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Preface

Economically motivated migration of Pashto speakers from their original

areas of settlement situated on both sides of the present Pakistani
Afghan border Durand Line to other regions of the Indian Subcontin
ent is an age old phenomenon 1 Its historical roots can be traced back to

pre Mughal times when the loyal services of Pathan warriors were in
high demand with the rulers in Delhi and the kingdoms further to the

south Nowadays larger Pakistani cities like Lahore Quetta and especially

Karachi pay host to hundreds of thousands of Pashtuns working in all

conceivable professions and trades The majority of Pashto speakers
came to these places over the last 20 to 30 years some of them settling

with their families others migrating on a purely temporary basis But

Pashtun migration is far from limited to the big cities alone With an ever

increasing pace it is spreading practically all over the country In fact it is
so prevalent that it would hardly be an exaggeration to state that there is

not a single town left in Pakistan without its own Pathan trader cobbler

or teashop owner 2

What is true for the Pakistani lowlands more and more also applies

for the Karakoram high mountain region known under the name of
Northern Areas Pashtuns are relatively new to these places and represent

only a small fraction of the area s total population But their economic
strength and growing social influence has already ensured them their very

own distinctive position within the ethno linguistic groups present in this

remote part of the country 3

1 In 1998 Pashtuns in Pakistan were estimated to comprise over 15 of the pop
ulation i e ca 25 million people Population Census Organisation For Afgh
anistan there are no reliable recent numbers before the beginning of the civil
war in 1979 Pashto was the mother tongue of ca 50 of the contry s inhabit
ants Skjaerve p 384 Detailed general information on Pashtun history and cul
ture can be found in Caroe 1958

2 According to Pakistan s Population Census Organisation in 1998 more than one
million people originating from predominantly Pashto speaking areas NWFP
and FATA were living in the Provinces of Punjab Sindh and Baluchistan

3 The Pashto speakers living in the Northern Areas during the time of my re
search belonged to a variety of tribal ethnic and social backgrounds and did not
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The first researcher to recognise and systematically describe Pashtun

migrants as an integral part of the Northern Area s population set up was

Hermann Kreutzmann who also drew my attention to this subject Later

in the framework of his investigation into the bazaar economies of Gilgit

and Baltistan A Dittmann 1995,1997a 1997b 1998 published data per
taining to the economic role of Pashtun traders in the region M Sokefeld

dealt with Pashtun migration while looking into the issue of group iden

tity in Northern Pakistan 1997 1998a and devoted a separate article to

popular stereotypes associated with the Pathans in Gilgit 1998b And

last but not least E Bauer 1998 provided a short analysis of the mi
grants language and socio linguistic environment

There are also a number of earlier works about the region e g Bid

dulph 1880 Faggi Ginestri 1977 Staley 1966 1969 which contain notes

on Pashtun presence in the Karakoram However there is no separate

publication dealing with this subject in a more comprehensive way The

present book attempts to fill this gap by offering the reader an insight
into some characteristic historical economic and language related aspects

of Pashtun migration in the Northern Areas 4 For this purpose the work

is divided into four interconnected parts

Part one gives an introduction into the geographic and socio linguistic

setting including a short reference to Pashtun presence in Chitral and
Kohistan

Part two looks at the people as such describing when and for what

reason they arrived at their present place of living and what they were do

ing there in the mid 1990s The aim of this chapter is to connect Pashtun

migration with the socio economic development of the area The time

perceive themselves as a homogeneous community The only feature linking all
of them was their common mother tongue by the virtue of which most repres
entatives of the area s other ethno linguistic communities saw them as one
group This language centred outside perception is also taken as the basis for
the present study Subsequendy the terms Pashto speaker s Pashtun s 1 and
Pathan s are used as full synonyms and applied to every person who in the
mid 1990s spoke Pashto as his or her mother tongue

4 The forerunners of this book are two separate articles published by the author
2001 2005 in Garnik Asatrian s Iran and Caucasus
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frame under consideration is the last 150 years which in accordance with

the regional political milestones is divided into pre colonial colonial and

post partition periods In this overall context special attention is given to

the decades following the opening of the Karakoram Highway

Part three looks into the migrants language situation investigating
their ways of communicating with each other and with members of their

host communities Besides describing how Pashto speakers in the North

ern Areas handled the complexities of cross dialectal communication the

chapter also covers their attitudes towards Urdu and local languages and

attempts to find an answer to the question why some migrant households

were prone to change their original mother tongue while others were not

Part four proposes a glimpse into the future trying to define in which
way the most characteristic trends linked to Pashtun migration to the area

in the mid 1990s could develop over the coming decades

An annex contains a map of the wider region as well as a table show

ing the status of Pashto and local languages among permanent Pathan mi

grants

The actual study is supplemented by and interwoven with a number of

childhood memories and life stories which the people I had the chance to

interview in the field chose to share with me Because all those inter

viewed were just ordinary people leading ordinary lives traders cob
blers tea boys farmers and porters one would not expect their reminis

cences to include anything of extraordinary importance Nevertheless or
maybe exactly because of that it was felt that quoting these simple stories

would not only give a voice to the Pashtun migrants themselves but also

involve the reader in the human dimension of the original research For

the same reason the text is accompanied by a series of portraits photo

graphs taken by my wife Silvia Delogu during our years in the Northern

Areas

Besides making use of written accounts the present study draws heavi

ly on oral sources The material was collected by me from people in the

Northern Areas both Pashtun migrants and representatives of other
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ethno linguistic groups during field work in the years 1993 to 1997 5
Since the bulk of the data was obtained through direct inquiry it may be

helpful to provide an insight into the methodology applied Most of the

field work I conducted direcdy in Pashto for Urdu and Shina the help of
a local interpreter was employed My main aim was to interview as many

informants as possible looking for answers to sets of predefined ques

tions All these interviews were held in the form of casual conversations
during which I never used a questionnaire and always attempted to avoid

the impression of somebody just interested in short and quick informa

tion This somewhat indirect method was chosen because previous ex

perience had shown that straightforward inquiry could easily provoke

misunderstandings and generate a negative attitude towards my work

thus influencing the reliability of the answers provided For the same
reasons I also very soon gave up my initial attempts to tape the conversa

tions

For the interviews two different sets of questions were used The first

set which I employed with both Pashto and to some extent non Pashto

speakers was connected to the personal and family history of the com

munication partners Set two which targeted only Pashtuns normally
the same persons as set one aimed at finding out about the inter
viewee s language situation

Besides looking for basic information regarding name ethnic and tri

bal affiliation religion occupation place of living and marital status I was

also interested in a number of more complex issues like the origins of the

person s forefathers his level of mother tongue education his personal

linguistic abilities and preferences the language use patterns within his

household with friends and neighbours his relationship with representat

5 From 1993 to 1995 my research was financed by the German Research Council
DFG and integrated into the framework of the German Pakistani Culture

Area Karakoram CAK Project Herewith I would like to take the opportunity
to thank my then project supervisor Prof Dr Manfred Lorenz and my col
leagues in the field Hermann Kreutzmann Jens Peter J akobsen Reinhard Fisc
her Wolfgang Holzwarth and Erhard Bauer for their valuable help and advice I
would also like to express my gratitude to the German Research Council for its

generous support
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AbdulQayyum Shaban Ali und the author right during an interview

ives of other ethno linguistic groups Requesting more than just superfi

cial statements on these topics which were for many speakers rather
sensitive was preconditioned on a reladonship of mutual trust which in

the given context could normally only be established through repeated

meetings and an open exchange of thoughts It was mainly through the

cultivation of such individual contacts some of which resulted in person

al friendships that I was enabled to participate in a number of aspects of

the migrants life and substantiate the received statements with my own

observations

But of course the applied method also had its disadvantages First of
all it was very time consuming a fact which made itself specially felt in

situations when a particular interviewee could not be seen on more than

one occasion And second it did not give space for the collection of un
interrupted Pashto texts with the consequence that all life stories quoted

in this study are post interview compilations rather than translations from

directly recorded material

An aspect of research which remained unfortunately completely off

limits to me was the work with female informants The traditional way of
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life prevalent among Pashto speakers not only in the Northern Areas
precludes women from interaction with men not belonging to their fami

ly Therefore I was in no position to interview them or to confirm state

ments made on their behalf by male household members It will thus be

left to an interested female researcher to augment the present study with

the Pashtun women s own perspective

Finally I have the pleasant task of extending thanks to those who con
tributed to the creation of this book

First of all I owe enormous gratitude to all my interviewees without

whose engagement and goodwill the whole project would have never got

off the ground Besides them Jelena Charlamowa Berlin provided cru
cial help and great encouragement during the initial stages of the study

Adam Nayyar Islamabad shared with me his intimate knowledge of the
area and shaped my opinion on many ethnological and socio linguistic is

sues Caroline Taylor Skopje and Jason Brown London spared valu
able time to correct my English and Darko Jordanov Geneva was re
sponsible for a number of helpful editorial comments

Last but by no means least I am deeply indebted to my parents Paul

and Irma Weinreich my wife Silvia Delogu and our daughter Emily for
supporting me and putting up with me during the seemingly endless time

this study was under preparation I dedicate this book to them
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Introduction

1 1 Geographic and socio linguistic setting

As already suggested by the name the Northern Areas of Pakistan are

situated in the far north of the country They encompass a high mountain

territory of around 72,500 km 2 covering the greater part of the Kara

koram range as well as western fringes of the Himalayas and eastern

fringes of the Hindukush Because of its dramatic landscape dotted with

an impressive number of snow capped mountain peaks among them the

Nanga Parbat the Rakaposhi and the K2 this part of Northern Pakistan

is often associated with the legendary Roof of the World

Moving clockwise from their southern limits the Northern Areas bor

der upon Hazara Kohistan and Chitral all three part of Pakistan s
North West Frontier Province the Wakhan District of Afghanistan the
Xinjiang Autonomous Region of the People s Republic of China as well

as upon Indian administered and Pakistan administered Kashmir

Until recently the Northern Areas were divided into five administrat

ive units the Gilgit Ghizar Diamer Skardu and Ganche Districts In
2004 the Government of Pakistan announced the establishment of a sixth

entity Astor centring around the homonymous valley in the east of
Diamer The present study will however continue to refer to the older
administrative set up as this was the one in use at the time of the original

research

In the mid 1990s the Northern Areas consisted of around 600,000 in

habitants with approximately 40,000 of them residing in Gilgit the re

gion s largest town its administrative capital and its financial heart The

two other urban centres were Chilas and Skardu Town headquarters of

the Diamer and Skardu Districts respectively Although urbanisation was

as in other regions of Pakistan an ongoing process the overwhelming

13



Karakoram landscape

majority of the population was still to be found in rural areas in villages

and larger settlements scattered oasis like across the bottom of the bigger

valleys and alongside the major roads 6

Even within a country endowed with an extraordinarily rich heritage

of cultures and languages like Pakistan the Northern Areas distinguished

themselves by an unusual ethno linguistic diversity

In the mid 1990s one could find more than ten linguistically different

population groups living on their territory The three main sections con

sisting of 150,000 90,000 and 260,000 people respectively were the

speakers of the Dardic Shina the isolated Burushaski and the West
Tibetan Balti Because of their numbers their prestige and their long

standing settlement history these groups were generally regarded as the

autochthonous inhabitants of the area

Others had arrived at a later stage Among them were the approxi
mately 10,000 speakers of the East Iranian Wakhi who had migrated in

