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The Everyday Life of a Srinagar Correspondent
Reporting from Kashmir
MUZAMIL JALEEL

n Kashmir, the job of reporting does not fit in the realm of reason or logic. It’s like
treading a razor’s edge around the clock, while facing animosity and hatred from all sides.
You are being judged everyday, and if an uncaring guerrilla or an arrogant security man
so chooses, there is nothing that can stop you from becoming ‘collateral damage’ in a war
that has already consumed more than 50,000 lives.
Unlike an open confrontation, insurgency is a dirty war in which no rule, no law, no code
of conduct is followed. It’s a war in which every player feels he is a victim, believes his
is the only ‘just struggle’ and is convinced that his perception is the gospel truth. If you
dare question him, the act of questioning itself is immediately dubbed as being part of a
conspiracy. In Kashmir, if a journalist wants to be truthful to his profession and follow his
duties, all the parties across the divide indict him as a ‘conspirator’.
One day, he may be called an ‘anti-national element’ – someone who mounts assaults
with his pen to fulfil some ulterior motives, such as ‘defaming the security forces who are
serving the nation, who are ready to sacrifice their lives to defend its integrity and sovereignty’. He is expected to put down his pen and shut his mouth whenever an ugly situation
arises, because reporting places a question mark on the conduct of the government, and
his writing will only be seen by the state as ‘helping the enemy’.
The next day, he may be writing about an atrocity committed by the ‘militants’ or exposing the hidden agenda of a separatist leader who exhorts the sons and daughters of
ordinary Kashmiris to die for the ‘Cause’, while the leader’s own children hold on to their
lucrative jobs. Then he (the journalist) will be in trouble. If you happen to be a local, you have
to be seen to be following the militants’ diktat religiously. It’s an added obligation, because
otherwise you are being ‘disloyal to your own people’.
If you are a journalist, ulterior motives are seen in everything you write that criticizes
separatist ideology and the credibility of the separatist leadership. And even if the facts are
on your side, the story is taken as a plant by intelligence agencies and you are dubbed a
‘conduit of state propaganda’.
Kashmir is an especially complicated story. In fact, it has always been a story of many
truths woven together into layers of lies. It’s a story of a relative truth with several contradictory definitions and confusing interpretations. It’s a story of a deliberate lie, carefully projected
as the gospel truth. Truth is the most politicized commodity in Kashmir today. Nobody wants
to put it in words and with reason. Why should an ordinary villager put his heart out, especially
before a journalist? Why should he push himself unnecessarily into a controversy and risk his
life? And many a time, what the eyes see and the ears hear don’t represent reality. Thus the
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challenge of reporting on this conflict lies in the ability to decipher silences and understand
the meaning behind every spoken word. And if you do the job well and break the monotony of
popular belief on either side of the political divide, you must share the curse of Cassandra.
You will tell the truth and it will be so dark that no one will believe you. In fact, truth is easily
available in Kashmir but hardly anybody dares publicize it.
Over the years the very definition of news has changed for Kashmiri reporters. Unlike
other situations across the country, when you ‘break news’ in Kashmir, it does not shock
anybody. The truth is there and everybody knows about it, but everyone prefers the safety of
silence. News is available in street gossip, in the things that people talk about, in the things that
they know. It is there when people talk to each other in a barbershop, or chat while sitting on
a pavement. It is buried in the poetry that is written during these troubled times, especially
because expression through prose is also deemed dangerous. Thus ‘breaking news’ only
means taking the risk of putting a fact that is already in public knowledge into print.
The dilemma of local reporters covering this conflict is that most of us are Kashmiri
Muslims, and that’s a part of the story. The separatists believe that we have a responsibility
to take their side because, as Kashmiri Muslims, we are their people. The (Indian) Government, on the other hand, wants us to prove our ‘impartiality’ by supporting its claims in
Kashmir. Our identity often does get in the way of our reporting. Once you are conscious
of this and try to make an additional effort to be impersonal and keep a distance from the
story, you are accused of being anti-Kashmir. Yet, if you get swayed by your emotions, you
jeopardize your own credibility. The only safe path is to take refuge in silence. Confine your
self to hard news, avoid opinion and thus avoid any controversy. But most of the time this
silence, too, becomes partisan.
