                                                   JOURNEY THROUGH CONFLICT
Fida Hussain
On December 2012 at 4: oo pm with the clear intention to go home in Islamabad after a couple of days, I left the highest seat of learning. Though the journey was not so far but in Kashmir the winter days are short and the darkness engulfs the valley very early so I left. The gusty winds were blowing hitting the faces of the people turning them red. The sun had already begun to hide itself in the western sky giving the way for the clouds. The clouds were giving the feeling that sky is soon going to cry. The people were waiting in all types of designs like random, zigzag and what not for the transport to go their respective destinations. Some were already in the buses waiting for the bus to drove them to their respective destinations. The market was abuzz with people buying the products mostly from street vendors. The lane leading to the Hazratbal shrine was packed with the devotees.  The breaths of people were forming the rings of smoke due to cold. 
I boarded a TATA sumo outside the varsity. In half an hour passing through different lanes also used by protestors, we were at Lal chowk. Lal chowk is the point in the Srinagar city which has witnessed many bloody protests from last 22 years of turmoil against the Indian occupation. Lal chowk named by left wing activists inspired by Russian revolution as they fought Maharaja Hari Singh. At Lal Chowk the cries of the sumo drivers to invite the passengers were being echoed in the air. I got the glimpse of the 2004 model TATA sumo with a board on its front with Islamabad written on it in Urdu in black with bold font. Still the driver of the sumo was inviting the passengers to board his vehicle. Despite having many vehicles at my welcome, I don’t know why I got attracted to this one. Its driver a man in his 50s with shining short beard and long pheran was inviting the passengers in a soft tune. The front seat and middle two seats were already occupied. I joined the four persons already inside. After waiting for about 5 minutes the vehicle was occupied by other persons and there was still last vacant seat. An old man in his 80s with long pheran and white beard swelled with cold occupied the last throne. His left eye was closed partially. The wrinkles in zig zag on his face and hands were reflecting the tons of experience of life he had seen. He had come from a village in Islamabad for Gout which had given painful shocks to him. In the meantime the driver started the vehicle with slim sound. Passing through Lal chowk with sights of camps of men in uniform and barbed wires at many places was a familiar show for us. 
While leaving the Srinagar city our vehicle entered the high military zone, Badami bagh, the Indian army occupied area. The mighty gates of the land of security forces with mighty men in uniform guarding them were sending chills down the spine. The mighty tank in the multi painted triangle gate at welcomed us. It was a symbol for every Kashmiri who enters or leaves the summer capital of state to have a sense of fear which had been crept in the grey matters of Kashmiris from last 22 years. The barbed wires which had left us bruised and the bankers were rubbing salts on the bruises and injuries. Inside the vehicle with all persons from land of lost paradise was starring at the walls and gates of the military occupied land, the silence were at its best. While passing through this land, the silence was broken by the words “Kam Kam Khane Karikh Ujaad” (No family was spared from destruction) in a soft voice that came from this elderly person. These words echoed inside the vehicle for some time. He continued, I am myself witness to some of the worst bloody encounters and crackdowns which were the routine matters in ‘90s.The houses of people were burnt down during encounters and sometimes expensive items were looted. It was the time when the security forces would barge into homes and beat the inmates including women and children. The army used to bring bullet ridden bodies of youth for burial labeling them as militants. Some of the bodies had brutal torture marks’. i myself once saw a body that the army had brought to us for burial that has been tortured brutally. He was a young boy in his 20s whose fingers were cut. His ears and nose were absent and his body was burnt at many places. Many youth were arrested without any clue till date leaving their families in unending wait.
Around 70,000 persons have been killed since 1990 and 10,000 have gone missing after arrest.
In the meantime, a convoy of Indian military trucks appeared in front of our vehicle with barrels of guns pointing towards up. There was silence again inside. Outside vehicles were jammed, all Kashmiris travelling were red faced they seem to narrate the same pains as in our vehicle. Paused, after sometime clearing his throat the man again began the tradition of convoys are familiar on the roads of Kashmir now. The convoys have made our lives hell in the same way traffic jam which we were in due to these convoys. In a soft voice he then mentioned the Ikhwanis, The pro government gunmen composed mainly of local reformed militants who were raised to counter terrorism. He said The Ikhwanis unleashed a reign of terror in Kashmir. They began cycles of innocent killings in cold blood. 
As the cold began to increase its intensity, we were passing through the river Jhelum which had silent waters. Jhelum which has also buried a number of bodies of youth in its lap and witnessed many bloodiest transitions. I looked at the waters which were silent like the people of Kashmir who had also witnessed the worst phases of Kashmir conflict. After sometime I looked through the window of the vehicle outside only to see the desolate vast lands with the trees which have already been snatched of their leaves and rendered naked by the autumn. The trees were giving the look of the ghosts. The elderly man continued the last 22 years have rendered the Kashmir land of widows, orphans and trauma patients. The pains that have been inflicted by security forces on us have left deep imprints. The pains that can’t be healed with money or anything at all. Then his lachrymal glands refused to stop flowing and his emotions came out in the form of tears. The tears rolled down his wrinkled face some tears getting stuck in his white beard giving a shiny look. It made the environment emotional and everyone among us was struggling to control the emotions that were searching for a vent to erupt. I again looked through the window of the vehicle after clearing the glass with my hands. The waves of darkness have engulfed the vehicle and us. The transition through different parts in darkness was giving the feeling of fear in our minds. The faces of all who were heading towards their destinations reflected the sense of fear. In some parts, the security forces were patrolling the roads.  In the meantime, the driver switched on the type recorder. Some religious scholar was giving a speech and his speech was being continuously interrupted by the familiar slogans “ALLAH U AKBAR”. This slogan inside and the patrolling forces outside was giving the feeling of the protests that have been only weapon in the hands of the helpless Kashmiris from last 22 years. 
The ghosts of these protests again came haunting the Kashmiris in 2008, 2009 and 2010 and claimed hundreds of lives martyred by the Indian security forces. On May 2008, the government of India and state government reached the agreement to transfer 99 acres of land to Shri Amaranth Shrine Board (SASB) in the Kashmir valley. This led to the protests in Kashmir against the transfer. In 2009, the two young women were rapped by Indian security forces at shopian which triggered mass protests. In 2010, summer unrest triggered by Machil fake encounter 120 boys mostly school going were martyred in cold blood by Indian security forces. The Blood is still crying for justice which has been always denied in the lost paradise. 
We all were near our destinations. In a meanwhile, we reached a point in Islamabad, the Khanabal point which has witnessed some violent protests and bloody games in 2010. This is the same point where 3 youth were brutally killed in 2010. This is the point where blood danced in 2010. The two youth were killed when the security forces indiscriminately fired on the procession that was carrying another deceased youth Maroof Ahmad. Maroof Ahmad was fished out after being in the lap of Jhelum waters in Khanabal for three days. He drowned after being chased by the security forces. More 5 minute drive and we all were at our destination. The conversation had already left out minds loaded with tons of fear and emotions. The darkness had completely conquered the sky by that time. As we all were ready to get down of the vehicle some words again came from the same elderly person which relieved us to some extent of the fear. The words he uttered were “Su Khudai Chu wuchan, Su kar Pani Insaaf” (Allah is witnessing everything, He will do justice,). After that we all disappeared in the dead of darkness to our respective destinations. 
The two hour long journey became my journey of last 22 years of conflict. And pain. And suffering which this beautiful valley has gone through, tearing the beautiful paradise in tatters—fit to be entitled as lost paradise.

       
