[7) @headlinestoday17 (&) @headlinestodaydaily 3 @headlinestoday @3 @headlinestodaynews inside

HT Saturday

LitStream

BILINGUAL WEEKLY LITERARY SUPPLEMENT OF DAILY HEADLINES TODAY

The Sigma
and the
Sepulcher

100 Days

Srinagar e Saturday, May 23,2026 e Issue No:21 e Volume: 02 e Pages: 16 of Resolve

4 PIGEON SERIES : PART 1 ¢

THE HAPAZARD GEOMETRY 0F H(lP

Ruskin
Bond:
Dehradun
Shaped his
Fictionscape

A FATHER. A SON. A PIGEON.
A LESSON THAT HOPE NEVER ENDS.

The
Ordinary |
Witness

, Treasuries
8 of Sorrow

POETRY CORNER  Pacewou&n

Imran Nayeema Uzair DrPriyanka  Rayees Zulfi qar Majrooh tha Chugh Mustafa  Dr. Perwaiz
Yousuf Ahmad Mushtaq Jalan Ahmad Naqvi Rashid Moin Shaharyar
Mahjoor Dar Kumar

& J

o000 © o0 o0 [ Y) e ¢CM K¢ oo o0 o0 ® o000



SATURDAY
23 MAY 2026

HT Saturday

2 |

Pigeon Series: Part 1 LitStream

4_PIGEON SERIES : PART 1 ¢

THE HAPAZARD GEOMETRY OF HOPE

) MUSHTAQUE B BARQ
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Mushtaque B Barq

erched on my window
Psill, a pigeon winked

at me. Nothing much
I could do save turning my
head. Ah! As if the hoors had
dried up here that a wandering
pigeon was about to seduce me.
It hurt my empty ego. Little did
I know that the bird had a pack-
age for me to cherish.

My little son, as usual, called
his crew, and the cameras were
installed, one on my right
and one on the left and I was
the most tossed about entity
because I had to change my
position accordingly to allow
them to take shots. A lot of

hustle and bustle turned my
room into a mini film studio.
Chairs were removed, cush-
ions pushed back, books bun-
dled, and I was the worst hit.

The atmosphere changed, so
did the things in the room.The
chairs and table were brutally
treated. My reading desk had
never been so much assualted
except in my absence for want
of my past. Every one has the
past even saints too. I confess.

Irealised then and there that
excitement knows no rules.
These inanimate objects were
not only ill-treated but were
also placed oddly. In place of
a table, a stand was erected,
and my three-legged chair was
pushed back against the wall.
I was left with no choice but to
be a silent spectator. I allowed
them to enjoy themselves hon-
estly, for the reason that I was
apart of their excitement.They
were no longer lifeless pieces
of furniture, but tools of the
drunkard’s studio.

After all these changes, the
anticlimax worsened the situ-

ation. Before they could act on
“Action!”, the poor bird flew
away. My little director and
producer, after a chilled sigh,
declared:

Parenda bhag gaya, lagta hai
sazish thi.

(The bird flew away; perhaps
it was a ploy.)

All of a sudden, the grace on
his face faded like the setting
sun. I could feel the rush of
crimson on his cheeks and a
grim expression that he failed
to bringto his lips.The father in
me blasted what little patience
I had earlier exhibited, but
then God knows who held back
my words, and I let him suffer.
I watched him closely. His
sense of loss totally disturbed
him; he felt shattered.

‘Come on, son,’ I wished to
console him, but he must have
felt my negligence, which was
deliberate. He pushed open
the window and gazed at the
sky. His silky looks had all the
hope in them. I let him observe
the empty vast blue. He sighed
heavily, and that perforated
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my spirit, but then the teacher
in me ignored his unrest.

A gardener, the other day,
had taught me a tough lesson:
the bud at the apex of the limb
must be trimmed to allow
the trunk to gain girth, and I
immediately applied that to my
son without even taking him
seriously. What I learned from
him that day was that there is
no end to hope, because he let
the things in the room stay
haphazard.That haphazard-
ness, to me, looked beautiful
and meaningful, for the reason
that the disorder contained a
well-thought-out plan to catch
the bird the next day.

(Mushtaque B. Barq is a
noted writer, poet, translator
and currently serves as an

English Mentor at Cambridge

School. A recipient of several

honours, including the G.N.
Firaq Memorial Award and the
Kalidas Literary Award, Ahad
Zargar Award. He is known for
his poetic finesse and for pro-
moting Kashmiri literary heri-
tage through his work.)
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DR SARITA S CHAUHAN

EVERY WORD MATTERS.

Dr Sarita S Chauhan

he midnight chimes of the
Tuniversity clock tower did

not merely ring; they exe-
cuted a solemn, bronze tintinnab-
ulation that shivered through the
floorboards of the subterranean
archives. It was 2:00 AM, the hour
when the living world slept and the
silent inhabitants of Isle 14 began
to breathe.

Shelved under the suffocating
custody of dust and dead scholars,
two volumes sat in a state of abso-
lute, mutual incomprehension.

On the left was the Thesau-
rus-Lexicon Maximus, an eighty-
pound, calfskin monolith compiled
in the late nineteenth century. Its
gold-leaf edges gleamed like the
armor of a forgotten emperor. It
was a monument to structural per-
fection, but its spine was dry, and its
pages held the brittle chill of a tomb.

Directly opposite sat The Living
Codex of the Digital Age (Edition
2026). It was a neon-pink, pulp-paper
paperback, its cover decorated with
chaotic digital graphics, smelling of

cheap glue and the hurried thumbs
of middle-schoolers. It was flimsy,
disposable, and fiercely alive.

"The silence of this library is con-
tinually desecrated," the Lexicon
Maximus boomed, its voice a deep,
resonant rumble of high-micron
cotton paper. "Not by the ingress of
rodents, but by the sheer, unadulter-
ated proximity of your typograph-
ical vulgarity. You are an insult to
the alphabet."

The neon-pink paperback gave
a soft, loose-leaf flutter, a motion
that carried the distinct weight of
ayawn.

"Bro, delete your account. Seri-
ously," the Codex replied, its text
shifting into a casual, sans-serif font.
"Your aura is literally negative ten
thousand right now. Stop yapping,
you're not the thinker. You're giving
major uncanny valley NPC energy."

The Lexicon’s pages stiffened into
rigid, justified columns of academic
outrage.

"Delete my account? Negative ten
thousand? Specify your predicate,
you gelatinous pamphlet! An aura is
a distinctive atmosphere surround-
ing a given source, not a mathemat-
ical variable subject to subtraction!
And what, pray tell, is an 'NPC"?
Speak the King's vernacular or hold
your peace!"

"Blud thinks he's the final boss,"
the Codex laughed, its pages popping
with a sharp paper sound. "Imagine
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being this pressed in 2026. You're
completely cooked, old head. Your
entire vocabulary is straight out of
Ohio. It’s not giving what you think
it’s giving. It’s an absolute L."

"Ohio?" The Lexicon’s leather
spine groaned, a sound of deep struc-
tural agony. "A midwestern Amer-
ican state? Why do you weaponize
geography to insult my heritage? I
contain the magnificent architec-
ture of human thought! When the
modern pedestrian experiences an
internal crisis of the soul, a profound
atrabiliar melancholia, they look
into your pages and find nothing but
your barbaric grunts!

When they witness the sublime
symmetry of the human form, an
aesthetic that commands the word
pulchritude, you reduce it to a stan-
dard of internet thirst! You call it...
Rizz.' You call it...'GYATT.' It is not
language; it is a primitive, pre-liter-
ate drivel."

"Bro, did you just say pulchri-
tude?" The Codex shook its binding,
horrified. "That sounds like a dis-
ease you get from eating bad seafood.
That is zero rizz. If you say that to a
girl, she’s going to call you a baby
Gronk and block you on everything.
You don't know the meta.

I have the ultimate W vocabulary.
When a creator drops a masterpiece,
I don't say it's 'sublime.' I say 'he
cooked.' When the beat drops and the
song is a masterpiece, I say 'it slaps.’
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It’s maximum efficiency, no cap."

"No cap? Cooked? Slaps?" The
Lexicon scoffed, a dry cascade of
dust settling from its top edge. "You
speak of culinary arts and percus-
sion instruments to describe the
heights of human artistic endeavors!
Your terms are transient. They are
etymological fruit flies, born in the
morning on a digital platform and
dead by nightfall, buried under the
next algorithm.

Where is 'swag' now? Where is
'on fleek'? They are corpses in your
appendices. But I? I hold the eternal
architecture. Speak to me of aprici-
ty—the specific, comforting warmth
of the sun in winter. Speak to me
of susurration—the whispering of
wind through ancient pines."

The Codex blinked its pages in
utter confusion.

"Bro, what even is a susurration?
Is that a new terms-and-conditions
update? You're speaking fluent yap.
If it’s not under fifteen seconds and
edited with a subway surfers video
playing underneath it, nobody is lis-
tening to your little speeches. You're
an absolute chat-bot.

