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I bow down before the mosque of the great Pir at Naupara And the mosque of Hirmai to the left For the great saint once passed through these tracts Now I proceed onwards and arrive at Sita Ghat Where I worshipfully bow before the ideal of womanly virtues, Sita Devi


— River of Fire, Qurratulain Hyder


[After partition] The Muslims created a Pir, the same way Hindus created a Devi or a Devta for everything. There is a Pir for raag, a Pir for clay utensils, a Pir for pingoray. All of Sindh became the land of Pirs. Even when the jogis chanting the mantars for the sacred naag, became Muslim, they still belonged to the tribe of Shiv and followed Gorakhnath. Similarly, the Hindus began to consider Ramzan the month to purify and offered taweez and nazar during the month of fasting


 — Translated from Sita Haran, Qurratulain Hyder


In my childhood, we used to go to the mandir. There were countless Shivalay in Tando Adam, known as the Kashi of the province of Sindh. In HeemKot, there is a mandir of Maha Dev. I went there once with my aunt. I used to visit the mandir at Clifton beach in Karachi, for Shivratri with my mother. My grandmother was a follower of Kali. There is a roop of Kali we call ‘Thar-mai’ meaning the Devi of the Thar desert


— Translated from Sita Haran, Qurratulain Hyder


All is momentary, all is pain. Sarvam Dukham


 — River of Fire, Qurratulain Hyder
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FOREWORD


At Hub Chowki, a historic-city-turned-transit-town is now the gateway between Sindh and Balochistan. Those travelling through are greeted by a road sign that reads ‘Mundra’—a Sanskrit word meaning temple or place of worship or chasm— overshadowed by a larger sign with a new name, proclaiming, in bold Arabic script, ‘Seerat’, meaning inner beauty, heavenly light hidden from view, veiled. These are the many paths to the sacred and the beautiful that abound in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. May the goddess protect us.


I was on my way from the city of Karachi, once a humble fishing hamlet and now the seventh largest city in the world, to the elusive temple of the Goddess Durga at Hinglaj. The temple was nestled in the heart of a lush oasis halfway along the barren coastal belt of Balochistan: Pakistan’s largest province by land mass, but with the smallest population. I rode through an endless expanse of sky, sea and sand broken by brooding dark mountains, humble fishing hamlets and ancient Baboor trees, their sinewy branches looking like sadhus in repose and an occasional camel trotting by past the road that led to Hinglaj. The temple mountain, located in one of the most remote places in the world, was the resting place of the devi the locals called their Nani Pir, or great mother saint.


In 2016, I returned to Karachi, the city where I was born, after seven years of living in New York. I used to work as a model in Karachi, I came back to it as a writer. The cityscape of the southern port area had changed even as much as it remained the same. The skyline was filling up with tall towers, glinting silver under a scorching sun. We used to frequent the main seacoast area as children, riding camels and eating candy floss. On one occasion my mother had taken us—stuffed all the children of the family, siblings and cousins both, into her car and drove us through heavy rain to see the approaching cyclone that never arrived. This area was now barricaded by a gateway with an entry fee.


The province of Balochistan was the darkest corner of the country. My grandfather Sheikh Abbas had travelled there regularly in his open jeep, conducting land surveys for a development project in Hub, when he was working as a civil engineer in the nineties. Now, as I crossed the two rivers named Lyari and Hub, both of which flowed into the Arabian Sea dividing the provinces, a full-fledged uprising was underway in Balochistan. The Sarmachaar—a Balochi word meaning men with their head held in the palm of their hand, crying for freedom of the land and in revolt—were in battle with the state. This war went back to the very inception of Pakistan. With its legacy of dictatorships, the state responded to each insurgency since 1947 with the iron-fisted might of the military, silencing voices of dissent in and around this land rich in resources and peopled by the poor.


Hinglaj, in the heart of the province, is as sacred as it is remote. The ancient temple is located along an endless terrain following a coastal route that reaches beyond the Malabar region in south India and extends further up north, past Rajasthan, then the coastal cities of Iran. I read somewhere that the road between the sea-facing shrine of Abdullah Shah Ghazi in the port city of Karachi and the shrine of Haji Ali, half submerged in the sea in Bombay, was once a route well-travelled by pilgrims of the Sufi order—before the borders got in the way. These pathways of dust, ancient routes of pilgrimage rising off naked feet, are dotted by graves, some of them marked by tinselled red and green cloth, others disappearing into the earth; testament to the centuries of pilgrims who made their way to Nani Pir in Hinglaj.