There are a few examples. When Mirwaiz Mohammad Farooq, the head priest of the
Jama Masjid in Srinagar, was assassinated in his office in Nageen on May 21st, 1990, there
was little mystery attached to the identity of the killers. The purpose behind the killing was
even discussed on the streets in Kashmir. Twelve years have passed and it is still a wellkept secret, especially by his own family. His young son, who succeeded his father as the
valley’s head priest, prefers silence, and so do all of us. Truth is dangerous. Everybody
takes refuge in the realm of ambiguity. The current Mirwaiz and the powerful separatist conglomerate, All Parties Hurriyat Conference, that he founded soon after his father’s assassination, publicly talk about a conspiracy and accuse the Indian intelligence agencies of committing the murder. But privately, everybody acknowledges that he was killed by what are
called ‘our own people’. They might not name the names but if you stop a twelve year old
boy in downtown Srinagar, he will tell you who did it without thinking for even a fraction
of a second. Nevertheless, the assassinated Mirwaiz became Shaheed-e-Millat, the martyr
of the nation, and is buried in the Bihisht-e-Shauda-e-Kashmir (The Paradise of the Martyrs
of Kashmir), the biggest martyrs’ graveyard in Srinagar, alongside his own assassin. And,
ironically, both the Mirwaiz and his assassin remain undisputed martyrs for the Kashmiri
separatist movement.
September 7th, 1995, was a lean day for Srinagar-based reporters till a rumour
started making rounds that the four western trekkers who were being kept hostage after
their abduction from the jungles ahead of Pahalgam were killed. Everybody rushed to their
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offices, including the BBC reporter Yusuf Jameel. When he reached the press enclave, he
was accompanied by Mushtaq Ali, a young photographer with AFP. Jameel was told that an
unidentified veiled woman had left a parcel for him, and as Jameel started to open the parcel, he got a phone call. He left the parcel to answer the phone and Mushtaq took it to see
what was inside. And as he opened the seal, a bomb went off, making a sieve of his body.
Jameel was lucky to have escaped with minor injury but Mushtaq died three days later.
There was no mystery associated with the veiled woman who had come to drop the parcel.
She had been accompanied by the surrendered militant, Ikhwan, who was immediately identified, but nobody dared to tell the truth. Those who came from the outside took the easy
route, toed the line of the security agencies and blamed the killing on the militants. Local
reporters preferred silence because that was the only safe way out. Now, seven years after
that murder, Javed Shah, a counter-insurgent turned politician, claims that he knew about
the plot and accused the police of sending this lethal bomb to the BBC office. He didn’t
break any news because everybody in the press enclave, now called Mushtaq Ali Enclave,
had an idea of the perpetrators of the crime and its aim. Jameel had escaped death but his
voice was silenced. Even the BBC threw him out because it was Jameel and not the organization that was under threat. His crime was nothing unusual. He had tried to tell exactly what
was happening, thus hurting the interests of various players in the game and making enemies for himself. In those days, Jameel’s dispatches had become the most credible information emanating out of Kashmir’s confused crisis. Even people within the valley would wait
impatiently to listen to him to know what was going on.