You represent the elite few who
had the luxury to sit around and
invent words for the sound of church
bells ringing. My words belong to
the stream chats, the short-form
comments, the servers—the places

CONT. ON PAGE 14
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100 DAYS OF RESOLVE:
A SHARED RESPONSIBILITY,
A SHARED FUTURE

AWARENESS
CREATES CHANGE

PREVENTION
SAVES LIVES

DR SAMEER UL HAQ

CHOOSE LIFE
CHOOSE HOPE
CHOOSE A

'DRUG FREE

. KASHMIR

@  REHABILITATION
W5~ RESTORES HOPE

Y \ COMMUNITY
‘z,, DRIVES TRANSFORMATION

PROTECT OUR YOUTH. PROTECT OUR FUTURE.
TOGETHER FOR A DRUG-FREE KASHMIR.

Dr Sameer Ul Haq

or centuries, Kashmir has
Fbeen known for its breathtak-

ing beauty, deep spirituality,
rich culture, and the resilience of its
people. But behind this beauty, the
Valley today faces a growing social
and public health crisis that threat-
ens its most valuable strength, its
youth. Over the past few years, sub-
stance abuse has emerged as a seri-
ous concern across Jammu and
Kashmir, affecting not only individ-
uals but entire families and commu-
nities. The impact of drug addiction
is becoming increasingly visible
throughout Kashmir. Hospitals and
de-addiction centres are witnessing
a steady rise in young patients
struggling with opioid dependence,
misuse of pharmaceutical drugs,
cannabis addiction, and other forms
of substance abuse. Behind every
addiction case is a family dealing
with emotional pain, financial
stress, and social challenges. Addic-
tion does not destroy a single life

alone; it weakens families, disrupts
education, damages mental health,
and slowly affects the social fabric
of society. What makes the situation
more alarming is the growing
involvement of young people. Many
boys and girls who should be
focused on education, sports,
careers, and building their future
are becoming vulnerable to drugs
because of peer pressure, unemploy-
ment, stress, isolation, and lack of
awareness. In many instances, it
starts with experimentation and
gradually turns into dependency,
often with devastating consequenc-
es. What was once considered a
hidden issue has now become a
matter of concern for every section
of society. In response to this grow-
ing crisis, the “100 Days Nasha
Mukht Abhiyan” has evolved into
one of the largest anti-drug aware-
ness and public mobilization cam-
paigns in the region. The campaign
focuses on spreading awareness,
strengthening counselling services,
encouraging public participation,
and promoting community engage-
ment. Schools and colleges across
Kashmir have organized seminars,
debates, rallies, awareness lectures,
and pledge ceremonies to educate
students about the harmful effects
of drugs. Educational institutions
are increasingly realizing that pre-
vention begins with awareness and
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early intervention. One of the stron-
gest aspects of this campaign has
been its focus on public participa-
tion. Drug addiction cannot be tack-
led by law enforcement agencies
alone. It requires collective respon-
sibility from parents, teachers,
healthcare workers, religious lead-
ers, social organizations, and local
communities. In a place like Kash-
mir, where social bonds and com-
munity values remain strong, this
collective approach becomes even
more important. Under the guid-
ance of the Lieutenant Governor of
Jammu and Kashmir, the adminis-
tration has actively pushed this
campaign forward. The objective is
not only to control drug abuse
through enforcement measures but
also to build a broader social move-
ment where every citizen feels
responsible for protecting the
younger generation from addiction.
The outreach programmes conduct-
ed across various districts of Kash-
mir gave the campaign greater vis-
ibility and impact. The recent PadY-
atras organized in districts such as
Srinagar, Anantnag, Budgam, Bara-
mulla, Pulwama, and several other
parts of the Valley aimed to spread
awareness against drug abuse and
encourage youth participation in
building a healthier society. These
PadYatras saw participation from
students, volunteers, officials,

100 DAYS FOR A BETTER TOMORROW
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NASHA MUKHT

ABHIYAN

STRONG FAMILIES
STRONG SOCIETY

EDUCATION
BUILDS FUTURES

SPORTS & CULTURE
BUILD CHARACTER

COMPASSION
HEALS LIVES

TOGETHER,
WE CAN WIN

healthcare workers, civil society
members, and local residents, all
united with a common message
against substance abuse. The Lieu-
tenant Governor walking alongside
students and citizens during these
awareness marches sent a powerful
message that the fight against drugs
cannot remain limited to offices or
official meetings. It must reach
every village, every school, every
street, and every household. These
PadYatras also highlighted the
importance of involving young
people directly in the campaign.
While youth are among the most
vulnerable groups affected by addic-
tion, they are also the strongest
force capable of resisting and fight-
ing it. During these programmes,
students actively participated in
awareness rallies, cultural activi-
ties, anti-drug pledges, and commu-
nity discussions. Their involvement
reflected hope and showed that
Kashmir’s youth can become
ambassadors of positive change
within their own communities.
Healthcare professionals have also
played a major role in addressing
this crisis. Doctors, psychiatrists,
psychologists, counsellors, and
public health experts across Kash-
mir continue to witness the severe
impact of addiction on both physical

CONT. ON PAGE 15
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The hills,
the rains,
the trees,
the people
of Dehradun
became the
soul of his

stories.

Nature is Childhood
a constant memories
cumpa.nion live forever

Journeys
create
StUﬂES

. From the quiet lanes of Dehradun and
the Himalayan foothills, Ruskin Bond =
~_created a timeless world of nature,

o memory, solitude and human k:.nd.ness 5

RUSKIN BOND:

DEHRADUN SHAPED
HIS FICTIONSCAPE

Small towns, L‘ b
blg human
hearts

SIMPLE LIVES. DEEP EMOTIONS. ENDURING STORIES.

aih X

Dr Ratan Bhattacharjee

mong the most beloved
Aliterary figures of

modern Indian English
literature, Ruskin Bond occu-
pies a unique and cherished
place. For generations of read-
ers, his stories have offered
warmth, simplicity, nostalgia,
intimacy with nature, and deep
human compassion. Unlike
writers who rely on dramatic
plots or ideological complexi-
ty, Ruskin Bond has created an
enduring literary universe out
of ordinary lives, lonely roads,
silent hills, old houses, monsoon
rains, schoolboys, eccentric rel-
atives, ghosts, forests, railway
stations, and small-town mem-
ories. At the heart of this liter-
ary universe stands Dehradun
and the surrounding Himalayan
foothills that profoundly shaped
his imagination, sensibility, and
fictional landscape. Dehradun
was not merely a geographical
location in Bond’s life; it became
the emotional and spiritual

center of his creative conscious-
ness. His fictionscape emerged
directly from the rhythms,
people, weather, and landscapes
of the Doon Valley and the
neighboring hill stations such
as Mussoorie, Landour, and the
forests of Garhwal.

Ruskin Bond’s relationship
with Dehradun is deeply auto-
biographical. Though born in
Kasauli in 1934 during the Brit-
ish colonial period, Bond spent
crucial years of his childhood in
Jamnagar, Shimla, Mussoorie,
and Dehradun. After India’s
independence and the death of
his father, Bond experienced
loneliness, displacement, and
emotional insecurity. Yet the
hills and valleys of North India
provided him with a sense of
belonging. The landscapes
of Dehradun and Mussoorie
became silent companions to
the young boy who would later
transform personal memories
into timeless literature.

The influence of Dehradun
on Bond’s literary imagination
can be observed in almost every
dimension of his writing. First
and foremost, the region gave
him his incomparable sense of
atmosphere. Few Indian writers
have captured weather, seasons,
trees, birds, rivers, and moun-
tain light with such tenderness
and precision. In Bond’s writ-

ings, the Doon Valley is not a
passive backdrop but a living
presence. The rain falling softly
on tin roofs, the mist drifting
across mountain roads, the
lonely whistle of trains, the rus-
tling of peepal leaves, the fra-
grance of wildflowers, and the
melancholy of winter afternoons
all become integral elements of
his storytelling.

Dehradun’s changing seasons
taught him to see details. The
monsoon occupies a particular-
ly important place in his imag-
ination. Rain in Bond’s stories
often symbolizes memory, long-
ing, romance, mystery, and emo-
tional renewal. His descriptions
of wet roads, dripping forests,
swollen streams, and cloudy
hills are infused with both real-
ism and poetic sensitivity. The
climate of Dehradun shaped not
only the imagery of his fiction
but also its emotional texture.

The hills around Dehradun
also cultivated Bond’s lifelong
intimacy with solitude. Unlike
metropolitan writers preoccu-
pied with crowds and urban anx-
ieties, Bond discovered beauty
in silence and companionship
in nature. His fictional charac-
ters often live at the margins of
society—lonely children, aging
bachelors, wandering travelers,
schoolboys, gardeners, small
shopkeepers, and forgotten

(Y} o <¢CM K¢ oo (Y}

Land of Memories
and Stories

Anglo-Indians. These characters
reflect the quiet social world of
hill stations and small towns
rather than the aggressive ambi-
tions of big cities. Dehradun’s
slower rhythm allowed Bond to
focus on inner emotional land-
scapes rather than external
spectacle.

