Demilitarization or a phased withdrawal of troops;80

	Autonomy or self-governance with a joint supervision mechanism (India, Pakistan and Kashmir would all be a part of the joint supervision mechanism81 and would oversee self-governance while also discussing matters not devolved to the people on both sides.)82



In many ways, implementing the formula would have meant that both India and Pakistan were abandoning their claim on all of J&K, and in an ideal situation, Kashmiris would be given more autonomy. At the launch of his book, Neither a Hawk nor a Dove, in 2015, former Pakistani Foreign Minister Khurshid Kasuri claimed that India had agreed to the Four-Point Formula on Kashmir. However, the political situation in Pakistan changed soon after the formula was proposed. Internal instability marred by the Lal Masjid operation by the Pakistani state against militants in Islamabad, the lawyers’ movement against General Musharraf and the subsequent assassination of former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto led to firm opposition to the continuation of military rule in Pakistan. By the end of 2007, General Musharraf’s power had diminished and the Four-Point Formula receded to the background, as did his close to a decade-long period of military rule.

Today, there are many who see the formula as the only real solution to the Kashmir dispute. Eminent Indian lawyer and columnist A.G. Noorani commented: ‘There are three tests, and four limits, to any accord on Kashmir: the Red Fort (in India), the Mochi Gate (in Pakistan) and Lal Chowk (in Kashmir) tests—acceptability to the people on all three sides must be fulfilled… all three will have to accept the four grim realities which time has cruelly created: (1) no government of India can concede plebiscite or J&K’s secession and survive; (2) no government of Pakistan can accept the LoC as an international boundary and survive, either; (3) Kashmiris will never acquiesce in the partition of their beloved land; and (4) Kashmiris will not acquiesce in the continued denial of self-rule and human rights. The four points meet the three tests as well as the four limits.’83 Indian lawyer and politician Ram Jethmalani also stated that Musharraf’s ‘proposal is a fantastic solution to the Kashmir problem’.84 Even Hurriyat leader Mirwaiz Umar Farooq believes that the formula is a ‘good beginning’ for a lasting solution.85

Yet others claim that the formula was a way to divert attention from the cause of independence and enable the two nuclear powers to absorb Kashmir as part of their territories. Contrary to Mirwaiz Umar Farooq’s point of view, Hurriyat leader Syed Ali Shah Geelani termed the formula as a ‘deception’ and said that it was ‘nothing more than softening of borders, people-to-people contact and easing of travel formalities… it is a diplomatic trick of converting the “ceasefire line” into a permanent border … it is a formula of burial of the wishes, aspirations and sacrifices of Kashmiris’.86

Some of the ‘Azad’ Kashmiris who I would meet later—who wanted separation from Pakistan as much as from India—would also criticize the formula. They would complain that it was another policy advocated by hegemonic powers without allowing the Kashmiris to voice their demands, to exercise their right to self-determination. They want the option of independence from both India and Pakistan; the formula does not account for these aspirations. Pakistan and India would gain legitimate control over the respective territories of J&K under the pretext of ‘supervision’ while Kashmiris would be thrust under their domination. As these Kashmiris see it, they are the losing party in this formula.

I ask General Karamat whether he thinks the Four-Point Formula could work, given that many Kashmiris still opt for independence from both India and Pakistan.

‘Independence… in which part of Kashmir?’ he asks, surprised.

‘In Indian-administered Kashmir but there is also a nationalist sentiment on this side,’ I reply, referring to Pakistan-administered Kashmir.

‘Hmm…’ Taken aback by my response, he hesitates for a moment. The popular discourse is that ‘Azad’ Kashmiris do not have any grievances, nor do they seek freedom from Pakistan. Like other Pakistanis, General Karamat seems to have accepted this narrative as fact. ‘…Well… we’ll just have to look at the feasibility of an independent Azad Kashmir, whether it is feasible at all geographically, economically, politically… umm… I don’t think Pakistan will be willing either… I don’t think so… there are strategic interests involved there…’ he responds slowly, unsure of what to say.

I ask him about Pakistan’s changing policies in Kashmir in the post-9/11 era, about the crackdowns on militant groups and peace efforts with India over the years. ‘I think Pakistan understands that the environment has changed and certain policies that were okay in the past cannot be implemented in today’s regional and international environment. We see stability in the region in our interest because there are actors in Afghanistan and elsewhere actively working against us—plus the fact that these militant organizations have access to weapons and enormous money through the drug business, bank robberies and kidnappings. So yes, I think our thinking has totally changed and we want a bilateral relationship with India. We want dialogue. We have economic interests too… there are lobbies in the business sector that want the situation to normalize between the two countries so they can travel, do business. You also have to understand that there are opportunities like the CPEC (China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, hailed as one of the biggest development projects in the country), so Pakistan cannot afford instability in the area. It has had to crack down on any movements which could destabilize the region because it would be a disaster for us. We also have to be careful because there are groups like the IS (Islamic State) and Al-Qaeda, which can manipulate an unstable situation in the region. We cannot afford that.’

It is getting late; General Karamat has another meeting and I have a bus to catch back to Islamabad. I tell him I have two more questions that I would like to address before leaving. The first is regarding the periodic—and at times, frequent—ceasefire violations on the LoC. While India insists that infiltration into Indian-administered Kashmir continues, Pakistan denies such allegations and maintains that the firing by the Indian forces is entirely unprovoked. ‘Well,’ he starts, ‘the firing used to be very frequent and very damaging. We had people losing their lives in the belt near the LoC, civilians couldn’t even go to their fields or rear their animals. The ceasefire certainly improved the situation and the resulting trade agreement and the crossover points for Kashmiris helped a lot. But we need to note that there is no written agreement so far on the ceasefire, as there is between China and India, for instance, after the Sino-Indian border agreement. We don’t have anything like that. We just agreed to it and both sides are expected to respect it in good spirit. So under the circumstances, these violations take place… which are at times orchestrated by India when it is to its gain. For instance, during the state elections in Jammu & Kashmir they activated the Line of Control…’

I interrupt and ask him what purpose that would serve for India and he tells me that it is a two-pronged agenda. ‘The first reason was to rule out interference in the elections by Pakistan… which Pakistan anyway promised not to interfere in, and second, to send a message to their vote base that they have a hardline policy on Pakistan, that they won’t tolerate any transgressions. This would help them get votes, as the government would come off as strong. As for the other episodic ceasefire violations, I don’t know what that is about… some areas are rugged terrains where such activity can take place,’ he says, referring to infiltration, but then quickly catches himself and laughs, his hands up in the air, ‘I’m not saying it has taken place! But in the past there have been areas from where these people have come into this side and gone on to that side… but the Indians have a tendency of pre-empting things. They suspect something is about to happen and start firing. I don’t think Pakistan would be doing anything like that at this point, we cannot afford to do that.’

Before I leave, I ask him to comment on the military’s role in the Kashmir solution over the coming years. He tells me, ‘The military is the one that is on the ground in Kashmir, in Siachen, wherever. So the defence is firmly in their hands. The military is also at the forefront of confidence-building measures such as hot lines and communication channels between the two sides, flag meetings on the Line of Control and so on. They have agreed to the 2003 ceasefire. But as far as the higher-level negotiations are concerned, it has to be a political understanding between the two governments. If one side isn’t willing—Narendra Modi is supported by hardliners who are not for any resolution—there has to be a political resolve to settle the situation. The military, particularly in Pakistan, has to be seen to be on board with the politicians… that’s not so important in India where the military has never been upfront. But in Pakistan, the army is seen as the driving force for security policy, so they will have a say, but these civil-military relations are for Pakistan to resolve internally. And I do see a good relationship building between them (referring to civil and military institutions)—I don’t see the military interfering in a peaceful resolution with India spearheaded by the government. Regional stability is in our interest, as I said.’

Since my conversation with General Karamat in 2016, India-Pakistan relations have considerably worsened, particularly due to the Uri attack, and in response, India’s claim of carrying out surgical strikes in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. In 2017, India again ‘accused Pakistan of using terror as a state policy’87 while Pakistan called India ‘the mother of terrorism in South Asia’.88 These hostile statements have also translated into aggressive tactics on the LoC. According to Pakistani media, 2017 saw the highest number of ceasefire violations since the 2003 ceasefire came into place. The Indian media also reported the highest number of ceasefire violations in the past decade.89 In January 2018, the Pakistan foreign office issued a statement saying that 1,900 ceasefire violations had taken place in all of 2017.90 From India, The Quint reported 860 incidents of ceasefire violations by Pakistani troops in 2017.91 Meanwhile, in January 2018, both India and Pakistan summoned each other’s envoys over new ceasefire violations. Whereas ‘India called in Pakistan’s deputy high commissioner saying its soldiers had breached the truce over a hundred times in January alone,’92 Pakistan stated that ‘In 2018, the Indian forces have carried out more than 125 ceasefire violations along the Line of Control and the working boundary in just nineteen days (of the new year), resulting in the killing of four innocent civilians, while injuring twenty others.”93 The regional stability, viewed as critical by people like General Karamat, is thus far drowned out by jingoistic remarks, antagonistic policies and most significantly, by the deafening sound of mortars fired relentlessly across the LoC, mutilating bodies and snuffling life out of Kashmir.


7

WATERMELON WITH THE PRESIDENT

An encore of a core issue

I am busy buying grocery one April morning in 2016 when I get a call from the press secretary of the president of ‘Azad’ Kashmir. I am told that the president, Sardar Muhammad Yaqoob Khan, can see me in 30 minutes. I have been waiting for this call for over a month now. Due to the upcoming AJK legislative assembly elections, the president has been in and out of Islamabad, unable to give me time. I tell Basharat Mehboob, the press secretary, that I will be there and rush to meet the president at Kashmir House. It is located in the Red Zone in Islamabad, an area reserved for the Pakistani parliament, Supreme Court and various other government offices.

I had learnt from my conversations with ‘Azad’ Kashmiris that the president of AJK serves more of a ceremonial role. When I told a friend that I was going to meet him, he had laughed. ‘Why? What will he tell you? Don’t you know he’s a puppet of the Pakistan government?’ Though Kashmir has its own interim constitution and leaders (both president and prime minister), it is popularly understood that the real power lies at the centre, in Islamabad, the capital of Pakistan, not Muzaffarabad, the capital of ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

According to a Human Rights Watch report, ‘Azad Kashmir remains for all intents and purposes under Pakistan’s strict control, exercising no real sovereignty of its own.’1 Many of the Kashmiris I interview tell me that the prime minister of Pakistan controls decision-making in the region, while the president and prime minister of AJK serve to give the illusion of the freedom and autonomy that Pakistan once promised Kashmiris. I want to meet the president and understand how he views the situation. What are his politics like? How does the structure of the AJK government work? What is his relationship with Islamabad? How does it feel to be president and yet not have the final say?

I am stopped at the gate of Kashmir House and have to make a call to Basharat, who comes out minutes later, greeting me with a warm smile. He is a middle-aged man, dressed in a grey shalwar kameez. He guides me towards an office and asks me to wait there until the president finishes an ongoing meeting. It is the office of the military secretary to the president of AJK. I enter and find an officer seated behind a large desk in the room. He smiles and asks me to make myself comfortable before returning to his phone calls and to people who walk in and out of the room, asking for his signatures on various documents. When he finds a moment, he calls and asks for a cup of tea and biscuits for me. He asks about the purpose of my visit and I tell him I’m an author, hoping to pen a book on Kashmir. I am keen to ask him a few questions but I do not know if he will be forthcoming. I decide to break the ice by asking him about the upcoming elections in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, which take place every five years to select a new government.

He shares that elections will be held in July 2016, and a new prime minister and president will be sworn in. ‘The PPP (Pakistan Peoples Party) has completed five years in AJK and now it is most likely that the PML-N (Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz) will come into power. The party at the centre usually wins,’ he says, referring to the leadership of the PML-N in the federal capital of Pakistan. (Indeed, it was the PML-N that won the elections in AJK a few months later.) In between calls, he tells me of the Mujahideen Battalion, present all along the ‘border’. When I ask if he means the LoC, he laughs and quickly corrects himself. ‘Yes, that’s the correct term… these battalions have the same strength as any infantry battalion and comprise 100 per cent of Kashmiris. They do eighteen years of service and can be promoted up to the major level at most.’ When I ask why they cannot climb further up the military hierarchy, he tells me it is because Pakistan likes to keep the standing army at a minimum and thus paramilitary wings, such as the Rangers, currently deployed in Karachi, or the Frontier Corps in Baluchistan, are created to bring peace and security in troubled areas without having to expand the conventional military force itself. The Mujahideen Battalion in Kashmir serves this purpose.

I want to inquire more about these battalions but he tells me it is better not to touch the army, not to focus on it in my book. ‘It will get controversial otherwise,’ he warns. Just then a man walks into the room and tells me that the president is ready to see me. I say my goodbyes to the military secretary and walk into another office, far larger in size.

Five men are seated on black leather couches placed in a corner of the room. The president is sitting across from them. He nods at my arrival and continues to converse with the men about how much his government has invested in education in Kashmir. He seems to be unofficially campaigning for his party ahead of the elections. I look around the room and notice pictures of Benazir Bhutto and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. Belonging to the Pakistan People’s Party, the president is certainly a fan of the Bhutto family, the founders of the party. Soon, Basharat walks in and introduces me to the president, telling him I’m here to interview him for my book. Three of the men leave the room while the other two, bearded and dressed in shalwar kameez, remain seated. The president invites me to sit on a couch besides him and tells me to start the interview.

Not having expected this meeting today, I am not carrying my recorder. I will have to try my luck with my phone instead and pray that it has good sound quality. I lean closer to the president and begin by asking him about the structure of the AJK government. He takes a deep breath, looks at me up and down, and instead of answering the question, tells me that to earn respect anywhere in the world, I must cover my head with a dupatta. I am dressed in an ordinary shalwar kameez and I am not carrying any dupatta. The bearded men on my side grunt in approval of the president’s sermon. I am not surprised, for I have been subjected to such counsel many times in Pakistan, but wonder why my question on governance in Kashmir inspired such a retort. I am on the verge of telling the president that my dress is none of his business and walking out when his two grandchildren enter the room. They jump up and down in his lap and he scolds them for eating too much candy, which is stuffed in their mouths, turning their tongues into shades of blue and green. Just then two more men enter the room. The president greets them and asks them to seat themselves comfortably. They come and plunge into the sofa I am sitting on, making my phone roll off my lap. The president rings for tea. It gives me a moment to cool down and I decide to ask the questions I had intended to put forward and leave as soon as possible. The president turns towards me and asks why I haven’t started the interview yet, forgetting that I had done just that over fifteen minutes ago, before his lecture on my modesty started.

I ask about the structure of the AJK government again but before he can answer, the cook walks in with a huge bowl of watermelon. He seems to have ignored the request for tea, probably assuming that watermelon was a better option for the hot April afternoon. The president takes a huge bite and pushes the bowl towards me, asking me to do the same. I tell him I had just had tea and try to steer the conversation back to the interview, which seems more and more impossible given the crowd that has accumulated in the room. The children are jumping up and down on the couches and two of the men seated next to me are speaking loudly into their phones. I push my mobile closer to the president and give it one more shot.

‘We have a parliamentary system,’ he finally begins, ‘which is much stronger than most other countries, Alhumdulliah (praise Almighty). We have elections and then the elected people come into the assembly and further elect the prime minister, the speaker (of the assembly), and the president.’ Interrupting him, Basharat speaks up from the corner. ‘From the 1980s onwards we have had continuous democracy in Azad Kashmir, despite the democratic process being halted many times in Pakistan,’ he says. ‘Yes, since the 1980s we’ve had democracy,’ the president reaffirms, and then becomes quiet, waiting for another question. I ask him about the relationship between the federal Ministry of Kashmir Affairs & Gilgit-Baltistan, as it is called, and the Kashmir Council. (The former functions as part of the Government of Pakistan, and is headed by a federal minster, while the latter serves as the upper house to the AJK legislative assembly. As discussed earlier in the book, the council consists of six elected members from ‘Azad’ Kashmir, five members nominated by the prime minister of Pakistan from the federal ministers and members of Parliament, three ex-officio members, including the president of AJK, the prime minister of AJK or his nominee, and the federal minister of Kashmir affairs. The president of AJK, with whom I am sitting today, serves as the vice chairperson while the prime minister of Pakistan is the chairperson. As mentioned in the previous chapter, in 2018, a decision was made to reduce the council’s powers and retain it as an advisory body, addressing a long-standing demand of Kashmiris.)

‘Between the two bodies, there is Act ’74… it is Act ’74 right?’ he confirms with Basharat, who nods and reminds me that the Act is the interim constitution of AJK. ‘But before Act ’74, you must understand that when the question of Pakistan was raised in Srinagar before Partition, the leaders there were visionaries,’ the president asserts. ‘At that time Pakistan was not azad, nor was Hindustan, but Kashmir was already an independent state. The leadership wondered that if Hindustan became independent, would it be possible to stay with them? These people were elderly, experienced, knowledgeable, practical… and at the end they decided they wanted to be with Pakistan. This was the thought process…’ Someone else walks into the room and the president welcomes him. I’m worried that we will go off-track again but fortunately this time he comes back straight to the point. ‘After Hindustan occupied Kashmir, it was decided that Pakistan would administer Azad Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan until the Kashmiris decided their own fate, just like an older brother looks after the younger one. The Kashmir Council was formed under Act ’74 and was supposed to further the interests of the Kashmiris. But the bad luck is that democracy and the parliamentary system have not been respected in this country. Instead of taking Kashmir towards independence and sending a message of love and brotherhood, we have been kept behind. They have the budget to send writers, press, mediapersons all over the world to raise the Kashmir issue but I don’t think that ever in history, at least to my knowledge, they have sent a Kashmiri delegation abroad.’ (Other ‘Azad’ Kashmiris tell me that while Kashmiri delegations can go abroad [and do go, although infrequently], they need prior permission from Pakistan as all matters related to the foreign office are under Pakistan’s control.)

I ask him if by they he means the federal Government of Pakistan. He grunts in agreement but a moment later says he is only speaking about the Kashmir Council, not the Pakistani government, which he insists has their best interest at heart. Confused, I ask him, ‘But isn’t the Kashmir Council also chaired by the prime minister of Pakistan?’ Given that the council is headed by the prime minister and has federal ministers and members of the Parliament, in many ways it includes the Pakistan government. Instead of clarifying, he simply reasserts his position, ‘Yes, the prime minister is the chairman of the council and I’m the vice chairman.’

When I ask him if Kashmiris have any social, economic or political grievances with the Pakistan government, he tells me there are none whatsoever. (However, a reputable source from the incumbent AJK government had told me otherwise on condition of anonymity: ‘The Kashmir Council has the power to legislate on fifty-two important subjects,2 leaving relatively minor subjects like education, forests, etc., under the AJK government’s direct control. The federal government, through the Kashmir Council, controls tax collection, installation of hydropower plants and all other important projects. The 18th amendment and the resulting devolution in Pakistan from 2010 onwards has also affected us. Since powers were devolved to the provinces and AJK is not a province, it did not get additional powers. At the same time, some projects earlier being run by the centre were also stopped after the 18th amendment was passed, serving a blow to AJK. Since AJK is not a province, they just allot us a negligible budget for basic necessities, which is simply not enough. Other provinces are represented in all government committees; they come and discuss their issues and the federal divisible pool is allotted to them for the construction of universities, roads, hospitals, but we have no representation there either. Almost all the water reservoirs are in Kashmir but they don’t even give us enough drinking water from the very dams that have been constructed on our land and which have displaced our people.’ The gentleman was clearly irked by the official and unofficial policies of the Pakistan government.)

I realize that the president may not be able to speak as candidly for it might compromise his relationship with the Pakistani state but it is my hope that over the course of the interview, he touches upon some of these issues as well. For now, I can sense that he is not ready.

‘We have our own judiciary, chief justice, high court, supreme court,’ he continues to tell me, his tone full of pride. ‘We have all the requirements of a nation. We just share three things with Pakistan…’

‘Four,’ Basharat corrects him.

‘Yes, yes, four. Defence, foreign office, finance, and…,’ he looks towards Basharat for rescue and he quickly jumps in, ‘Communications.’

‘Yes, yes, communications. Apart from these, we are independent.’

‘And how about Gilgit-Baltistan? I understand that the federal Ministry of Kashmir Affairs also includes Gilgit-Baltistan? What is your government’s relationship like with them?’ I ask.

‘We have a very good relationship, in every way and form,’ he responds enthusiastically but before he can carry on, Basharat, who seems to be playing the role of editing and correcting the president’s responses, interrupts him once more. ‘But there is no constitutional relationship as per Act ’74…’

‘Jee (what)?’ says the president. He seems annoyed by Basharat’s interjection.

‘Sir, I’m saying that by law, as per our constitution, there is no relationship.’

Frustrated, the president says, ‘Bhai, kyunke woh humara apna hai (Brother, because Gilgit-Baltistan is our own)! It is one state, why would we need a constitutional relationship? Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan are one. If there is no mention in the interim constitution then it means that it is envisioned as one state!’ His voice is raised and he is clearly exasperated. There is silence in the room for the first time this afternoon. Even the children are quiet, noticing that their grandfather is irritated. He takes another big bite of the watermelon and tells me to do the same. ‘Eat some, you’ll stay cool.’ I tell him I’m just fine but I’m glad to see that after a few more bites the watermelon indeed helps him cool down. In a more calm, collected voice, he starts to speak again.

‘If someone intelligent and visionary becomes a part of the Kashmir Council, love would be spread between the people of Azad Kashmir and Pakistan and our relationship would strengthen. But you know how elder siblings are? They think they know everything, that’s their attitude. It can’t be like this. Hindustan is sitting on our head and when Pakistan doesn’t deal with us with love and care, Hindustan makes an issue out of it and says, what Pakistan are you cheering for? They walk all over your rights, they eat your resources. But even in their (Indian-administered Kashmir) universities today, students raise the “Pakistan zindabad” (Long Live Pakistan) slogan.3 That is not because the agencies are feeding them and telling them what to say. It is because there is a lot of love for Pakistan. The Kashmir Council just doesn’t value this enough… they don’t give us our share of the budget, they don’t treat us well. Pakistan has our best interests at heart but a few ill-meaning politicians steer the policy against us.’ From our conversation, I extract that the president is stating his issues with Pakistan under the garb of the Kashmir Council. Budgetary issues, unequal status, sidelining Kashmiris, exploiting resources are some of the key issues the Kashmiris face in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. Unable to challenge the government directly, the president may be twisting and turning his words, expressing his grievances while trying not to put off anyone.