Exactly twelve years after Mirwaiz’s murder, a similar incident happened, this time right
at the martyrs’ graveyard. Another senior Hurriyat Leader, Abdul Ghani Lone, fell soon after
he left for home after attending the martyrdom anniversary of Mirwaiz. A young man armed
with an AK47 walked up and showered him with bullets. He fell in a pool of blood, along with
his police bodyguard, dead. This time, his son, Sajjad Lone, mustered the courage to blame
the militants in Pakistan. But as night fell, good sense prevailed, and he shifted the blame
to the then chief minister, Farooq Abdullah, accusing him of facilitating the murder of his
father. Everybody knew who had killed Lone and why. Thus, deliberate silence engulfed the
truth and the reporters again. When Lone’s body was finally buried in the same graveyard,
he was extended the status of a martyr. Lone’s sons were keen to take his body to
his ancestral village near Handwara and bury him in an ordinary graveyard but it didn’t
work because of the intervention of the Hurriyat leadership. The separatists called him
Shaheed-e-Hurriyat, Martyr of Revolution, while his party and his sons, Sajjad and Bilal, preferred to call the slain leader a Martyr of Peace. Sajjad and Bilal nursed the grudge but
never talked about it in public. Later, when Kashmir prepared for polls, they played a crucial role in generating a wave of participation by fielding four of their party’s main leaders
as candidates from their father’s political bastion of Kupwara and Handwara but never publicly acknowledged it. Ghulam Mohiuddin Sofi’s decision to run as an independent candidate
from Handwara had a significant effect on the mood of the people. A close confidant of the
assassinated Hurriyat leader Lone, Sofi managed to erase the taboo related to the polls in
this separatist stronghold. He, overnight, levelled the vast gulf between the elections and
azadi (call for freedom). His first rally was attended by thousands of people who shouted
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slogans in favour of separatism, and vowed to vote for Sofi in the same breath. The
campaign was carefully orchestrated. The Lone brothers stayed in the background, even
publicly distancing themselves from Sofi and other leaders who had participated in polls.
But the truth was exactly the reverse. The entire People’s Conference cadre had been asked
to actively participate in the poll campaign and the candidates were even allowed to use
the blue flag of the Party. The Hurriyat Conference privately spat venom against the Lone
brothers but did not throw them out of the alliance. Why?
So, this is one very important thing. For example, if I go to report and I say that the
Peoples’ Conference participated in elections, they can take me to court because they are
not doing so publicly. They are still publicly a separatist outfit. They don’t do it through press
releases. This is all a covert operation. When you report crisis in Kashmir, which is a completely complex situation, everything is a covert operation. You can’t get people on quote.
People might tell you off the record that this is what is happening, but writing that can get
you taken to court easily. So when we report, we have to keep this also in mind. There is
always the threat to our lives, but this is another threat. People can take you to court and
silence you forever.
A reporter may also be attacked so as to make headlines. The logic? Violence is not
just a tool to force opponents to buckle under and concede demands, but also a medium
of communication in a war in which human lives are so devalued that a few killings hardly
make it to page one. The violent death of a journalist is a guarantee that the issue is,
violently, back in view again. I had never thought of it till I saw it happen. It was on the
evening of August 10th, 2000. I was in my office and there was nothing unusual. Violence
itself was not new, even though it sent shivers down my spine. I was scared; bodies haunted my dreams. It is extremely difficult to forget faces that vanish in a matter of seconds.
It is hard to erase the memories of blood split on the road as if somebody wanted to
create a painting in red. That day I was to be haunted by a new image: a dismembered
human limb, dangling from an electric wire above my head, dripping blood. I don’t know if
it was the immediacy or the jolt of yet another close shave with death that affected me so
much. The deadly blast that day on Srinagar’s Residency Road, just a kilometre and half
from my office, claimed sixteen lives, including photojournalist Pradeep Bhatia.
In a sense, it was nothing new. It was part of the ongoing violent campaign in the
valley. For eight years I had been reporting death almost everyday, covering bloody encounters, gathering eyewitness accounts, meeting victims or affected families and writing their
accounts to chronicle the horrors of Kashmir. In the lull between these encounters, we journalists simply wait for the next tragedy to happen. Like vultures we then swoop on the spot
into the environs of death of which the smell, sound and touch are now all too familiar. Death
has become an important ingredient in our professional as well as personal lives. Keeping
a tab on the body count each evening has become an essential routine, the way a shopkeeper carefully counts his cash before locking up. When I started as a cover reporter,
every assignment was traumatic. It was difficult to eat, sleep and drink. Many a time it
seemed to me that I was continuously swimming in a sea of blood. After sometime I became
so used to the daily dose of violence that I lost all feeling, all pain. Twenty deaths a day
became a routine matter. Individual human lives began losing their news value. No one killed
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in the valley today became worthy of a headline. Unfortunately, I thought I had become
numb. But the August 10th blast momentarily pierced through that hard shell of emotional
immunity. It was different because death came so much closer than before. Just a few
metres from where I stood, I saw friends and fellow scribes blown to smithereens, flung high
in the air like bloody rag dolls. Although the authorized explanation was that the bomb was
laid for security forces and that journalists were caught unwittingly, I never believed that.