6 For a comprehensive description of the area s geography and recent history see
Kreutzmann 2005a
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the 19th century from the Wakhan corridor and settled in the Hunza and

Ishkoman Valleys and the around 27,000 speakers of the Dardic Khowar

in Ghizar District who by language and culture were linked to neighbour

ing Chitral Smaller groups included the less than 350 speakers of Do
maaki in the Nager and Hunza Valleys who were linguistically affiliated

with languages of the Indian lowlands the Uighurs residing in Gilgit

Town who had fled in the 1950s from neighbouring Xinjiang and the
Gujur herders who had moved in from the southern mountain foreland

and were now to be found close to high pastures in Diamer Gilgit and

Ghizar Districts

While from a linguistic point of view some of the rural areas could be

regarded as comparatively homogenous Diamer and the south of Gilgit
District predominantly Shina speaking Central Hunza and Nager Valleys

predominantly Burushaski speaking and Ganche and Skardu Districts
predominantly Balti speaking the urban centres Gilgit Skardu and Chi

las were the place where all ethnicities met

During my work in the Northern Areas I observed that for a number

of population groups linguistic boundaries were rather transparent Thus

in areas of their speakers compact settlement Shina Burushaski Balti and

Khowar were not only employed as mother tongues but also fully
mastered as a second language by members of local minority groups
Moreover some of these minority groups had adopted or were in the

process of adopting the local majority language as their own mother

tongue In this way all Kashmiris who had come to Gilgit in the 18th
century had since long given up their idiom in favour of Shina the Doma

people traditionally working as blacksmiths and musicians in Ghizar
District had fully switched from their original Domaaki to Khowar or

Shina while the remaining Domaaki speakers in Nager and Hunza were

in the process of moving to Shina or Burushaski Kohistani speaking
households in Gilgit and Chilas were changing to Shina etc This linguis

tic redefinition was by no means a recent process or just limited to tiny

minorities In fact numerous place names in the Karakoram suggest that

a large part of the territory now covered by Shina and Indus Kohistani

must once have been Burushaski speaking Zoller p 19f
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The heterogeneity of the ethno linguistic picture was mirrored by a

similarly diverse religious set up While all inhabitants of the Northern

Areas confessed Islam they were divided into four major and pardy anta

gonistic groups Sunnites Twelver Shiites Ismailis and Nurbakhshis At
the same time clear correlation between ethno linguistic background and

religious affiliation was the exception rather than the rule Thus a Shina

speaker could be a Sunnite or a Shiite or an Ismaili a Burushaski speaker

a Shiite or an Ismaili a Balti speaker a Nurbakhshi or a Shiite and so on

The geographic distribution of the major persuasions was as follows

the Diamer District to both sides of the Indus including the Darel
Tangir Valleys and the area surrounding Chilas was completely Sunni

Around Gilgit as well as in the Punyal and the Astor Valleys the popula

tion was Shia and Sunni mixed Ismailis were mostly in Hunza and Yasin

Central Nager was entirely Shia as were the Shigar Valley in the north

and the villages in the south east of Skardu District And last but not
least most of the people in Ganche belonged to the Nurbakhshi belief

Among the urban centres it was Gilgit which with an approximate divi

sion of 45 Sunnites 45 Shiites and 10 Ismailis Dittmann 1998 p
50 was confessionally the most diverse and which also had the biggest

share of sectarian violence

1 2 Pashto speakers in the region

Although Pathans were relative late arrivals to the Northern Areas to the

wider Karakoram/Eastern Hindukush region their migration was not a

new phenomenon

During the 15th and 16th centuries the lower parts of the Swat and

the Dir Valleys as well as Bajaur all areas once entirely occupied by non

Muslim speakers of Dardic languages were conquered and settled by

Muslim Pathans arriving from the south From these places further reli

giously motivated inroads were made into the remaining Dardic territory
Sunni Islam was spread and with it came the Pathans and their language

In the course of time Pashtuns replaced or absorbed a large faction of
the Dardic population in the upper parts of Swat and Dir and established

settlement pockets in Indus Kohistan By the mid 20th century Pashto

16



had become the lingua franca of all these places Barth p 6 Hallberg
1992b p 139 Decker S J p 77 Moreover there are indications that in
the 1950s most professional craftsmen in Indus Kohistan were Pashto
speaking descendant families of early Pashtun preachers had occupied a

top position in society and Pathan Paracha entrepreneurs engaged in local

trade see Barth pp 6 26 f 40 ff
Further to the north west in Chitral Pashto speaking merchants had

been active at least since the second half of the 19th century when they

were mainly involved in trade with Peshawar Afghanistan and Turkistan

Their presence increased during colonial times and then again over the

second half of the 20th century In the 1960s Pathan entrepreneurs were

estimated to control up to 85 of Chitral s total trade volume Israr ud

Din p 55 In the mid 1990s Pathans were to be found in Chitral Town
and in Drosh in villages along the Chitral river between Drosh and

Arandu in the Arkari the Shishikuh and the Urtsun Valley as well as in

Reshun and Mastuj Decker K D p 20 Cacopardo Alb pp 279 286
Cacopardo Aug p 234 Holdschlag p 4

Estimates from the end of the 1980s set the number of mother
tongue Pashto speakers at around 3,000 people which made for approx

imately 1 2 of Chitral s total population Decker K D p 11 Besides
this Pashto was spoken by many members of local ethno linguistic mino

rity groups as second or third language and had replaced Khowar in its

function as main lingua franca in Southern Chitral Holdschlag p 4 Deck

er K D pp 38 83

Pashtun migration in the Northern Areas dates back at least to the 19th

century The earliest written sources mention itinerary traders in places

bordering with Chitral and settler households in valleys to the north of

Indus Kohistan In the course of the 20th century the number of Pashto

speakers increased significantly first in the 1920s and 1930s and then

again after Partition reaching its temporary peak in the years following

the opening of the Karakoram Highway

In the mid 1990s Pashtun migrants could be encountered in all of the

area s five districts While working predominantly as traders craftsmen

17



and in the service sector they were mostly concentrated in the urban

centres outside of Gilgit Chilas and Skardu their presence was usually
limited to centrally located market places and to certain villages in parts

of the Ghizar Diamer and Gilgit Districts Almost all Pashtun migrants

were adherents of Sunni Islam some very few individuals belonged to
the Shiite sect

In accordance with their way of life the Pathans in the Northern Areas

could be divided into two types temporary/seasonal and permanent mi

grants People of the first type had retained their connections with their
place of origin at which they used to visit their families on a regular basis

In the Northern Areas these migrants lived in temporary households

Psh dera temporary dwelling place which they normally shared with
male relatives or friends The second type of migrants had left their place

of origin for good and had made the Northern Areas their new home es

tablishing their own permanent family household Psh kor place where

one stays with one s family there 7

As far as their language was concerned the migrants represented a

vast variety of Pashto dialects Besides this many of them were also flu

ent in one or more of the local languages A number of rural households

were even affected by mother tongue change Other migrants however
did not speak anything else than Pashto and a little Urdu Interestingly

and differently from Chitral and Kohistan there was no district or region
within the Northern Areas where Pashto functioned as a lingua franca

According to data issued by the Pakistani Government quoted after

Kreutzmann 2005b p 2 back in 1981 Pashto speakers constituted 0 8

approximately 4590 persons of the area s total population At the

same time the proportion between Pathans in urban centres and Pathans

in rural areas was 6 1 8 A survey made in 1991 by H Kreutzmann which

7 Throughout this study the rendering of Pashto words and phrases follows the
system applied in Skjasrvo 1989 names of persons and places are given in a sim
plified transcription

8 A further break down of the 1981 data by the administrative units of that time
shows the following Pashtuns constituted 0 72 of the population of Gilgit
District 228,000 inhabitants 0 08 of Baltistan District 223,000 inhabitants
and 2 24 of Diamer District 123,000 inhabitants

18



however excluded Diamer District showed approximately 1660 speak
9

ers
Taking into consideration that the fast economic growth of the region

in the 1980s and 1990s attracted a significant amount of new arrivals I

would estimate the number of Pashtun migrants present in the Northern

Areas in the mid 1990s at around 5,000 to 5,500 people which would
have counted for about 0 8 0 9 of the total population

9 Kreutzmann estimated that in 1991 Pashto speakers constituted 0 25 of the
population of Skardu District 145,569 inhabitants 0 7 of Ghizar District
95,329 inhabitants and 0 3 of Gilgit District 177,458 inhabitants Kreutz

mann 2005b pp 10 11





The Migrants Story

2 1 Pre colonial Period until 1892 Early traces

For most of the 19th century what are now called the Northern Areas
could be characterised as a conglomerate of more or less independent

economically backward valleys situated on the extreme north western

periphery of Kashmir and British India Some of these valleys among
them the northern principalities of Hunza Nager and Yasin were ruled

by hereditary autocrats Others like the southern mini republics of Tangir
Darel and Chilas were governed by an elected council of elders