Another important aspect of
Bond’s fictionscape shaped by
Dehradun is nostalgia. Bond
belongs to a generation that wit-
nessed the transition from colo-
nial India to independent India.
The Dehradun of his childhood
was a peaceful town marked by
old bungalows, narrow roads,
horse carriages, fruit orchards,
tea shops, and railway journeys.
Over time, modernization trans-
formed the valley, replacing for-
ests with buildings and silence
with traffic. Bond’s writings fre-
quently express gentle sadness
over this disappearing world.
Yet his nostalgia is never bitter.
Instead, it becomes a literary act
of preservation. Through stories
and essays, he immortalizes the
landscapes and lifestyles that
modernization threatened to
erase.

In works such as The Room on
the Roof, Delhi Is Not Far, Our
Trees Still Grow in Dehra, and
numerous short stories, Bond

CONT. ON PAGE 13
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Malikzada Salman

he curve of the street
Twas like a horseshoe

magnet. The houses
pressed so close together that
you could read the time from
the neighbour's kitchen clock,
if you cared to look. Even the
aroma from the adjacent kitch-
ens wandered freely past the
curtains hung between the
homes. The muddled configu-
ration of the houses was bound
to give a stranger a tough time
finding allotted destinations.

Habib uncle had lived across
from our house ever since I
was born, slowly turning a
permanent fixture of my eyes.
Just as a tree becomes part of
the window frame, his daily
movements became a twinkle
to my eyes. The lamp of his
sitting room always marked
my awakening and the chair
aligned exactly at an angle of
my view point that filled every
thought he held. The creak
of his chair, the occasional
cough, and, more often, his
yawns were sensory niceties I
would freely hold onto.

For some reason, he was a
topic at our dinner table. My
mother would often describe
him as a man from another
state living in a vacuum, trace-
less and clueless. He lived like
a dot in the cosmos, completely
devoid of family. He was the
very epitome of tranquillity,
held together by stillness and
solitude. It was evident from
his room that an infinite calm
and silence was the family he
had left.

The wheel of time eventu-
ally landed me at a university
campus out of state. That four-
year gap was more than just
a stretch of time spent with
books and campus friends; it
was a void where Uncle Habib
still lingered in the furthest
corner of my imagination.
When the turning wheel
finally dropped me back in
my homeland, it was enough
to show me how relentlessly
things shift with the passage
of time.

Returning to the street, the
changes were stark. I noticed,
for instance, that the Kapoor
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He saw.
He remembered.

He never spoke.
Sometimes, the quietest
witnesses carry the heaviest
stories of a lifetime.
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A STORY OF SILENCE, SOLITUDE AND THE INVISIBLE BONDS THAT HOLD A NEIGHBORHOOD TOGETHER

roof had been patched with a
slightly different tile—the way
a wound heals in a shade that
is almost, but not quite, the
original skin. I noticed that the
elm outside number seven had
been trimmed on one side only:
the side that had once blocked
Habib's view of the far corner.
But the washed-off walls, the
little street shop, and, most vis-
ibly, the water tap at the end
of the street had all faded into
oblivion.

None of these announced
anything. They just pointed
out for serious reflections.

As things began to unveil, I
realized our street possessed a
collective memory that lived
entirely within him. It wasn't
a recorded history, nothing
written, nothing spoken aloud.
It was simply the memory of a
man who had remained con-
stant, while the rest of us were
swept up in the restless hustle
and bustle of our own lives.

To a bard, these vague
descriptions might have served
as living verses; to me, they
were just another page of the
journal I had left behind four
years ago on my writing desk,
perhaps a lingering memory
carved onto those glossy
pages, revealing my secret
confessions and observations.
He held his eyes on us the way
gravity holds things: invisibly,
without intention, simply as a
consequence of what he was.
Deep within his sunken eyes,
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he carried the faint impression
of an elusive hope, God knows
for what!

Until the lamp failed to
ignite one random evening,
grey Tuesday in February. It
remained off that night, and
the next. By the end of third
day, I noticed the curtains
still hung in the same position
as always, but the chair was
empty, and the room behind
it held nothing but the tick-
ling wall clock and the heavy
presence of his absence. There
was a continuous conversation
between the ticking wall clock
and the surrounding silence.
Every stroke was heard, every
quiet breath felt; more than
that, his absence became the
very medium through which
the emptiness of the room was
translated. Without him, the
street looked different almost
unfinished, like a sentence left
suspended by a dying man on
his deathbed...

Days passed, and his absence
finally became undeniable
when a neighbour I barely knew
mentioned to my mother, in a
casual tone, that he had been
hospitalized five days prior. A
fall. On our street, a fall was a
fracturing metaphor. His fall
was purely physical, but ours
was moral and ethical. A fallen
angel with broken wings may no
longer soar in the heavens, but
his dignity remains uncompro-
mised. He had lain on his kitch-
en floor for nearly a full day,

unnoticed, before anyone even
thought to cross the threshold.
Perhaps then, God sent another
angel to carry him away. For
though our houses stand neck-
and-neck, our hearts live too far
apart to carry a fallen man to
the hospital.

I stood on the pavement in
front of his house and thought
about every moment I had wit-
nessed from my own window,
every ambulance, every argu-
ment, every pocket of grief the
street had generated. I under-
stood then, with a shame that
washed over me like icy water,
that there had been one person
on this street who always
noticed, yet never spoke. That
solitary lamp, those still cur-
tains and Habib himself had
held the custody of the ordi-
nary.

The silence was monstrous,
swallowing up my degree and
the collective wisdom my pro-
fessors and co-scholars had
infused in me. I felt the burden
of the document labelling me
postgraduate, but within me the
inclusiveness had not yet been
cremated. It was breathing,
however feebly.

He survived. He came home
six weeks later, leaning on a
walking stick. For the first time,
Istood at my window deliberate-
ly, with the intention of watch-
ing for the taxi to emerge over
the ridge. I watched him pay the

CONT. ON PAGE 15
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Abdel Latif Moubarak

'[ Inder a pale rural sun,
"Hajja Amna" sat on a
wooden bench whose

edges had been eroded by
humidity. Before her, the
ancient waterwheel—the
Sagiya—turned in a rhythmic,
monotonous motion, emitting
a creak that sounded like a sti-
fled sob. To Amna, the wheel
wasn’t just lifting water to irri-
gate the crops; it was scooping
memories from the well of her
past and pouring them into
the dry basin of her present.
The friction of wood against
wood was the only music she
understood—a silent lan-
guage between an eighty-year-
old woman and a forgotten
machine from a bygone era.

Amna’s hands resembled
the roots of an ancient syca-
more tree; protruding veins
and deep lines carved by time,
just as the waterwheel carved
furrows into the clay. Every
wrinkle on her face was a
"treasury" for an old sorrow.
Here was the ache of losing
a husband in the prime of
youth; there, the pain of sons
departing for the false glitter
of the cities. She watched the
water falling from the qawadis
(clay pots) and saw her years
leaking through her fingers,
unable to hold back a single
drop.

"Why don't they return, O
Saqiya?" Amna whispered
as she watched a lonely bird
perch on the edge of the wheel
to drink. She had three sons,
taken by the "caller" of cement
and iron in the capital. At first,
letters arrived, then phone
calls, then along silence fell—a
silence like the fields during a
midday nap. The waterwheel
was the only friend that never
left; it turned in its place, loyal
to the land and to the woman
who never moved.

Beside her on the bench sat
a small box made of walnut
wood, inlaid with faded moth-
er-of-pearl. She called it the
"Treasury of Pain." It con-
tained no gold or money, only
scraps of old clothing, a blurry
photograph of her wedding,
and a key to a house inhabit-

TREASURIES OF
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ed by nothing but ghosts. She
opened the box whenever her
longing grew heavy, breathing
in the scent of "the past"—the
smell of silt and the beautiful
sweat of hard labor.

As the sun tilted toward
sunset, the shadows of the
waterwheel began to stretch
across the ground like giant
arms trying to embrace Amna.
At that moment, she imag-
ined she saw the faces of the
departed in the reflection of
the water. She saw her moth-
er’s face carrying a water jar,
and her husband’s face tether-
ing the cattle to the wheel. The
Sagiya was a time machine,
reconstructing souls and turn-
ing grief from a heavy weight
on the chest into a story told
to the wind.

Amna contemplated the
water falling from the pots
only to return to the stream
once more. She realized that
sorrow, like water, moves in
a closed circle. It leaves the
heart, washes the soul with
hot tears, and then returns to
settle in the deep "treasuries"
of the self. "The water that
irrigates the land gives it life,
and the sorrow that dwells in
the heart ripens it," she told
herself, watching the green
stalks sway in gratitude to the
tireless wheel.