Sure, it was not a direct attack on us, but certainly the perpetrators knew that there was a
likelihood of us being the victims. It was a typical strategy to use violence as communication. Our own penchant for death and bullets had caught up with us. Violent death makes
news and if a few of the victims are journalists, so much the better. The perpetrators were
aware that a huge media party was camping at hotels Ahdooz and Broadway, not far from
the site of the bombing. First they detonated a small bomb that hurt no one. The sound of
the blast emptied the street. Actually it was an invitation for journalists to rush to the spot.
As the police reached there to investigate, the scribes too arrived to capture the moment,
not knowing that a far more horrible event was just a few seconds away. Within seven minutes, the improvised explosive device went off. Shrapnel hit Pradeep Bhatia straight in his
heart although many others escaped without a scratch. The AFP photographer Taufseen
Mustafa had just left the spot to take pictures of soldiers taking position. If he had stayed
another minute near the explosive-laden Ambassador car, he too would have been dead.
Pradeep had hugged him just a minute before his death and he had shaken hands with me
just four or five minutes before the event. “I can’t believe that he is dead. One minute he
had hugged me, a huge grin on his face, and the next minute he was lying there in a pool
of blood. I feel as if the shrapnel is still following me. I feel the pricks all over my body when
I am asleep”, Taufseen later told me.
The Asian Age photographer was just a metre away from the car. He was saved because
a parked auto rickshaw took the entire barrage of the splinters. But he was still injured; a metal
shard bypassed all obstacles and carved a huge hole in his thigh. “Everything turned dark and
I ceased to think or feel for a few seconds. I did not even hear the sounds of the blast. It was
like a flash of lightening. I thought the sky had come down over us. I thought that everything
was over”, he told me when I visited him in the hospital. In his decade career of covering
violence, Naqash has had a close brush with death at least five times. The last time was he
was at the local office of the British Broadcasting Corporation, and a bomb had gone off killing
fellow journalist Mushtaq Ali. Naqash had been injured along with the then BBC correspondent
Yusuf Jameel. The blast had damaged his eardrums.
On November 3rd, 1995, Naqash and two others had been stranded in the public relations office of the army’s Fifteen Core in Srinagar during a fidayeen attack in which the army
PRO Major Puroshttam was killed. Naqash and the others owe their lives to Major
Puroshottam, who pushed them into a toilet for safety and courted death in his office.
Naqash recalls the twelve hour-long ordeal, waiting for death to come: “Trapped in the
toilet we felt that somebody will soon barge in and shoot us too”. But his most traumatic
memory is that of the horrific death of Mushtaq Ali; it was an event that shook the collective psyche of journalists in Kashmir valley. We renamed the Srinagar Press Enclave as
Mushtaq Ali Enclave in silent tribute to this colleague. An engraved plaque there reminds us
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everyday of the supreme sacrifice that he made in the cause of reporting the truth about
Kashmir. It also reminds us how much we walk the razor’s edge.
Ali was not the first to be caught in this maelstrom. In April 1991, when militancy was
at its peak, unidentified gunmen had barged into the office of Al Safa newspaper and shot
its outspoken editor, Mohammad Shaban Vakil. Though the cause of the killing is still
wrapped in mystery, many believe that the provocation was his famous column “Karva
Sach” (Bitter Truth). His death was a warning to all reporters to discipline themselves and
follow the dictates of the various warring factions.