The life of the area s population was largely dependent upon archaic

subsistence level agriculture and livestock rearing Surplus production of
food if it occurred at all was mostly spent on collective feasting and pre

dominantly in the autocratically ruled valleys on organizing the construc

tion and maintenance of an elaborate irrigation system In the council
governed valleys of the south non agrarian sources of income were virtu

ally non existent In the equally poor northern principalities the ruling

nobility used to supplement their meagre takings by plundering passing

caravans and selling captured travellers and their own subjects into
slavery 10

The area s precarious economic conditions were echoed by a volatile

political situation Over the centuries relations between the valleys alter

nated between long term feuds and short term alliances often driven by

conflicts involving powerful regional neighbours like Tibet China Kash

mir and Chitral By the middle of the 19th century interests asserted by
an increasingly dominant Kashmir had once again plunged the area into a

situation of permanent insecurity complemented by periodic outbreaks

10 For a detailed analysis of the area s socio economic situation in the 19th and
early 20th century see Staley 1969
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of straight forward warfare At around the same time Britain and Russia

started to turn their attention towards the still widely unexplored region

which because of its location on the very seam of their territorial interest

had suddenly acquired strategic importance in the two colonial empires
newly emerging Great Game

The earliest records mentioning a regular Pashtun presence in the area

date back to these troubled times The first notes available to us can be

found in a British military report later published by the Royal Geograph

ical Society Its author Munpool Meer Moonshee was one of the famous

Pundits locally recruited agents trained by the Army s Intelligence Ser

vice to collect information in countries and places where it was deemed

safe for only natives to go to In the early 1860s Munpool Meer was
commissioned to travel disguised as a trader from Peshawar through
Chitral and Wakhan up to the city of Kashghar in East Turkistan today s

Xinjiang Region of China Besides surveying the area on his way he also

enquired about everything which could be of military or commercial in

terest to his employers The information Munpool Meer was able to col
lect about the situation in eastern Chitral and Ghizar places at that time

completely out of reach for European travellers also included some ref

erence to trading activities of merchants from Peshawar Afghanistan and

Dir a valley to the south of Chitral which the author following the prac

tice of his time referred to as Yaghistan Munpool Meer p 133
According to Munpool Meer s sources some of the more adventurous

Yaghistani entrepreneurs would in the course of their seasonal business

trips to Chitral also make detours to Ghizar s Yasin Valley where they
used to trade with horses as well as exchange salt iron cloth and all kinds

of haberdashery for local agricultural products and slaves These journeys

were described as dangerous and physically demanding but also rather
profitable especially with regards to the advantageous purchase of young

female serfs

Further mention of Pathans in the Karakoram region is made in John

Biddulph s famouse work Tribes of the Hindoo Koosh Major later
Colonel Biddulph who combined his military profession with a vocation
for academic study served in the second half of the 1870s as the first per
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manent British representative in what later was to become the Gilgit

Agency In his book which is based on material collected during a pro
longed stay in the area he provides an impressive amount of detailed and

well systematised information on the distribution history customs and

languages of the different ethnic groups with which he came in contact

To Pashto speakers Biddulph refers only in passing but on three differ

ent occasions First while describing the prevalent commercial situation
in the already mentioned Yasin Valley he characterises the place as being

chiefly occupied by Kaka Khel traders from Peshawar Further on he

typifies the Chilas region in present day Diamer district as a traditional

stronghold of mullahs from Swat And last but not least in a table illus

trating the distribution of castes in Chilas and the Darel and Tangir
Valleys Biddulph records Pathans besides traditional ethnic groups like

Shin Dom and Yashkun Biddulph pp 10 15 34
Biddulph s allusion to religious activities of mullahs from Swat in

Chilas region was later echoed by Karl Jettmar 1960 p 134 1961 p 81
87 who on the basis of ethnological and historical data linked the influ

ence of Pashtun missionaries to the convertion of the population of In

dus Diamer to Sunni Islam 11 In connection with this the information

provided in Biddulph s table can be taken as evidence for the existance of

early Pathan settler households in the same area 12

With these rather scarce notes the written references to Pashtun pres

ence in the Northen Areas before 1892 seem to be exhausted Unfortu

nately they can not be complemented with any oral recollections as dur

11 An early reference to the deeds of Pashtun clerics in that area can be found in
the historical account Tarikh i Murassa composed by Afzal Khan Khatak ca
1662 1748 While describing a religious campaign under the leadership of
Akhund Chalak student of Akhund Panju d 1631 directed against the unbe
lievers of Chilas the author narrates and as they Akhund Chalak and his
war party came to the Indus there was neither boat nor raft They twisted a
few ropes out of tamarisk twigs used them to lash branches together in a wo

ven fence and fashioned a raft He Akhund Chalak then sent his war party
across They successfully carried out the batde for the Faith took prisoners
and came back by the same woven structure quoted after Holzwarth p 124

12 As we shall see in chapter 2 2 2 such an interpretation of Biddulph s data will
also be supported by later sources
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ing my research I was not able to gather reliable information dating back
beyond the 1900s

In any case the sparsity of written material available on the subject
seems to indicate that until the end of the 19th century Pashtun migration

to the Northern Areas with the prominent exception of Indus Diamer

was nothing but a hardly noticeable fringe phenomenon

2 2 The Kashmiri British colonial period 1892 1947
Moving into position

One of the most active regional military powers in the 19th century was

Kashmir an independent state to the south east of the Karakoram ruled

by a dynasty of Dogra princes Since their installation on the throne fol

lowing the break up of the Sikh Empire in 1846 the Dogras were enter

taining close political links with British India Already in the beginning of

the 1840s the principality of Baltistan containing the present day districts

of Skardu and Ganche had been invaded by a Sikh army soon afterwards

it was incorporated into Kashmir Over the following decades the Dogras

and their British allies succeeded in bringing most of the remaining
Karakoram under their supremacy The final step in the colonial conquest

of the region was taken in 1891/92 with the subjection of the principali
ties of Hunza and Nager by a British expedition force 13

From 1901 onwards the present day districts of Ghizar Gilgit and

most of Diamer constituted the so called Gilgit Wazarat with Gilgit
Town as its administrative centre For the first three and a half decades of

its existence the Wazarat was administered by Kashmir with active polit

ical and military support from the British represented by a permanent

Political Agent in Gilgit In 1935 the Dogras leased the area originally

for a period of 60 years to British India which until the independence
of the Subcontinent in 1947 took charge of it under the name of Gilgit

Agency The present day districts of Skardu and Ganche were as part of

13 A detailed description of the Dogras military expeditions to Baltistan Diamer
and Gilgit can be found in A H Dani s History of Northern Areas of
Pakistan For a vivid account of the short but fierce Hunza Nager campaign

see Where three Empires Meet by E F Knight
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Baltistan merged with Kashmiri administered Ladakh in 1901 and re

mained under direct Dogra rule until autumn 1947

In order to safeguard their freshly acquired possessions and to under

pin their long term strategic interests in the area the new colonial over

lords stationed small but permanent military contingents in strategically

located places such as Gilgit Gupis Chilas and Skardu While the Gilgit
Wazarat was direcdy administered by Kashmir and later by the British
other valleys like Hunza Nager or Darel remained under their titular
rulers or elected councils of elders whose powers were however limited

to matters of internal affairs

The forceful pacification of the valleys completed in the 1890s was

over the next decades supported by a whole range of well conceived ad

ministrative measures The main issue the new rulers focused on was the

military and economic integration of the area into the wider region An

important move in this direction was the creation of a reliable communi

cation link with Kashmir This was achieved by widening and metaling
the traditional route via the Astor Valley over the Burzil Pass to Srinagar

Further actions taken by the colonial administration included the building

of bridges and roads within the area reforms of the tax system and the

development of fallow land All these measures as well as public con

struction and the already mentioned establishment and maintenance of

military stations led to an increased circulation of resources turning cent

ral settlements like Gilgit and Gupis into attractive places for trade busi

ness and employment

2 2 1 Traders and craftsmen

Among the first to profit from die improving economic situation under
Kashmiri British supremacy were the merchants already operating in the

area It can safely be assumed that it was thanks to the contacts they had

established in the western valleys during pre colonial times that Pashtun

traders operating via Chitral remained for many years to come at the

forefront of entrepreneurs catering to the commercial needs of today s
Ghizar District During the time of my research some representatives of

old established Pashtun families settled in Gupis Taus and Gilgit were
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still able to recall details connected to the early years of their ancestor s

activities in the area Sarwar Khan a ca 75 year old textile merchant from
Gilgit remembered the origins of his family business as follows

My grandfather Rahim Dad was the first of us to arrive to these

places He came from a poor Paracha family in Dir His most
valuable possession was a pair of mules which he drove every

year from Chitral over the Shandur the main pass between
Chitral and the Northern Areas to the settlement of Gupis
There he traded with goods he had brought from Dir or bought

in the bazaar of Chitral It was a very difficult journey My father

Mohammad Daud May Allah be pleased with him often told me
how as a young boy he had accompanied his father on these ar

duous trips He didn t go to school like the children of today in
stead he had to help with the mules His mother remained in the

village and he saw her only during the winter Every year they left

home in spring and bought salt tea and cloth in Chitral Town
Then they set out for Gupis Normally they were part of the first

caravan to cross the Shandur Often the route was still covered
with snow and it was very difficult to lead the animals across the

narrow paths Usually they made several such trips each season

as they had to earn enough money for the family back home
When the passes were closed in winter there was no work at all

Later my grandfather set up his own shop in Gupis nothing but
a small kiosk made of planks in what is now the Old Bazaar in a

place he had rented from a local farmer His stall was one of the

first Pashtun owned shops in the local market Unlike today there

were very few of us in Gupis and the bazaar was also much
smaller Best of all I remember Uncle Mohsin a friend of my
father s from his native village who was a Mochi and worked as
shoemaker and saddler My father had married my mother in the

village and later brought her to Gupis I was around ten years old

at that time and my brother even younger After settling in Gupis

my father was earning well and did not make the trip with the
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animals across the pass himself anymore My grandfather went

back to the village where he died

Our first house in Gupis still belongs to us but the old shop has
long since been replaced with a much larger one in the New Ba

zaar Since my mother s arrival all of us were staying in Gupis the

whole year Both my maternal uncles helped us with the trade in

summer One of them brought goods through Chitral while the

other sold them to the farmers of Yasin and Punyal The locals

normally had no money so we took woollen fabric butter and goat

hair instead With these earnings my uncles went back to Chitral

and Dir before the first snow of the season My brother and I
helped in the shop in Gupis It was difficult because everybody
wanted to buy our goods but nobody had much for exchange So

we wrote up their debts and when it was time for them to pay

people used to get angry since they couldn t give us anything My

father acquired some farmland from one of these men because

he was so heavily indebted to us However we didn t work the
land ourselves instead we leased it out to the former owner

