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To borrow an expression from Charles Dickens’ “A tale of two cities” 

one can say that it is the best of times on the Line of Control in Jammu 

and Kashmir. Families divided and friends separated in the communal 

violence of 1947 are revisiting each other through the shortest routes. 

This has been made possible because of enhanced bonhomie between 

India and Pakistan. The Line of Control (LoC) is the border on which 

armies of the two neighbours stand face to face defending their parts 

of Jammu and Kashmir. It has been drawn by politics, betrayal, 

religious extremism and terrorism. The past is bitter. Let us forget it as 

no useful purpose will be served by recounting it. 

Suffice it to say for the present that the environment in this part of the 

globe has been improving ever since India and Pakistan decided to 

bury the hatchet in November 2003. Barring an occasional and 

possibly unintentional aberration they have not fired a bullet on each 

other since then. They have stuck to their decision to observe 

ceasefire. The result is positive. Thousands of people living close to the 

LoC on both sides have heaved a sigh of relief. They are attending to 

their agricultural fields without having to watch their backs.  

One will be in a position to appreciate the present scenario better if 

one compares it with what has happened earlier. The LOC itself has 

been the outcome of a war in 1947. There have been two more full-

fledged armed confrontations along it between India and Pakistan in 

1965 and 1971, and one confined to the Kargil sector in 1999. On 

other occasions (the worst of times, to complete Dickens’ famous turn 

of phrase) they have hardly missed a chance to open fire on each 



other -- provocation or no provocation. As result the people living 

close to the LoC especially had invariably found it a superior option to 

leave their home and hearth and move away a little far to 

comparatively safer surroundings. 

All this is changing now. The scenario is not as good as it is in 

Germany where the Berlin Wall has altogether collapsed. But it is 

definitely healthier. There are two regular bus services between the 

two sides instead of the one that was started on April 7, 2005. The 

terrorists had threatened to kill all those who had taken the first bus. 

They had sent a gory warning as well by setting fire to one of 

Kashmir’s most visible buildings of the Tourist Reception Centre in 

Srinagar. After initial aggressive postures they have wisely taken a 

back seat. They have realised that silence is a safer option. People 

have got an opportunity to revive their emotional ties and are not 

prepared to brook any hurdle. They do so without requiring formal 

documents that were a must for travel between the two sides not very 

long ago.  

There have been numerous moving instances of people yearning to 

stay back in the Indian part. They have jumped the deadline of going 

back. Some of them have even evoked the judicial intervention 

asserting their right to stay back. These feelings have to be 

understood in the backdrop of brothers meeting brothers after a long 

time. This in turn establishes again that given normal environment 

human beings will love to live together. Religions and geographical 

boundaries can’t divide them for ever. This realisation has brought the 

divided people of Jammu and Kashmir at each other’s doorsteps. So 

far they used to take long and circuitous route of meeting each other 

through the Wagah border (Punjab). 



This writer has been to Pakistan and the part of the State under its 

occupation on two occasions. I have been carried away by love and 

affection I have received in the other half. The first time it was in 2000 

when I had accompanied charismatic Kashmir leader Abdul Ghani 

Lone. We were members of the wedding party of his son Sajjad Lone 

(now a leader in his own right) with daughter of Mr Amanullah Khan, 

one of the founders of the Jammu-Kashmir Liberation front which 

espouses the cause of a united and independent Jammu and Kashmir. 

Soon we found ourselves transformed into a goodwill mission. Indeed, 

it was a big joy and education to interact with Kashmiri leaders and 

the masses on the other side of the LoC.  

Abdul Ghani Lone had shown rare courage in initiating peace in the 

Indian sub-continent. It is a pity that he was gunned down by the 

terrorists within months of his return from Pakistan and “Azad” 

Kashmir as the Pakistan-occupied part of Jammu and Kashmir is 

locally known. My second trip in the winter of 2004 was as a member 

of a journalists’ delegation. It was equally touching. It was smooth as 

well. In 2000 I would notice Pakistani intelligence men keeping a 

watch on us. They would trail us. Perhaps it was a conscious decision 

on their part to simply make their presence felt. They would not create 

any nuisance. There was nothing of the sort in 2004. I could move 

around freely. This gives a fair indication of how the relations between 

India and Pakistan have relaxed in recent times.  