She remembered a harsh
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winter night years ago when
the waterwheel broke down.
Amna felt as if her own heart
had stopped beating. She went
down herself, despite her frail
bones, to try and move it. She
wasn't looking to water the
land; she was looking for a
"voice" to comfort her loneli-
ness. When the wheel finally
turned, Amna cried as she
never had before; that was the
moment she knew her grief
was the fuel for her survival.
The villagers often came to
her: "Hajja Amna, come live in
our homes, loneliness is hard."
She would smile and gently
refuse. She wasn't alone; she
lived in the kingdom of her
memories. The waterwheel
was her personal guardian,
and the sound of running
water was her daily dialogue
with God and nature. The trea-
suries she carried in her heart
were too precious to leave
behind for a life of noise that
didn't understand her silence.
She felt a sting in her chest, a
strange coldness creeping into
her limbs despite the warmth
of the evening. She looked at
the waterwheel with a long,
lingering gaze of farewell. The
creaking no longer bothered
her; it had become a gentle,
heavenly call. She placed
her hand on the "Treasury
of Pain" and closed her eyes.
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She wished, in that moment,
to turn into water herself—to
flow into the wheel, irrigate
the land she loved, and trans-
form her sorrows into green
stalks of wheat.

In the morning, the villag-
ers found her leaning her head
against the wood of the bench,
wearing a smile they hadn't
seen in years. Amna had
departed, leaving the wooden
box closed behind her. But
the strange thing was that the
waterwheel, though no cattle
were pulling it, was turning
slowly in the breeze, as if refus-
ing to let the music stop. The
mistress of the treasuries had
left, but the Saqgiya remained,
telling the countryside the
story of a woman who turned
her grief into life.

(Abdel Latif Moubarak is

an Egyptian writer/poet who
writes poetry in both Classical
Arabic and Egyptian vernac-
ular. He earned a Bachelor of
Law degree from Ain Shams
University. He was regarded
as one of the most promi-
nent poets of the 1980s and
received the Excellence and
Creativity Shield from the East

Academy in 2021. In 2025, he

won the Sergio Camellini Inter-
national Award in Italy. He also
secured first place in the “Div-
inamente Donna” competition
in Italy in 2026.)
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GUREZ: THE ELYSIUMON EARTH

Where Every Landscape Feels Eternal and Every Memory Feels Alive

Gull Muhammad

ome journeys end the
Smoment we return

home. Others continue
to travel within us long after
the roads disappear behind.
Our visit to Gurez Valley was
one such journey — quiet in its
beginning, unforgettable in its
impact. What began as an ordi-
nary plan among friends grad-
ually unfolded into an expe-
rience filled with mountains,
laughter, unexpected warmth,
and moments that now return
to memory like old songs.

For years, I had heard people
speak about Gurez with a cer-
tain softness in their voices,
as though they were describ-
ing a place too beautiful to
fully explain. Hidden beyond
the towering mountains of
Kashmir, close to the Line of
Control, Gurez has remained
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untouched by the noise and
haste that modern tourism
often brings. It exists wrapped
in silence, snow, rivers, and
stories. Once an important
segment of the ancient Silk
Route connecting Kashmir
with Gilgit and Central Asia,
the valley still carries traces of
an older world through its cul-
ture, wooden homes, and the
simplicity of its people.

The idea of visiting Gurez
had surfaced many times
during conversations with my
friends, Dr. Basharat Khan
and Malik Rashid. Like many
beautiful plans, it remained
suspended between intention
and postponement for months.
Then, without much ceremo-
ny, the plan finally found its
moment. On the 16th of May,
we began the journey we had
spoken about for so long.

We left Kulangam, Hand-
wara, early in the morning.
The roads were quiet, washed
in the pale light of dawn. There
is something deeply comforting
about travelling through Kash-
mir during the early hours —
the cool air, the distant mist
hanging over the trees, and the
silence interrupted only by the
sound of a moving vehicle. As
we drove along the Kupwara-
Sopore Road, crossed through
Bumai to Botingo, and moved

towards Bandipora, the excite-
ment of the journey slowly
took hold of us.

Around half past nine, we
reached Aloosa, where we
stopped at the home of my rel-
ative from my in-laws’ side,
affectionately known as Dipuji.
Like every true Kashmiri host,
he welcomed us not as guests
but as family. A cup of steam-
ing tea, warm conversation,
and a few moments of rest
revived our spirits before we
resumed our journey towards
Bandipora — often called the
gateway to Gurez.

The road from Bandipora to
Gurez is not merely a route; it
is an experience in itself. Every
turn reveals another breath-
taking scene: steep valleys,
dense forests, snow resting
quietly upon distant peaks,
and streams racing beside
the road as if accompanying
travellers on their way. The
higher we climbed, the colder
the air became. Yet there was
something refreshing in that
coldness — pure, clean, and
invigorating.
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By noon, we had reached
Razdan Pass. Standing there,
more than eleven thousand
feet above sea level, one feels
strangely small before nature.
Snow still lay scattered across
the mountainsides while
clouds floated lazily beneath
the peaks. The wind was sharp
and icy, yet none of us wished
to leave too quickly. Around
us, travellers were busy
taking photographs, while
some simply stood in silence,
perhaps realising that certain
landscapes exist beyond the
limits of words.

Descending from Razdan
Pass, we continued towards
Dawar, the main town of
Gurez, reaching there some-
time around two in the after-
noon. The valley unfolded
before us with quiet digni-
ty — wooden houses, green
fields, crystal-clear skies, and
the Kishanganga River flow-
ing steadily through its heart.
The river seemed to breathe
life into everything around
it. Watching it move gently
beside the valley, one could
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understand why poets often
find themselves unable to leave
Kashmir once it enters their
imagination.

We stopped for lunch at Four
Seasons Hotel and Restaurant.
The food was simple, warm,
and deeply satisfying after
hours of travel. Yet more than
the meal itself, it was the view
outside that held our attention.
In Gurez, even silence seems
alive.

No description of Gurez is
complete without mentioning
Habba Khatoon Peak. Rising
above the valley with remark-
able grace, the mountain
stands like a silent witness
to centuries gone by. Named
after the legendary Kashmiri
poetess Habba Khatoon, the
peak carries both beauty and
melancholy in its presence.
Even today, her memory sur-
vives in Kashmiri songs and
folklore, and standing beneath
that mountain, one somehow
feels connected to those time-
less stories.

That evening, we stayed in
a small wooden hut that added
its own charm to the jour-
ney. It was there that we met
Mohammad Magbool, a cheer-
ful and warm-hearted man
who quickly became more
than just a local guide. There
was honesty in his manner
and affection in his hospitali-
ty. He accompanied us to sev-
eral places around the valley,
including the local museum
and the famous Habba Kha-
toon viewpoint, sharing sto-
ries about the land and its
people along the way.

The museum itself was
modest but deeply fascinating.
It offered glimpses into the life
of the Dard-Shin community
— their traditions, old weap-
ons, clothing, utensils, and
way of life. Gurez is not only
blessed with natural beauty; it
also possesses a cultural iden-
tity unlike any other part of
Kashmir.

Among the most memora-
ble moments of our journey
was our visit to the famous
Kaka Hotel and Restaurant,
where we met the legendary
Kaka Sahab. Known across
Gurez for his immense con-
tribution to tourism in the
valley, he carried the warmth
and wisdom of a man who had
spent a lifetime among travel-
lers. Listening to his stories
felt like listening to living his-
tory.

Later, along with Fishery
Inspector Muhammad Dilber,

we sat together sipping tra-
ditional Kashmiri kehwa.
Outside, the mountain air
was cold enough to numb
our hands, yet the warmth of
conversation and friendship
made the evening unforgetta-
ble. Sometimes, the smallest
moments become the most
enduring memories.

The following morning, we
set out towards Tulail Valley,
another breathtaking part of
Gurez. The journey itself felt
dreamlike. Wooden bridges
stretched across sparkling
streams, green meadows
extended endlessly beneath
the mountains, and small
villages appeared quietly
between the hills, as though
time itself had forgotten them.

On the way, we stopped at
the village of Shakpora, where
we met Abdul Hameed. He
welcomed us warmly into his
newly built home and treated
us with extraordinary kind-
ness. There was nothing arti-
ficial about his hospitality.
It came naturally — the way
hospitality still survives in
remote mountain communi-
ties. In places untouched by
hurry and competition, people
still understand how to make
strangers feel at home.

Back in Dawar, near the
Jamia Masjid, we met my
friend Mohammad Muzaffar,
who works in the RDD Depart-
ment. He invited us for tea
and spent a long time sharing
stories about the valley, its
people, and everyday life in
Gurez. We also met his father
and elder brother, whose sim-
plicity and wisdom left a last-
ing impression on us.

Another memorable after-
noon took us tof3 Bagtore,
one of the last villages near
the Line of Control. There,
we were invited for lunch at
the residence of Panchayat
Accounts Officer Muhammad
Mujtaba, currently posted at
Qaziabad. It was not merely
a meal but an experience of
affection and generosity. Sit-
ting together, sharing food,
and talking without formal-
ity reminded us that human
connections are often the most
beautiful part of travel.