Besides his business in Gupis my father also used to go to Gilgit

for trade I normally went along with him At first we just
brought goods to Gilgit mostly salt and fabric but then we ren

ted a shop in the town and stayed for the winter During the cold

season business was better there than at our old place as in the

snow and the ice no one carried goods from Gupis to the valleys

and even in Gupis itself trade was very slow Besides this unlike
the farmers of Ghizar people here in Gilgit often paid cash right

away so we didn t have to go through the troubles connected to
writing up the debt However a trip from Gupis to Gilgit was a

rather onerous undertaking Back then the path was much more
difficult to negotiate as compared to the road of today and it
would take us several days to reach our destination

Later when I was around fifteen we moved completely to Gilgit

to what is now the neighbourhood of Amperi close to the shrine
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Wholesaler and guest in digit s Raja Bazaar

of Sayed Sher Afaal My uncles stayed back in Gupis Uncle Fasgl

took over our old shop and Uncle Burhan took care of the deliv

eries from Chitral Back then the bazaar in Gilgit was very small

We had a shop in Raja Bazaar where other Pashtuns from our

area also worked However the best shops at that time belonged

to the Hindus and the Kashmiris They were concentrated close

to the place the Friday Mosque is now located By and by more
Pashtuns from Dir and Bajaur came over among them such well

known personalities as the blacksmith Lala Khan who died child

less in the 1950s Payanda Khan with his General Store and the
second hand dealer Mohammad Khan the father of Yunus Kabari

who now runs the automobile spare parts shop in Airport Bazaar

Gilgit February 1994

Gupis mentioned by SarwarKhan as the place of his family s first perman

ent shop was at his grandfather s time the most important setdement on

the Chitral Gilgit Route This importance was connected to its favour
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able geographical location Firstly Gupis stood on the thoroughfare of all

traffic to and from the Shandur Pass And secondly it oversaw the entry
into the fertile Yasin Valley which over the Darkot and Boroghil Passes

connected to the commercially and militarily significant Wakhan Route

In the mid 1990s Gupis was a thriving township featuring several
thousand inhabitants three schools and two bazaars The Gupis of the

early 1900s can easily be imagined as a small village consisting of a dozen

or so houses surrounded by their fields and supplemented by a bazaar site

nearby Nevertheless there is little doubt that already from the very be

ginning of regional trade Gupis thanks to its central location will have
figured as the most suitable place for the establishment of a permanent

market catering to the needs of the surrounding valleys Moreover it was

surely the same geographic features which induced the Kashmiri adminis

tration to station a small military contingent just outside the village s peri

meter

Once the troops were there regionally operating traders will have
been commissioned to provide the little post with food and other sup

plies the soldiers themselves will have spent part of their pay on the

goods and services on offer in the bazaar and local villagers will have

found employment in construction and all kinds of service jobs It can
thus be expected that over the years increased economic development

deriving from the establishment of the military station should have en

couraged more and more traders to chose Gupis as their operational

base And indeed a British colonial source dating back to the mid 1920s

indicates the existence of six permanent shops in the local bazaar
Kreutzmann 1995 p 114 one of which may have belonged to Sarwar

Khan s family Of course the mentioned amount of businesses does not

strike one as excessively high However considering on the one hand
the backwardness of the area in general economic terms and on the oth

er the fact that resident merchants were normally complemented by mo

bile traders the like of Sarwar Khan s maternal uncle this modest number

can be interpreted as indicating a significant increase of business activities

in Ghizar District as compared to pre colonial times

In fact Sarwar Khan was not the only person interviewed who was able
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to recall the early days of Pashtun trade in the area A number of elderly

inhabitants of Yasin and Punyal still vividly remembered Pathan mer
chants travelling through the valleys and trading with the local popula

tion These strangely clad travellers were often the only foreigners one

could hope to see during the entire year and the simple things they had

on offer stood for everything desirable from the mysterious world out

side With the passage of time the more successful Pashtun traders like

Sarwar Khan s grandfather opened permanent shops in Gupis where they

shared market space with merchants from Kashmir who had reached
Ghizar not through the Shandur Pass but via Astor and Gilgit Less for

tunate entrepreneurs continued to pick up their wares from Gupis carry

ing them on mules or on their back from village to village in search of
new customers 14

As is evident from the Sarwar Khan s recollections not all potential
buyers had the ready resources money or more often barter goods like

animal or field products to pay for the offered items In consequence
many a penniless farmer found himself in the unhappy position of being
bound to the busy traders There is little doubt that this situation was fa

voured by the merchants almost unconditional readiness to sell goods on

credit Such business practises at the time of my research still very com

mon particularly in rural areas were often held by local interviewees

against the Pashtun traders Moreover it was alleged that in former times

some of the more ruthless Pathan entrepreneurs even used to supplement

their range of goods on sale with raw opium thus maximising business

returns by making their clients physically dependent on their services In

this context one elderly man from Yasin Village related to me with still

clearly perceptible bitterness how his father was step by step selling out

14 For the south of the Gilgit Wazarat probably present day Diamer British colo
nial sources register traders from the Indus Valley districts of Kolai and Palas
who bring up their goods from village to village for sale General Staff India
1928 quoted after Kreutzmann 2005b p 16 It is not excluded that also these
merchants were Pashto speakers members of Pathan communities settled in
Indus Kohistan as representatives of autochthonous groups from these places
normally did not engaged in long distance trade
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the family s possessions just to be able to support his addiction with sup

plies regularly delivered by a Pathan

Thus it appears that the relationship between the traders and the local

population was not always an easy one especially when it came to issues

connected to payment Pashtun merchants who on occasion also acted as

money lenders were well known for collecting outstanding dues up to

the last copper coin and as they did not belong to the local community

there was little hope for mediation by influential relatives or respected vil

lage elders Sometimes liabilities could only be cleared through the sale of

property However in such cases the debtors normally ensured that ar

able land in short supply throughout the whole area remained within the

local community Instances of direct transfer of agricultural fields to non

locals as happened in the case of Sarwar Khan s father were the exception

rather than the rule

Lucrative trade combined with the possibility of obtaining land be it

on temporary lease or through outright sale for the establishment of

private houses or shops in the bazaar gave the impetus to Pashto speak

ing traders in Gupis to change from seasonal presence to permanent mi

gration The beginning of this process must have been a rather modest

one since according to local sources until the 1930s the settlement
counted only two to three resident Pashto speaking families However

later years will have seen a stronger increase as interviewees reported the

existence of more than a dozen permanent Pashtun households in Gupis

by the time of Independence in 1947 13

With Gupis as their new base the more adventurous among the Ghiz

ar traders soon started to extend their activities to Gilgit Town the area s

15 The increased presence of Pathan traders in the area after 1935 might also be
connected to the fact that in that year the Amir of Afghanistan closed the bor
der between Badakhshan and Chitral As by this measure merchants from Dir
and Bajaur were prevented from further participation in the Turkistan trade
some of them may have redirected their efforts to Ghizar and Gilgit Besides
this in 1936 the British administration facilitated the permanent settlement of
outsiders in Gilgit Town and other parts of the Agency by granting local owner
cultivators the right to sell a certain percentage of their property Sokefeld
1998b pp 285 297
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administrative centre One reason for this expansion may well have been

the annual winter slack in Gupis market as stated by Sarwar Khan But on

the other hand the incentive of a faster turnover linked to the presence
of more and richer customers will also have played an important role

Over the years a number of Pashto speaking Ghizar traders setded
permanently in Gilgit where in the mid 1990s their descendants were still

forming the heart of the local merchants community 16 The first shops of

these Pathan business pioneers were almost exclusively located in what is

now called Raja Bazaar a trade cluster to both sides of Gilgit s exit route

to Ghizar Their houses were concentrated in the adjoining neighbour
hoods of Majini Mohalla and Amperi the latter at that time nothing but a

small village just outside the town s perimeter Whereas in Ghizar Pash

tun traders had enjoyed a clear edge in the market on account of their

transport monopoly over the Shandur Pass once in Gilgit they came into

a direct conflict of interest with merchants from Kashmir and Punjab
most of them of Hindu or Sikh persuasion Not only that these business

men may have been favoured by their compatriots and co religionists
working in the colonial administration they also benefited from the fact

that their purchase bases were more closely located to the main produc

tion centres of British India and therefore their goods could be bought

cheaper and transported faster along the comparatively well developed

trade route over the Burzil Pass According to the recollections of some

older interviewees in Gilgit Town the ensuing commercial competition
between both trader groups led to a rough division of offered goods and

services in which Pashto speaking entrepreneurs mostly concentrated on

the sale of salt leather goods metal products mules horses blankets and

Turkistani silk Besides this they organised transport operations within

the region and continued to purchase agricultural products

Whatever the compulsions of the market Gilgit bazaar already at that

time seems to have been synonymous with good business It is thus not

surprising that Staley estimated that towards the end of the colonial peri

16 According to Sokefeld 1998b p 285 the majority of Pathan traders who oper
ated in Gigit before Partition belonged to the villages Mayar and Miankali in
Jandul now part of district Dir but formerly belonging to Bajaur
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od there were already about 25 Pashtuns traders and most probably also

craftsmen active in Gilgit Town Staley 1966 p 249 quoted after
Kreutzmann 1989 p 187

As the family history of SarwarKhan indicates Pashto speakers operat

ing in Ghizar and later on also in Gilgit often belonged to the occupa
tional groups of mule breeders Parachas and leatherworkers Mochis

In their places of origin members of these groups traditionally excluded

from land ownership were eking out a living as muleteers petty traders
and artisans During the second half of the 19th century many of them

were leaving their villages in search of better employment opportunities

Their specialised professional skills enabled them to easily find work as

transporters and artisans in the region s upcoming urban centres as well

as to successfully engage in local and regional trade The fact that back

home Parachas and Mochis had no fields of their own might explain why
entrepreneurs like Sarwar Khan s father and grandfather did not exhibit

any special interest in working the land made over to them by their de

faulters but were leasing it instead to local tenants Another illustration of

this approach towards agriculture is a case reported for the setdement of

Bassin a few kilometres west of Gilgit Town where in the mid 1930s the
Ghizar traders Muhammad Daud and Mahbub Khan had acquired a signifi

cant portion of farm land which until their descendants sold it in the
1970s was cultivated on an annual revenue basis by local Shina speakers

