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«What a picture book!» I think as I walk past the 
house for the first time. Its rooms on the ground 
floor and first floor open into the street in a way 
that makes them look like stages on which diffe-
rent pieces are being enacted simultaneously – or 
like pictures in a comic strip, with all the protago-
nists appearing to be waiting for something at that 
particular instant. I proceed to first photograph the 
beautiful butchery at the entrance to the nearby 
market before returning to position myself in front 
of the house to take pictures. As soon as I‘ve ta-
ken the first photographs, the man from the shop 
on the ground floor approaches me and invites me 
in for tea. I am confident it‘s an innocent gesture 
of hospitality as there is no business in there that 
would require the gent to cheat on a tourist like 
me. This is certainly the reason that tourists almost 
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never ever get lost in Uri – something my taxi 
driver Kamran Ullah Khan, who ferried a banker 
from Jammu to this town for a business meeting 
two years earlier, also believes.

Inside the house, I sit between sacks of lentils, 
rice and spices, bags of sugar and salt, soap and 
cans of ghee or mustard oil, cigarettes, detergents 
and coffee powder. Why had I photographed the 
house, the shopkeeper wants to know. Because it 
seems like a comic strip to me or like a collection 
of stages, I answer truthfully – much like the rice 
terraces that I‘d seen on my way to Uri. His clever 
eyes gaze at me blankly. «You are Mohamed,» I 
say to him in an attempt to defuse the situation. 
I had read the name on the sign above the store. 
No, he says, Muhammad is his father. His name 
is Pervaz. «Second generation shop,» I say, reali-
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sing at that instant that the man is uninterested in 
making small talk with me. He has something to 
say to me, and he says it in a calm, warm voice. I 
understand only a few words, fragments, but one 
sentence he says over and over again rings clear: 
«This is a very difficult time.» I believe that he 
has somehow given up – hope – for his genera-
tion. «This is no life,» I comprehend, and: «Who 
knows, perhaps the next generation will be bet-
ter off.» Pervaz smiles at me. He also smiles at 
the customers he serves in-between. But there 
is a sadness in his voice, a sadness I have sensed 
during my conversations with other men, too, in 
Kashmir.

He tears open a packet of biscuits for me and 
places them on a piece of newspaper. As he hands 
me this improvised plate, a small convoy of the In-
dian Army enters the village. In the first car, which 
is a bullet-proof jeep of sorts, a sergeant is standing 
with his legs apart and instructing the pedestrians 
with shrill whistles and peremptory gestures to get 
immediately off the road. On the side of the fe-
male, sit two soldiers donning face-masks pointing 
their machine-guns at the scattering crowd. The 
jeep is followed by three armoured cars with a rota-
ting firing cockpit and small windows from which 

rifle-tips protrude in all directions. The vehicles 
move at top speed through the road and disappear, 
within seconds, in a cloud of dust. The spooky en-
counter is over.

Those living in Kashmir must be accustomed 
to having weapons aimed at them. At every turn 
you encounter thick, barbed wire-wrapped bar-
racks and posts from which guns aim at the sur-
rounding area. Soldiers and policemen are om-
nipresent in heavy gear, with bullet-proof vests, 
helmets, armour, shields, machine guns, and te-
ar-gas guns. These are not the sleepy hoods with 
their sticks and the old rifles you see on India‘s 
streets, they are ever-alert elite soldiers and pro-
fessional fear-mongers – one glimpse into their 
faces is enough to tell you that they will use their 
weapons without hesitation. Their authoritarian 
demeanour and the aplomb with which they pa-
trol the streets, inspect cars, and interrogate pas-
sers-by (including tourists like me) for no reason, 
leave no doubt that they are not here as guardians. 
Protectors perform differently. The main enemies 
of these soldiers are not sitting on the other side 
of the border fence. In Kashmir India operates as 
an occupying power, and never camouflages the 
fact. «Incredible India,» as the country‘s tourism 
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office is ever happy to advertise, indeed here has 
an incredible side to it. In Kashmir, India acts as 
a superpower, enforcing its hegemonic interests 
regardless of losses.

The rhetoric must have been quite different a 
few years before. In the valley of the river Jhelum, 
which stretches from Baramulla via Uri to the Pa-
kistan border, the Pier Panjal Brigade and another 
troop with elaborate barracks project themselves 
as‚ «Saviours of the Valley». There is even a look-
out point in the middle of the barracks precin-
ct, which once probably afforded a view of the 
development of dam technology in the valley. In 
recent times, however, the trees around the plat-
form have grown so tall that one can hardly see 
anything even two metres away. Originally inten-
ded to provide tourists with a nice story, today the 
place is more likely to keep visitors away from Kas-
hmir – to scare them with reports of cruel events 
at the border or at least of harassment, such as 
subjecting them to five (!) baggage checks at the 
airport, during which even innocuous items such 
as tweezers and tiny bottles of mosquito repellant 
spray are taken away. India started to enforce this 
strategy about three years ago, according to peo-
ple like Kamran, who are desperate for tourism. 

And with success – as a walk through the capi-
tal Srinagar with its endless souvenir shops goes 
to prove. There is a gaping emptiness everywhe-
re: Yes, even in a beautiful colonial building on 
the Bund, which, according to the Lonely Planet 
and Google‘s Maps, was once meant to house the 
Kashmir Government Arts Emporium, but now 
houses police barracks. 

I so fervently wish Incredible India would 
handle Kashmir in a friendly manner so that I 
would not have to deal with the tension of the 
situation. But the reality is that the presence of 
the occupying power is so aggressive that I simply 
cannot overlook it. It pushes aside everything else: 
the beauty of the paddy fields and the temples, 
the gardens and lakes, the sweet cherries and the 
glimmering gold saffron tea. And if you point a 
machine gun at me while asking me the reason for 
my walk through the old town, it makes me not 
only frantic with fear (because a shitty thing such 
as an unintentional gunshot can happen in life), 
but also fills me with a rage I have never felt before. 
Anyone who lives in Kashmir, who wants to survi-
ve in Kashmir, needs to be able to deal with such 
feelings. As the noise of the patrol fades, I look into 
Pervaz‘s face. It shows no reaction. But I notice a 
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slight trembling in the hand that is holding out the 
newspaper with the biscuits. But is that perhaps 
merely my impression – a matter of kitschy con-
cern? But how should I react to this situation? Do 
I have any choice other than to notice the tremor 
of the hand holding out the biscuits? Pervaz got 
to articulate his message. I may have understood 
only a small part of what he said – but didn‘t I 
understand exactly what he meant? I have nothing 

to say about that, nothing of significance. But I 
did sit with him on the same stage for a moment. 
And even if I can leave again, the sad picture-book 
in which I have played the role of an extra for a 
fleeting moment – the time it requires to sip a cup 
of sweet tea – henceforth belongs, in my view, to 
the library of the world.

Translated from German by Gunvanthi Balaram.
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