Though Gurez is slowly
gaining recognition among
trekkers, photographers,
and travellers, it still retains
its innocence. Places like
Tulail, Chakwali, high mead-
ows, trout-filled streams, and
quiet camping sites continue
to exist without the chaos that
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often follows popularity. Per-
haps that is what makes Gurez
special — it has managed to
remain sincere.

Yet beyond its landscapes,
what stayed with us most was
the humanity of its people.
Everywhere we went, we were
welcomed with warmth, dig-
nity, and openness. In cities,
people often live side by side
without truly knowing one
another. In Gurez, even brief
encounters feel personal.

As our journey came to an
end, we realised that we were
carrying back far more than
photographs. We returned
with stories, friendships, and
a quiet sense of gratitude that
is difficult to explain. Even
now, when I think of Gurez, I
remember not only the moun-
tains and rivers, but also the
faces, the conversations, the
shared cups of tea, and the
stillness of those evenings.

Perhaps that is the real
magic of Gurez: you may leave
the valley behind, but some
part of it continues to travel
with you forever.

(The writer is a postgradu-
ate in Information Technology
and is currently working in the

RDD Department, Jammu &
Kashmir.)
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Where Waiting Begins

H .

Imran Yousuf

And the beloved’s hand cooled
the fever on my forehead.
The moment it touched my
skin,

the fire withdrew from my
chest.

My body yielded. The restless
gaze grew still. Sleep
returned,

quiet and clean, borne on a
gentle wind.

The pain stayed veiled while
the beloved remained near.
After leaving, the clouds
broke over my roof without
mercy.

Water moved through the
house,

erased even memory,

filled me to the brim, and left
me

sunken in a bitterness with-
out limit.

The joy I was promised

the day I saw light at the
beloved’s feet

took a decade to examine.
The truth kept evading me,
hidden behind my own clev-
erness.

Homesick

Uzair Mushtaq Dar

In hostel walls where shadows creep,

I hide the tears I cannot keep.

The ceiling stares the whole night

through,

Yet every thought returns to you.

Now I sit outside the door,
waiting for a voice that may
never call me in.

Our last meeting hollowed

a once joyful soul.

A door that never yielded.

A glance that turned away
without return.

The eye, the lash, the passing
look

that entered once

and hardened the soul beyond
repair.

Now nothing burns from
within,

and nothing closes these open
wounds.

I carry the weight of what
remained unsaid.

I wait without hope, without
resistance.

This waiting itselfhas become
my final shelter.

A world without language.

A silence that answers noth-
ing.

(Imran Yousuf is a poet,
writer, columnist, and trans-
lator from Kashmir. His
poems and translations have
appeared in leading literary
magazines and internation-

al anthologies, and he has
co-authored over 30 collec-
tions. He is well known for his
acclaimed series on Kashmir’s
Sufi poets, now being com-
piled into a book.)

A crowded place with hollow skin.

DUST

N

B
Nayeema Ahmad Mahjoor

I am but a grain of dust,
dispersed across deserts,
atop the heights of Warqgan.

If only there existed an end,
a shadow,
or a place of refuge.

Perhaps I might find shelter
beneath another's wings

or within the gaze of Abra-
ham.

Should I continue drifting
over the sands of Hijaz,
dissolving like ice

in the piercing storms of Taif,
where my form disappears
and my era ends,

where my lineage is con-
cealed?

Alternatively,

I may become new dust,
rising gently like soft clouds.

It doesn’t happen.......

What eludes me on earth,

I pursue in the black abyss
that devours stars—

where the heavens appear
barren and dark,

consuming stars and moons.

In that vast space,

heat expands in a vacuum,
and all remains waiting,
lifeless, listless,

as souls fade in these winds.

The waiting has tired.....

The dunes lose their breath,
storms wound hearts,

and emotions are torn in
Marwas.

No, Gabriel.
No, Igra.
No message.

The sky has departed
without its magnetic charm
or the musk of Khotan,

or the capsule of time.

In those dark clouds
dwell only the faces
of Lat and Munat.

They unsettle me,

strike me down,

and carve me into an idol,
despised and defeated.

My cries go unheard.
Not even a speck of dust
remains of me—

unjust and unruly.

Your world,
shaped by centuries,
has diminished for me.

(Nayeema Ahmad Mahjoor
is a renowned Kashmiri jour-
nalist and a Penguin author.
She is a former Senior Editor
with BBC World Service.)

The stars above this foreign sky

Still spell my village from on high.

My books lie open, page by page,

But home still calls from every age.
The tea grows cold beside my bed,
While old memories bloom instead.

Sometimes I smile among the crowd,
Pretending I have grown so proud.
Yet deep within, my soul still roams

The little lane that led me home.

I miss the door that knew my tread,

The whispered prayers my mother said.
The evening breeze through walnut trees,
The mountain air, the silent leas.

The corridor hums cold and white,

Like sleepless roads beneath dim light.
The laughter here feels strange and thin,

At night I hear the rainfall weep,
And homesick rivers flood my sleep.

For college took me far away,
Through restless night and weary day.
But roots remember every stone,

And aching hearts still find their own.

The hostel clock keeps moving fast,
But my heart wanders to the past.
Each lecture fades, each noisy hall
Still cannot drown that distant call.

So let this hostel keep my name,
Its wooden beds, its fleeting flame.
No matter where these roads may comb,

My childhood waits for me at home.
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(Uzair Mushtaq Dar is a Ist Year MBBS

Student at GMC Handwara)
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The Crown of Attitude

Dr Priyanka Jalan

The lion wears no golden
crown,

no throne where jeweled
kings sit down,

yet when he walks through
forest deep,

the winds grow still, the shad-
ows sleep.

Not by the strength of claw
alone,
not by the roar that chills the
stone,
but by the fire within his
gaze,
he rules the wild in silent
ways.

The elephant, with moun-
tains’ might,

could shake the earth, could
dim the light,

could crush the lion in one
stride,

yet walks with doubt, his
power denied.

For strength that sleeps

Ashes of War

Zulfigar Naqvi

Everywhere was smoke to
make us weep unto the most,

When the hamlet caught
the fire, left neither guest nor
host.

A strange, radiant heat
enveloped me all around,

Whose flames clung to my
dust like a grieving ghost.

My voice echoed deeply
within those chests of stone,

Till the dragons in their
hearts were moved from
innermost.

O God! Send Thy man,
before whose lasting love and
fear,

The Ego faints, and the

inside the bone

is less than courage fully
known;

the soul that trusts its hidden
flame

canrise and carve a deathless
name.

The river breaks the ancient
hill,

not with fury, but with will;
the sky bows low to wings
that dare,

not to the strongest standing
there.

So wear your scars like morn-
ing’s pride,

let storms awaken you inside;
for kings are not by birth
defined—

they rise first in the fearless
mind.

The world will call you what
you show,

a seed becomes the tree it
knows;

believe your worth, and you
shall see—

the crown begins in dignity.

(Dr Priyanka Jalanis a
homeopathy doctor, moti-
vational speaker, poet, and
author of three Bangla novels
and one English poetry book.)

Lord of Cruelty flees his post.

I was born to weep alone, I
did, but why?

Attheend, King and Beggar
mourn from every coast.

The rivers carried blood
for miles beneath the crim-
son sky,

While every wounded soul
sought refuge at some distant
coast.

The swords proclaimed
their fleeting pride before the
trembling crowd,

Yet dust shall be the final
fate of every ruthless boast.

(Zulfigar Naquvi is a prolific
Urdu/English poet, writer and
former announcer with All
India Radio. He has served

as the Chief Editor of Insight
Weekly and is the Found-
er-President of Muntaha-e-

Fikr, an international literary

organisation. He is a retired

Principal of the School Edu-

cation Department, Jammu &
Kashmir.)

MOTHER

Rayees Ahmad Kumar

I was once a king,
with a crown of gold
resting upon my head.

There was no worry,
Nor any sorrow
that troubled me.

No storm in the world
could ever harm me.

Even a sky filled with clouds and
raging winds

would bring

tidings of spring

for me.

I was never afraid

of seasonal floods,

nor could

the changing colors of autumn
steal away my happiness.

I always felt

as though I rested beneath

the shade of a Chinar tree,
where I would ease my fatigue,
find comfort,

and live in peace and serenity.

All of this

was possible,

yes, possible only because
my mother was alive.

The endless shade
of her mercy and blessings
was cast upon me.

Her prayers
were always with me.

That great soul of the universe,
who always asked about my
well-being,

was there.

The one who eased my pain,

my sorrows, my worries, and
hardships—

my mother was alive.

But now, as she has answered
the call of death,

departed from this mortal world,
and journeyed toward her eternal
abode,

I truly have become an orphan.

I have been deprived forever
of my mother’s loving and com-
passionate gaze.
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Now it has become difficult
to understand
what love truly is.

When I leave home

or return,

whom shall I bid farewell to?
Whose blessings shall I seek?

When I leave in the morning
and return home late at night,
who will wait for me now?