I decide to ask the president about the country’s official stance on the Kashmir issue, that is, to seek a plebiscite under the auspices of the UN. One of the conditions of the UNCIP (United Nations Commission on India and Pakistan) resolution is that while Pakistan has to substantially withdraw its troops from J&K for a plebiscite to take place, India has to ‘withdraw the bulk of its forces’ from J&K in stages, as per the recommendations of the UN.4 Some Kashmiris wonder whether Pakistan would be willing to make the concessions required to carry out the much-demanded plebiscite. A source within the AJK government had told me: ‘Though Pakistan officially demands the plebiscite, it would never go ahead with it, since it would mean that Indian forces would come up to Kohala, which separates Punjab from Kashmir.’ The president, however, seems to be a firm believer in Pakistan’s pro-Kashmir policies.

‘Kuch log khatey Pakistan ka hain aur gatey Hindustan ka hain (some people live off Pakistan but work for India’s interests). They try to give a bad name to Pakistan but we won’t let that happen. Pakistan has always been ready, it has always raised the Kashmir issue internationally. It insists that Hindustan needs to consider Kashmir a core issue so that we can move towards a resolution, but Hindustan just isn’t ready. If Hindustan agrees to let the Kashmiris decide their fate, I can guarantee on behalf of Pakistan that they will not be an obstacle. We have told India that fine, let your military stay, ours is also not going anywhere, but first agree that Kashmir is a core issue. The day they accept that, then the second question will be who should withdraw the military. If I don’t let you into the gate, how will you take my interview? They first need to abide by their own leader, Nehru’s, offer for a plebiscite. He is the one who went to the UN, not us. But they don’t listen to their own leader!’ Losing his temper, he yells at his grandchildren, who are making a ruckus behind the couch. ‘Chup karo! Aaram se baitho!’ (Be quiet, and sit properly!), he scolds them.

For the second time that afternoon, there is silence in the room. Everyone is waiting for a response or another question from my end. I decide to ask him about former president Pervez Musharraf’s four-point formula. Now he gets even more annoyed. ‘Allah us bande ko poochey… humein jo maar parhi hai ussi ki wajah se parhi hai… agar koi insaan ka bachcha hota, to woh Hindustan ko kehta keh woh formula propose karein (God will ask him… he is responsible for our losses. If he had any sense, he would have asked Hindustan to propose the formula). Musharraf should have asked India how they wanted to solve the problem instead of putting his theory forward. Why are you here to take my interview? I’m certain you know everything about Kashmir already but you want to know something more… you want to know my opinion, right?’ I’m not quite sure how to answer this question so I simply nod and let him continue. ‘We already have the UN resolution to go to… by presenting this formula, we are essentially saying that we don’t see that as the solution. There are lots of options… I mean, there are parts of Kashmir that we could even consider leaving… am I right?’ This time, I am certain I do not have a response. I’m not sure he is looking for one either. I just stare back blankly and wait for him to continue. ‘But we don’t talk about them because we are waiting for Hindustan to first consider Kashmir an issue. We should tell Hindustan to put their formula first and then we can discuss. I mean… did Hindustan agree to the formula? No! So, what did we get out of it?’

‘Well, President Musharraf left soon after…’ I remind him.

‘That was all a drama,’ he declares, ‘Hindustan didn’t agree to the formula because they don’t consider Kashmir an issue. They think Kashmir is already a part of their country. Generals are very good for the army but they shouldn’t govern a country. Musharraf should have asked them to sit down and pose their solutions instead of giving his own.’

He begins to lecture me again. ‘In life, always remember that solutions are only accepted when they come from the powerful, not the weak. If the weaker party proposes a solution, they (the weaker party) lose their self-respect. You must always listen to the powerful person first.’

‘So you’re suggesting that if India had proposed the same formula, it would work?’

‘Yes! Then we would have been successful. It would mean they have considered Kashmir a core issue.’

‘But under the formula, Kashmir won’t be one. You won’t get all of it…’

‘Na mile! Jahannum mein jaye… woh maana to hai ke Kashmir core issue hai!’ (Let us not get it. Let it go to hell. At least India would have agreed that Kashmir is a core issue!)

I am taken aback, uncertain if he just said Kashmir can go to hell as long as India considers it an issue. Other people in the background mutter in agreement, ‘Woh maanta hi nahi’ (India simply doesn’t accept it is a core issue). I am amazed at their fixation with India. In this moment of heated emotions, the president of ‘Azad’ Kashmir is willing to lose parts of Kashmir as long as he wins the ego battle with India. I certainly understand the utmost importance of making India address the Kashmir dispute, the first step of which is indeed to agree that it is an issue. However, to say that Kashmir can go to hell as long as India accepts it as a core issue seems like an oxymoron; to forget the real issue as long as it is considered a real issue. I am baffled by this logic but the president doesn’t give me time to chew over it for much longer. He continues to speak.

‘They are the ones who should have suggested the formula… be it one-point, two-point, three-point or seven points. People who support the formula in Pakistan or Azad Kashmir just do so to please the army… they just want to come into power. It doesn’t work like that. India should propose the solution and meanwhile we should just stick to one point and only one point… that India went to the UN and we didn’t; they promised to conduct the plebiscite and now they need to follow through on that promise.’

Unable to shrug off my confusion, I backtrack and ask him, ‘Sir, I just don’t understand… if India proposes the same four-point formula, then the end result would be the same. Why is it so important that they call it a core issue first, if the final impact is identical?’

He’s quiet for a moment. Then he says, ‘You are very young, you’ll find the answer to this in ten years.’

‘But sir, I have to write the book now so I would really appreciate if you could give me the answer,’ I laugh. The men in the room join in the laughter. The president smiles for the first time as well, before responding to my request.

‘We put our faith in Hindus at Partition. We believed that they would hold a plebiscite and until today we are starving. They are butchering our children. It is not about Muslim persecution… let me tell you that we aren’t asking for Kashmir because it’s Muslim… we are asking for it because it is ours. Even the Hindus… and Christians there are our brothers.’

I realize that I will not be getting the answers that I want. I thus decide to move the conversation forward. ‘Alright, let’s say that India accepts that Kashmir is a core issue. However, they also state that terrorism in Kashmir is a core issue for them. How do we deal with that?’ I ask him this question particularly because it is reflective of many India-Pakistan debates over the years. Each time Pakistan has raised the Kashmir issue or pushed India for a plebiscite, India has stated that its hands are tied due to ongoing ‘cross-border terrorism’. The conversations frequently result in a stalemate, with no favourable results for Kashmiris. My question seems to irk the president once more. I seem to be getting better and better at doing that as our conversation progresses.

‘How do we do terrorism? Kashmir is my right! Even I am willing to pick up a gun, and I’m saying that as the president! It is my country, I will fight for it! What terrorism are you talking about? Today you are writing a book, what if tomorrow someone comes to you and says why did you write this sitting in Pakistan? What if they say you did something wrong by writing it?’ Puzzled, I wonder what my book has to do with terrorism, but a moment later it becomes clearer. In his own way, he is pointing to the same issue that General Jehangir Karamat, the former chief of army staff, had highlighted: that the line between the freedom struggle and terrorism had become blurred and had dealt a huge blow to Kashmir. What was once a legitimate movement had been tarnished. The president echoes the same thought process. ‘There is a difference between freedom struggle and terrorism,’ he tells me. ‘There are about seven lakh Indian Army officials deployed in Kashmir5… they have the police, the administration, under their control. How can there be terrorism then? And if there is terrorism, then we should be proud that we can manage that despite all their forces being present… Osama Bin Laden, Al-Qaeda, have all come into being now. But we have been fighting for our freedom for decades. People should be ashamed for calling Kashmiris terrorists. It has destroyed our indigenous movement for us, for Palestinians, even the Sikhs.’

I have one more important topic I want to touch upon before leaving. There is a group of people not satisfied with the nature of plebiscite envisaged in Kashmir. These are the nationalists, those who want an independent Kashmir. They tell me that the plebiscite under the current resolution only gives them an option of joining India or Pakistan. I ask the president how the plebiscite—if it takes place—would resolve this issue. He is quiet for a moment and then he shakes his head, disappointed that I have put this question forward. It is almost as if he sees no point to it.

‘It’s a very sad thing,’ he tells me. ‘If you say you are the first and last woman in the world, no one would believe you. If I say I am the first and last president in the world, no one would believe me. People talk, let them talk. What good will that do? Decisions are based on majority vote, not sheer talk. If 80 per cent of people in makbooza Kashmir and Azad Kashmir say they want to stay with Pakistan, what then? Everyone has slogans but our life and death is with Pakistan. We could tell you stories too which would malign the country but why should we do that when we have no issues? Why should we damage ourselves, step on our own feet? If we leave our brother Pakistan, tomorrow India would invade us. Those who say they want independence, will they take our responsibility then? Today, because of Pakistan, because it is a nuclear power, we are safe. Otherwise, in one week Hindustan would occupy us. All this talk of independence… the attempt is to in some way annoy Pakistan,’ he takes a bite of the watermelon, mid-sentence, ‘it is an attempt to frustrate Pakistan. We cannot afford this. Humara jeena marna Pakistan ke saath hai (our life and death is with Pakistan),’ he repeats, with even more fervour this time.

‘If the greater majority wants independence, we will appreciate them,’ he continues, ‘but Madam… mujhe kehna nahi chahiye kyunki unko josh aa jayega (I shouldn’t say this because the nationalists will get excited for no reason), but the majority of them support Pakistan also. Fine, for a moment, let’s say we are upset with Pakistan. Even we cry about budgetary issues… but then why would people be singing Pakistan’s praise in universities in makbooza Kashmir? Which fauji (army official) went and told them to do that? When Hindustan does the things that it does… violating their mothers and daughters… naturally they want to join Pakistan.’

I ask him about the sixteen pro-independence books that had recently been banned in AJK. According to the news, the home department had issued the notice regarding the ban in March 2016, ‘exercising the powers conferred to it by the Kashmir Council, and then the AJK president approved the notification’.6 It is said that the books were published by the National Institute of Kashmir Studies (NIKS), a private institute in Mirpur, Pakistan-administered Kashmir. According to Saeed Asad, the founder of NIKS, clause 23 of the Kashmir Council requires that all printing press and publication businesses be registered. However, when he applied for registration, he was told to remove the word ‘national’ from the institute’s name.7 Registration is only one of the issues leading to the ban. According to pro-independence Kashmiris, the ban was used to curb any sentiment that might not fit or accentuate the Pakistani narrative.

The president, however, rejects my question altogether. ‘The books may be banned, I don’t know…,’ he says reluctantly, and then goes off on a tangent, claiming that all pro-independence sentiment is fuelled by Indian intelligence agencies.

I want to remind him that he apparently approved the notification regarding the ban but he does not give me the room to interject. He is on a mission to convince me that those who are pro-independence either do not count or are furthering somebody else’s agenda. ‘There are certain people working for the agencies… we cannot say much about them,’ he tells me. ‘They chant slogans… you don’t know, you’re too young. It is very sad that Hindustan is spending so much money to run these agencies.’ Then he adds: ‘My point is that you need to look at things holistically. Pakistan is moving towards development but certain people want to interrupt that, they want to destabilize the region. Of course, we all have some problems… we have load-shedding, our electricity and water are supplied all over Pakistan while we ourselves face shortages… our people have been displaced as a result of dams being constructed on our land. We can all tell stories if we want to…’

I’m surprised he is only mentioning all of this now, at the end of the interview, almost as if he did not want us to explore it further. I ask why he did not bring it up at the beginning, when I asked him if Kashmir had any social, political or economic grievances. He raises his voice again, ‘Grievances happen but that doesn’t mean you light fire in your own house! There are problems between fathers and sons, between mothers and daughters. Does that mean you just pick your things and leave?’ He realizes he is losing his temper again. The phone rings for him. He takes the call and when he returns to the conversation he seems exasperated by the interview. He ends it rather abruptly by saying, ‘Anyway, thank you for coming.’ I thank him for his time and leave. On my way out, a government official who was sitting in the room for most of the interview stops me in the corridor. He tells me, ‘The president cannot say many things or he would get into trouble. You must read between the lines.’ I head out, with his advice on my mind.
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JIHADIS, FAUJIS AND CHINESE…

…and a corridor of uncertainty

On the morning of 8 October 2005, my mother shook me awake. ‘Run out of the house, run… it’s an earthquake!’ she shouted frantically. It took me a few seconds to comprehend what she was saying. I looked up and saw the fan sway from left to right above my bed. A few books fell off the rack. We rushed into the garden, fearing that the house may crumble down upon us, but the rattling of doors and furniture did not last long. After a few moments, the house became still and we went back inside. My father reached for the TV remote control and put on the news. A 7.6 magnitude earthquake had hit both sides of Kashmir. Over the next few hours, we learnt that thousands were killed in the earthquake. It is estimated that 75,000 people lost their lives (some reports cite a higher death toll of 86,000)1, the majority in Pakistan-administered Kashmir.2 Reportedly, approximately 70 per cent of the casualties were in Muzaffarabad, the capital of ‘Azad’ Kashmir.3

Almost two years after the 2003 ceasefire was implemented, disaster had revisited ‘Azad’ Kashmir. The newly opened roads and the unfinished renovations of homes, destroyed by a decade of mortar shelling, had received a severe setback. Sharjeel, my Kashmiri journalist friend who had helped me with my interviews with the women by the LoC and with the refugees in Muzaffarabad, told me, ‘The efforts to rebuild Neelum Valley had not even started when the earthquake happened. There was hardly a year of peace in between.’ Sharjeel had been badly injured in the earthquake himself. ‘I was sitting in my office when we felt the earthquake. I ran out and a broken piece of a water tank hit me just outside the building. I lost consciousness. Two men picked me up and put me on their bike but because oil had leaked all over the roads, the bike skidded and I landed on my head again. The army took me to the hospital, where they stitched me up.’ He tells me that he was the only one in the hospital who had a special SIM card in his mobile phone. Signals don’t work in many parts of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, due to its close proximity to the LoC.

After the 2003 ceasefire, the Special Communications Organization (SCO), which officially works under the federal ministry of Information Technology—and is maintained by the Pakistan Army—, had initiated a new SIM card, SCOM, which allowed mobile phone calls in Kashmir. It should be noted that communication channels are very weak all over ‘Azad’ Kashmir even today, particularly in areas close to the LoC. In Neelum Valley, I’m told by residents that more than 50 per cent of the areas are cut off from all modern communication channels. It was only a few years ago that a handful of places in Neelum Valley got access to internet and mobile services through the SCO. These include Athmuqam, Shardah, Kel, Kundal Shahi and Jura. But there are other places that don’t even have a landline connection. Locals also tell me that the establishment controls communication, shutting it down whenever it likes. When I last visited Neelum Valley in 2017, the women I interviewed told me that mobile and internet facilities had been barred a few months earlier, when the LoC was witnessing cross-fire and the locals had tried to protest against it.

‘It was still very rare then to have the SIM. It used to cost Rs 3,500 (approximately $35), so it was a big deal to own one,’ continues Sharjeel. ‘Everyone in the hospital used my phone to make calls to their family. I also used it to call the bureau chief of Reuters in Pakistan, who was my colleague, and told him I was injured and needed his help. He had me flown to Islamabad, where I was properly treated at his expense. I received the injury on 8 October and I was back at work on 24 or 25 October.’

Many others were not as fortunate as Sharjeel. A refugee I had spoken to in the Manakpayan camp in Muzaffarabad told me that twenty people died in his camp, while 150 people lost their lives in another camp. Basic infrastructure—roads, schools, hospitals—was in ruins. The main road to the refugee settlement I had visited is still wrecked; the small chairlift continues to dangle above the dangerous river.

The earthquake resulted in one of the largest humanitarian efforts the world has seen in recent times. Emergency aid trickled in, as did relief workers. Several Pakistanis made tours to ‘Azad’ Kashmir with truckloads of food, blankets and clothes. Neelum Valley, which had barred outsiders’ entry for years due to the conflict, now invited them to its debris. Alongside ordinary civilians and aid workers came religious relief organizations—as did militant outfits. The Jamaat-ud-Dawa (JuD), previously operating in ‘Azad’ Kashmir as Lashkar-e-Taiba, made its presence felt in the area once again. Hardline Sunni organizations—some of them responsible for militant attacks on the minority Shia Muslim community—also entered or solidified their presence in the region. In retaliation, Shia relief organizations also made their way into Neelum Valley. Using relief work as an excuse to make inroads in Kashmir, some of these organizations have tried to garner support for jihad in the years after the earthquake.

I am told that some Sunnis and Shias converted to the other sect to seek help from such sectarian organizations. Sectarian frictions, which were already plaguing Pakistan, began to make a place in Kashmir. In 2009, a suicide bomber detonated his suicide jacket in the middle of a Muharram procession from Neelum Valley to the Imambargah, Pir Alam Shah Bukhari, situated in Muzaffarabad.4 The month of Muharram holds special significance for Shias and the Imambargah is a sacred place of worship for the community. In 2016, hand grenades and explosives were planted in a shrine in Neelum Valley. Fortunately, the police thwarted the plan to blow up the shrine, but the deputy commissioner told reporters that Kundal Shahi, where the attack was to be executed, had witnessed sectarian clashes in the recent past. ‘It seems as if the saboteurs wanted to create sectarian rift in the area,’5 he said. Such attacks were relatively new to Kashmir but may no longer remain rare. Today, some of these militant relief organizations have a special standing among the Kashmiris. Many sing their praises. ‘They were there to help us when the government wasn’t,’ ‘Azad’ Kashmiris tell me.

According to a Human Rights Watch Report:

In the first seventy-two hours after the earthquake, thousands of Pakistani troops stationed in Azad Kashmir prioritized the evacuation of their own personnel over providing relief to desperate civilians. The international media began converging on Muzaffarabad within twenty-four hours of the earthquake and fanned out to other towns in Azad Kashmir shortly thereafter. They filmed Pakistani troops standing by and refusing to help because they had ‘no orders’ to do so as locals attempted to dig out those still alive, sending a chilling message of indifference from Islamabad. Having filmed the refusal, journalists switched off their cameras and joined the rescue effort themselves; in one instance they shamed the soldiers into helping. But unlike the death and destruction, the media were not everywhere. The death toll continued to mount.6

The Human Rights Watch report further states that:

Militant groups were the first on the scene dispensing relief goods and other aid after the earthquake… As the Pakistani military prioritized the rescue of its own personnel, it probably sought the assistance of its closest allies in Azad Kashmir, the militant groups. These groups, which had undoubtedly suffered the loss of personnel and infrastructure themselves in the earthquake, won much local appreciation for their rescue and relief efforts. This public relations coup could not have been possible without logistical support from sections of the Pakistani military’s intelligence apparatus. For example, one of the first groups to set up operations was the Jamaatud-Dawa—the Lashkar-e-Taiba group operating under a new name. In January 2002, the Pakistani government had banned the LeT as a terrorist group. However, in the aftermath of the earthquake, President Pervez Musharraf went out of his way to praise its relief work and brushed off calls to restrict its operations. The Pakistani military apparently saw the earthquake as an opportunity to craft a new image for the militant groups rather than as an opportunity to disband them.7

A new face, a new character, hidden under the grab of relief efforts and charity, would allow these militant organizations to survive in the post-9/11 years despite the resulting crackdowns; it would allow them to function effectively, in a way that was accepted by people in and out of ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

According to academic Saroj Kumar (an assistant professor of History at the University of Delhi and the author of the book, Fragile Frontiers: The Secret History of Mumbai Terror Attacks), though the JuD has been on the watch list in Pakistan since 2003, the government has been reluctant to take action, largely due to the humanitarian relief the organization has provided. The organization apparently re-cultivated its space in ‘Azad’ Kashmir after the earthquake. In his book, Saroj Kumar writes: ‘… the first rescue team to arrive on the scene was… a group of fifteen militants… (they) reportedly brought their own medics… rescued several villagers… dug graves… ferried supplies to remote villages… the JuD camps were the first stop for the hundreds of villagers…’8 The relief and rehabilitation work ‘firmly established the LeT’s presence in the area’. According to Kumar, ‘Azad Kashmir’s Prime Minister Sardar Sikandar Hayat met JuD chief Hafiz Saeed at the PM House in Muzaffarabad and thanked him on behalf of the Azad Kashmir government.’

No wonder the president of AJK, during my interview with him, had emphatically stated that the LeT (a slip of the tongue on his part for the JuD), had played an instrumental role in earthquake relief efforts. Ten years later, when another earthquake struck Pakistan and ‘Azad’ Kashmir, the JuD was at the forefront of the relief efforts again. For ordinary civilians and recipients of aid, such organizations have become the face of rescue operations, their only hope amidst disaster. For the organizations, such natural catastrophes provide the perfect opportunity to cash in on the grievances of the local people. Relief camps become breeding ground for regrouping volunteers and raising funds for militancy both in and out of Kashmir. According to Dawn, within three hours of the 2015 earthquake, a single Lahore-based JuD worker had already raised Rs 1,000,000 (approximately $10,000) for relief supplies.9

The dual names and personalities of these organizations have, however, also become necessary for their own survival. The ‘Azad’ Kashmir of the 1990s is in many ways quite different from the ‘Azad’ Kashmir of today. The passion for Kashmir in Pakistan has also begun to ebb. People who supported militancy both in and out of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, are now reluctant to do so. The militancy label has been tough to fight off. The repercussions of militancy for the ‘Azad’ Kashmiris, in terms of the losses they have had to bear, have been enormous. For the Pakistani state, the opportunity cost of supporting militant movements has grown exponentially. The country is at war with itself, the law and order situation in a dire state. Internationally, Pakistan is cornered, viewed in some circles as a nuclear power ‘controlled’ by Islamic fundamentalists that poses a continuous threat to the world. The public opinion on the way forward in Kashmir has thus begun to change, the nature of the organizations and their support changing colours alongside.

Gallup Pakistan conducted periodic studies in the country to gauge shifting Pakistani perceptions on the Kashmir conflict. A report from 2016 reveals that while in 1991, 23 per cent of Pakistanis felt that war with India was the best way to resolve the Kashmir issue, the figure dropped considerably by 2015, with only 5 per cent of the respondents believing so. Meanwhile, the option of resolving the conflict through negotiations with India has spiked, increasing from 24 per cent in 1991 to 37 per cent in 2015.10

Another significant change revealed by the national poll, conducted by Gallup Pakistan, shows that optimism regarding the resolution of the conflict has also begun to dwindle. In 1990, while 31 per cent of the respondents believed that Kashmir would be able to gain independence in one to two years, and another 16 per cent believed that freedom would be achieved even before the one- to two-year period, by 2015, a large percentage (41 per cent) believed that independence would take quite some time. Moreover, while only a small minority of 5 per cent respondents had stated in 1990 that Kashmir would not gain independence, the number of such respondents had risen to 24 per cent over the past twenty-five years. The report states, ‘Public opinion and expectation about the independence of Kashmir has changed since 1990, with increased negativity among Pakistanis about the issue.’11

I had sensed the same while working in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. The refugees who had crossed the LoC, leaving behind their homes, and often, half of their families, had held a strong belief that they would soon return. ‘It was a matter of a year or less,’ they told me. ‘The passion was so great that there was no doubt in our minds that Kashmir would be freed.’ The locals who had opened their homes to these refugees had believed the same. The women had told me that they had thought it was a temporary situation, a fleeting respite that they had to provide their brothers and sisters from across the LoC. They would soon return, to their Azad Kashmir. Their growing resentment, not only with Pakistan but with the refugee settlements, is a result of these hopes being dashed. More than twenty-five years after the crossover, the freedom of Kashmir seems more and more difficult to everyone.