Official censorship was not always so direct. Newspapers were forced to stop publication on many occasions under pressure from counter-insurgent brigades that are ruthless
and brutal. The Kashmiri journalist Zafar Meraz once met top counter-insurgent leader Kuka
Parrey (he is now a politician and a former member of the state assembly) in his den at
Hajin, about fifty kilometres north of Srinagar. As Meraz was returning from the hour-long
interview, a group of armed men stopped his vehicle at Narabal, on the Srinagar-Baramulla
highway. Without saying a word, they pumped half a dozen bullets into his belly while the
taxi driver and the colleague who was with him were asked to run for their lives. Meraz spent
twenty minutes plugging the blood wounds with his shirt and crying for help. No one
stopped to help the profusely bleeding journalist. It was sheer luck that eventually a truck
driver took him to a hospital. He received immediate attention there. He survived but the
wounds inflicted on his psyche still remained unhealed. He lodged a complaint with the
police in which he identified the attackers. Nothing happened. Thereafter he kept silent
because if he pursued the matter he might not even be there to tell the tale. Being a
Kashmiri, he also has to think of the security of his family members.
The militants, too, are unsubtle. Their style of dictating terms and forcing their will has
changed over the years. “Manu un shaya karien”, which means “reproduce exactly”, was the
order that was issued with each of their press releases in the early 1990s. At times they
dictated headlines and column size to the editors. Reporters were kidnapped and threatened often, and newspaper offices and printing presses ransacked and bombed. The Urdu
daily Srinagar Times had to suspend publication ten times under pressure from the
Government or militants. Two other leading dailies, Aftab and Al Safa, were forced to stop
publication at least six times. There were dozens of grenade attacks on newspaper offices
when militants either wanted space to project their viewpoint or wanted to censor the news
of a rival group. Labelling a scribe as anti-movement was tantamount to a death sentence.
Once a counter-insurgent leader, Azad Nabi, who was later killed by militants, took a large
group of journalists hostage in Anantnag. The anti-militancy Ikhwan Group kidnapped
reporters too. They were all too ready to use guns and grenades if newspapers did not
publish their news prominently.
Writing boldly and bluntly remains a far-fetched dream in Kashmir. Caution verging on
censorship has become a rule of survival. Personally, I have been harmed physically just
twice. Last year, personal security men of the Srinagar police caught hold of me in front of
my house one evening. They were enraged because their officers’ car had met with an accident. They didn’t ask anything and started hitting me with rifle butts. By the time the officer
recognized me I was already half dead. The rifle butt blows on my head had been so severe
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that I had to spend the next twenty-four hours in the hospital. Doctors treated my eardrums
for three months and, thankfully, I am now fine.
There are many incidents when I had to stop writing and even take a few days off and lie
low. After the massacre of thirty-six men from the Sikh community in Chattisinghpora in March
20th, 2000, on the eve of the then US President Bill Clinton’s visit, the police and the army
claimed to have eliminated five foreign militants responsible for the massacre. Our bureau
changed the story and finally exposed the truth of that encounter. It was a fake encounter and
the men killed were not foreign militants but innocent villagers who had been rounded up and
then killed to show that the security men had managed to solve the massacre mystery.
We followed the story on a day-to-day basis and soon I got a phone call from a
counter-insurgent leader that a senior security force officer wanted to meet me. When I
visited this officer, he didn’t seem happy about our stories and he gave a long explanation
about the difficulties of anti-militant operations in Kashmir. He was not subtle and tried to
scare me. He advised me not to write about such contentious issues which would earn me
enemies, saying that anybody could shoot me or plant an IET on the road that I took every
day. Similar threats from militant groups are not rare either. If there is a critical story,
displeasure is conveyed immediately. In fact, the more frightening thing is if they don’t call.
It means they don’t even want to talk. At times we are made responsible for stories filed
from other centres. This is one of the biggest problems for us. For example, a story about
foreign funding that had been written by a correspondent in Delhi under her name was
published in The Indian Express. But as soon as the newspaper arrived at the newsstands,
we started getting calls. The group was extremely angry. And we were considered
responsible for the story. Thankfully, they decided not to harm us. The situation becomes
especially difficult when you have to file about the inter-group rivalries of the militant
organizations or talk about big events like elections.
