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      As I explain in earlier pages, Kashmir’s relationship with India has been, since Partition, tense and uneasy, but in 1989
         (just as this book was published) it erupted into a full-scale armed insurgency. The trigger was a growing sense of anger
         over election rigging in the state, but, given the deep frustration of the Kashmiri people at the unjust political situation
         in which they found (and continue to find) themselves, it was an uprising waiting to happen. Pakistan provided the Kashmiri
         insurgents with logistical support—arms and training, while the Indian government responded by imposing direct rule from Delhi
         and sending half a million or more Indian troops into the valley, where they remain to this day in an occupation during which
         between 35,000 to 47,000 people are estimated to have died, and many appalling human rights abuses have been reported—including thousands of disappearances, torture, rape, and plunder.
      

      
      On the other side, it is estimated that about 100,000 Kashmiri Hindu pandits fled the valley following reprisal attacks and
         threats during the uprising—a tragedy, given that Kashmiri Muslims and Hindus had lived side by side in peace for hundreds
         of years.
      

      
      By 1996 the insurgency began to lose some of its intensity—partly because the brutal tactics used by the Indian army were
         impossible to resist, partly because people became conflict-weary, partly because Pakistan, for its own political reasons,
         began to withdraw support, and partly because sporadic peace talks between India and Pakistan took place.
      

      
      Kashmir held its own elections again in 1996, and Farooq Abdullah, the half-British son of Sheikh Abdullah, the old Lion of
         Kashmir, won them again (he had become chief minister on the death of his father in 1982 and was later involved in the disputed
         elections), and in 2009 Omar Abdullah, his son, followed in his footsteps to become the youngest-ever chief minister of the state.
      

      
      Nonetheless, the fundamental cause of the dispute between India and Kashmir that has simmered since 1948—much as the Israel/Palestine
         issue has done—remains unchanged and unresolved: Kashmiris have never been allowed to determine their own fate in the referendum
         promised at the time of the Partition of India, and have never achieved the autonomy they so longed for. In the eyes of the
         world (if not those of India), Kashmir remains a disputed territory.
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      On a happier note, since I wrote this book there has been good news for the long-neglected monuments of Kashmir. In 2004 Saleem Beg, a dynamic retired director general of state tourism, convened a Kashmiri chapter of the Indian National Trust
         for Art and Cultural Heritage (INTACH). Since then, working with his own office staff as well as with many volunteers, his
         department has published a two-volume gazette of all the historically and archaeologically important sites in Srinagar and
         its surrounds (Shehar-i-Kashmir: Cultural Resource Mapping of Srinagar City); it has succeeded in changing the law to make it more difficult to demolish old buildings for redevelopment (not before
         some bad damage was done); it has restored the ’Ali Mosque, the earliest in Kashmir, built in the fifteenth century; and it
         has embarked on an ambitious restoration programme for many other sites, including the famed Mughal gardens of Shalimar, Nishat,
         and Achabal. What pleases me most though is that the building my husband and I love best in Srinagar, the Akhund Mulla Shah
         mosque on Hari Parbat Hill, is on the list for restoration one day.
      

      
      I would like to dedicate this new edition of my book to Saleem Beg in gratitude for the admirable work in Kashmir.

      
      London, 2012
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      A Personal Introduction

      
      There were two main reasons for wanting to spend some time in Kashmir. One was that I collect old Kashmir painted papier mâché—things
         like boxes and candlesticks and trays—and thought I should find out something about it, and possibly write a booklet on the
         subject; and the other was that I was born in India, one of the last daughters of the British raj, and I longed to rediscover
         it with my husband and children. For various reasons we could only take our holiday in June, and since that is the hottest
         time of year in India and our children were small, Kashmir—which is pretty well perfect at that time of year—seemed the most
         sensible destination.
      

      
      We began our holiday in an inexpensive hotel that we had picked with a pin from a list sent to us by the Indian tourist office.
         This was mostly because of my mother’s dire warnings about houseboats in Kashmir. Apart from obvious dangers such as falling
         overboard and drowning, it was well known, she said, that the washing-up was done in the same lake water into which the lavatories
         drained. Indeed, she had taken me to Kashmir when I was a baby and we had stayed on a houseboat and I had contracted dysentery
         and was only saved by a rapid move off the boat and up to the Kashmiri hill station of Gulmarg. …
      

      
      The hotel we picked turned out to be the staging post for Indian coach parties which arrived and left in the early hours of
         every day. In my experience Indians are the most excitable and noisy travellers in the world, and sleep was impossible as they yelled and shouted to each other at three and four in the
         mornings, dragged bed-rolls and luggage across the floors above and below our rooms, and loaded the buses outside our window
         with more cries and bumps and thuds as they hurled suitcases up to be stacked in the giant roof-racks. Even the helpfulness
         of the staff of the hotel could not compensate for the disturbed nights, and after a week we decided to forget about my mother
         and look for a quiet clean houseboat (where we would, of course, check on the washing-up water). By chance we found the ‘Mehboob’,
         a beautiful new-ish boat moored next to a tiny garden in the Dal lake. It had three vast bedrooms with bathrooms en suite, a dining room with heavy, elaborately carved Kashmiri furniture, a drawing-room with chandeliers and huge square armchairs,
         and a lacey carved wooden verandah on which to sit and watch the world paddle past. We were lucky—the ‘Mehboob’ was only empty
         because there had been riots in Kashmir that spring, and many tourists and travel companies had cancelled their Kashmir bookings.
      