An even more significant shift in public opinion can be seen when it comes to the militancy. When the initial national survey was conducted by Gallup Pakistan in 1990, 78 per cent of Pakistanis believed Pakistan should supply arms to aid the Kashmir struggle. When the same question was put forward in 2015, that figure had dropped to 57 per cent. Moreover, 42 per cent of the respondents stated that Pakistan should not supply arms to Kashmiris. According to the report, ‘Public opinion has undergone significant change in the past twenty-five years. Whilst in 1990 an overwhelming majority supported the provision of arms to the Kashmiri struggle… there has been a 30 per cent increase in the percentage of respondents who believe that Pakistan should not supply arms to support the Kashmiri struggle, and a 21 per cent decrease in those who believe that Pakistan should provide arms to support the struggle.’12 Furthermore, the study also concludes that there is increasing knowledge among the Pakistani public that ‘a military solution for Kashmir’s independence is not viable anymore’.13

There are a number of reasons for the changing perceptions. As India and Pakistan are both nuclear powers, armed action poses a potentially fatal threat. An open supply by Pakistan of arms to militant groups, particularly those not hidden under the garb of relief work, could thrust it into a nuclear conflict with India. However, if nuclear threat was the sole reason behind the desire to curb militancy and thereby prevent an overt war-like situation, the Kargil conflict of 1999 might not have occurred. After all, both nations were on the brink of war, despite having tested their nuclear weapons by then.14 The 9/11 attacks and the resulting War on Terror against jihadist movements is another major influencing factor, changing the mindset regarding militancy as a whole. In 1990, Pakistan had emerged on the victorious side after having trained and armed the mujahideen to fight the erstwhile Soviet Union. The victory had inspired a similar movement in Kashmir. The public perception had mirrored the establishment’s sentiments. If armed insurgency could defeat a superpower, why couldn’t a similar result be drawn against the eastern ‘enemy’ state? However, over the years, Pakistan itself has borne the brunt of militancy. In 2014, just before the 2015 Gallup Poll, at least 141 people, including 132 children, were killed by militants in an army school in Peshawar.15 The army, the most powerful institution in the country, had also not been spared by religious extremists. Army operations against militants, such as Operation Zarb-e-Azb, have found support amongst the public. At least in the popular imagination, the space for supporting militancy had considerably shrunk.16 Times had changed, as had the international climate and the resulting priorities.

Moreover, it should be noted that while organizations like the JuD continue to enjoy popularity based on their humanitarian work, amidst the changing local and global backdrop even these ‘relief’ organizations are slowly starting to come under some public scrutiny, particularly in the light of international condemnation regarding their activities. This growing scrutiny has necessitated action on the part of the Pakistan government on some of these whitewashed versions of militant groups too. In January 2017, ‘the government launched a crackdown against the JuD and a heavy contingent of police was deployed around the JuD headquarters and offices in Muridke and Lahore’.17 The JuD chief, Hafiz Saeed, was placed under house arrest thereafter (until November 2017). While certain militant groups may still enjoy state patronage, at least in the public eye staunch government policies against their activities have become necessary to appease citizens as well as international and regional allies. As Pakistan embarks on large-scale development projects like the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)—to be discussed further shortly—it needs to show the world that it is cracking down hard on militant movements and is working towards regional stability, a prerequisite for all investors.

Moreover, under Trump’s presidency, there has been increasing international pressure on Pakistan. Suspending military aid to isolate Pakistan, the Trump administration has been pushing the state to crack down on militant groups. Although Hafiz Saeed was released from house arrest in November 2017 and has stated that he will contest the next general elections (in 2018) from the platform of the Milli Muslim League,18 a political party launched by the JuD,19 there is international as well as local resistance. The US and India have urged Pakistan to prosecute him ‘to the fullest extent of the law’.20 Meanwhile, in January 2018, the Securities & Exchange Commission of Pakistan (SECP), ‘prohibited the collection of donations by (Hafiz Saeed’s) JuD.’21 The notification states, ‘The Securities and Exchange Commission of Pakistan hereby prohibits all companies from donating cash to the entities and individuals listed under the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) sanctions committee’s consolidated list… In addition to the JuD, the UNSC’s list also includes the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) itself and the Falah-i-Insaniat (FIF, the welfare wing of the JuD)…’22 Reuters also reported in January 2018 that the Pakistan government is planning to ‘seize control of charities and financial assets linked to Islamist leader Hafiz Saeed’.23 Further, ahead of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) meeting in Paris in February 2018, the Pakistani president, Mamnoon Hussain, amended the anti-terror law, extending the ban on groups and individuals banned through the UNSC resolution, thereby placing JuD and FIF on the list of proscribed groups. Analysts suggest that the decision had come in view of the FATF meeting, where it was feared that Pakistan would be put on the watchdog’s ‘international money-laundering and terror-financing “grey list”’.24 Meanwhile, the interior ministry has asked the Election Commission not to register the Milli Muslim League as a political party.25 There is thus growing heat on activities of organizations like the JuD. However, a systematic and sustained approach will be required to dismantle the popular support the organization enjoys, particularly in the garb of a humanitarian relief agency, stepping up in times of natural disasters like it has time and time again in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. As Reuters reported after the ban, ‘The sheer scale and diversity of charities founded by Hafiz Saeed… show how difficult it will be for the government to even run the network, let alone track and take control of all their sources of income and funding.’26

Certainly, as discussed in detail in the earlier chapters, the resistance towards militancy is also coming from local ‘Azad’ Kashmiris, particularly the women from Neelum Valley, who are sick and tired of militancy and its repercussions. Under no circumstances do they want to be caught in the crossfire. Peace is important for the locals also because development projects and tourist attractions in the region provide an important revenue source. Neelum Valley and Gilgit-Baltistan are two of the most popular tourist destinations in the region today. Gilgit-Baltistan boasts some of the world’s highest mountain ranges, including K-2 (the second highest in the world) and Nanga Parbat. Glaciers, lakes and historic forts welcomed as many as 600,000 tourists to Gilgit-Baltistan in the summer of 2015.27 It is estimated that more than one million tourists visited the northern areas in Khyber Pukthunkhwa and Gilgit-Baltistan in 2016.28

In ‘Azad’ Kashmir, tourism is one of the fastest-growing sectors. ‘In 2010, nearly half a million tourists visited AJK, while in 2016, figures crossed one-and-a-half million.’29 Many people in Neelum Valley have converted their homes into guesthouses to benefit from the bustling tourism industry. It is estimated that tourism’s share in the local economy is about 40 per cent.30 Neelum Valley drew in approximately 500,000 visitors in 2016 (the highest number to date),31 and 312 rest houses have come up to accommodate them.32 Private tour operators offer hiking trips, rafting, camping and boat rides. Schools and colleges in Pakistan bring their students to ‘Azad’ Kashmir during summer vacations. Families from all over Pakistan drive up to seek respite from hot temperatures. However, the escalated exchange of firing at the LoC since 2016 has had an adverse impact on tourism. Local Kashmiri journalist Jalaluddin Mughal, who spoke to police officials who record the entry of tourists into Neelum Valley, confirms that there has been a 70 per cent decrease in the number of tourists who visited Neelum Valley in 2017 as compared to 2016 due to shelling and the resulting security concerns. Overall, he tells me that there has been a 50 per cent reduction in the number of tourists who entered ‘Azad’ Kashmir in 2017.

With increasing Chinese investment in ‘Azad’ Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan, stability in the region also becomes important for the establishment. China is already under pressure from India to withdraw its investment in the region. The Indian external affairs ministry spokesperson, Vikas Swarup, stated in May 2016, ‘Pakistanoccupied Jammu and Kashmir is an integral part of India… we have asked them (China) to cease all activities (there).’33 China, however, seems to have no intentions of backing off because of its vested interests in Gilgit-Baltistan and Neelum Valley. As The Sunday Guardian reports: ‘By increasing investments and sponsoring various “development projects” in the Gilgit-Baltistan region of PoK, the activities, involving several thousand Chinese personnel belonging to the construction corps of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), seem to point towards an expansionist Chinese geo-strategic agenda in the region. China’s Western Highway, also known as the Lhasa-Kashgar/Xinjiang Highway, connects Xinjiang to Tibet. From Quilanaldi, the road branches off to the Khunjerab Pass and, subsequently, becomes the Karakoram Highway right up to Gilgit.’34 The significance of the Karakoram Highway, The Sunday Guardian points out, lies in the fact that it cuts through the zone between Asia and the Indian subcontinent, wherein China, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, India and Pakistan come within 250 kilometres of each other. The 1,300-kilometre-long Karakoram Highway, the newspaper adds, remains the only all-weather road linking Gilgit-Baltistan with the rest of Pakistan, besides connecting China and Pakistan at an altitude of 4,693 metres, through the Khunjerab Pass. ‘Upgrading the Karakoram Highway is of critical significance to China, since this region offers Beijing a window to the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean.’35

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) will strengthen Chinese involvement in Pakistan-administered Kashmir, not least because the corridor will pass through Gilgit-Baltistan itself.36 The CPEC involves investments of over $60 billion, in a ‘series of roads, railways, pipelines, hydropower plants and other development projects, being built from the restive Xinjiang province in China to Gwadar in southwestern Pakistan… the corridor is intended to connect the world’s second largest economy, China, with the Middle East and Central Asia, reducing the alternative sea route—via the Malacca Strait—by 10,000 kilometres’.37

The connection between Kashgar (also known as Kashi) in China’s western Xinjiang region and Gwadar in Pakistan’s Baluchistan province will greatly benefit China for ‘a railroad and oil pipeline linking Gwadar with Kashi in western China provides Beijing with the shortest possible route to the oil-rich Middle East, avoiding the (unsafe) Strait of Malacca and the dangerous maritime routes through the South China Sea, the East China Sea and the Yellow Sea’.38 Whereas it currently takes China about three months and a journey of 16,000 kilometres to transport approximately 80 per cent of its oil by ship from the Strait of Malacca to Shanghai, the Gwadar port will allow for the same transportation in less than 5,000 kilometres.39

For Pakistan, the successful completion of the CPEC will result in a significant economic boost. According to a report published by Deloitte, ‘It is estimated that if all the planned projects are implemented, the value of those projects would exceed all foreign direct investment in Pakistan since 1970 and would be equivalent to 17 per cent of Pakistan’s 2015 gross domestic product. It is further estimated the CPEC project will create some 700,000 direct jobs during the period 2015-2030 and add up to 2.5 percentage points to the country’s growth rate.’40 Planned infrastructure projects include a 1,100-kilometre-long motorway between Lahore and Karachi, reconstruction of the Karakoram Highway between Rawalpindi and the Chinese border, upgrading the Karachi-Peshawar main railway line, extending Pakistan’s railway network to connect with China’s Southern Xinjiang Railway in Kashgar and laying ‘a network of pipelines to transport liquefied natural gas and oil… including a $2.5 billion pipeline between Gwadar and Nawabshah to transport gas from Iran’.41 In addition, the energy-deficit country will also reportedly benefit from investment in energy generation projects. ‘Over $33 billion worth of energy infrastructure will be constructed by private consortia to help alleviate Pakistan’s chronic energy shortages, which regularly amount to over 4,500 MW, and have shed an estimated 2-2.5 per cent off Pakistan’s annual GDP… power generation assumes an important role in the CPEC project.’42 Aside from infrastructure and energy projects, a particular focus will be on agriculture-based initiatives, fibre-optic connectivity and tourism and recreation.43

However, while this looks rosy for Pakistan and China, India has asserted that Pakistan and China cannot undertake such an investment in an area that is still contested. Seshadri Chari, a national executive member of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) party in India, has denounced the project, stating that ‘China is using Indian land area illegally occupied by Pakistan.’44 To silence the talk about Gilgit-Baltistan’s disputed status, Pakistan has considered elevating it to be a fifth province of the country. According to news reports, ‘a committee led by (the then) prime minister’s adviser, Sartaj Aziz, has conducted several rounds of consultations with major stakeholders, including Hafizur Rehman, the chief minister of Gilgit-Baltistan’.45 If Gilgit-Baltistan were to be absorbed into Pakistan, the CPEC would proceed unhindered for it would no longer be a disputed territory. However, such talks instigated Kashmiris on both sides. Prominent leaders from Indian-administered Kashmir, Syed Ali Shah Geelani, Mirwaiz Umar Farooq and Muhammad Yasin Malik, issued a joint statement asserting that ‘any proposal to declare Gilgit-Baltistan as a fifth state of Pakistan is unacceptable… it will have a damaging impact over the disputed status of state… unless and until people of J&K are provided an opportunity to decide the future course of the state through a referendum, no division, alteration and changes are acceptable.’46 ‘Azad’ Kashmiris further explained to me that integrating Gilgit-Baltistan into Pakistan would signal to India that the latter too can legitimately absorb Indian-administered Kashmir as its territory.

Such talks bred resentment in the region. ‘Azad’ Kashmiris told me these discussions indicated that the Pakistani establishment was willing to abandon the Kashmir cause for Chinese investment. Many of them felt that Pakistan was ready to ‘sell them’ out, accepting the status quo in Kashmir and discarding the struggle for freedom of Kashmir from Indian ‘occupation’—a struggle that it has always claimed to stand up for—to secure CPEC projects.

The Chinese investment is not limited to Gilgit-Baltistan. At the entrance to ‘Azad’ Kashmir, one saw Chinese employees working under the harsh sun to build the Rs 274.88-billion Neelum-Jhelum hydropower project, meant to generate 969 MW of energy, and the Kohala project, set to generate 1,100 MW to solve Pakistan’s power troubles.47 Approximately 3,000 Chinese workers have reportedly been employed in the area.48 In addition, while the CPEC will largely involve the Gilgit-Baltistan region, there are ongoing talks between the governments of Pakistan and the AJK to also involve ‘Azad’ Kashmir in the CPEC. Taking advantage of the bustling tourism industry, the AJK government has launched a 190-kilometre-long tourism corridor. The corridor will also connect to Rawalakot and partly to Haveli district in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif had promised eight billion rupees for the project. Meanwhile, AJK’s incumbent prime minister, Raja Farooq Haider, is also encouraging the private sector and Kashmiris abroad to invest in the corridor. Sources in the AJK government say that negotiations are under way with the Pakistan government to incorporate the tourism corridor in the CPEC.49 Moreover, in 2017, three hydropower projects in ‘Azad’ Kashmir were also included under the CPEC. These include a project in Kohala50 (at the junction of Muzaffarabad and Bagh districts) as well as two hydropower projects in Karot51 (Kotli district) and Mahal (Bagh district).52

Apart from China, other countries are also beginning to invest in the area since the 2005 earthquake. It is estimated that nearly ‘1,000 foreign workers, besides the Chinese, are working in… (Azad) Kashmir. Saudi Arabia is helping build a university, Turkey has come up with government offices and Kuwait has invested around $100 million in the rebuilding of infrastructure. South Koreans are also working (there).’53 All of these projects make regional stability a priority for Pakistan.

Pakistan claims that the CPEC as well as the power projects in Neelum Valley are as beneficial for local Kashmiris as they are for the Pakistani economy. It is said that power generation will allow businesses to thrive in the area, spurring economic growth and overall development of the region. The same argument was made when the Mangla dam was built on the Jhelum in Mirpur, ‘Azad’ Kashmir. It was constructed in the 1960s and is cited as the biggest water reservoir in Pakistan.54 However, for the Mirpuris who lived nearby, the dam cost them their homes and livelihood. It is said that about ‘81,000 people were relocated (though others estimate that over 100,000 were displaced),55 32,900 houses were replaced, and 35,600 hectares of land was acquired. Six towns and 255 villages were affected.’56 When the Mirpuris tried to register their protest, it was violently repressed by Pakistani forces.57 While many Mirpuris are settled in Britain now and are some of the wealthiest Kashmiris, others remain displaced even today. I am told that those who continue to live in the area still suffer from water and energy shortages, while the rest of the country uses the electricity generated from the very land these Kashmiris were driven off from.

Though Pakistan-administered Kashmir has never seen the kind of unrest that Indian-administered Kashmir has, and though many ‘Azad’ Kashmiris have either been hesitant to speak up or have not had the platforms to voice their grievances, these policies have started to create resentment in their hearts against the Pakistani establishment. While Pakistan is currently advocating peace and development in the region, many Kashmiris see this as exploitative. They tell me that local Kashmiris are not engaged in vital decisions that affect them. ‘No one asks us before implementing these projects. They use our land, our resources and leave us with nothing.’ Yet, despite these grievances, I find it peculiar that there is little open criticism of government policies. People grumble, they utter their complaints, but almost in a hushed manner. There is a strange sense of resignation in the region. I wonder if this is because what they hear about the conditions in Indian-administered Kashmir sounds so much worse. I wonder if they feel they should be grateful for what they have; that in their minds, at the very least, they are ‘better off’ than their brothers and sisters across the LoC.

Unlike India, Pakistan, at least in its constitution, does not claim ownership over Kashmir. Officially, it acknowledges that the status of J&K can only be determined after a plebiscite is conducted as per the wishes of its people. ‘This significantly reduces the sense of occupation,’ ‘Azad’ Kashmiris say. ‘At least Pakistan still understands that the Kashmir issue stands unresolved. India, on the other hand, has already usurped Kashmir and refuses to negotiate on its future.’

The fact that the Pakistan Army is predominately Muslim as is the ‘Azad’ Kashmiri public also creates a sense of oneness. In contrast, many ‘Azad’ Kashmiris see the Indian Army as well as the Indian state as Hindu; it is then not just any army oppressing any people but a ‘Hindu’ force subjugating a ‘Muslim’ population. Therefore, if their only choice is between India and Pakistan, the ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I met said they would end up picking Pakistan, which, according to them, at least upholds and represents their religious beliefs.

The growing unrest in Kashmir in the wake of Burhan Wani’s killing and news reports of pellet injuries and use of civilians as human shields, amongst other narratives of oppression, breeds further resentment and discord. Often this means that ‘Azad’ Kashmiris are pushed to feel obliged for the few rights they are able to exercise in the region.

Leading Pakistani academic and analyst Dr Pervez Hoodbhoy further explains the reasons for the subdued dissent in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. ‘The general rise of religious fervour on both sides of the LoC cannot be denied,’ he says. ‘This makes it easier for Muslims to side with Pakistan over India. Add to this the massive use of force by Indian security forces against Kashmiri protestors and you can easily understand why few people want to talk about the grievances of Kashmir on the Pakistani side even if these are significant.’ While there is a high number of army personnel in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, the army has not been known to openly use force against the masses. While torture stories and military oppression are not entirely absent from the area58 (also discussed in greater detail in the next chapter), the scale is not comparable to the use of force by security personnel in Indian-administered Kashmir. When ‘Azad’ Kashmiris view video footage and photographs and hear stories of oppression on the other side, it comes as a stark reminder that at least in Pakistan-administered Kashmir people are not subject to such violence. They feel that in comparison, they have fared better. It almost takes away their right to complain, to voice their disgruntlements.

However, there is one group of Kashmiris that continues to be vocal in its demands against the Pakistani state. They see themselves as severely under ‘occupation’ as those in Indian-administered Kashmir. These Kashmiris are small in number but their voice carries weight. These are the nationalists; the separatists that many people in Pakistan do not know exist. These are people who are against Indian policies but they are also against Pakistani policies. They want independence and they do not shy away from expressing their desire. I decided that it was them I had to meet next, the people who did not want to make compromises; those who were clearly angry and were not afraid to show it.
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WHERE THE MIND IS NOT WITHOUT FEAR

‘If you tie someone’s ankle with a chain and allow them to dance, it does not mean they are free’

While India and Pakistan continue to consider Kashmir a bilateral issue, over the years a nationalist sentiment has developed on both sides of the LoC, demanding separation from both nations and the independence of Jammu & Kashmir, restoring the state’s geographic status to the pre-Partition years.

When Kashmir first piqued my interest, however, I did not think that I would find many nationalists in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. I had assumed that the majority of the nationalists were in Indian-administered Kashmir. My initial few trips to ‘Azad’ Kashmir had re-emphasized what I had already learnt from mainstream discourse, school textbooks and news reports about the relationship between Kashmir and Pakistan: that Kashmiris living in AJK were satisfied with their relationship with Pakistan and wanted to continue living here. They also seemed to have a deep-seated desire to see Indian-administered Kashmir, or ‘makbooza’ Kashmir as they called it, freed and joining hands with Pakistan. This longing was certainly shared by many ‘Azad’ Kashmiris I spoke with. When I asked them if there was any nationalistic fervour in AJK—that is, people who wanted independence from Pakistan as much as from India—they told me that the nationalist struggle did not enjoy much popularity on this side and that it was limited to a handful of angry protestors.

Over time I learnt that though the nationalists were not in great numbers, their voice was a potent one, and it gave me insights into the realities that many Kashmiris were hesitant to openly discuss. They criticized the control of the Kashmir Council on the internal affairs of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, viewing it as an oppressive power, usurping ‘Azad’ Kashmir’s promised autonomy. They spoke up against the electoral process, which prohibits anyone who does not publicly declare his or her allegiance to Pakistan, to contest elections. They protested against censorship and the banning of pro-independence or pro-autonomy literature and they argued for greater connection between parts of the state of Jammu & Kashmir, not just across the LoC but also between ‘Azad’ Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan.1

In 2016, when the ‘Azad’ Kashmir government banned sixteen books—which critics allege was because the books challenged the dominant Pakistani narrative on Kashmir and contained pro-independence literature—noise was made on both sides of the LoC against such repressive policies. Shams Rehman, a UK-based writer, researcher and activist, originally from Mirpur in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, whose booklet titled Maqbool Bhat: Life and Struggle, was also banned, unequivocally stated in an article:

The proponents of independent Kashmir view the entire set-up of AJK as undemocratic and unrepresentative of AJK people because they cannot participate in the elections without declaring allegiance to Kashmir’s accession to Pakistan. They also denounce the AJK government as a puppet (government) and argue that the whole purpose of this set-up is to serve the interest of Pakistani rulers. In return, they claim, the AJK rulers are given or allowed to stay in ‘power’, that is nothing more than a privilege to access some financial benefits, show off their ministry flags on some imported cars and exaggerated protocol. From this perspective the actual control of Azad Kashmir is in the hands of the Pakistani Army and agencies that then play and manipulate a range of local dynamics to continue and strengthen their occupation. Banning books, according to this perspective, is to clear the market of any literature or initiative that does not match with the Pakistani narrative.2

After I read the article, I reached out to Shams and set up a Skype meeting. I wanted to register the sentiments of pro-independence Kashmiris and understand why their voices did not reach most Pakistanis. Shams, an independent British Kashmiri writer and broadcaster, explained that the nationalist struggle in ‘Azad’ Kashmir had not gained as much mileage as it should have because of Pakistan’s hegemonic practices. ‘There are several layers of control that Pakistan exercises in Azad Kashmir. The ideological control is the most powerful of all,’ he started. ‘It is hegemonic because the state links it with religion. If you are for an independent Kashmir, it means you are not only against Pakistan but also Islam because Pakistan is an Islamic state. As a reaction to this you see that all pro-independent voices in Azad Kashmir are very clearly secular, progressive and socialist. On the other hand, India claims to be a secular country but has repressed Kashmiri voices by labelling them as Muslim extremists and pro-Pakistan. Therefore, on that side the ideological face of the nationalist movement is very much religious.’

