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To Kashmir — not the land, but the people.
To those who stayed.
To those who were forced to leave.
To those who still believe.
And to every mother, soldier, teacher, and child —
who never stopped loving this valley, even when it stopped loving them back.
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I did not just hear of Kashmir — I was born into it. I did not just read about the pain — I have lived it. And that is why this book had to be written.

Kashmir is not just a place on the map for me — it is my identity, my memory, my ache, and my prayer. It flows in my veins like the Jhelum and sits heavy on my chest like the snow-laden mountains. For those of us who carry Kashmir within us, it is not merely about politics or policies — it is about people, about belonging, about a paradise that has bled quietly for decades.

This book is born out of lived truth.

The Paradise (Kashmir) – Then, After, Now is not a history book — yet it holds history. It is not a memoir — yet it carries the weight of memory. It is not political — yet it cannot escape the politics that have scarred our land. It is simply a journey — through the eyes of a Kashmiri, and a human being.

In my previous book Through the Fire, I explored the inner journey of rising from hardship. But this time, the fire is not just personal. It belongs to a people. A land. A collective silence. And a collective hope.

I have written this book to honor every Kashmiri — those who stayed, those who left, and those who still carry the valley in their hearts despite the miles. I have written it to honor our soldiers too — who, while guarding this soil with their lives, often go unnoticed as sons, fathers, and brothers of someone, somewhere.

Kashmir is full of complexities — but also of compassion. For too long, the narrative has been shaped by those who have not lived here. This is a humble attempt to reclaim that voice — the voice of the native, the displaced, the soldier, the mother, the voter, the dreamer.

“Then, After, Now” is the timeline of our truth:

Then — when Kashmiriyat was alive, when the Chinar spoke of unity, and temples and mosques echoed together.

After — the decades of fear, silence, gunpowder, and loss.

Now — a turning page: from abrogation to elections, from alienation to cautious hope.

This book also looks beyond — across the Line of Control, into PoK, into forgotten stories. It brings the reader to 2024, to the recent elections, to the hope and skepticism walking hand in hand through the valley’s streets.

To every mother of Kashmir — Muslim, Pandit, Sikh — who lost her son to bullets or borders.

To every soldier — who guards my home like it’s his own.

To every child — who still believes in peace.

To my land — which has suffered long enough.

Let this be not just a book. Let it be a bridge.

Ajay Dhar Bhardwaj

Kashmiri by soul, seeker by choice

August 2025
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Chapter 1: The First Snowfall
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“When the Snow first fell”

It wasn’t just snow that touched the ground,

It was silence — sacred, soft, profound.

A veil of white over wounds unknown,

A whisper from skies that we called our own.

We ran through flakes with laughter wide,

Unaware of the storms that would soon divide.

The snow was pure, but so was trust,

Before it all was turned to dust.

A soldier’s boot had not yet pressed,

On orchards where the sparrows nest.

The azaan and bell still shared the air,

And childhood carried no weight of despair.

––––––––
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But snow remembers what we forget,

Every footprint, every regret.

And in that first fall from above,

Kashmir still dreamed — in peace, in love.

––––––––
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There are moments in life that never leave you — not because they were grand, but because they were pure. For me, it was the first snowfall.

Not on television. Not in some film reel. But real snow — falling like whispers from the heavens, soft, white, sacred — over the land that I called home.

Kashmir, in that moment, wasn’t a place torn by politics or pain. It was simply paradise. A Chinar leaf fluttering in silence. A child looking up in awe. A valley blanketed not in fear, but in snow.

It was the early 1980s. I was a boy then, full of questions, too young to understand why the elders always spoke in half-sentences, with sighs between every memory. The world was still whole in my eyes. The temple bells still rang in harmony with the azaan. Our neighbors were more than just neighbors — they were family. We shared everything — food, joy, grief, festivals, harvests, and stories. Especially stories.

And when the snow came, it came like a blessing.

We would run barefoot, foolish and free, trying to catch snowflakes on our tongues. The elders warned us about getting sick, but our laughter was louder than their scolding. The rooftops turned white, the trees wore silence like a shawl, and the roads disappeared under a soft cover — hiding, perhaps, the future we could not yet see.