2 2 2 Farmers

While most of the traders saw in their newly acquired fields nothing but a

profitable investment commodity for other migrant Pashto speakers ar
able land represented the very source of their livelihood An early indica

tion of the existence of such peasant setders can be found in an assess

ment report prepared by the Kashmiri Setdement Officer Thakur Singh
and published in 1917 by the administration of Gilgit Wazarat The docu

ment was providing data essential for the planning of taxation according

to land use In a related table the author enumerated not less than 52

chargeable Pashtun households located in an area nowadays roughly
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covered by the south of Gilgit District and parts of Diamer including the

Astor Valley Thakur Singh p 46
One would probably not go wrong to assume that these 52 setder

families were somehow connected to the Pafhans mentioned more than

three decades earlier in Biddulph s distribution of casts table Moreover

additional evidence for the existence of Pathan households in the same

area was given by members of the Second German Hindukush Expedi

tion who during their work in southern Diamer in the mid 1950s came
across a number of farmers ancestors of religious preachers or their mili

tary followers Jettmar 1960 p 122 133 1961 p 81 87

Considering all these indications it was rather surprising that when I
visited the same places in the mid 1990s there seemed to be only a hand

ful of these early Pashto speaking households left Among the few Pash

tun peasants I encountered was Muhammad Isa a ca 70 year old villager

from Tarishing near Rattu in the upper Astor Valley who told me the fol

lowing about the origins of his family

My grandfather and his brother came to this place about 90

years ago They were originally from Swat where they had killed

two men from the local Khan s clan in a land dispute Then they

had fled the valley in fear of revenge They came to Kashmir in

the service of the English After some time they were told by a

man from Astor that one could get land in his native region
They married the daughters of that man and settled here My

grandfather and his brother were good hard working farmers
and later they were able to acquire more farmland My father in

herited our fields his two cousins the ones of his uncle

Both my grandfather and his brother died in old age They were

well respected men in the village However they never really
learnt Shina and always spoke Pashto with each other They even

taught Pashto to their wives I too learnt the language from them

but I cannot speak it properly anymore My children speak no

Pashto It has no importance for them Although they call them

selves Pathan they do so only because Pashtuns are having an
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Oldfarmer from Astor Valley

increasing influence here in the mountains So they are happy to

be associated with them Other families here in the valley are also

descendents of Pashtuns like Sardar s family in Churit a settle



ment in the upper Astor Valley and Yusuf Khan s family in Astor

Village However none of them speaks Pashto any more their

language now is Shina

Astor Village March 1995

Sensitized by this family story I started to search for other Pashtun

households which had also given up their original mother tongue in fa

vour of the language of their host community Over the months to come

local informants drew my attention to a number of such cases among

them families in Hudur Valley piamer District the village of Pakora
Ishkoman Valley Ghizar District as well as in and around Chilas In all

these places people still identified their ancestors as Pathans but now

used the local majority languages Shina or Khowar as their mother
tongue 17 From the memories they shared with me about how their fore

fathers had come to the Northern Areas it appeared that the example of

Muhammad Isa s family could be taken as rather typical for the destiny of

many early Pashto speaking farmer settlers After a voluntary or involun

tary break up with their original home community the migrants mission

aries their military followers and blood revenge refugees put down roots

in a new place by linking themselves sometimes also trough marriage to

a local clan Subsequently most households founded in this way assimi

lated at least linguistically to their new surroundings in the course of two

to three generations

There is little doubt that this rather rapid adaptation process will have

had its fair share of responsibility for the disappearance of most of the

Pathan farmer households mentioned by Thakur Singh and the German

Hindukush Expedition However this process did obviously not work
for every rural settler 18 During the time of my research there were still a

number of Pashtun farmer families who even after staying for several

17 A similar case was described by S Nejima p 408 ff for the upper part of Ghi
zar Valley There local Khowar speakers referred to themselves as Walie and
reported to be of Pathan Kaka Khel origin tracing the home of their forefath
ers all the way back to Mardan now NWFP to the north east of Peshawar

18 For a more detailed discussion of the issue of mother tongue change among
Pashtun migrants see chapter 3 4
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generations in the Northern Areas did not show signs of giving up their

original mother tongue One of this resistant households I found in Cha
torkhand a village in the lower part of Ishkoman Valley Ghizar District

The head of the family the ca 75 year old Abdul Latif took considerable

pride in explaining to me that all of his ancestors had been of real Pash

tun stock He also insisted that his children and grand children were still

in full command of Pashto a claim fully corroborated by my own obser

vations

The history of Abdul luztifs family is rather unique in as much as dif
ferently from other Pashtun migrants his father arrived in the area on ex

plicit invitation and under the direct protection of the British

Our father came from Swat His family was closely related to the

Wali the local ruler there One day my father had a dispute with

the Wali s brother about some land which had earlier been prom

ised to our family The Wali sided with his brother and a fight en

sued My father and his people killed some of the Wali s men

The ruler took away all my father s land and swore revenge My
father was then compelled to leave his home He went with his

wife and some of his men to Peshawar where he placed himself

in the service of the English However he didn t want to live in
Peshawar or Punjab He was apprehensive that the Wali s men

would track him down there

The English invited my father to Gilgit promising him land and
protection He accepted and initially made his home in Amperi

My elder brother Abdul Qayyum was born there It must have

been about 80 years ago since my brother is that old now The

ruler of Ishkoman then gave our family some land in Chat
orkhand This deal had been mediated by the English In those
days no one wanted to live in the Ishkoman Valley There was
plenty of good land available but hardly anyone was taking care

of it Later many people settled in Ishkoman even Parachas from

Bajaur and Dir who came as traders and now have shops in Imit

a settlement north of Chatorkhand One of their sons is in char
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ge of the Government Guest House there and they opened a
shop in Chatorkhand too

My father was never interested in trade That was something for

the Parachas He was a real Pashtun and that s why he was a
farmer The soil here is fertile we have enough water and also
fruit trees grow in abundance With the passage of time our fam

ily acquired more and more farmland We even own some land in

Imit now My brother and I have always worked in the fields

Our neighbours used to regard us with curiosity and wonder

Pathans who work the land Well they knew only the traders
not the real Pashtuns which we are Abdul Qayyum my older
brother still farms the land himself but a great deal of it is now
on rent Later I found work with the police This service brings
me a regular pension My nephews used to help in the fields but

now during the warm season they are usually travelling to China

to buy goods Everyone wants to do business This is how times

have changed

Gilgit December 1994

2 2 3 Other professions

Another important source of income for Pashtun migrants were jobs
linked to the colonial administration Since this kind of work guaranteed a
stable salary it was highly popular with locals and outsiders alike Most of

these employment opportunities were to be found in Gilgit Town the

Agency s up and coming centre

In his eyewitness account of the Hunza Nager military campaign in

1891/92 the English journalist E F Knight Knight p 273 mentions a
group of Pashtuns who earned their living as daily labourers working on

the extension of the Kashmir Gilgit route an undertaking organized in
order to facilitate the movement of soldiers and supplies Knight describ

es them as outlaws who had fled their homelands in fear of revenge for

committed crimes Later during the actual military action they doubled as

irregular fighting force It is not excluded that some of these Pathan road
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builder fighter outlaws may have subsequently settled in Gilgit Town or
that their example could have inspired other fugitives to follow them into

the area At any rate only fourteen years later B E M Gurdon the then

British Political Agent in Gilgit while referring to contracts given out by

the local military engineer was already speaking of a good deal of money

which is now earned by Baltis and Pathans quoted after Kreutzmann
1989 p 186

In fact the practice of hiring Pashtun migrants as construction labour

must have prevailed well into the 1920s This is testified by the family his

tory of Sayed Rahman the owner of a China silk shop in Gilgit whose pa

ternal grandfather Sayed Emtiya had fled in the 1920s from Swat over In

dus Kohistan into the Wazarat s territory There he started his new pro

fessional life as a humble daily worker crushing rocks used for road sur
face and the building of houses Later he managed to get better and more

responsible assignments and over the years turned into a successful con

tractor for publicly financed constructions With the money earned in this

way he was able to settle his blood dues at home acquire fallow land in

the settlement of Chamurga Gilgit District and bring his family over
from Swat In the mid 1990s his descendents were living as businessmen

in Gilgit counting themselves among the town s most wealthy and re

spectable families

The newly set up police force Pashto speakers seem to have joined
from very early on and obviously managed to make themselves disliked

in comparatively short time Hence the already quoted B E M Gurdon

felt obliged to report to his superiors already in 1905 that Half of the

policemen are Pathans who have been enlisted by the present Wa r i
Wa arat head of Kashmiri administration It is a great pity that these Pa

thans were ever allowed to obtain footing in Gilgit quoted after Kreutz

mann 1989 p 89 94 However Gurdon s rather critical remark seemed
to have had little effect on local recruitment policies as Pathan involve

ment into the Wazarat s law enforcement set up was bound to continue

until well into the 1930s About this I learned from members of Pathan
households in present day Sultanabad a settlement formerly called Gujur

das to the north of Gilgit Town The men I spoke to were identifying
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themselves as descendents of two Pashtun friends Wilayat Khan and Ma

habullah Khan who according to a story told to me by the latter s grand

son had to run away from their home village in the Khyber Agency dur

ing the early 1930s after being unjusdy accused of a gruesome murder

Escaping the victim s relatives who were seeking revenge they fled via

Srinagar to Gilgit where they soon found employment with the local po

lice Later through the intercession of the British Agent s office both
friends now trusted law enforcement officers were given the opportun

ity to acquire newly reclaimed land in Gujurdas There they settied just

around Independence at the time of my research their children and
grandchildren were running shops in Sultanabad bazaar and acted as

middlemen in the trade with Nager and Hunza

2 3 Post Partition period after 1947
Showing strong presence

Soon after the Indian Subcontinent achieved its independence in 1947

the Gilgit Agency and Baltistan attached themselves to the newly created

State of Pakistan Since the territory of what are now called the Northern

Areas was claimed by Delhi as being integral part of Kashmir and thus

righdy belonging to the Indian Union the Pakistani government made it

its foremost priority to establish a firm hold on the region Consequendy
the local administration was brought under direct control of the decision

makers in Karachi and significandy expanded over the coming years Sim

ilarly Pakistani military presence was established in central places like Gil

git Town Chilas and Skardu as well as in the border areas

In order to guarantee a stable development in the region the Pakistani

government embarked on a series of economical and social measures
First of all there was the urgent need to reinstate the transportation links

to the lowlands disrupted as a result of the Sub continent s partition The

traditional north south supply route leading over the Burzil Pass to Sri

nagar which had been playing a major role during the colonial period
could no longer be used since it crossed into parts of Kashmir now un

der Indian control Pakistan therefore invested in developing an already

existing trail over the Babusar Pass to Mansehra NWFP widening and
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Children in Jutial Gilgit

levelling it by the 1950s into a track also accessible for all wheel drive

vehicles For the next 30 years this technically challenging route which

even with pack animals could normally only be used during the snow free

season was destined to remain the area s most important connection to

the plains Parallel to it permanent air links serving military as well as ci
vilian purposes were established between Gilgit and Peshawar and later

also between Skardu and Rawalpindi

During the decades following Independence sustained efforts were
made to improve the network of roads and bridges within the region