Since the independence struggle on both sides of the LoC is directed against the state, activists often define themselves in opposition to the dominant stance of that very state. In Pakistan, the state projects pro-independence sentiments as not only going against Pakistan but also Islam in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. However, given the tide of religious fervour in the country, the space for secular sentiments has increasingly shrunk. If pro-independence organizations and actors are labelled as anti-Islam or even ‘secular’, it is unlikely that they would be able to garner much support. This could partially explain their lack of popularity in ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

The next layer of control Shams spoke about was the heavy presence of military forces and intelligence agencies. ‘I haven’t done any personal research on military statistics but the general perception is that there are more than 200,000 army officials in (Azad) Kashmir. While Mirpur is further away from the LoC, those in Neelum Valley and other places closer to the ceasefire line feel their presence much more. Add to this the thick network of agencies. Whoever speaks the language of independence is marked… that this guy needs to be watched. The agencies have so many ways of controlling them, corrupting them or even incorporating them.’

Through my research I found that one of the effective ways to crush the independence sentiment was by including or ‘incorporating’ the pro-independence activists into mainstream politics. Shams explained that Pakistani political parties play an important role in this. ‘They are the newest form of control. In the 1970s, when the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) rose to power, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto came to (Azad) Kashmir and told local people that if they wanted to be in the government they had to join the PPP. This was in 1973-74. At that time a lot of activists in (Azad) Kashmir were progressive and liberal. They had socialist aspirations and the PPP claimed to be a socialist party. They thought it was going to revolutionize Pakistan and make it a socialist country so many of them happily joined.’

Today, I am told, parties like the PPP and the PML-N attract—and at times coerce—anyone with an independent vision with lucrative salaries, benefits and occasional blackmail. Young people from this part of Kashmir who are disillusioned with the lack of success of the independence movement become perfect consumers. ‘The PML-N has also attracted a lot of young voices from the pro-independence camp,’ Shams told me. ‘These people say the movement is not going anywhere… “we are getting old, what is the point of continuing on this path if it’s not going to result in anything.” A lot of pro-independence activists end up giving up their politics because of this.’ This was something that the nationalists I would speak to later would also speak about. They would complain that the mainstream parties hijacked their politics by luring away their party workers.

The next layer of control Shams spoke about was financial. ‘All banks in (Azad) Kashmir are Pakistani banks. The capital is invested not in Azad Kashmir but in Pakistan. (Azad) Kashmiris living in the UK send back a lot of money but all of this is deposited in Pakistani banks, benefiting them.’

It was the last instrument of hegemonic control that Shams referred to on our call, however, that stood out as the most formidable one for me. It is the control over the education system, which shapes the mindset of thousands of ‘Azad’ Kashmiris every year.

‘When I was in school we were taught that Azad Kashmir is already a part of Pakistan—which goes against what the constitution of Pakistan says—and that when we say Kashmir, we are referring to the part under Indian occupation. The textbooks told us that freedom only had one meaning; getting azadi from Indian occupation and merging it with Pakistan. This is what I believed until I left Mirpur. Apart from that, little else was taught about Kashmir. This mindset has only deepened over the years. People who complete their education in AJK up to FA or BA level have no alternative views about Kashmir. They believe that Kashmir belongs to Pakistan. They are taught that because the Maharaja was Hindu, he acceded to India and India, being a Hindu state, is now controlling Kashmir and our role is to free Kashmir and make it a part of Pakistan.’

On a trip to Neelum Valley in 2017, I stopped by a book depot and scanned though Kashmiri textbooks. I found little focus on the history of Kashmir itself. According to these books, it was truly as if Kashmir was already an accepted part of Pakistan. There seemed to be no need to teach students local languages and culture nor local history. And I found that where the history of the region was taught, it was a cursory lesson. Here is a passage (translated from Urdu) from a Class 4 textbook on civic studies, written by the AJK textbook board:

In 1947, when Pakistan and Bharat gained independence, princely states were ruled by Nawabs and Maharajas. They had the right to choose between Bharat and Pakistan. Muslims were in majority in Kashmir and wanted to join Pakistan. Kashmir had a Hindu ruler, Maharaja Hari Singh, who ran to Bharat and against the wishes of the people, decided that Kashmir would join Bharat. In 1948, Indian forces entered Kashmir. The locals and mujahideen fought against these forces bravely. They managed to free a part of Kashmir and today this part is called Azad Kashmir.3

This simplistic narrative of a very complicated time period presents a black-and-white history, unlikely to evoke much critical thinking amongst students about their own past and its impact on their present.

I asked Shams how he broke through the layers and layers of control he had spoken about. How had he transformed from a passive recipient of these state narratives to an active critic of state policies? He told me that his unlearning process began one day in the mid-1980s, in the city of Karachi. Below is an excerpt from our conversation.

‘I went to Karachi University in 1981 after completing my FA from Mirpur College. When I left Mirpur, I was a very religious type of person. My father was in the Muslim Conference and later joined Jamaat-e-Islami. He had moved to Britain in 1961 but he was very religious in that respect and very strict as well, so I grew up as a Jamaati type of boy. But I wasn’t interested in politics. I was a typical, ordinary boy who wanted to go to Karachi. When I got there, for the first two years I was in complete cultural shock. I couldn’t register boys and girls sitting together and talking. I spent most of the time trying to figure out where I was and what was going on. Then, on 11 February 1984, I coincidentally became part of a protest against the hanging of Maqbool Bhat.4 All I knew about Maqbool Bhat until then was that he was not for Pakistan (because he spoke of an independent Kashmir) and therefore it was assumed that he worked for India. I was confused to see the reaction against his hanging. My friends… Kashmiri students, including Jamaatis of Islami Jamiat Tulba (a student organization) at Karachi University… had organized protests…

‘I had to go to the railway station that day to buy a ticket to visit home and my friends convinced me to come with them. They said that after the protest we’d go and buy the ticket, so I tagged along. When we reached the office of an Indian airline, which was located in Pearl Continental Hotel, the students jumped out of the bus that we were riding in and started throwing stones… then we went to the Indian embassy, where they continued to throw stones. But I didn’t get out. I was very scared and refused to take part. It was only when a tear-gas shell fired by the police landed inside the bus that I jumped out. I was naive and didn’t know anything about protests. I just ran out and stood with the other spectators on the footpath… I could hardly see anything because of the tear gas. Suddenly I felt someone lift me in the air from the back. The guy started walking, with me hanging in the air like a bloody shopping bag. I was small… not very tall… It was only when he started walking towards the police pick-up van that it suddenly occurred to me that he was taking me to the police! I jerked and freed myself and ran back to where he had picked me up from and just stood there.’ He laughed at his sheer innocence before continuing. ‘This time that guy came and picked me up from the front and threw me in the police van and the policemen in the van started to beat me up. I was beaten really, really badly. There were four policemen inside the van and three of them were hitting me, swearing at me, humiliating me. They said, You Kashmiris do this, you Kashmiris do that. I kept saying I was not for independence but they weren’t listening. They demanded that I shout Kashmir Banega Pakistan and I did that instantly, thinking that they wouldn’t hit me again, but they continued. And then one big blow flattened me on the floor. I was still not unconscious but I pretended to be so, in the hope that they would stop beating me. It was then that a Sindhi policeman, who was standing to the side and had not hit me, quietly said, Baba isko kyun mar rahe ho? Ye mar jayega. Saeen, isko thaney le chalo (Baba, why are you hitting him? He will die. Saeen, let’s take him to the police station.) After that they kicked me on my side once more while I was still lying flat on the floor and then they stopped. They took the money from my wallet, took off my watch, but I didn’t care about anything. I just wanted them to stop hitting me… After maybe 30-40 minutes they took me to the police station, where there were other arrested students too. That was the day I started thinking of these things: Why did this happen to me? What was this? Before that, whenever my roommates would talk of independence, I would say no, forget it, but after that day I started asking questions… that was the day the unlearning process started and it has never ended. I later moved to the UK and joined the JKLF… that’s how the journey began.’

***

Wanting to interview people in ‘Azad’ Kashmir in person, I requested my local Kashmiri friends to arrange a meeting with any pro-independence individuals that they knew of—and they seemed to be few. A meeting was arranged in a hotel lobby in Muzaffarabad with representatives of two organizations from ‘Azad’ Kashmir: the National Students Federation (NSF) and the National Awami Party (NAP). Both NSF and NAP are said to be nationalist organizations. The NSF has traditionally been a prominent voice for independence from India and Pakistan in the region. In comparison, the NAP was recently formed and is smaller in scale. Though historically the NSF did have popular support, over the years it has lost its standing among ‘Azad’ Kashmiris—perhaps because of the layers of Pakistani hegemonic control described by Shams Rehman above.

When I met the two individuals in Muzaffarabad, I told them I would be happy to quote them as anonymous sources. I made this offer to everyone I spoke to for this book. Given the heavy censorship in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, there was a fear that our conversations could provoke backlash from the state once they were published, especially in cases where people were critical of state narratives. Most people keenly accepted the option of speaking on condition of anonymity. However, these two were among the first Kashmiris I met who insisted I use their names in the book. ‘You can also take our pictures. I am Fazal Mehmood Baig, advocate, and this is my friend Kamran Baig, who is also an advocate. We have no links with any secret agencies. Whatever we say, we say in front of everyone. We are not scared.’ I nodded and that is how our conversation began on a cold winter morning, in the hustle bustle of the hotel lobby.

Fazal Baig and Kamran Baig were clearly agitated by the policies of the Pakistani establishment, their voices ringing out across the lobby. They spoke of repression of pro-independence leaders, of economic grievances, of political silence on critical issues. They spoke so openly that I became afraid that we might be heard, that I might be questioned about my intentions of meeting people who could be construed as anti-state actors. However, I recognized the importance of the issues they were raising, for overtly or tacitly, these had been mentioned in between hushed silences by other Kashmiris during the course of my research. One of the first issues we spoke about was the electoral process. I asked them how much support their nationalist cause had and Kamran Baig answered, his tone sombre, his Urdu crisp.

‘There are about thirteen organizations that speak about independence and I would say they are as relevant as any other organizations. But in order to gauge the support of a political organization, one needs to contest elections and let people vote. People who are nationalists cannot participate in elections unless they swear allegiance to the Pakistani state on the election papers. Doing so nullifies our slogan for independence, so how can we participate? The result is that many people leave the National Students Federation and end up joining mainstream political parties, letting go of the nationalist struggle. There is no other choice if they want to be involved in mainstream politics or be a part of the government. But some of us refuse to budge and continue to struggle, though we remain on the fringes of society.’

The Jammu and Kashmir National Students Federation was formed in 1966 in Mirpur, ‘Azad’ Kashmir, influenced by the left-wing National Students Federation operating in universities in Lahore and Karachi at this time. Initially established as a platform to work for students’ rights, over the years it has fought for Jammu & Kashmir’s total independence from India and Pakistan and for the right to self-determination. Fazal Baig, who served as the NSF’s president and is currently a part of the National Awami Party, tells me, ‘The NSF has always asked India and Pakistan to remove their armies from the region and leave the state as it was, based on its geography in 1947. Maqbool Bhatt, our Quaid (leader), always said, jo jiska ghulam hai, woh uske khilaf jidhojehad kare (the oppressed must struggle against the oppressor)…’

‘Despite being a students federation, the NSF has always served the role of the opposition in this so-called “Azad” Kashmir,’ Kamran added. ‘In the late 1980s, when a proxy war began in Kashmir, we started a movement and in thousands flocked the Chakothi border, chanting, “Kisi ke diye hue hathiyar, kisi ki di hui bandook aur kisi ke diye hue asle se azadi nahi milti,” (no one gains freedom by using the ammunition and weapons given by somebody else). We have always opposed the jihad, the proxy war facilitated by the Pakistani establishment.’ Added Fazal: ‘We see that the “switch” of this jihad is in the hands of the Pakistani establishment, which turns it off and on based on its own agenda. It is not genuine. The National Awami Party, also created by people who left the NSF, has been trying to play the role of an opposition as well but our voice has always been suffocated, particularly by prohibiting us from contesting elections based on our ideology.’

The election form for the AJK legislative assembly elections requires all candidates to agree to the following clause:

…in particular I solemnly declare that I believe in the Ideology of Pakistan, the Ideology of State’s Accession to Pakistan and the integrity and sovereignty of Pakistan.5

For nationalists like Fazal Baig and Kamran Baig, this clause is a grave impediment in their struggle for independence. ‘There are serious economic consequences if you are vocal about independence,’ added Kamran. ‘First, in order to apply for any government job, you have to sign a similar clause, and if you don’t, you will find yourself jobless. Secondly, the establishment keeps tabs on everyone who adheres to the pro-independence ideology. They do not let you start a business or take up a government job. Even as a lawyer, we cannot stand in the race to become a judge despite our qualifications and experience. No pro-independence lawyer can ever imagine becoming a judge because of this political stance. So the options become very limited for people like us. That is why we often lose support. If we don’t fight elections, how will we represent our independence movement? How will we make it stronger?’

According to the Human Rights Watch report, published in 2006:

Though azad means ‘free’, the residents of Azad Kashmir are anything but… Under Azad Kashmir’s constitution, which Pakistan imposed in 1974, election candidates are pre-screened to ensure that only those who support Kashmir’s union with Pakistan can participate. Anyone who publicly supports or peacefully works for an independent Kashmir is persecuted. The Human Rights Watch has documented incidents of torture… while militant organizations promoting the incorporation of Indian-controlled Jammu and Kashmir state into Pakistan have had free rein to propagate their views, groups promoting an independent Kashmir find their speech sharply, sometimes violently, curtailed.6

Fazal told me that he would soon be representing a friend’s case in the high court. A resident of Mirpur, his friend had asserted on the election form that he believed in an independent Kashmir. His papers were confiscated and he was barred from contesting. ‘Pakistan went to Simla, to Tashkent, to Geneva, and itself decided that we would have our own constitution, that we—including Jammu, Kashmir, Ladakh, Kargil, Poonch, and Gilgit-Baltistan— have a right to join India or Pakistan. Phir kis buniyad par woh elections forms pe ye likh sakte hain keh agar aap alaq-e-Pakistan ke haami hain to aap tab election lad sakte hain? (then on what basis can it write on the election forms that only if you adhere to the ideology of Pakistan and swear allegiance to the state can you contest elections)?’ His voice became even louder, his body language charged. I could see people turn and look at us and I became self-conscious, but the two individuals sitting across me seemed unaffected.

‘A lot of people from the NSF have been killed for their politics,’ Fazal told me, and a list of the dead individuals rolled off his tongue, his frustration clearly increasing as he uttered each name. ‘Sardar Fahim Akram was killed in Bagh, Arshad Billu was killed in Mirpur, Shakeel Rathore was killed in Muzaffarabad, Hamad Qamar was killed in Bagh. This has been the cost of our struggle. In 2007, we organized a march from Muzaffarabad to Gilgit-Baltistan on foot. Because we were travelling at a height of 14,000 feet and the weather was very harsh, two of our comrades—Raja Bizad from Muzaffarabad and Sardar Amjad from Rawalakot—were martyred. We picked up their bodies and carried them to Kel (in Neelum Valley) on a charpoy borrowed from the locals. From Kel we put them on a bus to Muzaffarabad. But if you look at Geo News (one of the leading Pakistani news channels) from 14-15 August 2007, it is claimed that one person died… we say martyred, they say dead… and that the army helicopters helped lift the body. Had the army helped, wouldn’t we have brought our martyrs back in an ambulance? Why would we carry them on a charpoy? They didn’t even give a painkiller to the injured but look at the image they project, that of saviours. This is how news is fabricated.’

I asked Fazal more about this march to Gilgit-Baltistan. Though the region comes under Pakistan-administered Kashmir, many people have told me that Gilgit-Baltistan has formed its own identity over the years. On our Skype call, Shams mentioned that though a significant demand in the Kashmir Valley in Indian-administered Kashmir and among pro-independence activists in ‘Azad’ Kashmir is for the reunification and independence of all parts of J&K, not everyone in Jammu, Ladakh and Gilgit-Baltistan shares this desire. ‘The resistance movement in Kashmir Valley over the years has not been able to engage the wider state. It has very much focused on the Valley and increasingly, Kashmir has come to mean Kashmir Valley, seen as the repository of Kashmiri culture and language. Slowly this has meant that other regions have become detached from the Valley. That is what has happened in Gilgit-Baltistan too. When Azad Kashmiris signed the Karachi Agreement with the Pakistan government in 1949,7 they reduced Gilgit-Baltistan to a small area which could be administered directly by Pakistan. No one consulted them while making that decision. So a process of alienation from Azad Kashmir started right from the beginning and has continued… Although there are people in Gilgit-Baltistan who recognize that they are part of the Kashmir problem—because Gilgit-Baltistan too is still a disputed territory until a final decision is made about the state of J&K—they say they are not a part of Kashmir. Some will say “we are a part of Pakistan,” while others will say “no, we want our own state.”’

Although Shams personally advocates the reunification of the state of J&K and a return to its pre-1947 status, he told me in our call that he realizes this would be difficult to implement in reality, not least because the people of Jammu, Ladakh and Gilgit-Baltistan don’t necessarily identify with Kashmir nor the Kashmir conflict any longer. They were excluded from that process and gradually have formed their own aspirations. There is also no statewide organization, apart from JKLF, to represent them. (He mentions, however, that one thread that still ties the state of J&K together is the state subject rule, which defines the citizenship and distinct identity of the people of the state. Even in Gilgit-Baltistan, Ladakh and Jammu, where association with the Koshur-Kashmiri identity has weakened, the demand for state subject remains strong. The state subject remains deferred in Gilgit-Baltistan since 19748 but the demand for its restoration continues, he says.)

Meanwhile, a common perception in Pakistan is that given the choice, Gilgit-Baltistan would like to become a part of Pakistan, for this would mean that it would become a province and enjoy the benefits the rest of Pakistan does. It is also commonly assumed that Gilgit-Baltistan has its own distinct identity—cultural, religious and political—and hence, it does not associate with—not is it willing to participate in—the Kashmiri struggle for self-determination. For Fazal, however, the reality is different.

‘Ever since Jammu and Kashmir was divided after the tribal attack in 1947, it was agreed that because of lack of adequate resources, Pakistan would take care of Gilgit-Baltistan until we were able to decide our own future. However, over the years the greatest injustice has been that people from this so-called “Azad” Kashmir have been discouraged from going and talking to the people of Gilgit-Baltistan, to discuss matters, to talk about our future. People have been stopped from doing that, arrested, prohibited from going across. They want to keep the people divided so that there is misunderstanding and hatred between the two sides, so that they can usurp Gilgit-Baltistan. They tell them that “Azad” Kashmiris don’t care about you… you should become part of Pakistan. But if that happens, the entire Kashmir issue will be nullified because India will use the same logic to absorb makbooza Kashmir. We want to go there, talk to them, tell them we want autonomy for them as we want it for “Azad” Kashmir, that we wish them well, but they make these conversations so difficult. They have closed the traditional routes between Neelum Valley and Gilgit-Baltistan. And then when we try to go there despite these geographic obstacles, they keep tabs on us. Some time ago, Colonel Wajahat Hassan Mirza, Nadir Hassan Mirza, Professor

M.R.K. Khaleeq, late Sardar Arif Shahid and I, along with many other people, reached Gilgit-Baltistan for a political programme. At night, the agencies raided the government guesthouse that we were staying in and picked us up, only releasing us the next evening. Needless to say, we missed the event. Then they gave us a letter that we weren’t allowed to enter Gilgit-Baltistan for three months. That’s how adamant they are in making sure that the people of the state of Jammu and Kashmir can never unite again. They try to create distance and hatred between us. Today, Pakistan is trying to convert Gilgit-Baltistan into a province because of China’s pressure. People are starting to understand that they are being used. They are realizing that for all these years Pakistan has kept them in a deplorable condition and not given them their rights. They are starting to call for independence, for self-determination. It is becoming a big movement. Whenever our natural routes open up again from Neelum Valley and we are allowed to travel freely, you will see that we will unite once more and rise as a strong force.’

Arif Shahid, chairman of the All Parties National Alliance (APNA), which advocates independence from India and Pakistan, and also the president of the Jammu Kashmir National Liberation Conference (JKNLC), who accompanied Fazal on this trip to Gilgit-Baltistan, was later shot dead near his home in Rawalpindi. According to a leading Pakistani academic, Dr Pervez Hoodbhoy, ‘Family members, and others close to Arif Shahid, say that he had long been under observation and books that he had authored were seized.’9 In my conversation with Dr Hoodbhoy, he further explained: ‘Kashmiri nationalists on the Pakistani side are resentful of the fact that Kashmir is essentially run from Islamabad… they think that Kashmir must seek equal distance from both Pakistan and India. They also see Pakistan’s support of religion-based militancy as dangerous. This is why the Pakistani establishment has sought to muzzle their voices, and to dispense with them if they don’t obey. This is why the assassins of Arif Shahid have never been apprehended nor has there been an investigation.’

According to BBC, ‘Mr Shahid was a vocal critic of Pakistan’s alleged role in sending militants to fight a “proxy war” against India in Indian-administered Kashmir. He also criticized Pakistan’s policy of treating Kashmir as its “colony”. The Pakistani government banned him from travelling abroad in 2009, and later confiscated his passport and other identification documents. The ministry of interior told a court in December 2012 that his documents had been confiscated due to his “anti-state activities…”’10 Following his death, ‘Protestors carried banners with slogans against the Pakistani Army and the ISI intelligence service, which they blamed for the killing.’11 It is said that this was the first time a prominent nationalist leader was eliminated in this manner. However, according to Fazal Baig, several other nationalist leaders have also been targeted.