Durga, born to King Daksha as Sati, says the Mahabharata, observed strict penance, making sacrifice of body and soul to attain Shiv as her husband. At Daksha’s yagna, a ritual ceremony, priests sat around a sacred fire performing sacred rites. All the deities of the heavens were invited to Daksha’s yagna except Shiv and Sati. Uninvited, Sati made an appearance, and was insulted by her father. Her sisters were far more distinguished and worthy of honour than she was, Daksha said. Sati, looked towards the gathering, ‘My husband Shiv, the lord of lords has been insulted for no good reason,’ she said. ‘The scriptures say those who steal knowledge, those who betray a teacher and those who insult the lord are great sinners.’ Durga then flung herself into the flames of the ceremonial fire, the sacred yagna turned into the means for a sacrificial pyre.


Learning of the death of his wife, Shiv, in a state of fury, took a strand of his hair and turned it into a fearsome creature that beheaded Daksha. Yet, the yagna had to be completed; Daksha was restored with a goat’s head. But Sati’s soul could not be brought back. In despair, Shiv, carrying Sati’s body in his arms, standing above the universe, began a dance of destruction. To save the heavens, Lord Vishnu sent forth one of his powerful chakras that hacked at Sati’s body; taking Sati away from Shiv, breaking his hold over—and his attachment to—his beloved. The pieces of her body, fifty-two in all, fell to the earth. The places where each part landed became sacred temples of worship. Durga’s anklet and neck fell in the valley of Kashmir. The head landed on a remote mountain in the heart of Balochistan; that most dangerous of provinces, in a country perpetually at war, too became the site of remembrance for a woman’s sacrifice.


I left Karachi on the morning of the ninth day of Moharram, a big night in the commemoration of another narrative of a family torn apart and dismembered. These were the events of Karbala, when family members of the Prophet Mohammad—his grandson Hussain in company of mostly women and children—were killed on the battlefield. He had dared to lay claim to political leadership and the ruling polity surrounded him with a massive army, and without the mercy of a single drop of water, took their innocent lives. During Ashura, the first ten days of the month of Moharram, millions of Muslims remember and mourn the sacrifice of those who refused to bow to injustice. I left behind a Karachi under curfew, blocked by shipping containers to keep in check the thousands of mourners flowing through the centre of the city. Rallies full of the grieving, who were remembering the bloodshed of innocents and inflicting fresh wounds on their bodies, their blood flowing afresh on the streets: a Moharram relived.


It was truth I sought as I made my passage into Balochistan, armed with a notebook, camera and an audio recorder, with a vague outline of a story in my head. I was accompanying a family of yatris on a pilgrimage to the temple, entering the heavily patrolled and policed borders of the province with them. It was also the last night of Navratri, the festival celebrating the victory in battle of the goddess Durga over a demon buffalo to restore dharma, the order of the cosmos. Sati’s suffering and sacrifice and the joy of her victory were remembered like Moharram, like mohabbat; love in the heart, eternal and ever-flowing like the suffering that was life on earth.


Sati was a woman celebrated as a goddess after she was immolated. Her sacrifice, like the sacrifice of Karbala, was a reminder: nothing came without a price in this world. Like the shaheed lays down his life in struggle, the sati burned for a greater truth. Where the word ‘shaheed’, in Arabic, is one who proclaims or one who witnesses the truth, the word ‘sati’, in Sanskrit, means ‘real, true, good or virtuous’. Sati, the woman, burned on her husband’s funeral pyre.


Sati was also alive—the Hinglaj Mata I met in Balochistan.


The local legend surrounding Nani Pir was that the great mother saint taught a lesson to an evil king, Hinglaj, notorious for raping the women of his own kingdom. Durga is said to have roamed the gardens of the king’s palace in the roop of a beautiful woman until the king, in pursuit, followed her into the wilderness, where she transformed into a terrifying deity. The king, realizing his folly, begged forgiveness and promised to serve the Mata. Durga granted him pardon and turned into a stone murti, revered to this day by people near and far looking to the great mother for justice.
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My grandfather was born in the northern city of Shikarpur, once the commercial hub of Sindh before the enterprise shifted to Hyderabad, leaving Shikarpur to turn into a dusty backlot. He first went to Bombay, where he completed his Bachelor’s, and then to the United States to pursue a Master’s in engineering. There he married an American woman, before moving back to Pakistan. He settled in Karachi, divorced the American woman and married my grandmother. I never asked my grandfather why he kept statues of Durga on his study table. Just as I never asked him why he had a photograph of the Ka’bah on the wall across the bookshelf.