Chief among these cost and labour intensive measures were the building

of the Indus Valley Road giving Baltistan a sustainable land link to Gilgit

and to the lowlands the gradual improvement of the Gilgit Gupis road

and the venture with the most far reaching consequences the construc
tion of the Karakoram Highway

Apart from expanding the administrative set up and improving the

road infrastructure the Pakistani state also furthered the development of

public health care and education Thus in the mid 1990s one could find

41



hospitals in the main urban centres and dispensaries scattered throughout

the rural areas Besides this a well attended network of publicly financed

primary and middle schools was reaching out until the remotest villages

setting a positive example for the rest of Pakistan

2 3 1 Prior to the Karakoram Highway
A lead in trade and crafts

In the decades after the Northern Areas accession to Pakistan the re

gion s economy underwent a gradual shift of emphasis in the result of
which agriculture step by step receded to the background whereas trade

increased in importance slowly but surely moving towards centre stage

If one would have to identify the main beneficiaries of the first ten to

fifteen years of this Post Partition surge of commerce Pashto speaking
migrants would be surely among them There are at least two reasons for

this The first one is connected to the fact that as illustrated above
already in colonial times Pashtun entrepreneurs had been exercising at

least partial control over key market segments in Ghizar and Gilgit The

second one has to do with the political situation which occurred in the
result of the partition of British India and the ensuring war of its two suc

cessor states over Kashmir This violent conflict was brought to an end

with the establishment of a Line of Control LOC which cut right
through the territory associated with the former Principality Following

this formal division into ours and theirs Hindu and Sikh businessmen

related to what was now Kashmir s Indian controlled half found them

selves compelled to leave the territory claimed by Pakistan Like their

Pashtun counterparts most of these Kashmiris as they were habitually

called by the local population had been active in Gilgit Town Gupis and
Chilas over much of the colonial period Now their sudden collective de

parture created a commercial vacuum This void was subsequently filled

by Pathan merchants as they were the only entrepreneurs remaining in

the region able and willing to mobilise the resources required for reviving

the market But taking over the customers of the Kashmiris as well as

their abandoned shops and storage facilities was only half of the deal An

other advantage was that the Pathan traders also continued to enjoy the
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transport monopoly over the Ghizar route which after the LOC induced

interruption of the Gilgit Srinagar connection had regained its role as the

area s most important supply line The combination of these factors al

lowed the Pashtun merchants to significantly enhance their position in

the local bazaars putting them albeit only for a short period into full
control over the trade in the western part of the Northern Areas 19

In order to respond adequately to the situation leading trader families

like those of Sarwar Khan from Gupis/Gilgit and Mohammad Daud from

Bassin/Gilgit had not only to increase the quantity of merchandise
brought in from the outside but also to reinforce the transport of goods

via the Shandur Pass and their distribution in the area All this required

additional helping hands whom the traders at least for positions with
financial responsibility preferred to recruit from among their kinsmen
since local people were generally regarded as rather unreliable business

partners It is thus hardly surprising that a number of older interviewees

recalled for the years following Independence an increase of Pashto
speaking entrepreneurs from Bajaur and Dir operating in Ghizar Gilgit
and Chilas Districts 20

However despite all the efforts made by the Ghizar merchants in the

long run increasing local demand could not be adequately sustained only

by goods delivered through Chitral The exploitation of this long tech
nically difficult route whose vital passes were blocked by snow almost

half of the year resulted in regular delays Besides this high transporta

tion costs reflected on the market prices Hence growing local requests

for a faster supply of cheaper goods clearly favoured the shorter and

after its development in 1949 also technically superior connection over

19 In its eastern part today s Skardu and Ganche Districts expelled Kashmiri mer
chants were not replaced by Pashto speaking traders According to Dittmann
1997a pp 119 121 the reason for this was Baltistan s underdeveloped road

connection to the rest of the country
20 An official census from 1951 shows 665 Pashtuns living in the Gilgit Agency

Their distribution by the administrative units of that time was the following
Chilas 453 Gilgit 31 Punyal 6 Hunza 0 Nager 0 Ishkoman 27 Yasin 4
Kuh/Ghizar 144 Government of Azad Kashmir quoted after Kreutzmann
2005b p 8
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the Babusar Pass and via the Kaghan Valley From the 1950s onwards

this increasingly popular transport link which allowed a more direct ac

cess to the main production centres of the lowlands facilitated the influx

of new outside trading competitors mosdy Hindko speakers originating

from Hazara Subdivision and the adjoining Pakistan administered Kash

mir But at the same time it also opened the area to an increased arrival
of Pashto speakers belonging to other places than Bajaur and Dir 21

Over the coming years many of these new arrivals managed to estab

lish themselves in the bazaars of Chilas and Gilgit In the latter Pashtun
traders opened their shops primarily at three sites all of them centrally

located and close to the big suspension bridge at Sadar Bazaar Sabzi

Mandi and of course at the time honoured Kashmiri Bazaar It was in

this market in a shop run by his younger brother that I first spoke to
Muhammad Iqbal Khan a ca 55 year old cloth merchant from Chilas

Later I continued my interview in his home town where he owned one
of the main garment shops This is what Muhammad Iqbal Khan told me

about the beginning of his business in the 1950s

I live in Chilas since more then 30 years My family originally

hails from Attok a town on the border between the NWFP and
Punjab My father was also a merchant He had a shop in Now

shera a town east of Peshawar I was assisting him since I was a

little boy But my elder brother was going to take over my father

s shop and so if I wanted something on my own I had to take
my chances elsewhere

Then my father got an order for sending cloth to the north to
Chilas and I was put in charge of bringing the stuff there At that

time a friend of mine had already mentioned Gilgit to me so I

had a vague idea where it was somewhere in the mountains

close to Kashmir this much I knew But Chilas With this know
ledge and with lots of fear in my heart I started my first trip into

21 According to Sokefeld 1998b p 288 the majority of Pathans arriving to Gil
git in the years immediately after the opening of the Kaghan Route came from
the village of Dodial close to Mansehra Hazara Subdivision NWFP
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Mochis cobblers in the Main Bazaar of Chilas

the unknown In those days these places here were very far away

indeed First I went to Mansehra centre of Hazara Subdivision
then with a mule caravan along the Kaghan Valley and over the

still snow covered Babusar Pass As I said I had only an eye on
the merchandise during the transport As for its sale on arrival to

Chilas I handed it over to a man from Muzaffarabad in Kashmir
who run a shop in the old bazaar Despite all my apprehensions

all went well and we even got more orders Thus I repeated the

trip two three times

Somehow I started to like Chilas In those days its bazaar was
much smaller than now Some of the shops here were owned by

Pashtuns Among them were Nur Muhammad from Peshawar his

son now owns the business just across the street and Ahmad
Yusuf ai from Mardan he died three years ago and his general

store is now run by a Swati from Mansehra And not to forget
Dilawar a younger brother of the famous Tuti Rahman from Ba

jaur who returned to the rest of his clan in Gilgit a couple of

45



years ago There were also traders and barbers from Hazara and a

Mochi from Bajaur

After observing the place for a while I decided to set up a general

store here too I borrowed some money from my father and to
gether with my younger brother Yunus Khan it was in his shop

in Gilgit that you and me first met I rented a stall in the old
bazaar I handled sales and my brother took care of purchase and

transport Later I brought in my cousin Iqbal and we were able to

keep the business open even in winter We rented a tiny house

only one room and all three of us lived there for some time
The business was very good especially in the beginning when

our shop was the most popular place for buying good cheap cot

ton fabric in the whole bazaar Then with the profits accumu

lated over the first years I bought some land build my own
house and got married In the 1970s my brother moved to Gilgit

because the people there have more money But on the other
hand there are also constant problems with the local Shiites
which can make life in this town very dangerous so I clearly
prefer Chilas over it Here everybody is of our faith and we Pash

tuns are well respected

Gilgit/Chilas January February 1995

In the years following Muhammad Iqbal Khan s arrival to the Northern

Areas the exceptionally strong position in which he still encountered the

local Pashto speaking trader community was slowly but surely subjected

to a change When in the beginning of the 1960s the British researcher

John Staley surveyed the bazaars of Gilgit he counted 75 Pashtun and
Hazara business holders active there Representatives of other non local

groups summed up by Staley under the names of Kashmiris and
Kashgharis were only 41 in number Staley 1966 pp 249 250 quoted
after Kreutzmann 1989 p 187 Although this ratio clearly indicates that

at that time Pashto speakers still constituted by far the largest group of

outsider entrepreneurs in town the picture alters significandy if we take
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into consideration the total amount of traders included into Staley s study