‘The agencies claim that so-and-so individual handed over confidential documents to Indian forces, that they are Indian agents and under those false allegations they arrest anyone who they see as a threat. My friend Colonel Nadir Hussain has been in jail for three months because he wanted to raise a voice against the issues that would be created for his people by the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) in Gilgit-Baltistan. Pakistan saw him as an obstacle to their development projects and picked him up. Baba Jan, a prominent leader from Gilgit, has been given life imprisonment. Do you know what his crime was? He and his colleagues were simply demanding compensation for the villagers who had been displaced due to a landslide in Hunza river. The police opened fire and killed a few people during the protest. When Baba Jan raised his voice against the police, he was taken in and charged with violating the Anti-Terrorism Act. Many other people have been arrested too. We think it is because a new movement has begun in the region. People are becoming more aware and beginning to demand their rights. Out of fear that they may become powerful and attract more people to their movement, they are picked up by the establishment and get no chance to prove their innocence in court. The punishment is usually decided without following any due legal course.’

For the likes of Fazal Baig and Kamran Baig, Pakistan is as much of an occupier as India is on the other side. In fact, they also hold China equally responsible. ‘In 1966, when the NSF was established, members of the organization were certain that the aim was to seek independence from the two big nations, India and Pakistan. Later, China also became a part of that equation. We (those who advocate independence) believe that Hindustan, Pakistan and China are all to blame for our state,’ Kamran told me. ‘But we have always been clear that we would seek independence from all three nations through a political process, through democratic struggle. We have never taken a pro-India stance to speak ill about Pakistan or a pro-Pakistan stance to speak ill about India. We believe that both Pakistan and Hindustan have wanted to divide us from the beginning so that they could loot us.’

Visibly boiling with anger, over the next few minutes Kamran spoke even more openly about what he perceived as Pakistan’s hypocritical role in Kashmir. ‘Militant organizations that are banned in Pakistan are openly operating here in Kashmir. The National Action Plan, which was established to address militancy in Pakistan, is used against us nationalists, while militants are given sanctuary on our mountains. (The National Action Plan was implemented in Pakistan after the Peshawar attack on the Army Public School in 2014.) Publishers have been banned in Mirpur and Rawalakot, political restrictions have been imposed upon us. Earlier we could still speak up against the Pakistani establishment but now they use the National Action Plan to stop us. Pakistan used to be a liberal state but in the late 1970s it went towards being a militant Pakistan and today it is suffering the most itself… woh jo aaj fasal kaat raha hai woh mere khayal mein uski hi boyi hui hai (the seeds of the harvest it is reaping today, in my opinion, were sown by Pakistan itself). But we tell them… the Pakistani establishment… prepare as many mujahids as you want, no one in the world can divide Srinagar from Muzaffarabad, Gilgit-Baltistan from Ladakh. For over sixty years the routes between us have been closed but people still love each other the same way. In comparison to Pakistan, people from Gilgit, from Srinagar, from Jammu give us more love.’

Without inhibition, Kamran asserted that Pakistan supported the militancy movement in Kashmir during the 1980s and ’90s, including giving support to the JKLF’s militant activities. ‘Support to the JKLF came very clearly from the establishment. However, from the very start, the JKLF’s agenda was independence. At that time there was a widespread fervour for independence, and the JKLF wanted Pakistan’s help in seeking that independence. But then, in the 1990s, Pakistan went a step further and created Islamist outfits like Hizbul Mujahideen and gave the entire movement a religious angle to crush any pro-independence sentiment being promoted by the JKLF. The Hizbul Mujahideen, which could still be construed somewhat as an indigenous movement, was then succeeded by (Punjabi) outfits… the likes of Jaish-e-Mohammad, Lashkar-e-Taiba, etc. These external extremist organizations hijacked the indigenous movement to such an extent that today, none of these so-called freedom fighters are residents of the state of Jammu and Kashmir, nor do they represent us. I mean, if they truly represented us, why wouldn’t they come and talk to us, ask us what we wanted? We don’t even know the faces of the people who are apparently fighting for our freedom.’

While Kamran and Fazal agreed that after 9/11 many of these organizations faced crackdowns, they also believed that they were not eliminated entirely because the Pakistani establishment did not want to create a vacuum in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, which could be usurped by nationalist elements. ‘We believe the establishment still continues to support these militant outfits. It gives sanctuary to groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jamaat-ud-Dawa and Jaish-e-Mohammad so that they can recruit youngsters and crush any desire for independence,’ Fazal claimed.

When I asked them if the NSF or the nationalists on this side of the LoC ever thought of joining the militancy movement to gain independence, Kamran shook his head. ‘In terms of our mandate, there is certainly a link between the NSF and organizations like the JKLF but we have never shifted from our political and democratic stance. They picked up weapons but we have never done that. We do understand that in every freedom struggle there comes a point when people have to use force but until we reach that point, we are focused on making people politically aware and mature. Freedom isn’t just my problem or the NSF or the JKLF’s problem… it is a problem of 1.5-2 crore people who reside in the state of Jammu and Kashmir—on both sides of the divide. Until they rise up, who am I to fight for their freedom using weapons?’

Taking a deep breath and asking the waiter to bring tea and biscuits for everyone, he paused for a moment and Fazal took advantage of it, offering his own perspective, which was less critical of the JKLF and the like in Indian-administered Kashmir.

‘As a student of Maqbool Bhatt and as a member of the National Awami Party, I believe that people like Yasin Malik of the JKLF in makbooza Kashmir are struggling based on their ground realities. I don’t want to judge them because I’m not standing with them. The people struggling there have never made us their target… we are all struggling in our own ways. They are doing it as best as they can and we are doing it as best as we can. We feel that even if only 1 per cent of those sitting in makbooza Kashmir truly want azadi, it is only because of them that we are sitting here and talking today. It is because of them that the Kashmir issue was highlighted internationally. It has given the people of Gilgit-Baltistan, Muzaffarabad and Jammu a chance to speak up. We are all struggling based on the foundation that they created. Otherwise, it would have just remained a domestic issue.’

Kamran remained quiet for a moment and I was uncertain if he agreed with Fazal. When he spoke again, he decided to change the topic. ‘You must understand that the situation on both sides of the LoC is very different,’ he began, his voice calmer than before but only fleetingly before the fiery passion returned. ‘Udhar log jismani ghulam hain, idhar zehni ghulami hain!’ (Over there the oppression is visible in the form of physical abuse. But here, it is the enslavement of the mind which is the biggest problem.) In makbooza Kashmir, people at least react. They throw stones at the Indian forces. They hold processions and rallies and criticize Indian policies. Here, I believe the situation is even worse. People are prisoners of the mind. There is fear everywhere, people are too afraid to ask questions, to speak up. People do not even know they are oppressed, that there is hegemonic control over every minute detail of their lives, from what they eat to where they work.’

‘Pakistan creates so much noise about the presence of seven to eight lakh army officials in makbooza Kashmir… where the population is large (according to the 2011 Indian census, the total population of J&K is 12,541,302),’12 Fazal interjected, this time in agreement with Kamran, ‘yet in Neelum Valley, where there are just about 2 or 2.5 lakh people, even if you make a generous estimate, there are lakhs of army personnel present all over. (As mentioned in Chapter 1, army check-posts, camps and patrolling remain frequently visible. However, official statistics are not easily available on the number of armed personnel in the region, and so it is difficult to give an accurate estimation and to gauge how precise Fazal’s assessment is.) If you have travelled to Neelum Valley, you must have seen all the check-posts one has to drive through all the way from Muzaffarabad. Even if women are travelling with you, the soldiers flash lights into your car, they ask for your ID cards, harass people. They make the passengers get out and fill in their information, but this is a violation of our privacy. You have to tell them where you’re coming from, where you’re going. Most of these soldiers don’t even know anything about the area… you could say you’re going to Srinagar or Baramulla (which fall in Indian-administered Kashmir), and they still wouldn’t know, so it’s all a drama, just to harass ordinary people!’

On each of my eight trips to ‘Azad’ Kashmir, I certainly had to go through various check-posts, entering information at multiple points on the way. Many of the check-posts are not just barricades that one has to cross, as in most parts of Pakistan, but are in fact gated army communities that one has to drive through. And yes, often the soldiers posted there do not know much about the territory. Once, when Haroon and I were in Shardah, Neelum Valley, we had asked a soldier how far the Line of Control was from us. He seemed to have no idea but to cover up his ignorance had stated that it was very far away. Later, we learnt that we were in fact quite close to the LoC. Many of the soldiers come from Punjab or other provinces of Pakistan, unaware of the complex political realities of the region. Despite having visited Neelum Valley several times over the past few years, it is still difficult for me to decipher whether it is Indian- or Pakistani-administered territory across from me. For ordinary Indian and Pakistani soldiers, it must be as challenging to distinguish between names like Aishmuqam or Kupwara in Indian-administered Kashmir and Athmuqam or Kutton in Pakistan-administered Kashmir.

Apart from genuine unfamiliarity and ignorance regarding the region, military personnel often share darker, more violent tendencies as well. Armies from around the world have been accused of rape, harassment and abuse, be it the UN peacekeeping forces in Central African Republic13 or the US army in Iraq.14 Indian forces have also come under serious condemnation over the years over rape charges in Kashmir. The book, Do You Remember Kunan Poshpora?, written by five Kashmiri women activists, provides detailed insight into the reported gangrape of women from two Kashmiri villages in Kupwara district in Indian-administered Kashmir, at the hands of Indian forces in 1991. Reportedly, ‘the Indian army soldiers… raped between twenty-three and (one) hundred women in Kashmir’s Kunan and Poshpora villages’,15 with some estimates placing the number of rape victims at forty.16 The book details how ‘rape has been used as a weapon of war and terror in Kashmir’.17 Until this research I had never heard of any rape charges against Pakistani military personnel in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Yet, according to Fazal, women have faced a similar fate on this side—though the scale and frequency of such atrocities have been less as compared to Indian-administered Kashmir. While some cases must go unreported, Fazal tells me of a woman who was allegedly raped by soldiers in 2005.

‘The woman, who belonged to Palri village in Neelum Valley, had gone to collect firewood when she was raped by three soldiers. The case surfaced as an example only because a BBC reporter heard about the story and filed a report. A proper FIR was registered and there were protests all over Neelum Valley. This was the first time an incident like this actually made headlines. However, soon, a few army generals from GHQ (General Headquarters, Rawalpindi) came and said mitti pao (let the case go). Usually such cases just get suppressed under pressure.’

The BBC report regarding the incident states, ‘This is the first alleged rape in Pakistan-administered Kashmir in which military personnel have been accused… hundreds of people from Palri and neighbouring villages staged a protest in nearby Athmuqam… demanding the culprits be arrested… and brought to justice. The woman’s brother-in-law says military authorities were informed of the incident. But, he says, instead of helping they put pressure on his family not to pursue the case…“When our protectors started plundering our honour, who are we supposed to turn to?” he asked in the application.’18 According to the BBC article, the police report alleged that there had been another attempt to rape a woman in Bun Chattar village in Neelum Valley, which also involved military personnel, but the villagers had decided not to press charges as she had managed to escape.

Just two to three years ago, another woman was allegedly abducted from Athmuqam in Neelum Valley. Locals say that an official in the establishment picked her up against her will. The woman was already married and had children. According to the locals, the officials put pressure on the family not to file a case. They told them to forget about their daughter, wife and mother. No one ever saw her again.

‘Anyone is capable of crime,’ Fazal continued, ‘regardless of their religion, colour or caste. Our women have to walk through these military camps to go to school, to go to the market, and suffer harassment on a daily basis. Has the Pakistani establishment ever thought of that? Why do we need so many check-posts, so much security, so much military presence? And if it is there, shouldn’t it be targeted at the Indian forces? Why are common people harassed? After all these years, the Pakistani establishment still does not trust Kashmiris. They feel we need to be constantly scrutinized, constantly watched… why? No foreign national (without a no-objection certificate, which is extremely difficult to obtain) is allowed…’

After the 2005 earthquake, when outsiders were finally allowed into one of the most closed-off territories in the world, for humanitarian assistance, ‘Azad’ Kashmir came under international scrutiny. The Human Rights Watch published a 72-page report, ‘With friends like these,’ the title based on the quote of a Muzaffarabadbased resident who stated, ‘Pakistan says they are our friends and India is our enemy, but with friends like these, who needs enemies?’19 According to Brad Adams, Asia director of the Human Rights Watch, ‘The Pakistani authorities govern Azad Kashmir with strict controls on basic freedoms.’20 The report detailed narratives of persecution, imprisonments, corruption, censorship, and abuse of Kashmiris who do not swear allegiance to the Pakistani state and narrative. ‘Singled out are Kashmiri nationalists who do not support the idea of Kashmir’s accession to Pakistan. Anyone who wants to take part in public life has to sign a pledge of loyalty to Pakistan, while anyone who publicly supports or works for an independent Kashmir is persecuted. For those expressing independent or unpopular views, there is a pervasive fear of Pakistani military intelligence services—and of militant organizations acting at their behest or independently.’21

Brad Adams further stated, ‘The Pakistani government often pretends that the only problems faced by Kashmiris are in India. It should start looking into ways of ending human rights abuses in Azad Kashmir.’22 This is exactly the kind of inspection and advice that the Pakistani establishment would like to avoid. No wonder foreign nationals have to obtain no-objection certificates in order to enter. Meanwhile, my friend Sharjeel tells me that local journalists are pressured into silence. They face threats and economic deprivation when they attempt to challenge the Pakistani state narrative.

‘If you ask me to compare makbooza Kashmir and Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, I would say there is more political freedom on that side,’ Kamran interjected from the corner. ‘The Pakistani media states that 70 per cent of people in Srinagar raise the Pakistani flag and want to join Pakistan, but I say that means that makbooza Kashmir gives its residents greater rights. Here, no one would dare raise the Indian flag. There is more torture there, more abuse by the Indian forces, but at least Kashmiris can protest, at least there is a reaction, some retaliation.’

Based on my research, I doubt anyone would want to raise the Indian flag in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. The women I had interviewed by the LoC had threatened the armed forces, claiming that they would raise the Indian flag at Keran to intimidate the Pakistan Army into ensuring that no infiltration took place from their area. But even as they narrated this incident, they had laughed at the sheer absurdity of the idea. It is my understanding that even if ‘Azad’ Kashmiris are dissatisfied with Pakistani policies—and many indeed are—they are equally, if not more, disgruntled by Indian policies. As mentioned earlier, for them the fact that Pakistan, at least publicly, acknowledges that the political status of Kashmir can only be resolved after a plebiscite—as per the wishes of the people—is in stark contrast to India’s stance on the dispute, which claims that J&K is an integral part of the country. Moreover, while cases of rape and torture have materialized in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, they do not match the scale and frequency of the reported use of force by the Indian Army. In 2016, when pellet injuries and arrests were taking place across Indian-administered Kashmir, hundreds of ‘Azad’ Kashmiris came out in the streets to protest against these violent means of control. In 2017, when an Indian Army officer resorted to using a civilian as a human shield during elections, it provoked wide condemnation against human rights violations in Indian-administered Kashmir. And when Major Leetul Gogoi, who strapped the twenty-six-year old Farooq Ahmad Dar to the army vehicle as a ‘human shield’, was ‘awarded the chief of army staff’s commendation card for his sustained effort in counter-insurgency operations’,23 it further provoked people inside and outside of Kashmir. The Human Rights Watch reportedly stated: ‘The Indian Army’s rewarding of an officer for actions that included serious human rights violations undermines accountability and the stature of the military.’24

It is perhaps easier for Kamran Baig to assert that Kashmiris on the other side are better off because they are physically oppressed, and thus pushed to react, because he has not been subjected to such treatment. It is a politically grand statement to make—that emotional prisoners are worse than physical ones—but I remain unsure of whether those who have suffered brutality, rape and violence would agree. Yet, Kamran’s statement remains poignant because it reflects the state of suffocation in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. With increased censorship and crackdowns, invasion of privacy and lack of development, more and more people feel repressed, their voices choked, their pockets shrivelled, their political views carefully tailored to fit the national narrative.

‘No private telephone companies are allowed to set up business here without permission from Islamabad, communication is poor… our royalties from Mangla dam are not given to us, the rest of Pakistan benefits from our water while we suffer from water scarcity in a land so abundant with water… there is poor sanitation, lack of education… How is this “Azad” Kashmir? You call it “Azad” Kashmir but we call it Pakistan-occupied Kashmir,’ Fazal joined in.

‘Before 1947, only salt would be purchased from the mandi (market) in Rawalpindi. Everything else was indigenously produced. Now, we have to get everything from Pakistan. We have been made entirely dependent. People who say we can’t live without Pakistan don’t know anything. They have been fooled. Do you think before 1947 vegetables didn’t grow here? Before 1947, was there no wheat, no rice in the region? Did people only eat stones or the salt that came from Pindi? What they call “Azad” Kashmir used to be independent, it used to create everything on its own. Today, there is no factory, no business. They say that Kashmiris and Pakistanis are Muslim brothers… they use religion to try to unite us… but they exploit us… they cut our trees and take our valuable wood all the way to Karachi to reap benefits. They don’t give us any space to generate businesses. The people who sign the election papers and come to power in this so-called Azad Kashmir government also loot us. They get all the benefits because they support Pakistan while ordinary people suffer. Yeh Azad Kashmir nahi hai… yeh makbooza Kashmir hai (This is not Azad Kashmir, it is Pakistan-occupied Kashmir).’

‘Let me give you some facts… humari chhoti si riyasat ko sirf 400 megawatt electricity ki zaroorat hai. Hum hazaron megawatt bijli banate hain magar phir bhi idhar solah ghante load-shedding hoti hai (our small little state only requires 400 megawatts of electricity. We produce thousands of megawatts of electricity but we still continue to face 16 hours of load-shedding per day). All the electricity that is produced here is given to the national grid in Pakistan. I can keep crying all day that Pakistan is a villain, an autocrat, but when people read your book—may God give you the ability to complete it—they won’t be satisfied until you give them these details. You must write about this. After the earthquake, Rs 55 billion25 was earmarked for rehabilitation, but it was all usurped by Pakistan. Why did they close the rehabilitation programmes? Why didn’t they rebuild the schools, the homes, as promised, from the donations? Even today, our children are studying in tents.’

It is estimated that 2,792 educational institutions were destroyed in ‘Azad’ Kashmir as a result of the earthquake. According to a report published in Dawn ten years after the earthquake, ‘Of those flattened institutions, donors pledged to rebuild 402—309 were to be rebuilt by the Asian Development Bank-funded Earthquake Emergency Assistance Project (EEAP); 201 by the World Bank-funded Earthquake Additional Financing Project (EAFP); 35 (mostly colleges) by the Saudi Fund Development and Kuwait Fund (SFD&KF) and the remaining, 1,845, by Government of Pakistan (GoP) funding. GoPfunding is the term used for the money Islamabad received from the international community as donation/soft loan to exclusively spend in the quake-hit areas of AJK and neighbouring Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP). This money was to be channelled through the Earthquake Reconstruction and Rehabilitation Authority (Erra). However, ten years down the line, only 1,277 educational buildings have been completed in AJK. Of the rest, 833 are still under-construction and 682 are yet to be initiated.’26

‘Today, the Government of Pakistan is running a project here by the name of Neelum-Jhelum project,’ Fazal continued, ‘but until now, no agreements, no negotiations have been made with the local people. Our government hasn’t even signed the papers yet. They just came, deployed their machines, and gave control to the Chinese… but who will be responsible for all the environmental damage because of the project? The natural flow of the river has been disrupted… lakhs of people living beside it will have no place to go. We will have an issue of drinking water… there will be smell everywhere… mosquitoes and infections like dengue will spread… magar na koi bolne wala hai, na koi poochne wala hai (but there is no one asking questions, no one speaking up),’ he stopped, panting as the words raced out of him, and took a sip of water. Just then another colleague of theirs joined us.

Ather Ali (the name has been changed to protect his identity) is also a nationalist. He was quieter than the other two and mostly observed the conversation from the side but each time Fazal or Kamran criticized any policies of the Pakistani state, whenever they called ‘Azad’ Kashmir ‘Pakistan-occupied Kashmir’, he nodded or grunted in agreement.

Reclaiming the conversation after the brief introductions, Fazal told me of an incident from a couple of years ago. ‘A few people visited us from Sweden, Denmark and Norway… the establishment got very upset about our meeting and asked to meet me. I remember some officer came to meet me outside the district courts, in a hotel. He asked what the foreigners said to me and I said, Nothing that should trouble you. He cautioned me not to speak up against the army, against the establishment. I told him, We never speak ill without reason and that if he and his colleagues meant well for Pakistan then they should focus on good governance. There is so much corruption here… look at the education system, water, health livelihood, security… there is no law for the powerful while for the poor… well, you can say all laws are only made to be enforced upon them. We think that the establishment only cares about its own interests… and mind you, I’m not talking about the sepoys but rather their commanders… when the time comes to raise flags on 14 August, when they have to show their allegiance to Pakistan, they are there but when there is corruption…when people’s rights are infringed upon, then they are nowhere. Makbooza Pakistani Kashmir is facing the worst oppression… the worst kind of human rights violations,’ he finished, rather breathless.

By this time, almost two hours had passed since our conversation began and it seemed like more people had collected in the lobby, observing us from all corners. We had attracted unwanted attention. Sharjeel had told me that tabs were kept on every hotel in Muzaffarabad. An official visits the hotels every night to check who is staying where and for what purpose. I wanted to wrap up our conversation but found Kamran Baig unsatisfied. He had many other things he wanted to share with me. I told him we were in a hurry to get back to Islamabad but he said I must hear about two more problems prior to leaving. I slumped back into the couch and thought I might as well let him continue speaking.

‘There are two things here. First, everywhere in the world, it is an established fact that armed forces are not supposed to be deployed near civilian populations. Army officials are not meant to use routes nor water sources meant for the civilians. But if you look anywhere in Neelum Valley, you will find them everywhere out in the open. Most of the grounds have been taken over by the army in the name of security. The establishment has invested here, making their own shops and running their own businesses… You need to understand that Kashmir is not the subject of India or Pakistan. Ever since the 1971 war between the two countries, after which the Simla Agreement was signed, India and Pakistan have used the policy of bilateral dialogues. They say they will decide our future, not the Kashmiris. You need to write that this agreement is in violation of the earlier resolutions, which clearly stated that Kashmiris could decide their own fate, even if it meant independence from both India and Pakistan.’

I told him I would and waited for him to come to his second point. ‘Secondly, in terms of governance,’ he began, ‘In 1970, we got the 1970 Act, which gave the people of Kashmir a few rights. For instance, they could decide matters of trade, tax collection, establishment of businesses, etc. Then, in 1974, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who is seen as a democratic idol in Pakistan, a hero in Pakistan, implemented an act which completely changed our state. Today, fifty-two out of fifty-six state subjects are controlled by the Kashmir Council, whose chairman is the prime minister of Pakistan. And let me tell you the conditions of the four subjects that lie with the legislative assembly of Azad Kashmir. Our prime minister cannot agree to anything until he has the consent of the chief secretary, who cannot agree to anything until the federal Ministry of Kashmir Affairs and Northern Areas (now referred to as the Ministry of Kashmir Affairs and Gilgit-Baltistan) in Islamabad gives its approval. Our people are kept behind… One cannot join any good service without swearing allegiance to the Pakistani state. We are one of the only regions in the world where we have our own flag, supreme court, high court, our own legislative assembly, and yet we have to agree with the ideology of Pakistan, we have to salute the Pakistani president. Then what is the point of having our own president or flag? Our concern is that if Pakistan wants to empower us, then it should empower us. If it wants to be our vakeel, then it should represent us properly. It shouldn’t be a farce, a show. If you tie someone’s ankle with a chain and allow them to dance, it does not mean they are free.’