Times were changing around my grandfather. Sindh had seen little or none of the religious or communal violence experienced in the province of Punjab in 1947. But over the years, and after a decade of General Zia’s Islamist dictatorship, a dark era of curfewed nights and religiously driven ideas of identity swallowed Sindh. Hindus had largely left in the 1940s. Those too poor to leave melded into the landscape, hoping to not be noticed. Still, conflict over god continued. The fifties were attacks on Ahmadis, the eighties and nineties were attacks on Shias. Anti-Shia riots were commonplace in my childhood. I remember one time in the early nineties when my cousin had come to spend the weekend at our house. By the following week he was unable to go home as the streets were closed, due to clashes between Shia and Sunni groups. My brother and I were happy to get a day off from school but soon, staying inside, feeling trapped, we began to think of ways of getting my cousin home safe. My cousin said, if approached and asked whether he was Sunni or Shia, he would reply with the safest answer and say he was a bhakt of Kali. He then proceeded to do a comic rendition of Bharatnatyam.


My cousin never failed to try and convert to Islam the local video wallah in his neighbourhood, a Hindu fellow from whom his mother, my aunt, rented all the pirated Bollywood films. To hear him call on Kali was both funny and a reminder that in many ways, we were children trying to cope with what were utterly confusing times. Everything we knew was turned upside down. Everything we were was questioned and re-fashioned to fit a changed landscape. I remember my math professor in college in Karachi calling me to his office to inquire if I was Shia, since Quratulain, he said, was a Shia name. I wondered what math had to do with my religion. But I did not say anything.


We were encouraged to discuss the religion at the centre of the country’s politics. I remember the time a neighbour invited a maulana to her home and had the children gather around to ask questions. I asked the maulana what was at the end of the universe and what was beyond that which lay there. The host took me aside and said such questions were likely to lead me astray from my faith. The gathering ended soon.


Meeting Durga at Hinglaj reminded me of the sacrifices life demands at every step. I began to follow the satiyan, the seven sacred sisters, travelling, all through Sindh and Balochistan. The search for the elusive sati became a quest to learn more about the legend of women burned or buried and then worshipped. I decided to make a pilgrimage for the seven women worshipped after being set on fire or swallowed alive by the earth. Parveen Naz, a social worker, accompanied me for part of the journey that took me across the length and breadth of Sindh and a few remote spots in Karachi.




[image: Image]


THE ROAD TO DURGA


‘Arre Allah.’ My grandfather’s face was anguished, his thick white eyebrows were raised. He was looking at the tiny statuette of the goddess Durga. ‘My god, Annie, what have you done?’


I had no answer, but even as a seven-year-old I knew I had done something terribly wrong.


Every year, my grandparents used to take us to Uncle Devraj’s house in Karachi, where together we celebrated the new moon sighting for Diwali. Devraj was Hindu, and my grandfather was Muslim, but they both spoke Sindhi and shared familial roots. Theirs was not a unique story. Unlike in Punjab, where Partition brought bloodshed on an unprecedented scale, the Sindh province to the south saw little or no communal violence. The Hindus of Sindh largely stayed behind. Muslim and Hindu families shared bonds and cultural values that reached back generations; a sense of respect for community prevailed. My grandfather even had his own collection of the Devi goddess in his study, one which he revered. I often saw him offering his namaaz at his chair under the gaze of Durga. Perhaps I’d taken the Durga from Devraj’s house thinking it would be equally at home at ours.


But over the years, things slowly began to change. General Muhamad Zia-ul-Haq, who served as president from 1978 until his death in 1988, instituted an era of Islamization that was defined by militants and increasing violence. A series of targeted attacks began on religious minorities. Hindus, Sikhs, Shia Muslims, and Ahmadis, members of another sect that is considered non-Muslim in Pakistan, became prime targets. Throughout the 1990s, newspapers regularly carried stories of sectarian violence. After Devraj’s death, his family decided to move to Bombay. They came to see my grandmother one last time before leaving.


‘Things are not the same anymore,’ his wife told my grandmother. After my grandfather’s death, none of his children claimed the Hindu figures he kept in his office. My grandmother gave away the statues from the shelf in his study to an antiques dealer.