      
      A shikara, the oriental gondola, was sent by our houseboat owner to fetch us to our new home. It was called the ‘Galloping Snail’ and
         was to be ours for the holiday. We were no longer at the mercy of the boat boys and taxi and tonga drivers who had lurked
         outside the hotel. Actually, we had already made a bid for freedom by hiring bicycles in the bazaar, but our sightseeing was
         frustrated by not being able to find any sort of child seats to attach to the back.
      

      
      Now in the ‘Snail’, lying back on cushions under a flower-patterned awning, we made excursions to the Mughal gardens of Shalimar
         and Nishat. We explored the waterways of the ancient tumbledown city of Srinagar and took a trip up the Jhelum river—for which extra boatmen had to be hired as the current against us was so strong. One day the boat took us to
         the foot of the Hari Parbat hill, and from there we walked up to look at the fort that crowns the summit. We were not allowed
         in, for we had not done our homework properly, and had no written permission from the tourist office. Another afternoon we
         visited the mosque at Hazratbal and then picnicked on the little Char Chinar island nearby—once a favourite Mughal pleasure
         spot. Sometimes we abandoned the ‘Snail’ and climbed nearby hills instead, and once we walked along the causeway, or suttoo, as the locals call it, which spans the Dal lake from the suburb of Srinagar called Rainawari to the Nishat garden on the
         other side, occasionally wishing we had persuaded a taxi to take us to the Rainawari end of the causeway and collect us again
         from the Nishat end. The walk is about four miles long and passes through an enchanted world of pretty villages, green willows
         and dappled waters—it is a glimpse of a Kashmiri way of life that you would not normally see. The ‘Snail’ ferried us to the
         lovely Nagin lake which many visitors prefer to the Dal because it is so quiet and tranquil, though personally I enjoy the
         bustle of life on the Dal lake. But most often we simply pottered around in the ‘Snail’ among the water lilies and incredible
         pink lotuses and the floating gardens.
      

      
      The floating gardens are an ingenious way of creating more land—indeed so much new land is being created that the authorities
         claim the lakes are under threat. What happens is this: the farmer ties a whole lot of lotus roots together to make a raft.
         Lotus roots float, so the raft is buoyant and remains on the surface of the water. The farmer puts soil on the top and plants
         his vegetables which flourish in their water-borne bed, and the only problem he has is that when the crop is ready to harvest someone may cut the floating garden from its mooring and tow it away.
      

      
      It has to be said that on these expeditions our privacy and peace were constantly interrupted. Kashmiris are the most persistent
         and thick-skinned salesmen, and as our little boat skimmed across the waters of the lake, vendors on similar craft would slip
         silently out from the shadows where they had been lying in wait and follow us like sinister crocodiles. As E.F. Knight, a
         Times correspondent writing in 1893, said, ‘All this may be amusing at first, but one soon wearies of it. One discovers that to
         enjoy peace one must be a trifle brutal. Some sahibs obtain comparative privacy with a stick …’ My own advice is to be firm.
         Say ‘no’ and look away—the moment you falter, even by the flicker of an eyelid in the direction of the goods being sold, you
         are lost.
      

      
      Other less aggressive floating shops came to our verandah in the evenings: Mr Wonderful, who paddled a boat piled high with
         flowers—roses, pinks, marigolds, irises, delphiniums, lupins; a grocery boat that sold dusty tins of provisions, faded packets
         of Aspirin, Elastoplast and Tampax, Indian whisky and (offered in whispers) hashish. And then there was Lassa Mir, the tailor,
         who was always trying to persuade me to order some Kashmiri-style drawstring trousers. ‘But Mr Mir’, I protested feebly in
         the end, ‘I am afraid they might bag at the knees.’ ‘No, no, Madame’, he replied vigorously, ‘I assure you they will be cut
         just like my own.’ He stood up to demonstrate, and it was even worse than I feared—though his own legs were straight, his
         trousers were still kneeling, but after that I hadn’t the heart to refuse, though, apart from their famous fine woollen shawls,
         clothes were really the last things I wanted to buy in Kashmir, where the chain-stitched rugs known as numdahs, the beautifully carved wood, the fine hand-knotted or embroidered carpets and the prettily painted papier mâché are all unique
         and good value.
      

      
      In 1894 an English memsahib called Mrs Burrows travelled to Kashmir with her husband and baby and wrote a charming little
         guide book called Cashmir en Famille in which she suggested that since ‘nearly everyone will want to order some of the fascinating Cashmir work’ it was sensible
         to budget for it when planning the holidays. She herself spent Rs 400 on ‘works of art’, which was only slightly less than
         all her servants’ wages for the six-month trip. Mrs Burrows also suggested that the best plan was to order one’s ‘art’ as
         soon as possible after arrival ‘so that things may be finished and examined before the visitor leaves Cashmir’. Nowadays shortage
         of time makes it impossible for most tourists to order special things, and for them the best advice is exactly the opposite—look
         around at what all the dealers have and decide towards the end of the holiday what the best buys are.
      

