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Axansive tulip garden in Srinagar, the capital of Kashmir.

India’s ‘heaven

on earth

Disputed
Kashmir piece
of paradise

MANSOOR LADHA
FOR THE CALGARY HERALD

It was third time lucky
for us; on two previous
visits to India, we were
advised not to venture into
Kashmir, the disputed area
sought by both India and
Pakistan.

India has occupied Mus-
lim-dominated Kashmir
from 1947 and has to face
Muslim insurgents said to
be supported by Pakistan.
The two countries have
fought several declared
wars over the territory.
The Indo-Pakistani War of
1947 established the rough
boundaries of today, with
Pakistan holding roughly
one-third of Kashmir, and
India one-half.

After arriving in Srina-
gar, the capital, one can
understand why India
doesn’t want to give up this
area known as “Heaven on
Earth.” Kashmir is blessed
with natural beauty, lakes,
mountains, flowers, fruits
and friendly people.

Aptly described as the
Switzerland of India,
Kashmir is based in the Hi-
malayan regions, offering
picturesque views and ma-
jestic mountains for skiing
in winter.

Our Kashmiri experience
started with a three-day
stay in a houseboat. The
four of us made our home
in a houseboat moored in
Dal Lake. The two-bed-
room boat had all modern
facilities such as hot/cold
showers, formal dining
room and a living room
richly decorated with plush
cushions and Kashmiri
carpets. We also had at our
disposal two people who
were responsible for cook-
ing and cleaning for us.
The standard of food was
excellent and made fresh
every day to satisfy our cu-
linary buds.

The pair cooked all three
meals, sometimes dishes
request by us, smilingly.
Hot, delicious spicy hors
d’oeuvres were prepared
before our pre-dinner

cocktail sessions. The
highlight was a trip ina
smaller boat called shikara.
A shikara, with a driver
sitting at the lower end, is
padded with a comfortable
couch allowing a couple to
enjoy a romantic ride on
the lake. Like the gondo-
las in Venice, shikaras are
cultural symbols of Kash-
mir, used for transporting
people, fishing, harvesting
aquatic vegetation and sell-
ing merchandise to people
residing in various boats.
It was very common to see
a flower seller or a retail
merchant plying his wares
to tourists living in neigh-
bouring houseboats.

Kashmir boasts an
unrivalled tradition of
craftsmanship and some
of its specialties are finely
carved and chiselled wood-
work of walnut and oak and
beautifully worked silver.
Undoubtedly, Kashmir is
internationally renowned
for the variety and design
of its carpets. Another spe-
cialty is pashmina — goat’s
wool of extreme fineness
and intricate embroidery
— dried fruits, nuts and
pure saffron.

Pahalgam, situated at an
altitude of 2,130 metres,
is a two-hour comfort-
able drive from Srinagar,
through saffron fields, fir
covered mountains and
flower-strewn pastures.
It’s probably the most
popular hill station resort
in the Kashmir valley. The
area has beautiful streams
and one can hear the roar
of the nearby waterfalls.

A common sight in this
rural community of alpine
beauty is of shepherds
driving their flock of sheep
around town.

Tourists in Pahalgam can
explore the countryside
on ponies or go on day
hikes in the thick-forested
hills. Pahalgam’s mountain
streams and rivers are rich
in trout and anglers can try
their luck at trout fishing.

A hub of India’s tourism
sector is Shimla, which
was declared the summer
capital of British India. It is
at the historical vice regal
Lodge, where the famous
Shimla conference of 1945,
paving the independence
of India and Pakistan, was
held. Today, one section

)

has a pictorial historical
museum while the other
portion houses the Indian
Institute of Advanced
Study. Home to well-recog-
nized colleges and research
stations in India, Shimla
have a large number of
temples and palaces.

Shimla is considered
among the top 10 preferred
entrepreneurial locations
in India and is famous for
its buildings styled in neo-
Gothic architecture dating
from the colonial era.

According to one source,
there are 800,000 Indian
troops stationed in Kash-
mir. India is hypersensitive
about security in the coun-
try following the bombing
of the Taj Hotel in Mumbai
in 2008. The presence of
armed troops in Kashmir is
a familiar sight. On every
street and corner, at tour-
ist attractions, hotels and
other public places, there
are soldiers openly sport-
ing guns. Airports, train
stations and even five-star
hotels all over India have
tight security and screen-
ing procedures, sometimes
more than once, frustrating
foreigners unused to such
treatment.

The fight for control of
this “paradise” will con-
tinue because none of the
parties is willing to com-
promise despite several
conferences and meetings
on the issue. Kashmir will
remain a “no man’s land,”
but unfortunately, it is the
Kashmiris who are suffer-
ing.