Those memories, long forgotten, came flooding back when I decided to make a trip to the Hinglaj, the holy site located half a day’s journey from Karachi, in the troubled neighbouring province of Balochistan. Since Partition, Balochistan has seen a number of insurrections, each cry for a free state bringing a brutal response from the ruling state in the form of military reprisals. The province makes up a major portion of Pakistan’s coastal belt and has vast natural resources. Yet it remains the poorest province in the country. In recent decades, it has also become a centre of Islamic militancy. When I learned that a revered Hindu site was located there, it came as a surprise. It seems that borders and political unrest have done little to dissuade pilgrims from both Pakistan and India from tracing an ancient pathway to the resting place of the goddess Durga.


My grandfather never spoke of his friend as a Hindu. As a Muslim he too revered Durga. Her devotees range along the entire coastal belt—now divided along lines into Sri Lanka, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Gujarat, Sindh, Balochistan. To try and label and define the Hinglaj in the current narrative—as Hindu or Muslim—is to employ the tools used by invaders and rulers, those in power. The people’s history of Hinglaj was in the sands of the coastal lands, traversed for hundreds of years by pilgrims searching for truth, who continue to flock to the caves drawn by a powerful story that survived centuries of inqilaab, upheavals traced in the dust lifting off the feet of a pilgrim.


Roads and highways and political and security borders notwithstanding—in making their way to the Hinglaj, the pilgrims defied artificial divisions. It was this pathway I now sought to follow. The path leads to a temple located in a cave in the Hingol Mountains. This was the spot where the goddess Sati’s head is said to have fallen from the sky after her body was cut into fifty-one pieces by Vishnu. ‘The Hinglaj is to us as the Ka’bah is to you,’ said Danesh Kumar, who had offered to accompany me here, referring to the shrine in Mecca toward which all Muslims direct their daily prayers.


Kumar was a local politician and a member of the representative committee of the Hinglaj temple. Clad in a white shalwar kamiz, he fit the bill of both reverent pilgrim and veteran politician. A journalist friend had introduced me to Kumar, who was on his way to pay his respects at Hinglaj and had offered to be my guide.


We were in Kumar’s Hilux—a massive, Japanese-made silver truck. Kumar and his family hailed from Las Bela, which the locals referred to as Laasi. The district was spread over the area from the southern town of Hub, stretching halfway across the Makran belt overlooking the Arabian Sea. Kumar had lived in Laasi until a few years ago, when he moved to the port city of Karachi for the sake of his son’s education. His son, Vansh Kumar, a precocious ten-year-old, sat patiently on the backseat playing a game on his tablet. ‘People go to Hingol for vacation, but they should try and learn a little about its history,’ Vansh said.


Inside the Hilux, we moved comfortably along the highway leading out of Karachi. With one hand on the steering wheel, Kumar called the private car tracking company where his vehicle was registered, informing them he was soon going to cross into Balochistan. After placing the call, Kumar remembered that this was the first time I was travelling to the province, a fact I had mentioned to him over the phone. He turned to me in the rearview mirror. ‘People are very afraid to go into Balochistan,’ he said. ‘You are very brave to go, which is why I decided to take you there myself.’


Travelling to Balochistan was risky. The local English language dailies had quoted military commanders as saying there was no insurgency in the province, just a ‘few misled militants’. But there were rumours of a full-fledged insurgency in Awaran and other areas not far from our route. Members of the media were completely blocked from entering the province, and intimidated when they tried to write about the conflict there. A few months earlier, in April 2015, Sabeen Mahmud, a Karachi-based activist and the owner of a local community space called ‘The Second Floor’ (T2F), had been shot and killed while driving home after hosting a talk on the disappeared activists in Balochistan. She had invited two of the most prominent activists campaigning on the issue, Mama Qadeer and Farzana Baloch, to speak at T2F. In 2013, Qadeer and Baloch had led a march from Quetta, the capital of Balochistan, to the press club in Karachi, highlighting the grave issue of missing persons in Pakistan. Mahmud’s murder on the night of the talk, carried out by two gunmen at a traffic signal, sent a clear message to journalists and activists alike: Stay away from Balochistan.


The car encountered a checkpoint as soon as we entered Balochistan. Soldiers in fatigues were positioned on either side of the road. One approached at the window; Kumar rolled it halfway down. ‘We are on our way to Hingol,’ he said briskly. Apart from being a reliable off-road vehicle, the Hilux, in the land of VIP culture, gives the impression that someone important is inside, someone in a luxury SUV who might be offended for being stopped. And Kumar played the role perfectly, with his dismissive manner. The young soldier’s expression changed abruptly, and he nodded and waved us through.