      
      Apart from the state-run handicrafts centre, based in the house that was once the British Residency in Kashmir, there are
         excellent merchants all over the city. Suffering Moses on the Bund is the best known, but he is a most eccentric and unpredictable
         old man, and at the precise moment you set your heart on something in his shop he usually decides that he cannot bear to part
         with it and refuses to sell it to you. ‘Insufferable Moses’ we came to call him, though with some affection. Often, maddeningly,
         and for no particular reason, he chooses not to open his shop at all and then sticks an unconvincing notice on the door saying
         CLOSED FOR STOCKTAKING. The present-day Suffering Moses is, apparently, the third dealer to bear the name—which was first
         coined by an English visitor in the last century for a merchant called Moses. The story goes that the two men were bargaining over some beautiful object, and, as he grudgingly lowered
         his price rupee by rupee, the Kashmiri dealer looked so forlorn and miserable that the Englishman said ‘Oh how you are suffering, Moses’, and Suffering Moses he was for the rest of his days.
      

      
      A favourite merchant among the British in the old days was a tailor called Butterfly who was skilled at making fine lingerie.
         Before the war, memsahibs all over India would send him their underclothes to copy—until one year, to their horror and embarrassment,
         Butterfly brought out a catalogue in which all was revealed—here were their names and their underwear, sketched in detail,
         and priced: Lady Snook’s French Camiknickers, Rs 25, etc.
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      Kashmir is one of the many places in the world which could easily have been the inspiration for the words of the hymn ‘Every
         aspect pleases and only man is vile’. Man has contributed precious little to the sum of beauty in the valley and is responsible
         for all the unpleasant things, such as traffic, exhaust fumes, concrete buildings, noise, litter, and so on—not to mention
         corrugated iron, which has understandably, but sadly, replaced the old earthen roofs of the houses on which not so very long
         ago grass grew and flowers bloomed.
      

      
      Our houseboat owner had various suggestions for excursions to beauty spots away from the bustle of Srinagar, so we took taxis—which
         he booked for us so that we would not be taken for a ride in more ways than one—to the Wular lake, which is enormous, wild
         and desolate, and to Manasbal lake, where we were excited to find a tiny Hindu temple dating back 1000 years partially submerged in the waters of the lake below
         the Government Rest House and garden. We drove to Sonamarg and to Yusmarg—peaceful green places in the hills at opposite sides
         of Kashmir, and we visited Gulmarg, scene of my recovery from dysentery as a baby. I doubt whether my mother would recognize
         Gulmarg now. To get there in her day you had to walk or ride a pony up the last few miles of mountain from Tangmarg, and wretchedly
         poor porters used to carry up the pianos and potted palms that the sahibs thought indispensable in their holiday houses for
         few miserable rupees. Now a proper road goes all the way to Gulmarg, and the place is a busy ski resort in winter and a favourite
         with day trippers from Srinagar in the summer. We were puzzled that so many of them were carrying enormous thermos-flasks,
         and noticed, too, that everyone seemed to be keyed up to a higher pitch of excitement than is usual, even for Indian travellers.
         The cause of this became apparent when we reached Khilanmarg, yet another beauty spot a stiff walk or pony ride up the hill
         from Gulmarg. There the snow-line starts and several of the Indian tourists who had never seen snow before went wild with
         excitement, jumping in it and rolling, starting snowball fights and stuffing their thermos-flasks full of snow to take down
         to show the folks back home.
      

      
      But the best way to escape from the rest of humanity in Kashmir is by heading for the hills to do some trekking. Hotels or
         houseboat owners make the arrangements, and the trek can be as tough or as tame, as luxurious or as frugal as you specify.
         My husband took himself off for an energetic four-day walk in the Lidder valley—this came into the frugal category for he
         was alone, apart from a guide (who also put up his tent, lit a fire and heated a can of beans every night) and a pony that carried the tent and tins. Even out there on the edge of
         the Kolahoi glacier, miles from anywhere, he met a group of elderly New Zealanders doing the same as him, but in that great
         emptiness he was, he confessed, rather pleased to see them. At the end of his trip I went to meet him at a prearranged rendezvous
         and came upon a scene of blissful serenity—in a lovely, empty valley I found my husband reading in the shade of a tree beside
         a rushing river while his guide dozed contentedly and his pony grazed nearby.
      

      
      On our way back to Srinagar, in yet another taxi, we decided to make some detours in order to look at the great ruined Hindu
         temples at Martand and Avantipur, and the Mughal gardens at Achabal and Verinag. We had no idea, as we explored these sites,
         that we were following the exact route taken 300 years before by François Bernier, one of the first European travellers in
         Kashmir. How much more we would have enjoyed ourselves if we had only read his lively descriptions of the country—and the
         things we were seeing—in those far-off days when Kashmir was famed as the Paradise of the Indies, and its people admired as
         far superior in culture and talent to anyone else in the sub-continent.
      