In this case Pashtun and Hazara entrepreneurs make up for no more than

20 as the majority of the shops were now owned by local traders
Shina and Burushaski speakers who had begun to seize their share of

the continuously expanding Gilgit market With all likelihood a similar
tendency will also have prevailed in Chilas However as we shall see fur

ther on the Pashtun traders loss of numerical advantage did not auto
matically go hand in hand with a decline of their economic supremacy In

fact many more years were bound to pass before autochthonous traders

would be able to compete with Pashtun merchants in business operations

requiring high investment and systematic contacts to partners outside the

Northern Areas

Although during the 1950s the Pathan controlled Chitral trade route

must have lost much of its importance for the bazaars of Diamer and

Gilgit Districts as the bulk of imported merchandise now routinely ar

rived over the Babusar Pass Pashtun trade leadership seemed to have re

mained unbroken in Ghizar which continued to receive its goods first

and foremost via the Shandur Pass In addition to this the position of the

Pashto speakers active in Ghizar District was further strengthened by a
decision of the local authorities to encourage outsiders to acquire re

claimed arable land

A characteristic example for how this proactive settlement policy re

flected on Pashtun migration can be seen in Taus a village in the central

part of Yasin Valley There in the autumn of 1994 I counted a total of
nine Pathan households Virtually all of the people I spoke to in this little

colony of Pashto speaking traders and craftsmen on the Roof of the
World were descendents of Paracha settlers who came to the place during

the 1950s If the intention of the then administration had been to in
crease the commercial development of Yasin Valley by settling profes

sional traders there its efforts can be said to have met with a fair amount

of success For nearly 40 years humble Taus with its busy well supplied

bazaar was the undisputed market centre of the valley Only in the
second half of the 1980s its position was gradually taken over by nearby

Yasin Village the main settlement of the valley to which at the time of
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my study also most of the Taus traders had shifted the bigger part of their

business

Other places in the Ghizar District with permanent Pashto speaking

trader households included the just mentioned Yasin Village where the

first Paracha setded as early as 1952 Imit and also Chatorkhand In the

mid 1990s Pathans were still holding key positions in the bazaars of all
these places

Another interesting episode in the Northern Areas post Partition

Pashtun settlement history is the migration of a merchant family from

Yarkand Until well into the 20th century this town which is situated in

what is now the far west of China s Xinjiang Autonomous Region acted

as a trading hub connecting East Turkistan with the markets of the sur

rounding countries Over the years a number of outside merchants
among them Pathans engaged in organising and supervising large scale

commercial operations with Chitral and Afghanistan had established
themselves there One of these entrepreneurs was a certain Fa il Rahman

Khan who had arrived in East Turkistan from Bajaur sometimes in the

second half of the 19th century Both by blood and by business Fat l
Rahman Khan was related to Muhammad Kabari whose family had been en

gaged in the Karakoram trade since the early 1920s In the mid 1950s

after the communist revolution in China a number of people from East

Turkistan seeking protection from increasing economic and ideological

oppression at home fled across the border into Pakistan Among these
refugees were also members of the Fa il Rahman Khan family With the

support of the Kabari clan part of which at that time was setded in Ghiz

ar they were soon able to re start life and business first in Taus and later

also in Gilgit Town At the time of my research Fa l Rahman Khan s des

cendants owned shops in Gupis and Gilgit Besides this they had man
aged to re establish contact with the rest of their family in Yarkand in

partnership with whom they were now running a flourishing trade in
Chinese silk

Like in the Gilgit Agency also in Baltistan trade was negatively ef
fected by the establishment of the Kashmir Line of Control There it had

interrupted the commercial supply routs running through Srinagar and

48



Leh now both under Indian supremacy 22 But differendy from the
Agency which as we have seen could still fall back on the Ghizar rout

in the case of Baltistan there was no other reliable land link with the
Pakistani mainland readily available Thus for many years after Independ

ence the systematic supply of the region with merchandise was heavily re

lying on flights operating between Skardu and Rawalpindi This situation

only changed in the early 1970s when with the completion of the Indus
Valley Road a direct land route also suitable for the transport of goods

by truck was finally set up As was to be expected this improved connec

tion to the rest of Pakistan triggered the local market economy and en
couraged the influx of outside traders In the summer of 1976 three years

after the Indus Valley Road s official opening the Italian geographers
Pierpaolo Faggi and Mario Ginestri carried out a survey of the network of

market places in the upper Indus Valley Faggi Ginestri p 335 As for
Baltistan their study registered the presence of outside traders only in the

bazaars of Skardu Town where besides five Kashmiris two Turkis and
two Punjabis the researchers also encountered three Pathans One of
them might well have been the late Mohammad Ismail Khan whose son

Ni amuddin I met during a visit to Skardu in October 1994 This is what
he told me about how his family arrived to Baltistan

My father was originally from Dir He had left his home as a

young man and then worked for some years as driver in Delhi
and Lahore After Partition he went back to his father s house
But he could not find a decent job there for a long time Also

the people in Dir could not understand his views He had seen
the world and his co villagers didn t even know what an auto

mobile was One of his childhood friends ran a business in Gilgit
My father invested all his money in a joint transaction with him
He also accompanied the caravan to Gilgit in order to oversee

the transport of his goods

22 Before Independence the main bazaars of what are now Skardu and Ganche
Districts were situated in Kargil and in Skardu Town Contemporary sources
describe the majority of traders there as Kashmiris Panjabis and Sikhs
Faggi Ginestri p 326
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When my father arrived there he found the place to his liking
Almost immediately he got a job with a workshop as a jeep me

chanic He knew his profession well and people like him were
much in demand there in those days He made good money and

was able to bring me and my mother over to live with him In ad

dition he continued his partnership with his friend who in the
meantime had set up a shop in Kashmiri Bazaar When the Skar
du Gilgit road got build my father and I tried to develop a trans

port service between Gilgit and Skardu We only had two jeeps

and the drive was very dangerous Spending time in Skardu we

saw that the cotton fabric available in the market was either of
poor quality or far too expensive And there was no good choice

unlike in Gilgit Actually most supplies came from Rawalpindi by

air Some people would make special shopping trips to there or
to Gilgit to buy clothes for weddings or festive occasions This is

when my father decided to set up a shop in Skardu In the begin

ning we rented a tiny stall in the Old Bazaar but around 20 years

ago we opened this shop here in Amidgar Bazaar

In 1985 my father returned to Gilgit but my elder brother and I

stayed on We built ourselves a house nearby where we now live

with our families I am linked by marriage to a Pashtun trader
family in Gilgit My brother has taken his wife from among our
clan in Dir There are many Pashtuns in Skardu now 23 They trade

mostly in fabric and in Chinese goods Others are in the recycling

business run a tea stall or work as cobblers just like the one
across the street In fact even the owner of the cinema hall be

longs to a family originally from Bajaur

Skardu October 1994

Side by side with the settled merchants and mosdy depending on them

for their supplies itinerant traders similar to those already described for

23 According to Dittmann 1997a p 122 in the mid 1990s the majority of traders
in Skardu who did not originate from Baltistan were Pathans from the NWFP
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the colonial period continued to be active throughout the region As a

typical representative of such mobile entrepreneurs we can take the late

Ke aq Khan who had started his career as a shop assistant in Gilgit and

subsequently established his own business selling goods in the settle

ments of the nearby valleys His son Abdul Qayjum a ca 45 year old busi

nessman from Gilgit who himself had been living for many years in
Spain working as an itinerant jewellery maker told me the following
about his father

My father s origins are in Bajaur His parents had died early and

since he felt unwanted in his uncle s family he left his village and

went to Peshawar in search of a living He worked there for a
couple of years as a day labourer Once he killed a man in a fight

and afraid that the slain man s friends would seek revenge he

fled to Mansehra From there he came about 40 years ago as a

caravan helper to Gilgit Here he worked first as a porter Later
Pajanda Khan the owner of the General Store in Raja Bazaar em

ployed him as one of his assistants

Abdul Qayjum and his eldest son
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In the service of Payanda Khan my father travelled to the sur

rounding valleys and sold goods there In the course of his
travels he realized that there was good money in this trade as
hatever outside goods the farmers were in need of they had to

bring them from Gilgit with great difficulty There really weren t

many itinerant traders in those days and permanent shops could

be found only in the large settlements So my father decided to

start his own business He had already married by then My
mother belongs to a family of Kashmiri origin settled in Pari
Bangla a village on the way to Jaglot His parents in law helped

my father with the little money they had and from a Pashtun

friend who owned a small shop in the bazaar he acquired goods

on a commission basis mainly salt sugar and tea but also some
knickknacks like needles buttons brooches and pocket mirrors

All this he carried in a wicker basket to the villages where he
sold the things for a good profit In summer he was a trader in
the valleys and in the winter he mended shoes in Gilgit s Raja
Bazaar a craft he had learned during his stay in Peshawar

We children my brothers and I helped him ever since we learned
to walk I often accompanied him on his trips to Bagrot a valley

to the east of Gilgit which was our favourite place We would
set off together from our home he with his basket and I with a

bundle on my back Sometimes my father would stop on the way
in Danyor and pick up an order of iron goods made by the local

blacksmith sickles knives and other things that the farmers had

asked for in earlier visits From Danyor we used to head for Ba

grot always on foot and constantly hungry with our heavy loads

But it was a wonderful time especially in the valley itself where

everyone knew my father The men called him by his name Re

aq Khan The women would come out of their houses to greet us

the children would shout Pathan Pathan My father also accep
ted wool and goat hair as payment because very few villagers had

any money We would sleep in the open sometimes also in the
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houses of friends or in the village mosque As you know Bagrot

is a Shiite place but no one seemed to mind the fact that my
father was a Sunnite The people would give us mulberries and

apricots bread and butter In Bagrot we were never hungry And
everybody was very kind to us After all they needed my father s

goods In later years he mainly supplied Bagrot travelling there

thrice or four times during the snow free season Other small
traders went to Shinaaki here region in the lower Hunza/Nager

Valley Chalt a valley north of Gilgit and Punyal

Two years ago I went back to Bagrot after a very long time In
the village of Datuchi an old man asked me Aren t you the son

of Re aq Khan My father died a long time ago but his name still

lives on in Bagrot You can imagine how happy I was to hear him
remembered by the people

Gilgit January March 1995

2 3 2 With the Karakoram Highway
Reaping the economic benefits

When after more than a decade construction time the Karakoram High

way KKH was finally officially opened in 1978 the sheer scale of the
work accomplished must have given an indication of the far reaching
changes its exploitation would bring about Built with the participation of

hundreds of Chinese workers and engineers this two lane black top road
traverses the entire Karakoram region starting from its southern limits up

to its northern geological border with the Pamirs Conceived as a strategic

link with China the KKH which in many places on its way had to be
blasted through massive walls of rock can be used the whole year around

by motorised transport including trucks busses and other heavy vehicles

It thus guarantees an unprecedented quick and reliable connection be

tween the high mountain country and the industrial centres of Pakistan
And besides this by crossing the country s state border at the Khunjarab