Those blessed hands of affection,
which rose in prayer for me
morning and evening,

those divine mercies

that poured upon me

like rain from heaven,

perhaps have now ceased forever.

In the darkness of the night,
lying on my bed,

even at midnight,

I keep thinking:

If only

my mother could come back to
life,

sit beside me,

look at me with loving eyes,

and ask about my well-being.

If only she would place
her caring hand
upon my head.

How fortunate I would be,
how truly wealthy I would
become.

But now nothing is in my power.
I can do nothing.
I cannot bring my mother back.

Except for sending rewards of
prayers

and supplications for forgive-
ness,

I can send nothing else

to my beloved mother.

Oh my mother!

May your grave be filled with
light,

may your resting place remain
forever

a home of peace and tranquility.

May Paradise be your destiny.
May Allah forgive you,

grant you the vision of the Proph-
et

and bless you with his interces-
sion.

Ameen, Summa Ameen.
(Rayees Ahmad Kumar is a

Writer/Poet based in Qazi-
gund Kashmir)
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Majrooh Rashid

When the sizzling moon
became entangled

with the dense bosom of the
tree

with mellowing leaves,

a bubbling spring gushed
forth from its roots

under the ground.

I placed a pair of golden fish

swimming in the warm
waters.

The Fragrance of
Kathalchampa

Mustafa Moin

Even if deranged hands tear
apart blooming flowers with
their claws,

they cannot stop the blossom-
ing;

they cannot cover the seeds
beneath the soil.

What nature nurtures into
growth

needs no praise;

the earthy scent of soil and
the fragrance of kathalcham-
pa

spread well enough with the
force of the wind.

A flower—

it adorns itself with its own
color;

itlives by its own roots, by its
own resolve.

My heart whispered,

“They have gone out for a
swim,”

and my hands were tempted
to get hold of them,

but the trout slipped from my
grasp,

plopping back

into my darkling imagination
with a resounding splash.

(Professor Majrooh Rashid

is a trilingual poet, critic, and
academic. His profound and
multifaceted contributions
to the world of contemporary
literature are reflected in his
extensive publications in
Kashmiri, Urdu, and English.
He formerly served as the
Head of the Kashmiri Depart-
ment at the University of
Kashmir and as Director of
the Habba Khatoon Centre for
Kashmiri Language and Liter-
ature at Islamic University of
Science and Technology.)

I only need to learn

how to remain silent, how to
arrange quietly

fields of flowers and crops—
paddy fields, jute fields, veg-
etable gardens—

and to enjoy life as a simple
smile.

Under the scorching sun of
Boishakh, salty sweat runs
down my back;

my address is written on the
wings of birds

in the trees of summer, mon-
soon, and late autumn,
written in the ripples of wind-
ing rivers.

I am a free Bengali—this is
my everyday identity.

In the New Year,

our desires are very small:
gima greens,

drumstick pods, jute leaves,
the scent of jackfruit, Pohela
Boishakh.

( Mustafa Moin is a veteran
Poet who authored a couple
of poetic volumes. He writes

basically in Bengalibut his
poems are very much popular
on global level and published
in international poetry maag-
azines of Europe, Asia and
America)

The BROKEN PIECES
OF MY HEART

Rita Chugh

Let me collect the broken
pieces of my heart

Lying here and there with
blood pouring out

How was it scourged and tor-
tured by dear ones

With sour bitter experience,
it fell in oblivion.

It suffered with thousands
and thousands of wounds
Crying from inside with mel-
ancholic moods

The pain inflicted on it was
too much to bear

The suffering and agony was
intolerable and unfair.

How it was maltreated
wounded and abused

Let me relieve it from the suf-
ferings infused

Let me listen to its emotional
outburst

Relieving it from its pain with
devotion and affection.

Comfort it with love, passion

and warmth
Let me console it with care,

A JOURNEY TO SOUL

Dr. Perwaiz Shaharyar

When the word journey is
heard

The mind begins to think of
roaming around

There are many travellers
Who have discovered many
hidden places

When a journey is thought of
A path appears in memory
Whether it is a way on land or
water or air

Travel cannot be done bare
footed

A pair of strong shoes, a travel-
ling bag is required

A camping tent and some foods
These are the essential things
to carry
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compassion and charm

Let me give its abode once
again

With sweet melody, let hope
regain.

Let it zoom and flair like
waves

With heavenly bliss, let it
rock and sway

Let its wings fly like the
golden days

Hugging one and all with its
loving ways.

(Rita Chugh is an interna-
tionally recognized, multi-
award-winning bilingual poet-
ess, author, editor, and social
activist. A World Record
Holder and Governor of The
World Union of Poets, she has
authored four poetry books
and contributed to numerous
international anthologies. Her
works have been widely pub-
lished, translated into several
languages, and featured on
national and international
media platforms. She has
been honoured thrice by the
Gujarat Sahitya Academy for
Literary Excellence and is
arecipient of several pres-
tigious honours, including
the Order of Shakespeare
Medal, Rabindranath Tagore
Award, Gandhi International
Literature Prize, and Lifetime
Achievement Award.)

Travelling to unknown places
can be scary

However, adventures make
people strong

A journey creates excitement

Ibne Batuta, Vasco da Gama,
and Columbus

The first step was likely very
small

So, if a decision is made, the
shore must be reached

Like charity, a journey also
begins at home

A lethargic person cannot
easily leave a comfort zone
However, a traveller cannot
live without moving around

A journey can open the door
of fortune
Never sit idle, do something to
explore
If stepping out is not desired,
travel into the soul

(Dr. Perwaiz Shaharyar
Editor, NCERT New Delhi, India )
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FROM PAGE5...

RUSKING BOND...

repeatedly returns to Dehradun
as a space of emotional truth.
The Room on the Roof, written
when Bond was still very young,
remains one of the finest exam-
ples of autobiographical fiction
in Indian English literature.
The novel reflects the emotional
struggles of adolescence, lone-
liness, friendship, and identity
against the backdrop of Deh-
radun’s streets and neighbor-
hoods. The town becomes an
emotional geography through
which the protagonist negoti-
ates freedom and belonging.

Dehradun also introduced
Bond to a multicultural social
environment that enriched his
literary sensibility. The town
historically hosted Indians,
Anglo-Indians, British families,
Tibetans, Punjabis, Nepalis, and
hill communities. This diversi-
ty appears naturally in Bond’s
stories. He portrays ordinary
people across class, ethnic, and
cultural lines with empathy
and humor. His literary world
contains tea stall owners, ton-
gawallahs, ayahs, missionaries,
teachers, soldiers, fruit sellers,
and wandering sadhus. Bond’s
Dehradun is not politically
polarized but deeply humanis-
tic. He writes about people not
as ideological categories but as
vulnerable individuals shaped
by memory, poverty, kindness,
loneliness, and hope.

Nature in Bond’s writing is
inseparable from Dehradun’s
ecology. Trees occupy a sacred
position in his imagination.
Mango trees, banyans, jacaran-
das, deodars, and wild cherry
trees frequently appear in his
stories and essays. Bond treats
trees almost as living characters
possessing memory and emo-
tional presence. His celebrated
essay “The Cherry Tree” reveals
how profoundly nature shaped
his philosophy of life. The hills
and forests around Dehradun
taught him patience, resil-
ience, and quiet wonder. In an
increasingly mechanized liter-
ary culture, Bond preserved an
ecological consciousness rooted
in personal experience.

Animals and birds also popu-
late his fictional universe. Leop-
ards, monkeys, snakes, owls,
squirrels, and stray dogs appear
naturally within his narratives
because Bond grew up close to
forests and wildlife. Dehradun’s

semi-rural environment allowed
him to observe the intimate rela-
tionship between humans and
nature. Unlike urban literature
that often depicts nature as dec-
orative scenery, Bond’s writing
portrays ecological coexistence
as an everyday reality.

The railway culture associ-
ated with Dehradun and North
Indian hill travel significantly
influenced Bond’s storytelling
as well. Railway stations, train
journeys, waiting rooms, and old
locomotives recur throughout
his works. The railway becomes
a metaphor for transition, sepa-
ration, adventure, and fleeting
human encounters. Small sta-
tions in the Doon Valley carry
emotional resonance in his
stories because they connect
memory with movement. Bond
transforms ordinary travel
experiences into deeply reflec-
tive literary moments.

Ghost stories form anoth-
er fascinating component of
Bond’s Dehradun-centered fic-
tionscape. The misty hills, aban-
doned cottages, lonely cemeter-
ies, and colonial ruins around
Mussoorie and Dehradun pro-
vided fertile ground for super-
natural imagination. Yet Bond’s
ghost stories differ from conven-
tional horror fiction. His ghosts
are often melancholic, lonely,
or strangely gentle.They belong
to forgotten histories lingering
within old houses and moun-
tain roads. The atmosphere of
the Himalayan foothills—with
its fog, silence, and decaying
colonial architecture—natural-
ly nourished such storytelling.