      
      But we had never even beard of Bernier, nor about the other early travellers from Europe, all of whom had fascinating tales
         to tell. In fact, our ignorance about Kashmir in general handicapped us throughout our six-week holiday, for while the natural
         beauty of the valley is spectacularly obvious, its past is complex and not easy to unravel on the spot. To sightsee successfully,
         rather than just admire the scenery, you must know something of the historical background and possess the instinct of a detective.
         For instance, at the famed Shalimar garden my husband was browsing round inside the black marble pavilion built by the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan, when he spotted a small
         section of the original painting that must once have covered the walls. There is only a small patch of this exquisite, delicate
         work—in gold leaf and black and yellow and red—left. The decoration on the rest of the walls is modern and much cruder. We
         were rather excited by our find and still more so, later on, when we came across François Bernier’s description of the pavilion
         in 1665, finding it tallied with what we had seen. ‘The whole of the interior is painted and gilt’, he wrote, ‘and on the
         walls of all the chambers are inscribed certain sentences, written in large and beautiful Persian characters. (Among others
         the celebrated legend “If there be a Paradise on earth, it is this, it is this”).’ Again, it was only by chance, on our walk
         down Hari Parbat hill, that we came upon the small but exquisite grey stone mosque that was built by the Mughal prince Dara
         Shikoh, for it is not in any guide-book that I have come across. Neither have I found any references to the remnants of Nagar-Nagar,
         the town built by Akbar at the foot of Hari Parbat hill (below the grey mosque), though two huge gateways that were entrances
         to it still stand. Nur Jahan’s mosque in Srinagar city, the Pathar Masjid, usually gets only a passing mention, and the garden
         of Pari Mahal—which must be one of the most beautiful sites in Kashmir—in spite of the insensitive restoration work and hideous
         modern lamps which have recently sprung up all over it—receives so much less attention than the Shalimar garden, that it could
         be overlooked. Having said all that, I must confess that we had a great deal of fun and interest exploring neglected sites
         and digging out information for ourselves.
      

      
      We did have one gem of a book lent to us by our houseboat owner. This was Dr Duke’s Kashmir Handbook, written in 1888—ours was the revised edition of 1903. This guide gave us a feel for the place all right, but in the wrong century. Travellers
         to Kashmir in those days were a different breed. You have only to read the list of items that the doctor advises visitors
         to bring with them to see what a stoic and self-sufficient lot they were. Apart from medicines to counteract diarrhoea, dysentery,
         constipation, fevers, headache, snow-blindness, chilblains, frostbite, wounds and dog bite, and not forgetting that ‘castor
         oil should always find a place’, the doctor insists upon gum lancets, abscess lancets and some soft catheters. ‘I mention
         the latter’, he writes, ‘as in 1875 had one of these instruments been available, a life might have been saved in the wilds
         of Kashmir. Since then I have always carried one in my gun case.’ He then goes on to give instructions for un-dislocating
         your own shoulder or elbow:
      

      
      Get one shikari (No. 1) to hold the chest firmly with his arms. Get another man (No. 2) to put his knee under armpit from
         behind; make another (No. 3) extend the arm full length, raising it until there is freedom from all pain. Then tell him (No.
         3) to pull upwards firmly: the chest man (No. 1) counter-extending Try different angles forwards and backwards until the bone
         will go back with a jump. The pain at first is sickening …
      

      
      Dr Duke was a mine of rather gruesome information—it was a bit like having my mother on board. There was not a sad wayside
         grave on the path into Kashmir that escaped his attention: one for a young Englishman who had drowned in a river, another
         one for a cholera victim, and a tiny one for poor little Harry, the five-month-old son of Lt W.E. Nuthall, who died and was
         buried at Naoshera. His parents added a postscript to the inscription on his grave: ‘Travellers will do a kind act by instructing the Takidar to keep this grave in order.’ One can’t help wondering what has become of the grave in the
         hundred years since they wrote those words, so confidently assuming that there would always be responsible English travellers in Naoshera, and Takidars ready to do their bidding.
      

      
      According to Dr Duke, the construction of the first proper road between India and Kashmir in the 1880s claimed many lives:
         fifty-four men died falling over precipices and twenty from snake bites. And sudden death on the road continued even after
         it was completed, for far too many people, Dr Duke writes sternly, harnessed their vehicles to over-fresh young ponies not
         trained to go downhill, and accidents were commonplace. On one occasion an English lady and gentleman were travelling in a
         tonga that took a corner too fast and went hurtling off the road and over the edge of the cliff. The lady was saved by the
         presence of mind of the man who, as they toppled, cried out ‘JUMP’. ‘With her umbrella in one hand she gave a spring, fortunately
         clearing the side and escaping certain death’, writes Dr Duke, and goes on to relate how the lady’s presence of mind in taking
         her brolly then saved them both from another death from sunstroke as they waited on the side of the road to be rescued.
      

      
      Dr Duke is particularly eloquent on the nightmarish subject of rope bridges—things that the modern traveller to the valley
         of Kashmir can be truly thankful that they will not encounter. The most notoriously hair-raising rope bridge in Dr Duke’s
         days was at Uri, near the new road from India. ‘It is curious (I myself have witnessed it)’, he wrote, ‘that some of the boldest
         cragsmen, men who can face the most ghastly precipices have an aversion to crossing this bridge. … Nervous people who must
         cross generally have their eves bandaged and are conveyed over pick-a-back or tied in a kilta [a porter’s basket] and carried as a load.’
      

      
      The doctor is always practical—in the middle of a description of some Mughal ruins he breaks off to say that there are, nearby,
         ‘several fine Rhododendrons from which cuttings may be taken’—but he has an engagingly humorous side as well. Once, staying
         in a dak bungalow (a government rest-house) he flipped back through the visitor’s book and came across an amusing exchange. Two vicars
         had stayed in the bungalow and had written in the book: ‘Service good; but bugs and flease in abundance.’ The next few guests
         made no comment on this, but then a Captain X, obviously a bit of a wag, spent the night and wrote ‘Quite satisfied. The Reverend
         gentlemen above took all the bugs and flease away with them.’
      