As we brought our conversation to a close, I asked Kamran what the next steps would be like for pro-independence Kashmiris like him. He explained, ‘We look at it this way… if there are two crore people in the riyasat (state), we cannot decide the future for all of them. Our first concern is to use our political and democratic struggle to speak up for people’s rights. I believe that when even 50 per cent or 60 per cent people begin to recognize that they are prisoners, when they become aware of their mental cages, when this finally culminates into physical violence and the establishment begins shooting people here like it does on the other side, then the people will be closer to azadi (Kamran feels that right now ‘Azad’ Kashmir is in a state of mental oppression, and many people are oblivious to their exploitation. He believes that when this oppression takes a physical form, then people will come out into the streets, pelting stones and protesting against the status quo as they do on the other side of the LoC.) Until then we will not pick up any weapons. We understand that hardly anyone sees the culmination of their freedom struggle within their own lifetime. We aren’t disappointed because we know we are making progress. Thirty years ago, if anyone would chant slogans like “Pakistan, Mangla dam ki royalty humein do” (Pakistan, give us the royalty for Mangla dam), fellow Kashmiris would abuse them because they were pro-Pakistan and thought Pakistan had their best interests at heart. Today, ordinary people join us when we chant such slogans. They have become more aware. They know that the state is eating away their resources. They demand their rights, they demand electricity, water, their basic needs. If you sit anywhere in Kashmir today, even on top of a remote mountain, you will find people who will be able to have a politically mature discussion with you. We have achieved a lot and will only achieve more now that we have social media and better ways of connecting with each other. Humein bus is zehni ghulami ko jismani ghulami mein badlana hai, phir mere khayal mein hum azadi ke aur kareeb honge (we need to convert this mental oppression and enslavement into physical torture, then freedom will be closer to us).’

I asked him whether by this logic he felt that Kashmiris on the other side of the LoC were closer to freedom, since there was more of ‘physical’, rather than ‘mental’, oppression in Indian-administered Kashmir. He didn’t answer my question directly. Instead, he told me that it wasn’t freedom that was Kashmir’s biggest problem but unity. ‘Kashmir ka masla azadi nahi hai. Azadi qaum ko milti hai aur azadi demand bhi qaum karti hai. Humara masla yeh hai ke hum ek qaum nahin hain. Hum tukron mein bati hui qaum hain. Humara pehla masla wahdat hai (Kashmir’s problem isn’t freedom. Nations secure freedom, and nations demand freedom. Our problem is that we are not a nation. We are in fragmented pieces. Our first concern is that we need unity, we need to be unified as a state). The struggle for independence will begin when people of the riyasat (state of J&K) will be able to stand together and decide what they want. Our struggle is for that unity. The ceasefire agreement of 1949 did not say anywhere that Kashmiris cannot go across and meet each other. We say, let us travel, open our natural routes. I want to go to Jammu and talk to people there. People from Jammu should be able to sit in Muzaffarabad. If I sit here and speak on behalf of people from Jammu and Srinagar and say this is what azadi should look like, it would be wrong. That is not political progress. Log qaum tab bante hain jab unke maishi, siasi, ikhlaqi, samaji, aur sakafti mamlat muttafiq hon… hum to 60-70 saalon se toote hue hain. (People form a nation when their economic, political, moral, social and cultural institutions converge. We have been divided for 60-70 years).’

I thanked them for their time and they got up to leave while Haroon and I turned to clear the bill. The receptionist in the lobby asked if we were journalists. Before I could answer, he pointed to the young boy next to him and said, ‘My colleague here wanted to come and interrupt your conversation. He got very angry hearing the kind of things they were saying about Pakistan. We love Pakistan. We don’t have any problem with Pakistan.’ ‘Yes my blood was boiling,’ said the boy, ‘we love Pakistan. We have nothing to complain about. These people are Indian agents. They try to create a distance between Kashmir and Pakistan. Where would we go without Pakistan? Please don’t listen to a word they said. We are shocked by their audacity!’ Just then another man joined the conversation to reiterate his affection for the country, ‘Yes, you must leave here knowing we love Pakistan. We have no problems,’ he said, repeating the sentiment uttered twice already. We told them not to worry, that we understood that the people we had spoken to just offered one perspective—but they remained adamant. Perhaps they truly felt otherwise, or perhaps they were scared, scared of what we may do with the interview that had taken place in their lobby, scared of officials questioning them about our visit. Or perhaps, they were just some of the mental prisoners Kamran had spoken about, unaware of the oppression, unaware of the state of affairs, of their state of belonging.
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NEITHER PUNJABI NOR KASHMIRI

Mirpur, Kotli and other journeys

On 18 June 2016, Haroon and I drive to Kashmir Chowk in Islamabad to pick up Sharjeel, who has made his way from Muzaffarabad earlier that morning. We are scheduled to leave for Kotli district from there. Kotli, formerly a part of Mirpur district and now a separate district on its own, is located in Jammu. I have been wanting to make this trip for several months now, for unlike Neelum Valley (which remained relatively peaceful between 2003 and 2015), Kotli saw ceasefire violations and resulting casualties every year. It seemed as if the ceasefire had failed to extend its benefits to this region. However, my trip had been delayed until today because of bad weather. Heavy rainfall over the past few months had led to landslides in parts of Kashmir, and Sharjeel, who was to accompany us and help me interview people in Kotli, wasn’t able to travel to Islamabad. Once the rain stopped, the election campaign had begun. Ahead of the 2016 AJK assembly elections, political parties and their candidates were holding rallies across Kashmir to garner support before the voting day in July. Sharjeel was busy capturing the speeches and public appearances for the media channel he worked for. It was only this morning that he was finally able to take out time to travel with us.

The election campaign involved a battle between the two largest political parties in Pakistan: the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), which was in power in AJK between 2011 and 2016, and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), the ruling party of Pakistan since 2013.1 Bilawal Bhutto, chairman of the PPP, was diligently running down then Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif by claiming that his friendship with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi was one of the reasons that Kashmir was still in the shackles of India. He asserted that the ‘pro-India’ PML-N would hurt the Kashmiri cause and by voting for them, the electoral base in Kashmir would inevitably be endorsing Nawaz Sharif’s pro-India polices. Sharif had attended Narendra Modi’s oath-taking ceremony in 2014, and the latter had made a surprise visit to Pakistan in December 2015. It seemed as if Sharif was trying to improve the relationship between India and Pakistan, just as he had in the late 1990s, when Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Sharif signed the Lahore Declaration, which was viewed as an important diplomatic initiative aimed at easing military tensions between the two nuclear powers. Bilawal insisted that Nawaz Sharif’s ‘friendship’ with India, and particularly his cordial relationship with Modi, was an insult to the people of the area. He asserted that, ‘the Indian premier (was) responsible for the massacre of Muslims in Gujarat and during (his) rule, Kashmiris (were) facing the worst form of state terrorism’.2 A common slogan during the election campaign became, Modi ka jo yaar hai ghaddar hai, ghaddar hai…Modi ke yaar ko ek dhakka aur do (Modi’s friend is a traitor and should be thrown out).3

I wondered if in the midst of all the sloganeering, he stopped to inquire upon his own ancestors’ role in maintaining the status quo in Kashmir. After all, it was his grandfather who had signed the Simla Agreement in the aftermath of the 1971 war as Pakistan’s president, converting the Kashmir conflict into a bilateral issue between India and Pakistan, and then, as the country’s prime minister, instituted the 1974 interim constitution of AJK. Kashmiris, including the nationalists I had earlier met, see the latter as a draconian law.

The PML-N candidates, meanwhile, focused on corruption and the lack of development and economic growth under the PPP government. Federal minister Barjees Tahir alleged that Rs 55 billion meant for the rehabilitation of areas devastated by the 2005 earthquake was transferred to other heads by the PPP government.4 The chief secretary of AJK, Sikandar Sultan Raja, publicly acknowledged mismanagement of funds and corruption scams. Speaking to an Urdu newspaper, he claimed that a department bought medicines costing Rs 7 lakhs but drew seventy million rupees from the national exchequer.5 The 2015-16 budget allocations further showed that the PPP government in AJK intended to spend Rs 61.5 billion on non-developmental expenditure while an amount of only Rs 12 billion was reserved for development-related projects.6 This in a region where development indicators are extremely poor. For instance, in 2015, it was reported that the average population per doctor in AJK stood at 4,799 whereas the ratio was 1,127 in Pakistan. Furthermore, according to the planning and development department of AJK, close to 50 per cent of the AJK population had no access to piped water.7 Farhat Ali Mir, secretary to the government of AJK, confided that ‘about 95.5 per cent of recurring budget goes to pay salaries while the remaining fraction, comprising around 5 per cent, is spent on all types of expenditure, including the running of government departments as well as covering official expenditure’.8

Using the resources and power that come with being the ruling party of Pakistan, the PML-N promised an overhaul—strengthening the economy, creating employment and building infrastructure across the region. The party also promised to reduce dependence on the federal government and launch large-scale construction projects, including connecting Muzaffarabad to Islamabad through a fast train and building a motorway to connect the northern parts of AJK with south Mirpur. In addition to the regular budget, the PML-N vowed to spend an additional Rs 50 billion in infrastructure development projects.9

Such promises found favour, especially among the youth, who were increasingly frustrated by the lack of focus of the AJK government on their needs. In 2016, the unemployment rate in AJK stood at a towering 14.4 per cent as compared to 6.2 per cent in Pakistani provinces.10 The youth, who comprise 62 per cent of the population of AJK,11 were disgruntled and severely critical. They wanted to minimize the role of the centre and strengthen local institutions to address their economic woes. The PML-N was promising to do just that.

Some pro-freedom parties and individuals also decided to contest in the elections, by agreeing to swear allegiance to Pakistan in the election papers. I am told that while a few pro-independence parties try to participate every time, they hardly win any seats. Voters know that real power lies with those who have support from the centre, that is, Islamabad. In 1970, Maqbool Bhat, separatist leader and guru of Kamran and Fazal Baig (my meeting with them is described in the previous chapter), had also contested, only to be defeated in apparently rigged elections. According to a former leader of JKLF who served as Bhatt’s polling agent in Rawalpindi in the 1970s, ‘non-Kashmiris, instead of genuine Kashmiris, were allowed to vote to ensure that Mr Bhat did not succeed.’12 As a result of the presidential elections of that time, Sardar Abdul Qayyum Khan of the Muslim Conference—allegedly a pro-establishment party—had come to power. As soon as he became president, he had introduced a provision in AJK’s constitution of 1970 that discouraged any pro-independence parties from engaging in elections. The 1974 Act—the AJK interim constitution Act—had retained this provision. It reads: ‘No person or political party in Azad Jammu and Kashmir shall be permitted to propagate against, or take part in, activities prejudicial or detrimental to the ideology of the state’s accession to Pakistan.’13 Thereafter, candidates wishing to win seats in the legislative assembly had to sign the following declaration: ‘I have consented to my nomination (by the proposer and seconder); I am not subject to any disqualification; and I believe in the ideology of Pakistan, ideology of the state’s accession to Pakistan, and the integrity and sovereignty of Pakistan.’14

Several pro-independent groups have traditionally crossed out this declaration before submitting their papers, only to see their nomination papers trashed. In 2016, while certain nationalist groups boycotted the elections, others decided to participate. They said that their plan was to come to power and then struggle against Pakistani ‘occupation’ of Kashmir. As a representative of the Kashmir National Party explained, ‘We have done it under a game plan… History shows that even the founder of Pakistan had sworn allegiance to the British crown in the beginning even though he struggled against it for the partition of India.’15 Some pro-independence groups agree that they have no other choice. Others like Kamran and Fazal Baig reject this approach outright. They see it as propaganda to clinch power and nullify the azadi cause. They tell me that this is a strategy the establishment uses; it tries to absorb the pro-independence groups into mainstream politics, giving them perks and incentives to seduce them to compromise on their ideology. It pushes those outside the government further towards the periphery.

Election results (revealed a month later) showed that the pro-independence parties were unable to secure any substantial votes; the PML-N won a landslide victory. It is a perennial trend here that the party at the centre mostly wins; that is why the PPP had earlier come to power in 2011, while it was still serving as the ruling party of Pakistan between 2008 and 2013. Once the PML-N came to power at the centre in 2013, PPP supporters claimed that the budget of the Kashmir Council had been usurped because Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif (of the PML-N), who headed the council, did not want to allocate resources to a PPP-led government in ‘Azad’ Kashmir (Sharif had to resign from the prime ministership following a Supreme Court order in July 2017).16 They assert that if the PPP had been in power at the centre, they would not have allowed this to happen. History, however, reveals another story. And that is, regardless of which party has been in power in AJK and Pakistan, Kashmiris have not got their fair share. When I ask my Kashmiri friends if they think the PML-N government will keep their promise of developing ‘Azad’ Kashmir during this term, they tell me that promises are only made to be broken in this region. Yet many voters remain hopeful year after year, ready to cast their votes in favour of the ruling party at the centre.

As Sharjeel, Haroon and I make our way into Jammu, hydropower projects pop up at brief intervals, a sign of development but the benefits of which, many Kashmiris believe, will escape them. Kotli, where we are headed, was a part of Mirpur until the mid-1970s. I had first visited Mirpur in 2012 as part of an ‘adventure’ trip organized by a local tour company. Thirty other young Pakistanis from various universities and professions had joined me. The highlight of the trip was a visit to the Mangla dam. At that time I was only vaguely aware that the construction of the dam had left thousands displaced. Over time, I would learn that the dam had had an overarching impact, which continued for decades. Built between 1961 and 1967, after the Indus Water Treaty gave Pakistan rights to the Jhelum, Chenab and Indus rivers, the dam displaced over 100,000 people,17 many of whom made their way to the UK to rebuild their lives. As early as the 1950s, protests against the dam had already begun. To crush the dissent, several protestors were jailed, including Abdul Khaliq Ansari, who later formed the Jammu and Kashmir Plebiscite Front to further the cause of ‘azadi’ not only from India but also from Pakistan. In 1965, ‘an underground wing of the Plebiscite Front was established in Azad Kashmir, the Jammu and Kashmir National Liberation Front (NLF), led by Maqbool Bhat and Amanullah Khan’, to start an armed movement for the liberation of Indian-administered Kashmir.18 The wing set the foundation for the Jammu & Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF)—established in the UK in 1977—which would play an instrumental role in the insurgency of the late 1980s. The seeds of the rebellion were sown in the aftermath of the construction of the dam.

Once the dam was constructed, the issue of royalty arose. As per Article 157 of the Constitution of Pakistan, net profit of hydel power income can only be disbursed to provinces. Given that AJK does not enjoy a provincial status, the royalty from the dam has been fundamentally denied.19 Sharjeel tells me, ‘When they built the dam, they treated Mirpur as if it was an ordinary part of Pakistan that they had a sovereign right over. They didn’t bother asking Kashmiris what they felt about the dam. Yet, when Kashmiris asked for their royalty, they were told that they aren’t a province and thus not eligible. This is exactly how resentment is bred. We are considered a part of Pakistan when it is convenient and shunned when it is not.’

Over and over again, Kashmiris have demanded 45 per cent royalty for the dam. They ask, if Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa can get royalty of Tarbela dam, why can’t AJK receive its royalty for Mangla dam?20 In 2010, it was reported that ‘according to careful calculations of the AJK government, the tentative net hydel profit share since the commissioning of the project stands approximately at Rs 125.33 billion.’21 Eight years later, the figure must have increased considerably. As reported in 2016, only 15 paisa per unit water charge is issued to AJK, which too is seven times less than the rate being offered to provincial governments.22

The displacement of people, compounded with the issue of nonpayment of royalty to the Kashmiris, meant that the construction of the Mangla dam would remain an agitation point for Kashmiris across the board for decades to come. It created a strong nationalistic fervour, leading to both armed and unarmed struggle for independence from not only India but also Pakistan.

Shams Rehman, whose booklet on Maqbool Bhat was banned by the AJK government, told me, ‘When people write about Azad Kashmir, they don’t see the connection between the movement against Mangla dam and the rise of pro-independence sentiments in Kashmir (on both sides). I think there is a direct link.’ He explained that Mirpur had traditionally hosted pro-independence activists, even before the construction of the Mangla dam. ‘Historically there were only three main cities in the original princely state of J&K: Srinagar, Jammu and Mirpur. After Partition, Mirpur was the only city that had a modern political, urban kind of culture in Azad Kashmir. There was a lot of political awareness in the area. There was even a college in Mirpur, which was rare for that time… in fact, even before 1947, three newspapers used to be printed in Mirpur—the Sadaqat, Sach and Himat.

‘Prior to 1947, a mixed group of activists residing there, comprising Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs, were calling for independence from both India and Pakistan. They wanted to remain autonomous. This was in contrast with the stance of one of the factions of Muslim Conference—one of the dominant parties of that time—that wanted to join Pakistan, especially in the areas that became Azad Kashmir after 1947. The Muslim Conference was mostly supported by the landed class whereas the non-landed opposed them, primarily on economic grounds… because they felt the Muslim Conference wouldn’t represent their interests. You can say that the struggle for independence at that time was rooted in economic grievances. However, after 1947, those who were pro-independence turned into a minority in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Most people were comfortable with the status quo. They thought Pakistan had their best interests at heart. It was only when the government announced the construction of the Mangla Dam that ordinary people got agitated. They were afraid their homes, their towns, were going to be submerged, that they would lose everything. It was then that pro-independence voices started to gain clout. They were led by Abdul Khaliq Ansari, who later formed the Plebiscite Front. He became a vocal face of the movement against the Mangla dam, mainly because he was fairly educated and could articulate the opposition effectively. He linked the resistance movement (and the exploitation of Kashmir’s resources) to the wider national question of J&K and said, Pakistan cannot do this, it must not do this, they don’t have the legal right to do this because we aren’t a part of Pakistan and they can’t make decisions without taking us into account. Of course, he didn’t know about the royalty issue then because the dam hadn’t been constructed but it was anticipated that it would swallow the city and the fertile land in the surrounding areas, where people grew fruits and vegetables. Gradually, other issues like displacement, royalty, ownership of the dam, etc., were brought to people’s notice.

‘Even though the movement was crushed by the establishment (through arrests, etc.), Abdul Khaliq Ansari emerged as someone who could neither be bought nor silenced. This was when the independence movement became a widespread struggle, going beyond baradari (kinship) concerns. This was the start of it all. Later, Abdul Khaliq Ansari formed the Plebiscite Front and people like Amanullah Khan and Maqbool Bhatt joined him… people who would later form the JKLF and become the face of the independence struggle (they would advocate for independence from India as well as from Pakistan, believing that both states were usurping Kashmir’s resources and exploiting its people). So, in many ways, the pro-independence movement started from Mirpur, and particularly from Mangla dam. In fact, one of the first pro-independence organizations born in Britain, called the Kashmir Independence Movement, was also set up in the 1960s as a direct result of the resistance to Mangla dam. It was formed by a disgruntled resident of Mirpur, Babu Abdul Rahim.’ Though Mangla dam directly affected and displaced the people of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, it reignited nationalist politics in the region. The exploitation of resources was an unpleasant reminder that till Kashmir (Indian and Pakistan-administered parts) gained independence from both India and Pakistan, its people and its resources would always remain vulnerable, open to abuse. The people involved in the movement against Mangla dam sought independence not only from Pakistan but also from India so that Kashmir would be an independent state, free from the hegemony of both countries. This aligned with the pro-independence vision that had existed even in 1947; the anti-Mangla dam movement gave it a new life, new vigour.

The new hydropower projects reveal that not much has changed since the construction of the Mangla dam. I am told that most of them are under construction without seeking official approval from the AJK government,23 and it is likely that the benefits from these will predominantly be extended to Pakistani provinces, leaving ‘Azad’ Kashmir on the periphery once again. I can see many signboards in Chinese as we make our way into Jammu. Major development projects are under way. And Kashmiris like Sharjeel are sceptical. ‘We will get no advantage from these projects. The main reason is because people don’t make a noise about it. They are scared of the big parties, the PPP, the PML-N. The establishment has installed people here to manage discontent. Their agents curb any opposition and crush any nationalist sentiment that goes against their interests.’ Pointing towards a project to our left, he says, ‘Here is another huge water project. It’s being constructed on our Jhelum but God knows who will benefit from it eventually.’

Signs for Kotli and Mirpur greet us up ahead. It has been a difficult ride. It is the month of Ramzan and although Haroon and I are not fasting, the laws of the state prohibit anyone from eating publicly. Just this month, an elderly Hindu man in Sindh was beaten black and blue for eating before sunset outside his home. It is a hot day and we are parched. The route is full of bumpy patches. A thick layer of dust, accumulated from the construction projects, has cast a thin veil on our windscreen. We make slow progress as a big truck blocks our way, the driver not allowing us to overtake him. The back of the truck is plastered with local pick-up lines, one of which reads, dekho magar pyaar se (look, but with love). We are encircled by mountains and pine trees, characteristic of Kashmir, but the landscape and the surroundings are different from what we have experienced in Neelum Valley.

The area neighbours Potohar and Punjab, and only parts of it touch the LoC. As a result, army barracks and personnel are rarely seen. Unlike at the entrance of Muzaffarabad and Neelum Valley, we were hardly checked on our way here. Only one security personnel was standing at the entrance to Kotli, too busy on his phone, and quite possibly exhausted from fasting on a scorching hot day, to ask us the purpose of our visit.

As we enter Kotli city, darbars and Sufi shrines punctuate the landscape periodically. The region has had a Sufi character for generations. Mosques crop up at small distances, as do men wearing green turbans and long beards. PML-N, PPP and PTI (Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf) posters dot most of the busy market areas ahead of the upcoming elections. Posters of Mumtaz Qadri, the assassin of the Punjab governor Salman Taseer, accompany them on every nook and corner.