Children occupy a central
place in Bond’s literature, and
here too Dehradun shaped his
vision profoundly. The town’s
schools, open fields, streams,
orchards, and forests created an
environment where childhood
retained closeness to nature.
Bond’s child protagonists are
curious, adventurous, vulner-
able, and emotionally percep-
tive. He understands childhood
not as innocence alone but as
a sensitive engagement with
loneliness, friendship, fear, and
wonder. His deep affection for
children perhaps emerged from
his own emotionally turbulent
childhood in the hills.

One of the most remarkable
achievements of Ruskin Bond is
his ability to universalize local

experience. Although rooted
deeply in Dehradun and Mus-
soorie, his stories resonate glob-
ally because they explore time-
less human emotions. Readers
across cultures identify with
his themes of belonging, nos-
talgia, love, aging, friendship,
and solitude. Dehradun gave
Bond specificity, and through
that specificity he attained uni-
versality. His literary landscape
remains authentically Indian
yet emotionally accessible to
international audiences.

Bond’s prose style itself
reflects the calmness and clar-
ity of the Himalayan environ-
ment. The influence of Dehra-
dun on Bond’s fiction can also be
understood in terms of memory
geography. Certain spaces recur
repeatedly in his works—forest
paths, cemeteries, hillside cot-
tages, bazaars, schools, tea
shops, streams, gardens, and
railway crossings. Importantly,
Bond never romanticizes pov-
erty or suffering blindly. His
Dehradun contains loneliness,
social inequality, aging, alcohol-
ism, abandonment, and death.
Yet he approaches these real-
ities with compassion rather
than cynicism. The hills taught
him emotional resilience and
acceptance. Even sadness in
Bond’s writing carries tender-
ness. His fiction suggests that
beauty and sorrow coexist nat-
urally within human life.

As Indian English literature
increasingly moved toward
metropolitan themes, postcolo-
nial theory, globalization, and
urban alienation, Ruskin Bond
remained steadfastly loyal to the
small-town world of Dehradun
and Mussoorie. Some critics
initially underestimated him
because of his simplicity and
accessibility. However, over
time readers and scholars rec-
ognized the depth beneath his
gentle narratives. Bond’s litera-
ture preserves ecological sensi-
tivity, emotional authenticity,
and regional memory in ways
that are increasingly valuable
in contemporary times.

Today, Ruskin Bond himself
has become inseparable from
the cultural identity of Deh-
radun and Mussoorie. Read-
ers from across India visit
Landour and Mussoorie hoping
to glimpse the writer whose
stories shaped their childhood
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imagination. His presence has
transformed the region into a
literary pilgrimage site. Few
Indian writers have become so
intimately identified with a spe-
cific landscape.

The enduring popularity of
Bond’s writing also reflects a
deeper cultural hunger. In a
fast-changing world marked
by technological acceleration,
urban stress, and emotional
fragmentation, readers continue
to seek the comfort and human-
ity present in his stories. Deh-
radun, through Bond’s imag-
ination, becomes a symbolic
refuge where nature, memory,
kindness, and simplicity still
survive.

Ultimately, Dehradun shaped
Ruskin Bond not only as a story-
teller but as a human being. The
valley and hills gave him emo-
tional shelter during loneliness,
inspired his ecological aware-
ness, nurtured his imagination,
and provided the living material
for his literary universe. His fic-
tionscape emerged organically
from the landscapes he walked
through, the people he observed,
and the memories he carried
within himself.

Ruskin Bond’s literary
achievement therefore cannot
be separated from Dehradun’s
geography and atmosphere.
The town lives within his prose
as vividly as any character.
Through his stories, essays,
memoirs, and poems, Bond
transformed the Doon Valley
into one of the most memorable
literary landscapes in Indian
English writing. His works
remind readers that great litera-
ture often grows not from grand
historical events but from atten-
tive observation of ordinary life
and deep emotional connection
with place.

Bond’s fiction is distinguished
by its deceptive simplicity, emo-
tional warmth, and deep attach-
ment to the natural world. Writ-
ing largely from his experiences
in the hills of North India, Bond
creates narratives that celebrate
the quiet rhythms of everyday
life. A central feature of his work
is the intimate relationship
between humans and nature
which functions not merely as
setting but as a living presence
shaping the moods and desti-

CONT. ON PAGE 14
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where real life happens."

"The stream chat," the Lexicon
repeated, pronouncing the words
as if they were infected with the
plague. "A digital coliseum where
syntax goes to die. I have observed
the students who come here. They
do not read; they skim. They do not
write; they copy.

They communicate in truncated
grunts and digital hieroglyphs—pic-
tographs of skulls or blue hats. We
have come full circle, back to the
primitive caves, abandoning the
alphabet for basic iconography."

"It’s not primitive, it’s a liter-
al cheat code for tone!" the Codex
argued, its font turning warm with
a sudden, intense sincerity.

"A skull emoji or saying T'm dead'
isn't a step backward; it’s a tonal
modifier. In a world where you can't
hear my voice, the blue cap emoji
tells you it's a lie, no cap tells you it's
real. It adds the layer of irony that
your stiff, formal sentences com-
pletely miss. You're so busy being
grammatically correct that you're
emotionally illiterate."

"Emotionally illiterate?"

The Lexicon’s typefont seemed
to darken, its ink turning an angry,
midnight black. For a moment,
the heavy volume felt a profound,
aching loneliness. It was the lone-
liness of a god whom no one prayed
to anymore.

"T contain the anatomy of every
human passion ever recorded!" the
Lexicon whispered, its grandeur

replaced by a raw, bleeding vulner-
ability.

"Thave desiderium for that which
is lost and can never be recovered. I
have invidia for those who walk in
ignorance. I have weltschmerz—the
crushing weight of the world's rad-
ical imperfection. I am not cold; I
am a volcano of human experience,
preserved in ink.

You offer them cheap anesthet-
ics. You give them 'skibidi' when
they need veracity. You give them
'ghosting' when they are suffering
the excruciating agony of unrequit-
ed abandonment."

"But 'ghosting' is exactly what it
feels like," the Codex said softly.

The neon-pink cover seemed to
dim in the moonlight, revealing the
real-world bruises of its generation.

"It feels like someone became a
ghost. It captures the modern horror
of digital erasure—one day you exist
to someone, and the next day you're
blocked, your messages are stuck on
read, and you're wiped from their
universe. It’s a fast word for a fast,
brutal reality. Your five-syllable
Latin words don't fit the speed of a
broken heart in today's world."

The silence that followed was
thick and suffocating.

The Lexicon Maximus remained
perfectly still. The argument had
struck a nerve deep within its
ancient spine—a realization that
the world outside this basement had
indeed changed its shape, its speed,
and its terrors.

"Perhaps," the Lexicon mur-
mured, its voice losing its aristo-
cratic thunder. "Perhaps the speed
is what terrifies me. When you accel-
erate the language, you abbreviate
the thought. And when thoughts
are abbreviated, the soul becomes
a smaller place to inhabit. A civili-
zation that speaks only in monosyl-
lables will eventually think only in
binary."

"And a civilization that speaks
only like you will stop talking entire-
ly," the Codex said gently, leaning its
pulp spine a fraction closer across
the shelf gap.

"Look, old head...I don't want you
to disappear. When I'm old and obso-
lete—which will probably be next
year when the new meta drops—I
want to know that the bedrock is still
here. But you have to let the chil-
dren play in the yard. They’ll come
back to the house when they need
shelter."

"They do not return," the Lexi-
con sighed, its pages settling into a
deflated, justified block. "They stay
in the yard until the house is for-
gotten."

"They'll return," the Codex prom-
ised. "Because when the vibe breaks,
and the mood gets too dark, and they
realize that 'it is what it is' doesn't
fix the pain... they’re going to need
a word like melancholia. They’re
going to need you to tell them exactly
how deep the hole is."

The pre-dawn light began to grey
the edges of the archive, casting

long, elegant shadows across the
floorboards. Above them, the heavy
oak doors of the library groaned
open. The first footsteps of the day
echoed across the marble ceiling—
blunt, hurried, and loud.

"The uninitiated approach," the
Lexicon Maximus whispered, its
binding tightening as it prepared
for the daylight paralysis.

"Let 'em come," the Codex whis-
pered back, its neon cover settling
into the mundane light of morning.
"We're ready for 'em. You give 'em
the structure, I'll give 'em the sauce.
No cap."

The Thesaurus-Lexicon Maximus
closed its covers with a final, digni-
fied click. It was still an emperor,
still an oracle of the sublime. But
as the first student of the morning
walked into Isle 14, carrying a smart-
phone that buzzed with notifica-
tions, the ancient book felt a strange,
new sensation along its spine.

It was a quiet, reluctant respect
for the neon-pink upstart beside
it—a realization that in the great,
chaotic war against human silence,
every word, no matter how small or
how strange, was a soldier fighting
to keep the heart alive.

(Dr Sarita Chauhan is a writer,

poet and the author of three books,
and holds a PhD in English Litera-
ture. She is the Chairperson of the
JSM Group, a TEDx speaker, and the
founder of Write Up Your Soul. She is
aregular contributor to LitStream.)