The first snowfall wasn’t just an event — it was a season of the soul. It changed people. Everything slowed down. Words became softer, movements gentler. Firewood cracked in kangris as we sat huddled in pherans, sipping noon chai, speaking of old kings, lost poets, and snowstorms that once buried villages and cities.

I remember my father once telling me, “When it snows, even pain forgets itself.”

And I believed him.

Because those snowfalls were not just cold — they were kind. They covered everything. The cracks in our walls. The cracks in our hearts. They gave the valley a pause, a breath — and us, a reason to sit together, speak less, and feel more.

That was Then.

Before the noise. Before the guns. Before we had to choose silence to stay alive.

Before soldiers became shadows on our streets.

Before neighbors became names we whispered.

Before our stories became memories.

But this chapter — this first snowfall — I hold onto. Because it reminds me of who we were before. And sometimes, to understand the now, we must begin with the before.

But Kashmir, like snow, has layers.

Beneath the white softness, the earth always hides something darker — sometimes frozen soil, sometimes buried stories.

Even as a child, I sensed it. The way the grown-ups lowered their voices when certain names were spoken. The way letters arrived late, sometimes not at all. The way radios were turned off when they mentioned Srinagar. The way a sudden knock at the door in the evening would make my father’s hand freeze mid-air while preparing for office.

There was a silence — not the peaceful silence of snowfall, but the watchful kind. The kind that grows in places where truth is a risk and memory is dangerous.

Still, we lived. And in our living, there was defiance.

Kashmiris have always been like that. We adapt. We endure. We protect joy even when sorrow tries to steal it. That is how, even as tensions began to rise across the valley, families like mine clung to the rituals that kept us human.

We celebrated the first snowfall like a festival. We packed snowballs, built snowmen, and left footprints in the white — as if to tell the world, “We were here. We laughed. We loved.”

I remember my father lighting a samovar one bitter evening. Snow had blocked the road, the power had gone, and yet, there we were — sipping hot kehwa, wrapped in pherans, telling ghost stories. The room was dark, but our hearts were lit. That night, we didn’t need electricity — we had each other.

Even the snow had its own sounds — muffled footsteps, distant barking, the occasional shout from a neighbor clearing a rooftop. It was music. A symphony only Kashmir could compose.

But even then, change was in the air.

I overheard my uncle murmuring to my father, “Something’s coming. I don’t like this silence.”

I didn’t understand what he meant. I thought he was talking about the weather. But he wasn’t. He was talking about something colder than snow — fear.

Still, as a child, I refused to let the shadow in. The snow, after all, was still falling. The trees still stood. The neighbors still smiled.

And so, we pretended the world outside our area was not unraveling.

But truth has a way of seeping in — like melting snow into the cracks of stone.

The winter that year was longer than usual. Or maybe it just felt that way.

The snow stayed on the ground well into late March. What once brought delight now started to weigh on us. Roads were harder to clear. Supplies came slower. The silence that once soothed began to suffocate.

And then — they came.

At first, we saw them in the distance. Camouflaged uniforms, heavy boots, rifles slung over shoulders. Our soldiers — young, uncertain, and alert — trudging through snow-covered orchards, asking for directions in broken Kashmiri, searching for names they could not pronounce.

Some neighbours stared. Some avoided eye contact. Others offered tea — the way Kashmiris always do — because even in fear, we cling to our hospitality.

I was watching from behind the curtain when a soldier, barely older than my cousin, asked my father, “Yeh road pul ke paas jaata hai?”

(Does this road go toward the bridge?)

He nodded. The soldier thanked him, adjusted his scarf, and kept walking. I don’t know why, but I remember the tiredness in his eyes. Not hostility. Just heaviness.

That was my first real moment of confusion.

Who were we supposed to fear? Who were we supposed to trust?

The men in uniform — or the ones we had heard whispers about in the neighborhood?

The valley had begun to split, not just politically, but emotionally.

Some whispered of azaadi. Others feared Pakistan. Some said India had betrayed us. Others said the militants were killing their own. The truth, I would later learn, was that everyone had a piece of it — and no one had it whole.

And yet, the snow kept falling.

I remember walking to the local temple one morning. It was quiet. Too quiet. The old pujari was no longer there. His house was locked. He was killed in the night by the very person who was supposed to protect him. What a shock to me and the whole area. 

Days later, my classmate, a Muslim boy named Shafiq, didn’t come to school. His father
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