Not long after crossing the checkpoint, we reached Hub, a dusty industrial town that served as a rest stop for travellers passing through. Now, because of Moharram, that important holy month in the Islamic calendar, there were buses carrying passengers to Iran for a month of religious observance. But the route was always heavy with the traffic of trucks carrying goods from Iran and Afghanistan. A major import from Iran was smuggled petrol.


From the main road, Hub looked like a nondescript commuter town. Small hotels dotted both sides of the road. At the end of the road was a squat structure, incongruously massive. The Jamiat-e-Ulema Islam (JUI) had built this large mosque some years ago. Nearby, next to the sign reading Mundra—the name of the road in Sanskrit or Hindi—the JUI had erected an identical name for the road, as the Arabic word ‘Seerat’, which they found to be more acceptable to their orthodox sensibilities. The JUI, presided over by Maulana Fazlur Rehman—who The Guardian had called ‘the West’s worst nightmare’— has been credited with creating the Taliban.


A short distance away, the JUI presence was even stronger. The walls along an entire stretch were full of graffiti praising Fazlur Rehman. Across the road was an old cemetery that contained the graves of Baloch fighters of the Kalamati tribe, said to have fought alongside Muhammad Bin Qasim. On a hill at the back of the cemetery, a massive sign on the face of a hill read ‘Jamia Qasim-Ul-Uloom’ (or the Congregation of the Students of Qasim), the name of a nearby madrassa. Muhammad bin Qasim was the Arab conqueror who had led the armies of Islam in the seventh century to the Lower Indus Valley and sown the first seeds of the faith in India, crossing the coastal belt from Balochistan to Sindh. The JUI clearly revered him. However, there were other stories that circulated about him. One was that he was no hero; that he had not only murdered Raja Dahir, the Hindu ruler of Sindh, but also raped the ruler’s daughters. However, the daughters retaliated, and with their guile, had bin Qasim killed by the Caliph in Baghdad. The daughters of Sindh triumphed over the conqueror.


On the other side of a low boundary wall, at the edge of the old cemetery, there was a relatively new row of graves. Though newer, they were poorly made and many were cracked and crumbling. We saw two men packing earth on a muddy grave. They were brothers who belonged to the local area, they told me. The grave was their father’s, and he had died two years ago. The brothers had dug his grave and buried him themselves. Since then, they came every year during Moharram to build on it. Last year they had added a tombstone, and this year they brought the thin bricks that would form the boundary. It was a stark contrast: the massive settlements of the JUI and the poverty being experienced by the people living in this place.


We wished the brothers luck after Kumar suggested we get back on the road. Minutes later, we were back on the highway again. Driving through Sonmiani, we passed a military firing range. ‘All the missile tests are carried out here,’ said Kumar, as we passed the barracks covered in barbed wire. I spotted a few people along the way, some houses perched fragilely next to the enormous military installations. A herd of goats slowed us down, and then a young camel passed us by.


Every so often the sea became visible from the highway, a glimpse of azure as rich as the expanse of sky above. Then, just as quickly, it dipped away behind the rocky landscape. In the town of Winder, Kumar stopped to pick up clay bowls of yogurt for the temple. A small boy selling boiled eggs arranged along the rim of an aluminum tray walked past as we waited, calling out with a voice that boomed improbably out of his skinny frame.


Across the road, a lone pilgrim sat on the pavement. He had an intense face, shining black eyes, a sharp nose on a weathered face, all of it framed by a thick, hennaed beard. He could have been wandering the coastline for months or thousands of years. He was a jogi, someone nearby said. The jogis were the oldest pilgrims to the Hinglaj, their journeys immortalized in the poetry of Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai, which nearly every Pakistani knows. They belonged to a special community of mendicants who banded together and wandered the land in search of spiritual knowledge. Jogis were once respected and revered by the people, who offered them food and sometimes money in support of their lifestyle. Today, they get by by giving camel rides at the beach or touring the streets with trained monkeys.


Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai is one of the most famous pilgrims to the Hinglaj. According to local lore, his father, Shah Habib, once came across a group of jogis heading from Thatta to Hinglaj. The journey from Thatta to Hinglaj was arduous, a route that took days, even weeks, and passed through scorching deserts and dense jungles, with bandits along the way. Habib asked where they were headed. They told him they were headed to Hinglaj. Later, Shah Habib told his son Latif, ‘The jogis are dishonest, and dishonest is their quest.When enlightenment can be found within oneself, why do the jogis pretend to pilgrimage all the way to Hinglaj?’ Shah Latif listened to his father and responded, ‘They are honest, and honest is their quest, for, I, myself have been to meet the Mata.’ Indeed, the most stunning visual in Latif’s poetry is that of a jogi, his hair loose around his shoulders, standing on top of the mountain of Hinglaj. H.T. Sorley, a British colonial officer, enchanted with the life and work of Shah Latif, wrote that Latif was ‘contemplative and thoughtful, fond of loneliness and loved to wander by himself.’ Latif ‘found pleasure in passing time with holy men and fakirs in an effort to understand the ideals which they strove to interpret.’


Back on the highway, I watched the vistas passing outside the window. Here and there were cliffs with sandy slopes. The earth looked silvery pale. To our left were marshes and low trees, tamarisk and baboor; small, ancient trees with twined trunks, surrounded by the swirl of fine dust. When the pilgrims made the journey on foot, they were said to carry funeral shrouds with them, for the path ahead was long and arduous and the chances of coming back alive were slim. If they died on the way, it was not uncommon for their bodies to be buried—it had long been the case in Sindh and Balochistan that Hindus were buried and not cremated—and for a tomb to be erected at the site, so they too could be revered for their pilgrimage.


In the distance, beyond the marshy plains, I could see the silver peak of Chandar Goop, a barren volcano whose long, sloped face was dotted with human forms. ‘There are many pilgrims here,’ said Kumar, as we pulled in beside several parked buses in a sandy, makeshift lot. The first ritual on the pilgrimage was a climb up this dormant volcano for a prayer to Shiv, the great ascetic god. There was a group setting off from their bus, barefoot men wrapped in white cloth on their way to join a much larger group, already on the summit. I sat in the car contemplating whether or not to go up. It was a blistering 40 degrees outside. ‘People are known to faint while climbing,’ Kumar said, ‘so on special festival occasions when there are large crowds, we arrange for ambulances.’


I hesitated, then decided to climb to the top.


The ground was mushy clay that gave little traction. Along the way, there were wooden pegs in the ground for every few steps, to support pilgrims. The going was slower than I had expected and we soon fell behind the group who had just set out. Halfway up, I began to feel lightheaded and had serious doubts about my decision, but my pride was at stake now. I pushed on. The group of pilgrims at the top, now about thirty people, were seated along the rim of the mouth of the volcano and smiling at us as we approached, seemingly amused at my struggle. I made it to the top and settled on a spot along the rim watching eruptions forming in the mud, looking uncannily like Shiv lingams.


The pilgrims performed a series of prayers and sang bhajans, Hindu devotional songs, covered head to toe with mud. They smeared their bodies with the sacred ash, and prayed to the clay forms to protect them as they traversed the last phase of their journey towards the temple. They had travelled three days and were finally ready to continue onwards to their destination, Hinglaj. We descended the volcano with them, and again I found myself falling behind the barefooted men, stumbling in my sneakers that were now full of ashy mud.


I climbed into the Hilux, feeling guilty as I tracked mud onto the pristine mats inside, despite Kumar’s assurance that they would be easy to clean. ‘We should get moving,’ he said. ‘It’s getting late. I didn’t think you would climb all the way to the top.’


We were soon on our way to Hinglaj, and our trusty vehicle quickly pulled out far ahead of the heavily loaded buses carrying pilgrims. Mountains of sand now gave way to sharp, stony hills. The foliage here was thicker. Hingol was an oasis, a lush patch of greenery on the coastal route of Balochistan. It is a landscape of mountains intertwined with gorges cut by the massive Hingol River, which we drove alongside as we made our way to the mountain where the temple was located.


‘There are giant crocodiles here,’ Kumar told us. I was reminded of more than a hundred crocodiles who lived in the sacral pond of the shrine of saint Manghu Pir; we had passed it on the outskirts of Karachi before crossing the two rivers taking us from Sindh into Balochistan. ‘They come out when the weather gets a bit cooler.’


From the river, the Hilux made its way across a massive bridge. Built very recently, the bridge had eased the passage for the pilgrims. Up until five or six years ago, I was told, there had been no bridge. The pilgrims often spent several days sleeping on the cliff, waiting for the water levels to go down before they could cross to the temple.