During the past year, two journalists were attacked to send a message to the entire
press corps here that write-ups talking about their inter-group fights would not be tolerated.
One such attack happened just last month. A group of militants barged into a local news
agency and shot dead the editor, Parwaz Mohammad Sultan. Nobody took the responsibility. But the way local newspapers published front-page apologies in the next few days
clearly explained why Sultan had been killed.
Writing about the polls was especially difficult. Reporters could not physically visit each
and every place, so it was hard to strike a balance in reporting about the public’s fear of
the polls, and of security force coercion. The treatment of the story was so difficult that
most of us had to write confusing pieces and take refuge in ambiguity. On poll day, if you
happened to be in Handwara, the story would have been one of a fear of the polls. But if
you were in Bandipur, it was altogether different. In fact, that day I was in a professional
dilemma. What was the story? People coming out in droves to cast their vote, braving militant threats, and putting their faith in the democratic process? People boycotting the elections? Or security forces coming out and knocking on doors to get people out to vote, thus
putting a question mark on the entire process? We knew how dangerous this was. Many
newspapers had sent parachute reporters to Kashmir. But we had no escape route because
our newspaper has the biggest bureau there. So we decided to hold a meeting and put our
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heads together to get answers. Finally we decided to do three stories. We knew that the
Kupwara district would have a good turnout, and boycott of the polls would work in places
like Sopor and Bandipor. So the stories were about the fear poll in Kupwara, another on
boycott and coercion, and the third on Handwara, which had emerged as the model
constituency for 2002 Assembly polls. The poll day passed peacefully and we managed
to avoid putting our lives into danger. But even today I don’t have an answer to that one
question: what was the real story that day?
Coming back to the danger to our lives, there are a few precautions that have become
almost mandatory for us. I personally have developed the habit of changing my office timings on a daily basis, and I never create a routine. For example, if I come to office at 10
am today, I will try to come half an hour early or late the next day. Then, generally, I don’t
take the same route or wear the same type of clothes everyday. It is the best I can do,
though I know it doesn’t make much sense since we still are sitting ducks in our offices and
our homes. The day any agency or individual decides to harm us, nobody can stop them.
Although this daily grind of violence has somewhat scared me, it has certainly also
changed me in other ways. Often, I can’t sleep, and I cannot prevent that knot of tension,
that thump of fear, each time the phone rings late at night. The Residency Road blast was
much more traumatic than other such incidents because the faces that vanished were those
of colleagues with whom I have been working for years, and the bodies flying in the air were
those of friends whom I had been meeting almost everyday. The night of the Residency
Road blast I was so afraid that while driving home, I stopped at least ten times. Every ditch
on the roads seemed to be a camouflaged land mine, every shadow looked like a menacing figure. And when I reached home and went to bed, immediately visions of the bloody
limb on the electric wire and bits of body strewn across the lane would not let me close my
eyes. The screams of wounded colleagues sounded in my ears. Finally, I found oblivion with
sleeping pills. I know many of us are addicted to sleeping pills these days.
Every time a violent attack happens, it brings Kashmiri journalists closer to each other
than ever. Death and bloodshed can desensitize you, but when tragedy comes home, it
makes you much more dependent on human bonds. We may return to the routine of writing, breathing and sleeping, but the loss of another colleague, this personal loss, makes us
stronger, more determined.
As days and nights pass, and other scenes of violence super-impose themselves on the
memories of that dreadful blast and shooting, we recall the brutal lesson we learned that day.
We have to have a sense of the boiling point, and keep our writing always a few degrees below
that threshold. There are some unwritten rules. Never attack individuals below the belt even if
you have damning details. Be subtle in everything. You may expose the institutions but do not
make personal enemies. After every big story, keep a low profile for a while. Avoid being a very
high-profile journalist at all times, for when the profile is high, not just your writing but your life,
too, comes under attack. Flow like a river and follow events as they happen. And do not let players on either side of the divide form a harsh judgment about you.
This text was presented at the “Crisis/Media” workshop, organized by Sarai-CSDS and the Waag Society in
Delhi, March 2003.