Qadri, recently executed by the Pakistani state, belonged to the Barelvi school of thought. Barelvis, traditionally centred around the shrine culture in Sufism, have popularly been viewed as pioneers of tolerant Islam amidst the wave of global Islamic fundamentalism and Talibanization, which holds distinct anti-shrine elements. This perception is reinforced by the fact that several Sufi shrines across Pakistan have come under fire from the more puritanical militant groups averse to shrine veneration, which they deem to be un-Islamic and thus unlawful. However, Barelvis have always supported the blasphemy law in Pakistan, which they see as an essential way to protect the sanctity of the Prophet. The frequent mob violence that ensues as a result of alleged blasphemy has been responsible for the death of countless Pakistanis—Muslims as well as non-Muslims. When the Punjab governor, Salman Taseer, tried to highlight the misuse of the law, his own bodyguard, Mumtaz Qadri, riddled his body with bullets in broad daylight in one of the most posh areas of Islamabad. Overnight, Qadri emerged as a hero, worshipped not only by followers of the Barelvi sect but also by educated lawyers and fellow countrymen, who saw the act as a veneration of the Prophet. Posters asking people to recognize Qadri’s sacrifice in the name of Islam are often found hanging in various parts of Pakistan. More than 100,000 supporters joined his funeral in February 2016.24 On the first day after his funeral, it is estimated that Rs 80 million was donated by Pakistanis to the Mumtaz Qadri Shaheed Foundation.25 Recently, a shrine has been built for Qadri’s devotees to enable them to pay their respects. It is situated on the outskirts of Islamabad but within the Capital Territory of Pakistan. While intolerance has traditionally been ascribed to puritanical Islamist groups, the recent emergence of Qadri as a hero perhaps shows that extremism is a more complex phenomenon, casting a web over diverse religious practices. Whereas death anniversaries and pilgrimages to shrines have usually involved revering of peaceful Sufi saints symbolising tolerance and religious syncretism, today thousands pay homage to Qadri’s shrine and organize an ‘urs’—death anniversary of a Sufi saint—celebrating what they perceive as his sacrifice in the name of religion. ‘Azad’ Kashmir too seems to have been influenced by this growth of religious fundamentalism across the region.

Unlike the rest of Kashmir, this area shows signs of economic growth due to the remittances that flow in from Kashmiri expatriates. Billboards for designer lawns, signage of Mobilink—one of the largest telecommunication providers in Pakistan—and centres to teach English dot the surroundings. It is estimated that 70 per cent of the total ‘Pakistani’ population in the UK is of Kashmiri descent, the majority being from Mirpur and Kotli.26 Migration from Mirpur began towards the end of the eighteenth century, ‘when many Mirpuri boatmakers who depended on the water transport from Jhelum to Lahore Bandhar became unemployed following the introduction of rail by the British in the late 1860s… many of the unemployed Kashmiris from Mirpur went to the British Indian cities and found work in coal rooms of Merchant Navy ships which were upgraded from sailing to steam and needed stokers to work in a temperature of over 70 degrees. By the 1950s, the process of labour migration from Mirpur had grown into what sociologists call “chain migration” and thousands of Kashmiris, mainly from Mirpur district, were already settled in Britain. The (Mangla) dam building in Mirpur and the introduction of new immigration laws in Britain certainly accelerated the process. The number of migrants from Mirpur increased further through the 1970s, when families of the workers started coming in followed by “transnational” marriages through the 1980s and arrival of “Bays” and “Bavas” (elders) through the 1990s. (Based on the 2011 census) the Kashmiri population in Britain is estimated at about 700,000. Almost 99 per cent of these Kashmiris have their roots in the Mirpur division of Kashmir.’27

Prior to the trip, in an attempt to learn more about the region, I had reached out to the Italian researcher and academic, Marta Bolognani, who has done extensive research on the expatriate Kashmiri community in Britain for over ten years. She told me that though the immigrants sent back a lot of money and often visited home in an attempt to stay connected to their roots, the Mirpuris (of which earlier Kotli was also a part) continue to battle negative stereotypes.

‘The Punjabis have always looked down upon them because the area does not really fall in Punjab and the Kashmiris have also always looked down upon them because they don’t share the rich cultural essence, the language, the traditions, that the rest of Kashmir does,’ Marta said to me over Skype, a few days prior to my trip. ‘The Kashmiris see them as Punjabis and the Punjabis see them as Kashmiris. They don’t fit in anywhere.’ This reminded me of a conversation with a Kashmiri from Indian-administered Kashmir who had scoffed at my attempt to write a book on ‘Azad’ Kashmir, telling me that the region was not really Kashmir at all, but rather Punjab. Prior to my research, I had been told by a number of friends in Indian-administered Kashmir that no one really spoke Koshur in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, that the language and culture had died. It is true that Koshur is only spoken by a minority in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. Several Kashmiris in Indian-administered Kashmir see being Kashmiri as being rooted in the language of the Valley, where the Koshur language has over time become synonymous with Kashmiri political identity.28 Holding language as the primary indicator of Kashmiriness, ‘Azad’ Kashmir then seems closer to Punjab than Kashmir, yet not fully Punjab either. The emphasis on Koshur is problematic because old and significant languages like Pahaari and Gojari are sidelined in the process. Anything that is not Koshur or Kashmiri gets lumped as Punjabi, diluting the richness of these indigenous languages. This is made even more complicated because even within the Kashmir Valley in Indian-administered Kashmir, many people speak Gojari and Pahaari rather than Koshur, just as people in Neelum Valley also speak Koshur alongside other languages. The Kashmiri identity, as explained in the preface, is today not just a linguistic identity but rather a political one, and people speaking distinct languages see themselves as Kashmiri rather than Punjabi. To reduce Kashmiri identity to a specific language is to deprive these people of an integral source of identity and belonging. Since the greatest majority of migrants (from ‘Pakistan’) in the UK consists of Mirpuris, it is no surprise that they have come to symbolize this marginalization of belonging and identity there.

‘Mirpur has always been considered backward in some way,’ Marta says. ‘Immigrants of Punjabi origin want to distance themselves from the Mirpuris, who still believe in marriages between cousins. This is because of the role baradari (kinship) plays in Mirpur. (‘Azad’ Kashmiris tell me that traditionally the baradari system has been a major source of social organization in the area.) It has an overarching influence and encourages marriage within the family. Many boys in the UK go back to marry Mirpuri girls. The baradari counts for more than anything else for them and this makes people think they are backward. Now, what is happening with the younger generations of migrants is that they are trying to move away from these traditions. They are trying to find justifications for not marrying within the baradari. And they turn towards Islam and the Quran to do this (that is, they turn to Islam to show that marriages outside the baradari are perfectly permissible). That has been one of the paths that has taken them closer to non-Sufi traditions of Islam. Theological study of Islam was what they could use to argue with their parents that they didn’t want to follow fatherly traditions and that they knew more about Islam and they knew what the Prophet would have done.’

As Mirpuris turned away from indigenous culture, Kashmir began to hold lesser importance for them, says Marta. Rather, the Mirpuris clung on to the more universal interpretations of Islam. ‘While they still may feel very strongly about the independence of Kashmir and the Kashmir cause, they do so not as Kashmiris but more as members of the global Ummah, for whom Kashmir has got quite a unique place, like Palestine, when it comes to the oppression of Muslims in the world.’

When I asked her if young boys from Mirpur and Kotli also joined the mujahideen in the 1990s to free Kashmir from Indian control, she told me that this hadn’t been the focus area of her research so she could not be certain of how prevalent the jihad sentiment was in the region. From her own work in and out of Mirpur, she could only share one such incident. ‘I was in Mirpur when a colleague pointed towards a boy playing cricket. He told me he had gone to a training camp but the mujahids there had told him he couldn’t play cricket anymore because it was a colonial game. He told them to fuck off and came back. He said giving up cricket wasn’t worth the cause.’

I also hear that it is difficult to infiltrate Indian-administered Kashmir from this region because across the LoC is Jammu, which has a large Hindu population, unsympathetic to the militants’ cause. Therefore, it does not make sense for militant organizations to operate extensively from here or to try to recruit boys with the same zest as they do elsewhere in Kashmir. Furthermore, since this part of J&K was not as badly affected by the 2005 earthquake, the scope for organizations to set up here on the pretext of providing relief has been limited as well. Locals tell me the Jamaat-ud-Dawa does not have as much presence in the area as it does elsewhere in ‘Azad’ Kashmir.

It is interesting to note that although ‘it is estimated that 70 per cent of the total Pakistani population in the UK is of Kashmiri origin’,29 in the 2001 census in the UK, only 22,000 people defined themselves as Kashmiri,30 even though unofficial estimates state that 500,000-700,000 persons of Kashmiri origin reside in the UK, the majority from Mirpur and Kotli. Marta said that many of these immigrants continued to refer to themselves as Pakistanis. Though the Kashmiri identity can pop up in odd places like the ‘Kashmir Curry House’, or ‘Kashmir Shawl House’ across Britain, as time passes by, less and less importance is given to Kashmir.31

‘Any grievances that they have with Pakistan are mostly in terms of practical matters, not political. For instance, Mirpuris have been asking the Pakistani government to build an airport in Mirpur because so many of them travel back and forth. Pakistan doesn’t want to do this because it would give too much power to Mirpur and take away business from Islamabad, where Mirpuris currently land. But other than that, they really have had to cling to the global Ummah identity… not necessarily militant Islam but a kind of a Salafi movement, which goes against their grain as traditionally Mirpur has been a Sufi territory.’ Three Mirpuris are alleged to have been involved in the London bombings of 2005, waging a jihad against the West.32

I reach out to Shams Rehman again, who hails from Mirpur, to further my understanding and explore how he, as a Mirpuri, views the situation. He tells me that the reason a lot of Mirpuris identify as Pakistanis is because of the conditions they had arrived in. ‘Most of the people who migrated to Britain were from the rural areas and had little or no experience of living in a city… they were economically deprived, seeking jobs and better incomes in the UK. These people became whatever people asked them to become because they wanted work, they wanted money, they wanted to live here in Britain. They were uneducated, they didn’t know how the system worked. In fact, many of them still don’t know how it works. They didn’t see the importance of asserting their Kashmiri identity or Pahaari-Pothwari language because when they arrived, the British officials said, You are Pakistani because you are using a Pakistani passport. And they said, Yes, that is fine… make us Pakistani but give us work. They didn’t have any issue with whether they were called Pakistanis or Indians or British as long as they got work. Then when they were told that the language they spoke was Punjabi (given the similarities in the Punjabi and the Pahaari-Pothwari languages), they said, Okay, that’s fine too. It was later on, when people really asked them, What is your language? that they said, It’s not really Punjabi, it is Pothwari.’

Shams tells me that when he first arrived in the UK in 1988, he was surprised to see the attitude of his uncles, cousins and grandparents who were already settled there. ‘I asked myself, What are they doing? Why are they feeling so inferior about their identity and their language? I was shocked to see them behave like that. You won’t believe it but I started to observe that if there were ten Mirpuris in a room speaking their own language—the Pahaari-Pothwari language—and one Punjabi entered the room and started to speak in Punjabi, all ten Mirpuris would try to speak Punjabi. And obviously, not all of them could speak it fluently, so when the Punjabi left, they would poke fun at each other and say, Haw, you can’t speak it properly. And there I was, sitting there thinking, why can’t that one Punjabi speak Pahaari if he needs to communicate with these people? Why is it that they have to change their language in order to fit in? But it was reflective of the hegemonic relationship… the politically unequal relationship between the Pakistanis and the Kashmiris. It is expressed in every aspect. And so, when people doing the census ask them if they are Pakistani, they continue to say yes… it is then the job of researchers to look at how their reality has been constructed. What has gone into them feeling so subjugated, feeling like they can’t assert their own identity…’

Shams explained that one of the reasons some Mirpuris had got involved in hardline Islam also had to do with their marginalized status in Britain. ‘The Sufi saint Mian Muhammad Baksh was from Mirpur and his book, Saif ul Malook, is one of the most read books. So Sufi Islam and Sufi culture were always predominant in the region, with small pockets of Wahabi Islam… for instance, where I come from, Akalgarh—now known as Islamgarh—there was some Wahabi influence, but largely it was a Sufi place. When Mirpuris moved to Britain, however, since most of them were from economically poor, rural areas, they were over-represented in textile mills and other factories, and they started living in inner city areas, which were closer to their workplace. Here they became even more marginalized because of their socio-economic status and because they were cut off from the major towns and cities. In a sense they were ghettoized. When there was a global Islamic fundamentalist upsurge, which I believe was around the time that Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses was published,33 there was major mobilization among the extremist mullahs in Britain. And since every fourth Muslim in Britain is a Mirpuri and every second or third Pakistani in Britain is a Mirpuri, they became the main kind of customer base of any ideas, political or religious. It is not that all of them were fanatical Muslims. It was mostly the third-generation migrants who got attracted to this rising political Islam, thinking that Muslims were being suppressed by Western powers and that they needed to do something about it. They linked it to their marginal economic status… the fact that they lived in the back alleys, in impoverished conditions. Of course, this was the general sentiment among the Muslim community at this time as well but because Mirpuris are so large in number in Britain, they became predominant in the movement.’

Rising global fundamentalism may have had its impact on some Mirpuris as it has in other places around Pakistan and the world. Glorifications of self-proclaimed ghazis (holy warriors) like Mumtaz Qadri perhaps arise out of that. However, I am also reminded of another incidence of violence motivated by religion in the region. The ‘tribal’ raids of 1947 resulted in a massacre in Mirpur, a massacre nowhere acknowledged in the mainstream state narratives of Pakistan.

Bal K. Gupta, survivor of the attacks and author of Forgotten Atrocities: Memoirs of a Survivor of the 1947 Partition of India, writes about the fall of Mirpur to the Pakistan Army and the ‘tribesman’ and of the massacre of Hindu and Sikh prisoners in Akalgarh, Kas Guma, Mirpur courthouse, Mirpur riverbed, Mirpur city and Alibeg. According to Gupta, Alibeg prison was originally a Sikh gurdwara, converted into a prison for the Hindus and Sikhs of Mirpur.34 Though I checked most of the major Pakistani bookstores, I couldn’t find the book. I assume that it has purposefully been made unavailable. However, I managed to extract the following from his memoirs: ‘As a ten-year-old child I, along with 5,000 Hindus and Sikhs, was held prisoner in the Alibeg prison. On 16 March 1948, only about 1,600 prisoners walked out from Alibeg alive. I was one of them.’ Gupta goes on to write that in November 1947, there were nearly 25,000 Hindus and Sikhs living in Mirpur. During the city’s capture, close to 2,500 were killed in the infernos that erupted due to Pakistani artillery fire, while another 2,500 escaped with the retreating Jammu and Kashmir army. The remaining 20,000, he writes, were marched in a procession towards Alibeg. ‘Along the way, Pakistani troops and Pathans killed about 10,000 of the captured Hindu and Sikh men and kidnapped over 5,000 women. The 5,000 Hindus and Sikhs who survived the 20-mile trek to Alibeg were imprisoned. In March 1948, the Red Cross rescued 1,600 of the survivors from Alibeg. Between 1948 and 1954, around 1,000 abducted Hindu and Sikh women were recovered from Pakistan and Azad Kashmir.’35

In Jammu in Indian-administered Kashmir, where many Hindu and Sikh survivors later settled, there is a road called Mirpur Road and a memorial. They serve as a testimony to all those who lost their lives, families and homes in the communal violence that followed Partition.

***

We have made no arrangements for our overnight stay on this trip. Sharjeel is confident that we will find space in one of the local hotels. He has heard there is a private guesthouse on top of a hill and asks us to drive upward until we arrive at a rundown building. The property turns out to be deserted; the paint is crumbling and there is not a single person visible in the vicinity. We are stretching our legs after the long drive when we hear a door squeak open. A middle-aged man walks out. We tell him we are looking for a room and I can see his face crumple in discomfort. ‘No one really comes here to stay anymore,’ he says in Urdu. Situated close to the LoC, the guesthouse gets shelled frequently, and has been abandoned by locals and tourists. He says we are welcome to stay but that there is no running water. Deciding to stay at the government guesthouse in the city below instead, Sharjeel says he wants to offer his prayers before we head out.

As Haroon and I wait for him to return, we strike up a conversation with the keeper of the guesthouse. I tell him that I have heard that unlike in Neelum Valley, firing continues year after year in this region. He nods and tells us that the mountains behind the guesthouse serve as the LoC. ‘When firing happens, the mortars reach till here. Last year we had a wedding planned in the lawn but the family had to cancel at the last minute because of the firing.’

I learn from him that firing particularly takes place in the month of August. As India and Pakistan celebrate their respective Independence Days, the region is often riddled with mortars across parts of the LoC. Some people believe this is Indian reaction to Kashmiris reportedly hoisting Pakistani flags in parts of Indian-administered Kashmir.36 Wanting to crush any pro-Pakistan sentiment in the Valley, Indian forces send a strong message across the Line of Control, cautioning Pakistan to stay out of its business. Others like the guesthouse keeper tell me it has more to do with August being the grass-cutting season. ‘A lot of people cross over by mistake while they are cutting grass near the LoC. Others go on purpose. The mujahideen also cross over during this season, hiding under the long grass before it is cut. The Indian forces fire to either attack these mujahideen or pre-empt them from crossing over.’

When I ask him if he feels the crossing over of mujahideen is the root cause of firing, he says, ‘Yes, firing happens when they cross over but not many go across now. After the 2003 ceasefire, some camps remained operational. They mostly consisted of people from Punjab. But after Nawaz Sharif came to power in 2013, they were shut down. Now a handful of mujahideen may still be crossing over but they are negligible in number. Yet the firing hasn’t stopped. Sometimes our army retaliates but even then the damage is ours because on that side too, there are our Muslim brothers.’

It is nearing sunset and we still have to begin our work. After we are seated in the car, Sharjeel says, ‘If a hundred people crossed over before, now only one or two do. I spent a week here last year and I can tell you that firing is just tit for tat. It is not about crossing over anymore. They fire, we fire; we fire, they fire. The Indian forces also hit areas where crossing over cannot even take place, so how can that be about infiltration?

‘We don’t understand why India hasn’t changed its tactics. I am not saying that one or two mujahideen crossing over is not a problem but they need to change the intensity of their operations. I witnessed people dying while I was reporting from Nakyal Sector in Kotli last year, homes being demolished, livelihood being destroyed. It makes people angry, it makes them more susceptible to extremism. Why doesn’t India understand that?’ Sharjeel points his finger across from us and continues, ‘Do you see that village? It was hit by mortar shelling last year. Fifteen innocent men and women died… Why did they deserve it? What did they do?’

As we drive towards another village, to conduct interviews with families that are affected by the firing, Sharjeel says he saw the villagers leaving in large numbers last year. ‘People were displaced, they had to flee their homes to escape the firing. The road we are driving on now didn’t have any place to walk. It was crowded with people and animals. My colleagues from the BBC and Al Jazeera and I couldn’t even go beyond this point to report on the firing because of its sheer intensity. Do you see that green mosque up ahead? We crouched by it for hours, as there was no other safe place to go to. The locals brought us food to eat so that we could survive.’

He asks us to stop the car for a moment so that he can buy some water to break his fast in a couple of hours. We park beside the green mosque and Haroon steps out. I open the car door and hear the wind gushing. ‘Isn’t this one of the most soothing sounds in the world?’ Haroon asks me, and I nod. It is a beautiful area, quiet and serene, surrounded by lush forests and makkai fields. The grass is green, ripe for the cutting season in two months. It is in this very grass that the mujahideen hide as they attempt to cross over, if I am to believe the keeper of the guesthouse.

‘Imagine if firing started right now,’ Haroon says, interrupting my thoughts. For a minute I try to envision the scenario and can feel my heart race. What would we do? Where would we go? One minute I am enjoying the tranquillity and the other I could be struck by a mortar? What would that uncertainty do to one? How did the locals manage? The sheer unpredictability could drive one insane.

Sharjeel returns and we sit back in the car, driving towards the village where we are meant to conduct the first interview. I can see young boys playing cricket on the road that was crammed with displaced civilians last year. Up ahead, there are women sitting by the river, chatting amongst one another. We slow down and Sharjeel asks them if they can point us towards the house of the woman who died last year. Without hesitation, they point us to the left. We pass a small market where shopkeepers are busy selling goodies right before Iftar time. Sharjeel laughs and says, ‘You can see people today. Last year when I came I couldn’t see a single person in the market. It was an abandoned area… all the stores were closed. Do you see the holes in those shutters? They were caused by the splinters.’ As he says this, I notice the small holes that gape at us as we drive by. I wonder if they will meet the same fate this August. Will the firing resume with the same intensity?

Before I can ask Sharjeel, he tells us to stop the car. He points towards an elderly man walking on the street ahead of us and says, ‘It’s his house we are looking for. He lost his wife to firing last year.’ We roll down our windows and Sharjeel greets him. I step out of the car and meet the elderly man, telling him I’m very sorry about his loss. Shaukat (the name has been changed to protect his identity) says he is humbled to know that we came all the way from Islamabad to enquire about his wife and insists that we come over to his house and meet his daughter. ‘She will tell you everything.’

As we drive to his house, he tells me, ‘I was praying at night when I heard the firing. I told my family not to step out. The next morning, the firing started again at about 5.20 and went on till 9 am. Then it completely stopped. Eid-ul-Azha was round the corner and we had tied the goats for slaughter outside. When the firing stopped, my mother and wife went out to make sure the animals were okay. Right then a mortar hit the goat and split it into two; the top half of the goat was just sliced off. The splinter from that mortar hit my gharwali’s (homemaker’s) face. Firing continued for two hours after that and we just held her as she bled. No one was willing to give us a ride. People were asking for lakhs of rupees just to cross the road amidst the firing. Finally someone agreed to take us to Nakyal Hospital in the city (Nakyal is a tehsil—administrative unit—of Kotli district). The doctors there told us to take her to the CMH (Civil Military Hospital) in Rawalpindi for proper treatment but she died on the way.’ His voice breaks and for a moment we are all silent; the only sound is of the engine vibrating as we drive up the steep road. Then he says, ‘We were lucky the firing stopped the next morning and we were able to hold her funeral in peace. It started again at 6 pm but at least we got to bury her properly…’

We park our car and walk out. He guides us through the wild landscape towards his house, telling us to step carefully as there might be snakes hiding in the grass. Petrified of reptiles, I hold my breath as we walk through the thick undergrowth. The route is steep and we have to make our way through rocks, wet mud and thorns. I wonder how difficult it must have been for Shaukat to carry his injured wife on this route, especially during the firing. Walking ahead of us, Shaukat mentions in passing that during the Kargil conflict, a bomb fell right here, crushing four young children from his neighbourhood.

A small open space, surrounded by trees, greets us at the entrance to his home. ‘Do you see those holes in the trees? That’s where the splinters hit. The goat was tied to this tree.’ He bends forward and removes a rock from the foot of the tree. Underneath it is a sharp rusty piece of metal, the splinter that had hit his wife. This is the first time I am seeing one and Haroon and I lean forward to touch it. He quickly tells us to move back—‘It’s poisonous!’ he exclaims. I wonder why he has not thrown the lethal piece that killed his wife, especially given that he has children in the house, but he tells me he keeps it well hidden. Perhaps it serves as the last reminder of his wife, one he is unwilling to let go of.