      
      Much as we loved Dr Duke, though, he was more of a curiosity than the companion we would have chosen for our travels. However,
         I now turned to my reason-for-being there, the art of papier mâché painting. I talked to master craftsmen and watched them
         at work with their brushes made of cats’ hairs and their broken cups and saucers full of paint. I looked at the fine pieces
         of papier mâché in the dusty National Museum, and, with the help of a Kashmiri friend, sought out obscure imambaras (Shia
         Muslim halls for theological discussion) with painted papier mâché ceilings. I also inveigled myself into the elaborately
         decorated Old Secretariat, which used to be called the Shergarhi, and was the palace of the maharajas—which presumably explains
         why, not so long ago, a priceless horde of jewellery was discovered hidden away in there. (The descendants of the maharajas
         of Kashmir and the Indian government are still involved in a legal battle as to the ownership of the treasure.) And then one
         limpid watery dawn, the ‘Galloping Snail’ took us across the lake for the last time to catch the taxi to the airport.
      

      
      Back in Europe I began writing my booklet on papier mâché, but I found it impossible to stop at that, or even at the arts
         and crafts of Kashmir. All sorts of people were jostling to get into the story and needed to be included as well: the Mughals,
         the Afghans, the Persians, the Sikhs, the British, the Indians—they have all had a hand in Kashmir. And then there was the
         great king of Kashmir who introduced the arts into his country in the first place, not to mention the intrepid early European
         travellers who brought the news of this other Eden back to the West, and the romantic Irish poet who never visited Kashmir
         but glamorized it so impossibly in his poem ‘Lalla Rookh’ …
      

      
      I decided to include them all, to abandon my first idea and instead write a general book on Kashmir, a hotch-potch of all that I had wanted to know when I was there but only found out on my return. I present
         it humbly, for I am not a historian, nor a geographer, nor a botanist. I make no claims for the pages that follow—only that
         I would have liked, very much, to have had them in my hands when I explored Kashmir, that garden of so many secrets.
      

      




      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      The Secret Garden: An Informal History

      
      Who has not heard of the vale of Cashmere,
With its roses the brightest that earth ever gave,
Its temples, and grottos, and
         fountains as clear
As the love-lighted eyes that hang over their wave.
      

      
      —from ‘Lalla Rookh’ by Thomas Moore
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      The Secret Garden: An Informal History

      
      I do not believe that it is possible to write a single original sentence in praise of Kashmir—so much has already been said,
         and by such an extraordinary variety of people. Mughal emperors have flattered it in their most sugary prose, pilgrims and
         priests have softened at the sight of it, solemn British civil servants have waxed lyrical about the changing light on the
         mountains or sunset over the limpid lakes, scientists have turned into poets on the subject of Kashmir, worldly travellers
         have had to apologize for their child-like enthusiasm, and memsahibs have polished all the clichés about emerald pastures,
         sapphire waters and pearly snows.
      

      
      Kashmir has been compared to Switzerland, the Italian lakes, the English lake district; to France, Greece, the Austrian Tyrol,
         and most often of all to the Garden of Eden itself. But good looks are obviously as troublesome a burden for a place as they
         can be for a person, and the story of Kashmir is rather like some lurid Victorian novel in which the heroine’s rare beauty
         brings her nothing but disappointment and unhappiness. Kashmir’s reputation as the nearest place to paradise that earth can
         provide has not made the little state prosperous nor its people happy—far from it, it seems to have condemned them both, through history, to much misery and suffering.
      

      
      At the present time the geographical area that constitutes Kashmir is divided between India and Pakistan. Most of Kashmir
         lies within the political boundaries of India, with a portion to the west having been taken over by Pakistan. This unhappy
         state of affairs goes back to the troubled days of 1947 when predominantly Muslim Pakistan painfully separated itself from
         predominantly Hindu India. Kashmir then found herself uncomfortably sandwiched between the two countries, with both insisting
         that she should belong to them—Pakistan because the great majority of Kashmiris were (and still are) Muslims, and India because
         the ruler of Kashmir, Maharaja Hari Singh, was a Hindu.
      

      
      It was agreed around the time of Partition that the only fair way to solve the dispute was to let the people of Kashmir decide
         for themselves whose side to join, but before any referendum could be organized an accident of fate forced history’s hand—
         the country was suddenly invaded by an unofficial army of about 2000 Pathan tribesmen from Pakistan who made inroads into
         Kashmir frighteningly quickly, looting, raping and burning as they went. The Maharaja of Kashmir, panic-stricken, appealed
         to India for help, and was reassured that troops would be sent up at once. In return, Kashmir was to ally itself to India.
         This agreed, Indian soldiers duly arrived and drove out the marauding tribesmen. (These Pathan invaders have been described
         as ‘valiant warriors’ by a Pakistani writer and as ‘bloodthirsty raiders’ by an Indian one.)
      