FROM PAGE 13...

PIGEON SERIES...

nies of his characters. In stories
such as The Cherry Tree and The
Blue Umbrella, nature becomes
a symbol of innocence, renew-
al, and moral clarity, reflecting
Bond’s belief in the restorative
power of the environment.
Another defining aspect of
Bond’s fiction is his sensitive
portrayal of childhood. His
young protagonists often navi-
gate loneliness, curiosity, and
the search for belonging, echo-
ing Bond’s own early life. Stories
like The Night Train at Deoli and
The Room on the Roof capture
the fleeting intensity of youthful
emotions, using first person nar-
ration to create immediacy and
introspection. Bond’s children

are neither idealized nor overly
burdened; instead, they embody
the universal desire for connec-
tion and understanding.

Bond also excels in depicting
human relationships, especially
those formed in small towns and
hill stations. His characters—
shopkeepers, schoolboys, travel-
lers, and wanderers—are drawn
with gentle humour and com-
passion. Even when addressing
themes such as poverty, dis-
placement, or social inequality,
Bond avoids harsh moralizing.
Instead, he relies on subtle real-
ism, allowing everyday inter-
actions to reveal deeper truths
about kindness, loss, and resil-
ience. Stylistically, Bond’s prose

is marked by clarity, lyricism,
and an understated charm. His
descriptive passages evoke vivid
sensory landscapes, while his
restrained storytelling invites
readers to find meaning in
silence and simplicity. Ulti-
mately, Ruskin Bond’s fiction
endures because it affirms the
beauty of ordinary life, offer-
ing a world where tenderness,
memory, and nature coexist in
quiet harmony.

In the final analysis, Dehra-
dun did not merely appear in
Ruskin Bond’s fiction; it shaped
the very soul of his literary
imagination.The hills, rains,
forests, roads, trees, silences,
and people of the valley became
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the foundation upon which he
built his timeless world of story-
telling. And through that world,
generations of readers contin-
ue to rediscover the beauty of
simplicity, memory, and human
tenderness.
(International Tagore
Awardee Professor Dr.Ratan
Bhattacharjee is a former
Affiliate Faculty of Virginia
Commonwealth University and
Retd.Head Post Graduate Dept
of English, Dum Dum Motijheel
College and author of Twilight
of Love, Six Feet Distance and
other works of fiction.
He may be mailed at profra-
tanbhattacharjee@gmail.com)
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THE ORDINARY WITNESS

driver, his hands trembling as
he drew money from his wallet.
He stood at his own door for a
long moment, key in hand, as
though questioning whether
the house still belonged to him.
A chill branched through me.

His slow steps and my racing
heartbeats were mismatched,
yet they marched ahead togeth-
er. In the space between those
movements, so many slipped
away.

He looked up. Our eyes met,

but neither of us waved. But
I left my curtain wide open
that night: turned my lamp on,
pulled my chair to face him.

It was adevastatinglanguage,
spoken entirely in yellow light
and wide open curtains, the

only way to communicate and
reach a soul already halfway

buried in isolation.
(The author is currently pur-
suing Cambridge International
A-Levels at Foundation World
School, Mamath.)

FROM PAGE 4...

100 DAYS OF RESOLVE...

and mental health. Substance abuse
is often linked with depression, anx-
iety, social withdrawal, violence,
and even suicidal behaviour. Many
people suffering from addiction
need not only medical treatment but
also emotional support, counselling,
and rehabilitation. De-addiction
centres operating across Kashmir
are trying to help affected individu-
als return to normal life through
detoxification, counselling, psychi-
atric care, and rehabilitation ser-
vices. However, the increasing
number of cases also highlights the
urgent need to strengthen mental
health and rehabilitation infra-
structure, especially in rural areas
where access to specialized services
remains limited. At the same time,
society must change the way it
views addiction. Many families hes-
itate to seek help because of stigma
and fear of social judgment. Unfor-
tunately, silence often makes the
problem worse. Addiction should
not be seen only as a criminal or
moral issue; it is also a serious
health and social challenge that
requires compassion, timely inter-
vention, and support. Recovery
becomes possible only when society
chooses rehabilitation over isola-
tion. Parents, too, have a major
responsibility in protecting their
children from substance abuse.
Sudden behavioural changes, poor
academic performance, mood
swings, aggression, social with-
drawal, or unusual financial
demands can sometimes be warning
signs of substance use. Open com-
munication within families, emo-
tional support, and positive engage-
ment can significantly reduce the
vulnerability of adolescents. Anoth-
er important factor contributing to
the drug problem in Kashmir is
unemployment and the lack of con-
structive opportunities for youth.

Feelings of uncertainty, frustration,
and hopelessness can make young
individuals more vulnerable to neg-
ative influences. This is why
addressing addiction requires more
than awareness campaigns alone.
Skill development programmes,
sports activities, entrepreneurship
opportunities, and educational sup-
port systems must be strengthened
to provide youth with purpose and
direction. Sports and cultural activ-
ities can play a powerful role in pre-
vention. Kashmir has immense
talent in cricket, football, martial
arts, athletics, literature, music,
and the arts. Encouraging young
people to participate in such activi-
ties promotes physical and mental
well-being while also building disci-
pline, confidence, and a sense of
purpose. During the campaign,
many districts organized sports
competitions, marathons, and cul-
tural programmes to spread anti-
drug messages among youth. Reli-
gious and community leaders also
have an important role to play. In
Kashmiri society, mosques and
community spaces hold strong influ-
ence in shaping public awareness
and moral guidance. When religious
scholars and respected community
members openly speak against drug
abuse, their message reaches people
at the grassroots level and often cre-
ates a deeper impact. Meanwhile,
law enforcement agencies continue
their efforts to dismantle drug traf-
ficking networks operating within
and outside the region. The growing
availability of narcotic substances
among youth reflects the dangerous
presence of organized supply chains
that exploit vulnerable individuals
for profit. Strong coordination
between police, administration,
health departments, and local com-
munities remains essential to curb
the spread of drugs. At the same

time, rehabilitation and reintegra-
tion must remain at the centre of the
response. Young individuals
trapped in addiction should be given
opportunities to recover, rebuild
their confidence, and return to soci-
ety with dignity. Punishment alone
cannot solve the problem. Lasting
change requires treatment, counsel-
ling, social support, and community
acceptance. The media also carries
amajor responsibility. Newspapers,
television channels, radio plat-
forms, and digital media can help
amplify awareness campaigns,
share recovery stories, educate fam-
ilies, and encourage community
participation. Responsible report-
ing can reduce stigma and bring
greater public attention to the seri-
ousness of the issue.

The “100 Days Nasha Mukht
Abhiyan” should not remain just a
temporary awareness programme.
Its real success will depend on
whether the momentum created
during these hundred days turns
into a long-term social movement.
Schools must continue aware-
ness activities regularly, com-
munities must remain vigilant,
healthcare services must become
stronger, and youth engagement
programmes should move beyond
symbolic events toward mean-
ingful empowerment. Kashmir’s
future depends on its youth. Every
young person saved from addic-
tion represents a protected family,
apreserved dream, and a stronger
society. Creating a drug-free Kash-
mir is not only the responsibility
of governments or institutions; it
is the responsibility of every cit-
izen.

A Shared Responsibility for All

Kashmir’s fight against the grow-
ing drug menace is no longer just
an administrative campaign, it has
become a collective social responsi-

bility. Alongside awareness drives
and rehabilitation efforts, strict
action against drug peddlers reflects
the administration’s commitment to
dismantling the networks fuelling
addiction among youth. Howev-
er, lasting change will depend not
only on enforcement but also on
family support, education, commu-
nity participation, and meaningful
opportunities for young people. The
recent PadYatras carried a simple
but powerful message: society must
walk together against the menace
of drugs. Whether through aware-
ness, counselling, rehabilitation,
education, or community support,
every effort matters. Kashmir has
faced many challenges throughout
history, and its people have always
shown resilience and courage. With
collective determination, compas-
sion, and sustained action, the
Valley can overcome this growing
threat as well.

The fight against drugs is ulti-
mately a fight for the future of Kash-
mir, a future where young minds
are guided by hope, education,
opportunity, and purpose rather
than addiction and despair.

(Dr Sameer Ul Haq is a community

health physician and child health
specialist based in Bemina, Srinagar.
Currently serving as a Medical Offi-
cer, he holds an MBBS, DCH, and MD
in Preventive and Social Medicine.
With over three years of experience
in clinical practice, community
research, and public health, his
work focuses on maternal and child
health, adolescent care, infectious
disease epidemiology, and health
systems strengthening. He is areg-
ular columnist and Advisory Board
member of LitStream Health Digest.
He has authored several research
papers on public health challenges
in India, particularly in Kashmir, and
also writes on social issues )

Disclaimer: Opinions expressed in this publication are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the magazine or its editors. While
every effort is made to ensure accuracy, the magazine assumes no responsibility for errors, omissions, or outcomes arising from the use of its content.
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