We have to climb a small rock before we enter another open space. On the left I can see a few rooms. A couple of young girls, presumably his daughters, are busy making Iftari in a long hallway in front of the rooms. They come to greet us and drag a couple of chairs out on to the verandah. One of his daughters comes and sits with me. The girls had a number of reporters come and interview them last year about the incident and seem to have become used to answering questions surrounding one of the most traumatic events in their lives. She was fifteen and completing her matriculation when the incident took place. ‘I had to leave school and take care of the home after my mother’s death. I couldn’t complete my education.’ She assumes I am a reporter from one of the news channels and speaks to me with a straight face, her emphasis on making sure I understand and convey her demand for a hospital and better roads to the government (she says her mother could have been saved if there had been a good hospital in her area). She almost seems to have been hardened by the loss of her mother, by having to give up her education (so as to look after her siblings), by living amidst the firing, year in and year out.

She tells me that she has heard firing ever since she was a young child. In school, the headmaster would tell the children to huddle together and hide until it stopped. At home, her father would tell them to rush inside. The uncertainty, the constant state of emergency, the loud explosions, have shaped her childhood and now her adulthood.

Just then, her father speaks up from the side. ‘The firing started when she was five or six years old, about ten years ago, a few years after the 2003 ceasefire. They fire anytime now. There is no ceasefire in this area despite the 2003 agreement between India and Pakistan.’ He tells me that last year, when his wife passed away, the major firing had begun on 14-15 August. ‘The Independence Days of Pakistan and India become a headache for us in this area,’ he says with frustration. ‘Kashmiris celebrate Pakistan Day on 14 August37 and observe a black day on 15 August to protest against Indian rule in Kashmir.38 They chant pro-Pakistan slogans and Pakistani flags are hoisted39 on both sides of the LoC. The Indians don’t like this and they begin to fire.’ He tells me that the few mujahideen who operate in the area try to take advantage of the patriotic fervour and cross over during the same month.

‘These mujahideen are outsiders, Punjabis and Pathans, not Kashmiris. They just want to create trouble. They go across and the Indian Army fires to scare them away. When they insist on crossing, then the firing worsens. It’s India’s way of telling the Pakistan Army to stop these infiltrators. There’s more peace these days because after the Pathankot incident, there is strict vigilance in the area (the incident refers to a terrorist attack on the Indian Air Force station in Pathankot in India in January 2016, soon after Narendra Modi’s surprise visit to Pakistan in December 2015. It is alleged that the Jaish-e-Mohammad, a Pakistan-based jihadist group operating in Kashmir, carried out the attack to thwart the peace efforts between the two countries). Nawaz Sharif has cracked down hard on them. But when they will go across again, then the firing will begin too.’

He tells me that last year, another girl in the village lost her life. She had appeared for her FSc exams (Class 11-12), but before the results were announced she was killed. ‘This year, we are scared that instead of being able to commemorate my wife’s death anniversary, we will have to hide in our homes and pray that we are not hit. As soon as 14-15 August approaches, the firing will begin again. We don’t know which side will instigate the conflict but what I don’t understand is that if India wants to hit the army or the mujahideen why don’t they fire on the range? They should fire on Pakistan Army posts, why do they fire towards villages?’

Having lost his wife to the firing, Shaukat is clearly furious with India. However, he also seems angry at Pakistan. ‘We are willing to sacrifice our lives for Pakistan… we consider Kashmir to be a part of Pakistan… but no one cares when people die here year after year. They discriminate against us. When my wife died I was given only Rs 3 lakhs. When someone dies across the working boundary in Punjab they are given Rs 5 lakhs as compensation. Why aren’t Kashmiris treated as equals? Why do the Punjabis get more money? Are their lives more important than ours?’

Shaukat sees me as a representative of the Pakistani state and expects me to respond on its behalf but I have no answers. There is nothing I can say that can rationalize the state’s policies or lessen his pain of losing his wife. The call for magrib prayers from a nearby mosque interrupts our conversation. Everyone’s attention turns towards breaking his or her fast. The table in front of us is laden with watermelon, pakoras, soft drinks and dates.

We stop talking and listen to the azan for the next few minutes. The cows moo in the background and the goats bleat. As I see Shaukat and his family break their fast together, I wonder how much he must have had to invest again to buy the animals—the sources of his livelihood—after the incident last year. Goats and cows do not come cheap. I can only hope that no mortar strikes them this time, no mortar chops them into two. When the azan finishes, Shaukat tells me he has repeated nightmares that his house is under attack again. ‘I woke up in the middle of the night last week and ran out of my house. I felt that the earth was shaking and we had been hit but it was all in my head.’ He tells me he feels he has become emotionally disturbed ever since his wife died. He is not the only one in the area. I am told that anxiety, depression and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) are common here.

Yet, Sharjeel tells me that unlike Neelum Valley, the people of Kotli have not risen up in protests and rallies. Despite suffering casualties and the loss of livelihood, they have remained more passive in their demand for peace. When I ask Shaukat the reason for this, he says, ‘People become charged after such incidents but they lose momentum soon after. There have never been any major mujahideen camps here as there were in Neelum Valley. Across us is Jammu, where there is no Muslim support, so there has never been a point in training and sending large numbers of mujahids from here. Yes, a handful do go across but it is not as if India is only firing because of them. So we don’t have as many reasons as people in Neelum Valley do to protest. We are only upset that the government doesn’t provide basic facilities in the area like healthcare and hospitals. We do want to rally against India but how do we do it from here? Maybe in a few years more people will rise up but for now it seems pointless. We are just hoping that the Pakistan Army can fight on our behalf… that they can make us secure, that they can win us Kashmir.’

It is starting to get dark and Sharjeel advises that we leave so that we can find a place to stay for the night. Shaukat guides us back through the vegetation, telling us to be careful to not touch any plants on the way lest any poisonous insect bites us. He also tells us to walk on the rocks and not the grass in case snakes have come out after sunset. I am trying to turn on my phone’s flashlight when I hear a sudden burst of fire. Almost letting out a scream, I quicken my pace but Shaukat tells me to relax. ‘That is probably just the Indian forces firing in their own area, just to let those across the LoC know that they are alert and watching.’ I am frightened that they may change their direction and fire on this side, even though it is only June. My heart is pounding; next to me, I can feel Haroon tense up as well. It is only when we reach the car and close the doors that both of us let out a sigh of relief. Sharjeel, however, is calm; he has experienced much worse. He tells me, ‘Last year, Shaukat’s was the only family left behind in the area. All others ran away. He didn’t have the resources to get away… that’s why his wife died.’

We drive towards Kotli city, in search of the government guesthouse. Tomorrow we are to visit another village for interviews. When we finally reach, a small Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf (PTI) rally is taking place in the garden of the guesthouse. The party, led by Imran Khan, is trying to gather support ahead of the upcoming elections. They are promising change, an end to corruption. We manage to get rooms in the guesthouse and Haroon and I say goodnight to Sharjeel. On our way inside, I notice a picture of Muhammad Ali Jinnah alongside that of Chaudhry Ghulam Abbas (who became the ‘supreme head’ of the AJK government after his migration to ‘Azad’ Kashmir in 1947, also referred to as Quaid-e-Kashmir) and Sardar Ibrahim (first president of Kashmir and known as Bani-e-Kashmir, the father of Kashmir). A plaque outside reads, Kashmir banega Pakistan (Kashmir will become Pakistan). The government guesthouse seems to serve as a constant reminder to everyone who enters that Kashmir is an integral part of Pakistan. It does not matter whether Kashmiris agree or disagree; their fate is already sealed.

***

The next morning we wake up at 6 to conduct more interviews. Sharjeel has warned us that the drive between Kotli and Islamabad is not very safe after dark and we must head back by afternoon. He says dacoits lurk in the way to rob well-off tourists from the UK who are visiting their families. We pay our bill, which is heavily subsidized, as it is a public rest house; it costs us less than Rs 2,000 for both rooms, including sehri for Sharjeel and breakfast for Haroon and me. The young boy who is looking after the guesthouse while his father travels has been kind enough to make us breakfast, something many guesthouses and hotels deny during Ramzan. They expect everyone to fast or at least pretend they are doing so. In 2017, the Senate Standing Committee on Religious Affairs in Pakistan approved the Ehtram-e-Ramzan (amendment) bill, under which hotel owners can be fined up to Rs 25,000 for serving during fasting hours. In addition, people who eat or smoke openly during Ramzan can be imprisoned for three months.40

We drive through Kotli city and Sharjeel points towards Nakyal Hospital, the only hospital in the area. It is the same hospital that Shaukat had brought his wife to, but to no avail. Posters of Mumtaz Qadri are plastered on the walls nearby.

It takes us over an hour to reach Lanjot village, where the Indian Army allegedly killed fourteen persons in 2000, a charge that the Indian government denies.41 A report on the incident in the Guardian newspaper of 26 February 2000 stated:

Indian commandos have been accused by the Pakistani authorities of crossing the line that divides the disputed Himalayan territory of Kashmir and killing 13 civilians in a night raid early yesterday. Villagers laid out the bodies later in the day on wooden beds in a square near Lanjot village, in the Dabsi valley, on the Pakistani side. Three were decapitated; one man’s arms had been hacked off. Four of the dead were children, the youngest two years old. Three others were elderly men, one with a white wisp of a beard. There was no independent way to ascertain whether the killers—described by a survivor as wearing ‘army dress’—were Indian soldiers, or extremists from either side of the line seeking to destabilize the area or taking vengeance for some local act… New Delhi denied that any of its troops were involved and insisted none had crossed into Pakistani territory. Islamabad called the murders a terrorist attack.

A small graveyard, located on the way in the nearby Dabsi village, serves as a reminder of the tragedy. I am told that the dushman (enemy) had crossed over at night and killed members of the same family (locals say fourteen people were killed). We park our car by the graveyard and step out. I can see a row of graves. There is a plaque outside, which gives details of what transpired. In the middle of the plaque is an image of a sword beheading a young man. On either side is a list of those who died, accompanied by their ages, which range from two years to ninety. Underneath, it reads:

24 aur 25 February 2000 ki darmiyaani shabb Bhartiya fauj ki darindagi aur barbariyat ka shikar hone wale masoom aur begunah Musalmaan jin mei 2 saal ke masoom bachche bhi shaamil the aur 90 saal ke buzurg bhi… (On the night of 24 and 25 February 2000, innocent Muslims fell to the barbarity of Indian forces. The Muslims included children as young as two years old and elderly as old as ninety years old…)

It is difficult to imagine the killing of small children. I feel nauseous and don’t want to stand looking at the tiny graves any longer. We leave the graveyard and drive closer to the LoC, in search of the house where the incident took place. Sharjeel tells me that Lanjot is at the footsteps of the LoC and every year villagers either flee or build small bunkers to hide from the heavy firing. We are hoping to locate some survivors from the family that was massacred in the village.

We stop the car after about twenty minutes to ask for directions from a small fruit shop. Sharjeel steps out to speak to the fruit-seller and after a few minutes asks me to join him. He tells me that it might be useful for me to speak to the man, for he had witnessed the firing in the area last year. I step out of the car with my recorder and ask the middle-aged man if I can record his interview. Clad in a light brown shalwar kameez, he nods and pulls out a stool for me.

His name is Ishaq (the name has been changed to protect his identity), and he looks like he is in his late thirties or early forties. He tells me the firing always starts all of a sudden, usually a few days before or after Eid-ul-Azha, which in recent years has tended to fall in September. ‘Last year, several people were injured due to the firing. Master Ramzan’s daughter was injured; Haji Munshi sahib was martyred… After the 2003 ceasefire, there was peace for a handful of years but soon the firing returned. Even these days, they are firing but in their own area. We can hear it at night. They want to scare people away, to stop people from crossing over… ten-fifteen days ago they burnt the entire area near the LoC so that no one could hide under the grass and infiltrate to the other side. They want to make the area visible so that they can catch people easily.’

When I ask him if he has ever seen mujahideen cross over, he tells me that he has been living in the village for four to five years now and has never seen such activity. ‘Infiltration has reduced by 90 per cent from the 1990s,’ Sharjeel says, ‘but the Indians keep firing.’ Ishaq then adds, ‘Our roads are destroyed in this firing, the routes get blocked. Those who can afford it leave the area when the firing begins. They rent a room in Kotli city or go to Rawalpindi. They take their children, their animals, along with them. When they come back, they find their homes have been damaged and they have to rebuild everything from scratch. Others like us don’t have a choice but to stay here. We are very close to the LoC so most of us have built small bunkers in our homes. I have one underneath this shop. I hide with my children over there when the firing begins… it is only thanks to the army officers in the area that we can get some respite. We all have Colonel sahib’s number… when people were injured last year we called him directly and he carried the bodies on a charpoy himself and then arranged for an ambulance. Our private hospitals are useless. They shut down at 2 pm… it’s only because of the Colonel sahib that the doctors were forced to come to the clinics and treat the injured. We are so grateful to him.’

Ishaq has served as a hawaldar in the Pakistan Army. He has been posted in Gujranwala, Karachi, General Headquarters (GHQ) in Rawalpindi and Bahawalpur. As a Kashmiri, he is a staunch patriot, a firm believer in the power of the Pakistan Army, loyal to the Pakistani state, and a strong advocate for Kashmir’s accession to Pakistan. He tells me, ‘We are not prepared to bargain over Kashmir. We want India to give back our land so we can join Pakistan.’ ‘But India is not prepared to leave Kashmir,’ I say. ‘Oh they will,’ he retorts, ‘Inshaallah they will. The Pakistan Army will help us. Brave generals like General Raheel Shareef (chief of army staff between 2013 and 2016) will help us.’

Later, Sharjeel explains that people who live close to the LoC are often very fond of the Pakistan Army because the civilian government is largely absent from the area, given the close proximity to Indian forces. It is the army that comes to their rescue during times of hardship. It has usurped the vacuum left by politicians. The colonel that Ishaq keeps referring to had maintained individual contact with every family from the village during the firing season last year. It makes people feel that only the army has their back. The patriotism and faith in the Pakistan Army is a direct product of such a close and personal relationship with the military.

We make our way to the house where the killings had taken place. We have to park our car and climb a hill to get to the house where Muhammad Niaz, who lost his wife in the incident, currently lives. By the time we reach, Sharjeel is standing with a young man, Nasir (the name has been changed to protect his identity), who is Niaz’s relative. Niaz is not home but Nasir invites us inside. A couple of little children collect around us. The eldest is probably no more than eight.

After learning that we are here to talk about the 2000 incident, Nasir, who picked up the bodies that night, tells us, ‘At 12 o’clock that night, the Indians bombarded us with mortar shells so that people would go inside their homes and not come out. Then they attacked the house, where the annual khatam (complete recitation of the Quran in one sitting) was taking place, and killed fourteen people (as stated earlier, the Indian Army denies this incident). Eight persons were part of the immediate family while the others were cousins, uncles and aunts. My cousin also died here. They cut three men’s heads off and one’s arm and took them back across the LoC as souvenirs. There were two girls who were hiding underneath the blanket. By the grace of God, they did not see them. They have grown up now and live in this neighbourhood. One other cousin and uncle of ours also got injured but managed to survive. Even the Pakistan Army did not realize what was happening because the shelling was so intense that it looked like we were at war. My cousin, who survived, ran to tell people what had happened. Then they came to the house to pick up the injured. Two children died on the way to the hospital in Kotli city while twelve others died on the spot in the house.’

We ask why that house was targeted in particular and he shares that a few days before the incident, some mujahideen from this side had crossed over and attacked an Indian army officer patrolling the area. ‘They killed the Indian official and brought his body to Kotli. We were informed by the Pakistan Army that the Indians might retaliate but you know us ordinary people don’t have any resources. We are right on the LoC and Pakistani soldiers would often come here to drink water, eat food. The Indians must have known that… they must have also known that our cousins and our uncles served in the army and were visiting home for the khatam. Murtaza, who they beheaded, was part of the army, so was another cousin, Ishtiaq, and an uncle. That’s possibly why they attacked here, to seek revenge.’

As Nasir talks, I notice that the children are listening with full attention. Some of them are as young as four and five years old, their minds forever imprinted by these harrowing details. Nasir himself must have been a young boy in 2000. He tells me he had helped pick up the mutilated bodies that night. For many years afterwards, he was petrified, as were the other villagers. They couldn’t sleep out of fear of waking up to swords and blades sawing through them. Those who could afford it left the area for two to three years; others would be startled at the smallest sound. They would yell, ‘India waley aa gaye hain, bhago, bhago (the Indians have come, run, run).’

I wonder how the public memory of such incidents has shaped the locals’ identity, their animosity towards Indians—whom they hold responsible for the attack—and their desire for revenge. I am told that after the beheading, hundreds of villagers came out into the streets to protest against India. Nasir tells me that fifteen to twenty days after this incident, he heard that a few men crossed over from Kotli and killed Indian soldiers. The tit for tat, the back and forth of such actions comes at a huge cost for people like Nasir. He says, ‘We are always vulnerable because of how close we are to the LoC. We never know when such an attack can take place again. When the two armies fight, it is we who get most affected. Ditto when the mujahideen cross over. During Pervez Musharraf’s rule, there was a crackdown on the mujahideen and they aren’t in our area anymore. The locals also don’t support them any longer. Even if we see a suspicious person we report them to the army immediately and they take care of it. We live right on the LoC and have to think of our jobs, our livelihood, we have lost too much… too much… we just want it all to stop.’

I leave Kotli that day uncertain of what the future holds for the people I had met. Would Shaukat and his daughters, Ishaq, the fruit-seller and his children, and Nasir and his family survive the summer? Or would they become small headlines in the corner of some big Pakistani paper, a nameless count of people only recalled when the state needed to beef up anti-India rhetoric? As we drive away, Nasir’s figure recedes into a shapeless silhouette and I can only hope that his doesn’t become another mutilated body cast away in the name of ‘azadi’ in the very land of the ‘azad’.
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Whose side are you on: A view of Keran in Neelum Valley, with ‘Azad’ Kashmir on the right and Indian-administered Kashmir on the left, and the Neelum river in between acting as a natural ‘border’ between the two regions.
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Divided families are allowed to travel across the bridge at this crossing point between Chiliana (‘Azad’ Kashmir) on the left and Tithwal (Indian-administered Kashmir) on the right. However, permits have to be acquired and paperwork completed, turning the crossover into an almost unachievable dream for many Kashmiris.

All photographs by Amiruddin Mughal unless stated otherwise
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A view of Kotli, the chief town of Kotli district in ‘Azad’ Kashmir. This district faces cross-LoC firing despite a 2003 ceasefire agreement in place between India and Pakistan.
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A view of the town of Athmuqam, headquarters of Neelum district in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, which directly faces Indian Army posts and which suffered the worst of the conflict at the Line of Control in the 1990s.
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The historical Dumel Bridge, also called the Ranbir Singh Bridge, named after the Dogra king, stands above the Jhelum, which flows in from Indianadministered Kashmir.
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Another view of Dumel Bridge, which became a site of violence during attacks by ‘tribesmen’ in 1947.




[image: images]

Locals state that there used to be a ‘shamshan ghat’ (cremation ground) by Dumel Bridge, which brings out the importance of this location for the Hindu community.
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Splinters from a mortar shell in Nakyal sector, Kotli district. These are frequently sited in villages close to the LoC, which bear the brunt of ceasefire violations.
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A young boy observes a wall riddled with shelling in the aftermath of ceasefire violations in Nakyal sector of Kotli district.
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Villagers rebuilding bunkers in Athmuqam in 2016, the year that shelling resumed in Neelum Valley after a long spell of peace.
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A view from inside a community bunker that gave refuge to villagers amidst artillery barrages in the 1990s.
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An abandoned home in Neelum Valley, devastated by cross-LoC shelling in the 1990s. Several other homes met the same or worse fate in an ‘unofficial war’, which went on for over a decade, endured by communities living by the LoC.
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The graveyard where slain members of Lanjot village in Nakyal sector, Kotli, rest. Locals claim that they were killed by the Indian Army, a charge that the Indian state denies.
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A refugee gets out of the chairlift at the Manakpayan camp in Muzaffarabad, capital of ‘Azad’ Kashmir. The main road here was destroyed in the 2005 earthquake and refugees use the chairlift as a common mode of transportation to and from the refugee camp.
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Refugees from Indian-administered Kashmir soak in the sun in makeshift camps at Muzaffarabad. Displaced for close to three decades, the refugees still dream of reuniting with their families across the LoC.
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In 2016, locals in Neelum Valley came out to protest the resumption of mortar shelling in their area, which resulted in road blockages and a halt to normal life. Waving white flags, they demanded that peace be restored to the valley.




[image: images]

The Kashmir issue plays a central role in Pakistani politics, and some political parties, such as the religio-nationalist Jamaat-e-Islami, assert that the normalization of relationship with India is impossible without addressing it first. Here, they protest against the pellet wounds inflicted on Kashmiris in Indian-administered Kashmir in the aftermath of Hizbul Mujahideen’s commander Burhan Wani’s killing.
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Sayeed Salahuddin, of the Hizbul Mujahideen group operating in Kashmir, attends a rally in Muzaffarabad.
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Hafiz Saeed, a Punjabi advocate of the ‘Kashmiri cause’, addresses an audience at the Central Press Club, Muzaffarabad in 2016. Hafiz Saeed’s Jamaat-ud-Dawa has been put on the United Nations Security Council sanctions list.
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Posters lionizing Mumtaz Qadri, the assassin of Salman Taseer, the governor of Punjab, are frequently seen across various cities of Pakistan.

(Photo credit: Haroon Khalid)
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The sun setting at Mangla dam in Mirpur district of ‘Azad’ Kashmir. The dam became a source of displacement and resentment in the ‘Azad’ Kashmiri community, in many ways setting off a movement to challenge Pakistani and Indian control over Kashmir.
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British Kashmiris, many of whom were pushed out of Mirpur due to the construction of the Mangla dam, protest against its extension, which they feared would further submerge homes and displace people.

Photo credit: Anti Mangla Dam Extension Action Committee (AMDEAC)
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Sharda Peeth, an ancient seat of learning in ‘Azad’ Kashmir, has a Hindu and Buddhist past. In 2018, the Supreme Court of ‘Azad’ Kashmir directed the government
to protect the site.
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An abandoned mandir in Muzaffarabad, a city which once boasted of a vibrant Hindu community.
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Villagers watch the soldiers at Sharda, Neelum Valley, on 14 August 2016, the Independence Day of Pakistan. Cross-firing at the LoC increases during the independence days of both India and Pakistan.
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The prime minister of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, Raja Farooq Haider, visits the LoC at Neelum Valley in the winter of 2016.
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The former president of ‘Azad’ Kashmir, Sardar Yaqoob Khan, who earlier also served as the prime minister, at an event in Karachi. While ‘Azad’ Kashmir has its own president and prime minister, many locals complain that its fate is firmly in the hands of Islamabad.
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