      
      India accused Pakistan of encouraging, if not actively supporting, the invaders; Pakistan denied any involvement, and protested
         furiously at the deal struck with the maharaja which handed Kashmir to India before the will of the people was known. War broke out between the two countries and continued for
         a year until, in 1949, the UN Security Council persuaded both sides to stop fighting and—for want of any better idea—the
         country was divided between them along the cease-fire line.
      

      
      Again, it was suggested that the fair way to decide Kashmir’s future was to let her people vote on it themselves, but India
         has always disagreed with the demands for a plebiscite and argued from different premises, and so, to this day, there are
         two Kashmirs. Pakistan controls the rugged, mountainous, empty area of the north and calls it Azad Kashmir (Free Kashmir),
         while India has the gentler valley of Kashmir, the heartland, containing the ancient capital, Srinagar—the part that has always
         been considered the true Kashmir, and which is the subject of this book.
      

      
      It could be argued that neither India nor Pakistan has any convincing claim to Kashmir—and if it were a bleak and unattractive
         little country maybe neither of them would bother with it, but, as Shakespeare pointed out long ago, ‘beauty provoketh thieves
         sooner than gold’. Being an earthly paradise brings its own problems.
      

      
      Like a little apostrophe mark above the Indian subcontinent, the valley of Kashmir lies about 400 miles north of Delhi as
         the crow flies. Eighty-four miles long and twenty-five miles wide, it is about the size of half of Holland—which is, improbably,
         yet another of the countries with which it has been compared. What makes the place remarkable is that within this small area
         the land rises 13,000 feet—from the lush valley floor, which is already high at 5000 feet, to the snow-capped peaks of the
         encircling mountains which average 18,000 feet. It is the extraordinary changes of scenery in this rapid climb from temperate to tundra which make it possible to compare Kashmir with all those other contradictory countries. One Victorian
         traveller gazed at these layers of landscape and wrote that nature could only have achieved Kashmir in collaboration with
         an artist. Another summed it up more practically—‘every hundred feet of its elevation brings some new phase of climate and
         vegetation, and in a short ride of thirty miles one can pass from overpowering heat to a climate delightfully cool, or can
         escape from wearisome wet weather to a dry and sunny atmosphere.’
      

      
      The floor of the valley is flat, a lush patchwork of different shades of green, glinting with waterways and glassy lakes that
         mirror the poplars and willows around them so precisely it can be a puzzle to know which way up to hold photographs. Next
         come gentle, rounded foothills where, in spring and summer, cherry and almond trees, wild roses, irises, lupins and whole
         botany books full of other plants bloom as extravagantly as though they were cultivated. Then the slopes become steeper and
         are taken over by dark pine forests where the ground is soft and springy with layers of fallen needles, tumbling streams rush
         and clatter over stones and wild violets grow in hidden places. Further up it becomes too high for trees, the forests peter
         out, only stubby grass grows between the rocks, and the snowline is in sight. From this height you may be able to glimpse
         beyond the mountains that enclose the valley, and across the vast Himalayas where range after range of white peaks rise in
         every direction as far as the eye can see like petrified waves in a surrealist sea.
      

      
      Frederick Drew, an English geologist working for the Maharaja of Kashmir in the nineteenth century, described these ranges
         as so desolate and bleak that it requires a considerable effort of mind of anyone who has never seen the like to picture to itself such a state … stretches
         of snow-field, wastes of stones, or else hillsides that bear forest untenanted by man, these occupy the chief space. … The
         one exception is Kashmir, which, set in the midst of the mountains, exhibits a fertile expanse, inhabited by an industrious
         people.
      

     
      Kashmir, a small green footprint in this vast, hostile and colourless landscape naturally became known as more than just a
         pretty place. It has always been thought of as a land of milk and honey, an oasis, a coveted prize—and over the centuries
         greedy eyes have been turned on the valley by most of her less fortunate neighbours.
      

      
      The curious fact that the valley is placed at the exact point, the only point, where, until recently, the three great religions of the East—Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam—met, has not enhanced her
         stability and security either. As Frederick Drew pointed out emphatically—‘from Kashmir AND FROM NO OTHER SPOT IN ASIA one
         may go westward through countries entirely Muhammadan, as far as Constantinople; eastward among none but Buddhists to China;
         and southward over lands where the Hindu religion prevails, to the extremity of the Indian peninsula.’ This, needless to say,
         has not been a very healthy crossroads and, inevitably, the people of Kashmir have been forced to adopt all three religions
         in turn—Hinduism, Buddhism, then Hinduism again, and then the Muslim faith.
      

      
      Kashmiris are not an aggressive people; their character seems to have been shaped by nature’s generosity to them—their land
         was fertile and productive and they had no need to seek new pastures or expand their frontiers. With one or two exceptions,
         Kashmir bred no great men of war. On the contrary, it was they who were repeatedly invaded by envious neighbours (though some of her own kings were so weak and depraved that this must occasionally have been quite a relief to the people).
         Over the centuries, the Kashmiris have had to learn the hard way how to survive conquest, oppression and extortion. They have
         had to teach themselves to be submissive, to bend with the wind, to evade all confrontation and to make the best of often
         appalling circumstances. As a result they have been castigated through much of history, by their masters as well as others,
         as a devious, dishonest and untrustworthy race.
      