The bridge ended in a gravel parking lot at the base of a sloping hill where a number of buses were parked. I tried to spot the group of pilgrims we had met at Chandra Goop, but I couldn’t find them. Just below the entrance to the cave, a stretch of open ground on the slope was home to a small rest-stop built for weary travelers, complete with rooms to rent, a communal food area, and solar power for basic electricity needs. The atmosphere here was festive and relaxed.


Navratri, the Hindu nine-day moon celebration, had just ended. There were stalls of souvenirs: brightly illustrated depictions of the goddess alongside homemade potato cutlets. The area was strictly vegetarian. A group of us stopped on a large veranda where lentils, vegetable curry, and rice were served on banana leaves. After lunch, we made the short walk to the cave. A bright red banner depicting the many forms of Durga announced the entrance to the temple.


A man-made structure in the centre of the mountain housed the epicentre of the temple. Above the entrance were three brass bells. I stopped and rang all the bells before continuing inside behind the other pilgrims. The cave’s rough stone floor had been replaced by a smooth marble floor with the most ornate statue of Durga on a raised platform at the centre. Deeper inside, along a low ridge in the cave, was the place where the Durga was said to have made an appearance in all her fiery glory. There was a statue of her here too, and devotees offered prayers as they bowed before the goddess.


Upon entering the temple, the light dimmed and a cool dampness permeated the air. Despite the throngs milling about, there was a stillness to the atmosphere. As my eyes slowly adjusted to the change in light, I saw what looked like a wall of eyes. There were shallow indentations, where the rock face had been hollowed out by dripping water, each cavity roughly in the shape of an eye: Durga’s gaze.


The goddess whose statuette I had once stolen, years ago as a little girl, was now staring down at me, a grown woman, a powerful devi in all her glory in the majestic mountains of Hinglaj, Durga’s resting place.


There were devotees in various positions of prayer. A man with a handkerchief tied to his forehead, kneeled on the floor with his eyes closed. On the platform, young men and women were busy taking a group selfie with Durga. An elderly woman waiting her turn to pray told me she had come from Karachi. Her house in the city had been robbed one night and all the family belongings had been stolen. She had come not so much to ask for anything, as to seek solace at the temple. ‘It is so peaceful here. I am going to bring all my children with me next time,’ she said.


Kumar introduced me to Gopal Gire, the head priest responsible for management at the Hinglaj. Gire, an intense looking man with a sharp nose and gleaming eyes, had been serving at the temple for nine years. A former communist and aspiring actor, he had long refused to believe in Durga. ‘How can a woman riding a lion offer anyone protection?’ he would ask his friends. A subsequent series of personal tragedies, including the loss of two of his children, led Gire to find solace in faith. He became a bhakt, a devotee, and spent forty days and nights in prayer to the Mata, ending up at this temple. ‘These things happen suddenly. You discover one day that you have become a dervish,’ he said.


Beside Gire, under a low wall, were two perfectly round smooth stones. These were the twin faces of Durga. The faces had been painted in bright hues with lines for the mouth and eyes and nose. Her expression was serene, as she lay in perfect repose. I fought the urge to reach out and touch the stones. In a square basin below the stones, incense sticks were burned. The basin was full of ash. Some of the devotees brought water bottles and Gire poured some of the ash from the incense into the water as a blessing.


The legend goes that when Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai, the poet saint, arrived before Durga, he found two bowls of milk at her feet. The milk bowls were said to have been left there as offerings by the pilgrims. ‘Nani Maa,’ Latif said to Durga, calling her great mother or maternal grandmother. ‘Why don’t you drink the milk?’ Latif asked the goddess. ‘Why are you sleeping?’ Durga is said to have reached over and drunk the milk from each bowl and then reclined and lay on the floor of the cave,as she is seen there today, perfectly in repose. Durga then created an opening in the wall of the mountain. Latif entered, disappearing into the darkness. When he walked out again, he was back in his home, Thatta, two hundred miles away.


Latif’s Sindhi life is inextricably tied to the Balochistani Hinglaj. In making the pilgrimage, Latif had laid claim to the revered site, he had made the legend his own, and in turn Hinglaj had made Latif a part of its lore. I thanked Gire and exited the cave with a beautiful story to take home.