During the same trip in 2004, I was a member of the first Indian 

journalists’ team allowed to briefly visit Gilgit, also a part of the 

undivided Jammu and Kashmir as it had existed in 1947. It is a 

picturesque area. Once there I could only marvel at the effort of Dogra 

ruler Maharaja Gulab Singh in having founded such a huge 

independent country in the name of Jammu and Kashmir more than a 



century ago. His successor Maharaja Hari Singh had tried to retain his 

independence and sovereignty but invaded by Pakistan he had settled 

for accession with India in 1947. Pakistan directly administers Gilgit 

and has allowed a fair amount of Chinese intervention in the region.  

China has helped in the construction of Karakoram highway a beautiful 

zigzag road passing through the mountain ranges of the same name. 

Chinese goods are freely available in Gilgit. It is evidently because of 

its strategic location that Pakistan has not allowed Gilgit to become 

part of “Azad” Kashmir. People of Azad” Kashmir don’t like this. The 

inhabitants of Gilgit who are predominantly Shia Muslims are also not 

happy with Pakistani governance which is dominated by Sunnis. The 

internal situation is far from comfortable. In fairness to Pakistan, 

however, it has indicated that it will not come in the way of the 

residents of Gilgit wanting to travel to the Indian side of Jammu and 

Kashmir by bus across the LoC. This shows that it is prepared to 

acknowledge their right as citizens of the pre-1947 Jammu and 

Kashmir.  

I consider myself lucky that I belong to the third generation of a family 

having contributed a bit towards building strengthening ties between 

India and Pakistan. I have also discovered tremendous goodwill 

enjoyed by my predecessors because of their emphatic genuine 

secular assertion. Quite a few people in Pakistan and “Azad” Kashmir 

have traced me to my hotel simply to ask me to convey their thanks to 

my father and grandfather for having come to their rescue in Hindu-

Muslim violence in 1947. Two happenings continue to be itched on my 

mind. When I first met members of the family of late Raja Mohammad 

Akbar Khan, a journalist of top integrity, in “Azad” Kashmir they said 

they could not believe their eyes that a family friend from other side of 

the State was standing next to them. In the other incident the 



Rawalpindi (Pakistan)-based son of late Allah Rakha Sagar, who was a 

pro-Pakistan journalist, had tears in his eyes when I conveyed to him 

condolences on behalf of my family on the death of his father.  

Now in his eighties, my father Om Prakash Saraf, a veteran journalist 

and publicman of Jammu and Kashmir, was the only non-Muslim 

member of a delegation of leaders of the Indian side of J&K led by 

Sheikh Abdullah to talk peace with Pakistan in 1964. Jawaharlal Nehru, 

then Prime Minister of India, had encouraged the Sheikh to undertake 

the journey. It was during this mission that Chaudhary Ghulam Abbas, 

the topmost leader of “Azad” Kashmir who is no more, had stated to 

my father that he had to leave his hometown Jammu because there 

were “not a few more persons like you.” Unfortunately the Sheikh’s 

journey was cut short by Nehru’s untimely death while he was still in 

Pakistan. 

In 1979 my grandfather Lala Mulk Raj Saraf, Father of Journalism in 

Jammu and Kashmir (he had started the undivided State’s first 

newspaper, “Ranbir” in 1924), had gone on a one-man mission to 

Pakistan. It had created such wide impact that a top commentator of 

that era, Khwaja Ahmad Abbas, was carried away to say that “Lalaji’s 

visit had generated tremendous goodwill that even crores of rupees 

could not buy.” 

There is merit in the argument that people should be allowed to 

constantly meet each other. The countries should drop barriers built in 

the way of such movement. The ordinary masses may throw up 

solutions that have eluded politicians, military experts and theocratic 

states. For my part I take heart from our Prime Minister Manmohan 

Singh’s assertion: “Our approach is that there should be freer flow of 

people and ideas between India and Pakistan. So our effort will be to 



persuade Pakistan to encourage people-to-people contact in the widest 

possible sense of the term.” 
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