      
      When, for instance, Akbar conquered Kashmir in 1586 his court historian wrote: ‘The bane of this country is its people’—and,
         throughout the 400 years since, visitors to the country have echoed his words. In 1904 Margaret Morrison, a normally pleasant,
         tolerant British memsahib, wrote scathingly:
      

   

      

         Though a fine race physically, they are for the most part a grasping, thievish, cowardly set. No quotation has so often run
         in my head since coming into the country as the opening lines of Browning’s ‘Childe Roland’: ‘My first thought was, he lied
         in every word.’
      

      



      And Cecil Tyndale-Biscoe, a missionary who spent many years in the area over the early twentieth century, said regretfully
         that the word ‘Kashmiri’ had become shorthand for a whole list of vices:
      

      
      

         To call a man a ‘Kashmiri’ is a term of abuse, for it stands for a coward and a rogue, and much else of an unpleasant nature.
         For instance, when giving a servant a character, a man whom you are dismissing and could not possibly recommend, you write:
         ‘This man is a good specimen of a Kashmiri.’ Everyone understands that such a man is not fit for employment.
      




      
      But the Kashmiris have never been criticized for lack of intelligence or wit or skill—they may be the butt of all sorts of
         jokes and sayings but no one has ever suggested that they were stupid. Even Akbar had to admit that though the Kashmiri character
         might be seriously flawed, their skill at making things and their fine craftsmanship were outstanding and they ‘might be deservedly
         employed in the greatest cities’; and François Bernier, the French traveller who visited Kashmir in 1665, described the people
         as ‘celebrated for their wit and considered much more intelligent and ingenious than the Indians.’
      

      
      Bearing this out is the fact that the tiny area of Kashmir boasts one of the earliest written histories in Asia. Two hundred
         years before Chaucer and more than four hundred before Shakespeare (though several centuries after the great Indian Sanskrit epics and drama), Kalhana, a Kashmiri poet, traced the history of his country back 4000 years from
         1148, the date at which he was writing, into the mists of time when, so legends tell, the valley was filled by a lake in which
         lived a horrible demon which terrorized the whole area, until the Hindu god Vishnu came to the people’s help. Vishnu struck
         the mountains, near the town of Baramula, with his trident, the rocks cracked open and the lake water rushed out, leaving
         a sea of mud in the valley. The demon then tried to hide, but the goddess Parvati dropped the Hari Parbat mountain on top
         of him which crushed him to death, and so the inhabitants of Kashmir were at last able to live in peace.
      

      
      Kalhana clearly loved his country and described it charmingly: ‘Learning, lofty houses, saffron, icy water and grapes; things
         that even in heaven are difficult to find are common there.’ We know practically nothing else about him, except that his father
         was a minister to King Harsha, one of Kashmir’s most turbulent rulers, but he emerges through the pages of his great chronicle—the
         Rajatarangini (River of Kings)—as an exceptionally likeable and wise man, a shrewd and humorous observer of the human race—indeed, a sort of Kashmiri version of Chaucer and Shakespeare. And like theirs, the stories he
         tells prove that whatever the century and wherever the place, greed, passion and ambition remain exactly the same.
      

      
      Hundreds of years later, when the Mughals conquered Kashmir, Kalhana’s history was one of their most unexpected and exciting
         discoveries—so important that the court historian wrote this: ‘When the Imperial standards were for the first time borne aloft
         in this garden of perpetual spring, a book called the Rajatarangini written in the Sanskrit tongue containing an account of the princes of Kashmir during a period of some 4000 years, was presented
         to His Majesty …’ Akbar, though he could apparently neither read nor write, greatly admired learning and ordered that the
         Rajatarangini be translated into Persian, the language of his court. All human life seems encompassed in the tale Kalhana unfolds, but
         among Kashmir’s rulers weakness and corruption, vanity, cruelty or greed seem to have been the dominant characteristics, and
         down the centuries the story is mostly a grim one. In dark days Kalhana described the Kashmiri court as a place where only
         buffoons and jokers and ‘whoever was well-versed in stories about courtesans’ thrived, and in still worse ones he wrote: ‘The
         royal assembly, filled with whores, villains, idiots, and corrupters of boys, was unfit to be visited by the wise.’
      

      
      The poor in Kashmir always had an additional burden to endure, literally. For hundreds of years—until the end of the nineteenth
         century—there existed a system of forced porterage called begar. In the mountainous country of Kashmir there were no roads and therefore no vehicles. Human beings made cheaper beasts of
         burden than mules or donkeys, and so organized press-gangs would go out into the countryside brutally snatching able-bodied men from their land and families and forcing them to act as unpaid porters for whichever noble, courtier
         or merchant needed them. It was not uncommon for journeys to last for weeks, if not months, and the wretched victims would
         return home half-starved and broken in health, or they might die of cold or sickness on the way and never come back at all.
      

      
      Only a handful of wise kings and benevolent rulers shine in Kalhana’s history. The first of these—and he is also the first
         known historical name to appear in the Rajatarangini—is Ashoka, the great Buddhist king who ruled much of India in the third century BC. According to Kalhana, Ashoka built the
         first city of Srinagar at a place called Pandrethan which is on the outskirts of the present-day city. There are no buildings—
         not even ruins—left in Kashmir dating back to Ashoka’s time, nor that of his son, who is supposed to have built the first
         temple on top of the Shankaracharya hill in Srinagar. In fact there are no traces of any of the dozens of Buddhist shrines
         that, by Kalhana’s account, once graced the valley.
      