Outside, in the chasm between the mountains, countless pilgrims had tied tiny bits of brightly coloured cloth—their own stories now tied to the legend of the Hinglaj. A man dressed in white, walking with a young boy, caught my eye. He had a cloth tied around his head, and an impressive, rugged face with large eyes and a strong nose. His name was Babu Daagarzai Baloch, and he belonged to the Zikri tribe. He told me there was a long tradition in his family that when a son was born, the child was brought by the father to make an offering of a special sweet prepared at home called roth. He had come to say his thanks to the goddess for a son. Baloch had known where to go based on a vivid childhood memory when his father brought him to see his Nani Pir—he called her the great mother saint.
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SERPENT MOON


Ceremony by the Sea 


By midnight, the men had prepared the pyre, stacking thin sticks in a neat pile in time for a dangerous ceremony, in this gritty city by the sea.


At the centre of the ceremony, a trial by fire held on 3 May 2016, was Masi Taaji, a woman in her forties. A local of the neighbourhood of Lyari—once a settlement called Mai Kolachi before this city became the city called Karachi—Taaji grew up amongst the community of women now gathered for maalid, a dance or dhamaal, held on the first Thursday of the auspicious sighting of the new moon. The dhamaal was a ritual of rythm, a search for truth from the very air. A part of the ceremony involved questions asked of the self, holding a stake driven in the ground facing a ritual fire. Taji was going to do all of this, in the presence of the entire community.


The settlement was now called Kalri, the word the residents said meant salty like the sea. Ithad once touched the shores of the Arabian Sea. In the backstreet, next to a mosque, the fishermen still came early in the morning for pre-Partition style daal with butter and chai sweetened with sugar molasses; served at the Malabari hotel, run by two brothers from the southern coastal area of what became India. The neighbourhood was rich and diverse, teeming with cultural influences spanning the ages and the seven seas.


But like the rest of Lyari, Kalri had gone through a decade of street violence. Gangs infighting, para-military and police encounters and rampant disappearances by shadow agencies wreaked havoc in the area. One of the brothers at the chai hotel caught a stray bullet in the back while closing shop one night. Under the heavily reported stories of gang wars were other tales—those of untold suffering by the women of Kalri. A mother, fearing her son would be taken away, ran from every police patrol that went by on the street outside her door. A mother said her child was playing by the gate when a hand grenade landed inside the door of her home. A mother, who lost eight sons to the world through gang wars, absent-mindedly sliced through four fingers while cutting a carton of milk.


Inside homes, there were other everyday violence and everyday silences. Daily power outages every two hours meant the women living in the area had to do house chores during the few available hours in between, working alternately by battery light at stifling hot kitchen fires, washing dirty dishes.


At a rooftop gathering of women applying henna, smoking chillums and drinking tea, a woman told me she had miscarried a baby when a rickshaw she was riding in overturned. Two of her remaining children, still minors, had pale eyes and matching blond hair. She had already lost a child to the disease. A genetic disorder, the mother said. There was no cure within reach. But she was hopeful hers were going to live. Most of the families slept on the rooftop at night. Every woman in every household in Lyari had a story to tell.


Since Masi Taji’s husband died twenty-eight years ago, she had been running a small business, selling samosas she prepared fresh daily, frying them in a big iron skillet under a date palm thatch on an empty plot next to her house. At 500 rupees per day, Taaji made enough to care for her home and managed to even save a little. A disciple of the thirteenth century Sufi saint Lal Shahbaz Qalandar, she made regular trips to his golden domed shrine in Sehwan Sharif, in the heart of the southern province of Sindh. The green chutney she sold with the samosa was prepared in a heavy bottomed clay bowl Taaji had carried back from a trip to Sehwan Sharif. My Imam Zamin, she called the clay bowl, after the practice of wrapping coins in a piece of cloth and tied around the arm of the believer to foster good fortune. Taaji’s samosas and rolls were all sold or given away before the evening prayers of Maghrib. After that she gave her thanks to Lal Qalandar.


Taji’s son, a married man now, had long been involved with drugs and gang wars. She was unable to break him away from the streets, even after marrying him to the girl of his choice. The daughter-in-law helped Taji run her business, preparing the sheets of flour for the samosas. Taji had saved for the malid ceremony to set right all that had gone wrong in her home, her neighbourhood and her community.


I attended the ceremony, accompanied by Parveen Naz, a social worker from Lyari, who was my guide. Naz had been born in Kalri. She and her family had moved away, sick of the violence. The gangs, she said, were beginning to enter her home. She left her youngest, unmarried sister behind. The sister was in her thirties. She wore no jewellery except traditional Baloch pieces—small hoops, four to each helix of the ear that ended in a delicate tendril at the ear lobe. She had tea and biscuits on offer when I arrived with Naz at her house.
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