India’s Union Minister
Jairam Ramesh criticized
his own government pub-
licly by saying that India’s
Kashmir policy is dictated
by spy agencies. “Kashmir
is transforming but has
India changed it mindset
towards it? We are not
showing enough sensitivity
to Kashmiris, who suffer
suspicion and humiliation
in our cities. India should
respect their culture and
embrace them wholeheart-
edly,” he said.

As usual, these words
fell on deaf ears and there
seems to be no solution to
the “paradise” question.
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LAS VEGAS §159
The Quad Resort +$136 tax
and Casino Y%

June 8 — 3 days

RIVIERA NAYARIT $379
Grand Palladium +$402 tax

Vallarta Resort Yk Kk vz
June 14 — 7 days, all inclusive

The vice regal lodge in Kashmir where the decision to partition India was mad
section has a museum while the other houses the Indian Institute of Advanced Study.

UUK YOUR SUN VACATION ONLINE — VISIT AMATRAVEL.CA

CANCUN $529

Bel Air Collection +$393 tax
Hotel and Spa Y% %%
June 22 -7 days, all inclusive

PUERTOVALLARTA ~ $799
Canto Del Sol Yk kk +$142 tax
June 13 -7 days, all inclusive

e. One

LOS CABOS 3879
Royal Solaris %k %k +$146 tax

June 12 =7 days, all inclusive

MAUI $949
Outrigger Maui +$196 tax
Eldorado Yk 1;

June 10 - 7 days

EXPERIENCE EUROPE

SPANISH
SALSA From 32,250
Family Experience per person

(Save $500 per family of four?)
10 days. Departures June 27 —
September 26, 2014.

The colour and spectacle of Spain
bursts across this fun family
adventure — from the Kick-Off Party
in Madrid to your Farewell Dinner
in Barcelona. It's insider moments
like... stirring a pan full of steaming
paella in the very city it was
invented as a Valencian chef shows
how it's cooked and the children
add in fresh local ingredients.
Sitting down for dinner, you all
taste your creation together.

MEMBERS
SAVE 157 ON
AIRPORT PARKING'

Great deals online
24 hours a day with

no booking fees at . province-wide or call toll-free

AMATravel.ca . 7 days a week 1-866:667-4777 . call 1-866-989-6594
Protect your vacation. Purchase AMA Travel Insurance.

. Book an appointment today -
Visit one of our 18 locations . call 1-866-621-6081

see the world from the inside

GREAT ITALIAN
CITIES From 82,975
At Leisure per person

(Save $250 per couple™)

11 days. Departures June 5 —
October 23, 2014.

Floating islands, Papal splendor
and Renaissance masters. Italy’s
greatest cities are in the spotlight
on an epic discovery of Venice,
Florence and Rome. Drive to the
hilltop town of San Gimignano,
with tall watchtowers built by
rival families. This is Italy’s best-
preserved medieval city.

Plus, you're guaranteed to
arrive at the airport within 9
minutes with Park2Go’s free
shuttle bus service.

 CRUISE VACATIONS

g . November 16, 2014
I : 7 days — Houston roundtrip

- MEXICO
. November 15, 2014
. 7 days - Los Angeles roundtrip

| ALASKA

- October 12, 2014
. 10 days — New York to Québec City

For Disney vacations

For Cruise vacations

1-866-989:6594

_ PRINCESS CRUISES
WESTERN
: CARIBBEAN From 9604

+$94 taxes

From 8504

+$105 taxes

- SOUTHBOUND  From $899
: July 23,2014 +$177 taxes
: 7 days — Whittier to Vancouver

- CANADA &,

" NEWENGLAND o $1,209

+$188 taxes

Travel

Al prices are for new bookings only, per person (accommodation based on double occupancy) in Canadian funds and include taxes and fees unless otherwise specified. Round-trip from Calgary. Prices
quoted are valid for specific dates only, subject to change based on availability at time of booking, and price is accurate at time of printing deadline. Other conditions apply, ask for details. Most
advertised prices can be booked online with no booking fee. Booking fees apply to in-centre and phone bookings.
tAMA card must be presented at check-out. Cannot be combined with other offers. See AMARewards.ca for details.
Trafalgar Terms & Conditions: *Save $125 per person ($500 per family of four) and **Save $125 per person ($250 per couple) on 2014 Trafalgar Europe & Britain Guided Vacations (excluding City
Break, East Mediterranean and cruise itineraries). New bookings only and must be booked and paid in full by June 30, 2014. Travel must be completed by December 31, 2014,

Cruise General Terms & Conditions: Rates listed are cruise only in Canadian dollars per person based on double occupancy. Government fees & taxes are additional. Subject to availability at time

of booking and restrictions may apply. Ask your AMA Cruise Specialist for full details. Ships of Bermuda registry. Most advertised prices can be booked online with no booking fee. Booking fees apply

to in-centre and phone bookings.