      
      After Ashoka, Kashmir gradually reverted to the Hindu religion, and between the sixth and tenth centuries, which was the heyday
         of Hinduism, many temples were built around the valley. The ruins of some of these are still there to see, and you have only
         to look carefully at the walls of houses and mosques—and particularly at the embankments of the Jhelum river in Srinagar—to
         find interesting blocks of cut stone that were obviously removed from others and recycled. Arthur Neve, a missionary doctor
         in Kashmir for many years at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of twentieth, made a particular study of
         these old Hindu temples in Kashmir and wrote: ‘ancient India has nothing more worthy of its early civilization than the grand remains in Kashmir, which now feebly excite the wonder of European tourists …’ All the old temples
         were dedicated to the god Shiva and, apart from the large ones at Avantipur and Martand, which are more elaborate and set
         in enclosures with grand gateways and colonnades, all of them follow the same pattern. They are sturdy, solid, stone sanctuaries
         between six and ten feet square, with heavy pyramid-shaped roofs, and each one probably stood in a pool of water. Every sanctuary
         once contained a stone phallus or lingam which the faithful would have walked around in prayer, and garlanded with flowers.
         The remains of temples like these can be found all over the valley (including the half-submerged one in Manasbal lake mentioned
         in the Introduction), but the easiest to find and the best-preserved example is the little temple at Pandrethan on the edge
         of Srinagar. This is where Ashoka built his capital, but the temple is much later than that; it was probably built in the
         tenth century. Today the Indian military have taken over this area, but there is nothing to prevent people visiting the temple.
         It stands in a small park, behind a rusting tank which was captured from the Pakistani army and has now become a war memorial,
         on the left-hand side of the Srinagar–Pahalgam road. The temple sits in a pool of water which visitors cross on a stone walkway.
         This walkway doesn’t seem to have existed in the last century, for then every British traveller who went to Pandrethan complained
         of the horror he felt at the thought of wading or swimming through the slimy black water to reach the temple. Arthur Neve
         recommended the Pandrethan temple as being ‘well worth inspection’, particularly the inside of its roof, which is ‘covered
         with sculpture of such purely classic design that an uninitiated person who saw a copy of it on paper would at once take it
         for a sketch from a Greek or Roman original.’
      

      
      
      Of all the temple ruins to be found in Kashmir today, the most dramatic date from the reign of the next great king after Ashoka.
         This was Lalitaditya-Muktapida who came to the throne a long time later, in AD 725. Lalitaditya was a soldier king who expanded
         the frontiers of Kashmir through the surrounding hill kingdoms and down to the plains of the Punjab. But when he was not marching
         he was building, and it is for his great temple at Martand that he is remembered. The temple at Martand was built on a plateau
         above the present-day town of Mattan which is on the road to Pahalgam. Mattan itself has a spring and a large pool full of
         fish which are so used to being fed they swim after visitors walking around the edge. Like many natural springs, it has always
         been a holy place, and there are temples and shrines all around. Indeed, it is hard to believe that Mattan, so full of traffic
         and crowds, was once a quiet green place, highly recommended by British Sahibs as a camp site.
      

      
      Earthquakes, iconoclasts and vandals long ago reduced Martand to ruins, but nonetheless it is still most impressive, and in
         its prime it must have been breathtaking. The temple—which had a sanctuary, a choir and a nave—stood in a large quadrangle
         with eighty-four carved stone pillars making a graceful colonnade around it. The western entrance, a magnificent archway,
         was approached by a wide flight of steps, and there were various side chapels. Arthur Neve calculated that the massive temple
         roof cannot have been less than seventy-five foot high. Unfortunately, the rubble from the collapsed roof has tended to confuse
         the site. The temple’s simplicity of outline, the proportions of its pillars and colonnade, the triangular pediments above
         the doorways, are all strikingly classical and must have been inspired by Greek architecture, via Alexander the Great’s conquests
         in north-western India. Even its site on a high plateau is rather Parthenon-like. Sir Frances Younghusband, who was British Resident in Kashmir in the early years of
         the twentieth century, wrote: ‘No temple was ever built on a finer site. It is one of the most heavenly spots on earth … there
         is about it a combination of massiveness and simplicity, and of solidity combined with grace, which has earned it fame for
         a thousand years.’
      

      
      The next leader of stature. Avantivarman, came to the throne in AD 855. He was, by Kalhana’s account, a gentle and humane
         man whose first act on becoming king was to give the previous ruler’s ill-gotten treasure to the poor—‘for who could delight
         in necklaces cursed and unholy, which have been torn from the necks of the dying.’ Scholars, artists and poets were promised
         ‘great fortunes and high honours’ and consequently flocked back to court, and fine temples were built at the king’s new town
         of Avantipur. The ruins of these temples are easy to see. There are two of them, called the Avantiswara and the Avanti-swami
         temples, about one kilometre apart, beside the Srinagar–Pahalgam road, just before Avantipur. As at Martand, the temple buildings
         have been ravaged by time, earthquakes and vandals, but their gateways, paved quadrangles and general layout can be seen clearly,
         and there are magnificent examples of stone carving—including, it is said, a portrait of Avantivarman and his queen on a block
         of stone to the left of the Avantiswara temple.
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