Pass it also assures an easy access to the emerging markets of China and

Central Asia
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As was to be expected the exploitation of such a highly efficient thor

oughfare facilitated not only the movement of people and goods but also

the exchange of concepts and ideas The ensuing radical exposure to out

side influences stimulated a thorough shake up of the entire region s eco

nomic and social setting catapulting the Northern Areas from centuries

of provincial drowsiness straight into modern times 24

The place most strongly affected by all these changes was certainly

Gilgit In the mid 1990s the town experienced an enormous economic
boom exemplified by an almost explosive expansion of its bazaar struc

tures and the constant enlargement in the variety of goods offered in
their shops Gilgit s extraordinary development was doubtlessly connect

ed to the fact that by that time the town had not only reaffirmed and
strengthened its traditional position as the area s main trading centre but

also introduced itself as the Karakoram s focal point for the turnover of

goods and services from China 20

However it was not only Gilgit and the other urban centres which by

the time of my research had benefited from the recent infrastructure im

provements The development had clearly reached out also to the rural

areas So on a number of places where main roads like the KKH or the
Indus Valley Road were joined by secondary ones previously existing

bazaar structures had significantly grown in size or completely new trad

ing areas had sprung up 26 These road markets normally served a dual

purpose On the one hand they were resting places for transiting passen

gers and drivers on the other they acted as supply nodes for the adjoin

ing villages and side valleys In the mid 1990s typical examples of such

freshly developed trade and service areas were to be found in Jaglot

24 For a datailed discussion of the impact of road construction on mountain socie
ties on the example of the KKH and the Northern Areas see Allan 1989
Kreutzmann 1991

25 With approximately 1 500 shops in its bazaars Gilgit was in 1995 the by far
largest trading place in the Northern Areas Dittmann 1998 p 53

26 Just to give an impression of the speed of the overall development Dittmann
1997b p 119 estimated that while in the bazaars of central places like Gilgit

and Skardu the number of shops and workshops was redoubling approximately
ever nine years some commercial sub centres would go through the same pro
cess in just the half of this time
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Shina speakers waitingfor the bus in Jaglot digit District

KKH west of Gilgit opposite Rondu Indus Valley Road west of
Skardu in Aliabad KKH central Hunza in Sost KKH last resting
place before the Pakistani Chinese border and arguably the largest of
them all on both sides of the KKH just below Chilas

2 3 2 1 Traders and smugglers

Considering their sharp sense for profitable business it seems only natu

ral that Pashtun entrepreneurs were among the first to exploit the com

mercial opportunities created in the wake of the new infrastructural open

ing Over the 1980s and 90s many of the ones who had already settled in

the area were able to consolidate their position or to expand their busi

ness activities to new and unprecedented spheres The same decades also

saw an unparalleled rise in new Pathan arrivals In fact by the mid 1990s

seasonal Pashto speaking migrants had clearly outnumbered their per

manent counterparts
Most of these recent migrants took up business in the bazaars of the
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urban centres Particularly in Gilgit there were so many Pathan entre

preneurs that walking through certain commercial parts of the town a
casual visitor would assume to be somewhere in Swat or Dir rather than

in a traditionally non Pashto speaking place The shops which immedi
ately caught ones eye in the urban markets belonged to the Pathan fruit

and vegetable merchants who entirely absent from pre KKH statistics

had by the 1990s managed to established themselves as an integral part of

the Northern Areas bazaar structure In Gilgit the vegetable retailers

were mosdy concentrated in Cinema Bazaar and in Sabzi Mandi whereas

the wholesalers had put up shop in the upper part of Airport Bazaar In

addition to them one could also encounter many mobile vegetable
vendors who in search of interested customers were manoeuvring their
flat board push carts along the town s side roads and into the residential

areas Most of the people engaged in the fruit and vegetable business had

come from the Pashto speaking lower Swat region the fertile fields and
gardens of which also furnished the bulk of the urban centres fresh sup

plies Even if an increasing amount of vegetables on sale was being pro

duced locally and a number of related stalls were owned by members of

autochthonous groups it was evident that the vegetable retail trade in
Gilgit Skardu and Chilas was dominated by Pashto speakers and the

wholesale section fully controlled by them

As in pre KKH times descendents of the Ghizar merchants who
counted themselves among the most affluent men in town as well as

Pathan traders from Hazara were still selling the best quality fabric in Gil

git bazaar Their shops complemented by numerous stalls belonging to
freshly arrived compatriots could mainly be found in Kashmiri and Sadar

Bazaar Similarly to their predecessors cloth merchants continued to pro

cure their wares mosdy from the Pakistani lowland but ever since the

opening of the border more and more merchandise especially silk was
now also coming in from China

While the majority of shops operated by Pashtun entrepreneurs in
Gilgit were part of already well established commercial clusters like Kash

miri Raja Momin and Airport Bazaar a significant number of them
could also be located in new sections like for example in the freshly
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raised NLI Market Within months of its inauguration in spring 1995 this

vast commercial space situated in the very centre of the town on a

place once occupied by the barracks of the Northern Light Infantry the

area s defence force had developed into Gilgit s most important loca
tion for the purchase of all kinds of top price range merchandise Parallel

to this it had also turned into the bazaar with the probably highest con

centration of Pashto speaking traders in the Northern Areas 27 At the
time of my research that market was mostly frequented by clients from

the Pakistani lowlands who were taking advantage of the Northern
Areas comparatively lower prices on imported goods Competing for the

costumers attention where representatives of old established merchant

families many of them with secondary shops elsewhere in town side
by side with recently arrived traders who had put all their financial re

sources into the business counting on a safe and fast return

The rich assortment of luxury goods available in most of their shops

as well as the required rent deposit of up to 400 thousand Pakistani Ru

pees at that time about 10,000 clearly demonstrated not only the Path

an traders business acumen and willingness to take risks but also their

vast investment capacity Apart from high value cotton fabric and ready

made garments NLI Market Pashto speakers primarily dealt with wares

from China such as silk blankets and porcelain as well as expensive elec

trical and electronic devices

Smaller shops usually received sporadic supplies from casual dealers

who purchased goods in China at their own risk and resold them on re

turn to the Northern Areas Well established businessmen who often
were linked to traders in the lowlands normally did not rely on freelance

middlemen but employed their own wholesale purchasers usually close

relatives entitled to a business partner s share in the turnover of the mer

chandise Each spring as soon as the Khunjarab Pass was snow free and

the border re opened a great number of these purchasers set off toward

China sometimes travelling as far as Shanghai and Hong Kong in search

27 Out of 111 NLI Market shops counted by Dittmann 1998 p 73 in Septem
bers 1995 68 were run by merchants speaking Pashto and/or originating from
the NWFP
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of profitable deals Abdullah Khan whose family business was also repre
sented in Peshawar and Dir related to me the following about his last

business trip

My brother and I own two shops in Gilgit this one here in
Medina Market and a brand new one in NLI Market My father
has a shop at Peshawar s Sadar Bazaar Five years ago we started

buying goods in China supplying our father s shop We always
reloaded our things in Gilgit and gradually realized that the city

was good for serious business First because of the proximity of
the border so one can cut on transportation rates and offer the

goods here cheaper than in down country And second because

shop rents here are just about half of what they would be in Pe

shawar And there are of course the customers In the summers

many Punjabis come to Gilgit to combine a family holiday in the

mountains with a shopping trip Others visit the town the whole

year around just for business to buy Chinese goods on whole

sale basis since they are duty free here This very shop was the
first we opened and because it was doing so well we recently

took another one at NLI Market This NLI place is still new and
the price for a shop there is much higher than elsewhere in town

but as a saying goes one has to invest into the future

My brother is in charge of the affairs here in Gilgit and I travel to

China each year to buy goods I am mostly interested in cassette
recorders walkmans radios and similar electronic devices We
can sell them directly in our shops and the turnover is really good

since these things are much cheaper than the Japanese brands

that my father is getting through the Afghanistan trade 28 I also

buy fertilizer and silk fabric and I even brought back five moun

28 The narrator is refering to the so called re export business in which goods ar
riving in Pakistan from abroad mainly by sea to Karachi were officially declar
ed as imports for Afghanistan but than sold in the Tribal Areas and illegally re
turned to the Pakistani mainland where they could be offered for a more com
petetive price as they had not been subjected to import duty
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tain bikes last year I usually travel by bus to Urumchi capital of

Xinjiang Region Earlier Kashghar a city in Xinjiang half way
between the Pakistani border and Urumchi also used to be a
good place for trade but now there are too many of our business

men there and the prices have risen

Last summer I first went to Urumchi where I placed a large or
der for fertilizer We usually sell it through my uncle s shop in

Dir But the supplier made me wait too long so I decided to go
further to the east of the country I wanted to explore the market
for electronic goods which were said to be cheaper there than in

Xinjiang Finally I took a train to Shanghai It was my first visit
to this huge city but I was with some friends from Peshawar who

knew the place as they were doing this journey not for the first

time The cassette recorders were really cheaper in Shanghai but

I could not find a good transport opportunity and I anyway had

to return to the fertilizer supplier in Urumchi So I bought Japa

nese silk instead which I could take with me on the train in
boxes The whole Shanghai adventure took me almost one
month but back in Xinjiang I still had to wait two more weeks
for the fertilizer In the middle of August I returned to Pakistan
with three trucks Since we are not permanent residents of the

Northern Areas we have no import license But I know some
people in the customs department in Sost Usually I pay them
between three and five Lakhs 300 500 thousand Pakistani Ru

pees per load and they take care of everything After crossing the

border we reloaded our goods on Pakistani vehicles Normally
my brother sends drivers to wait for me but Sost has a busy
bazaar so whenever the need arises I can also simply hire an ad

ditional lorry

Going with goods from Sost to down country one has to bring

them across the many check points on the way Police rangers
and customs everyone wants to make some money from us tra

ders They simply block the road and demand a payment Some
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times it costs a lot and sometimes they are satisfied with a couple

of hundreds Each time I think I know all the posts and each
time new ones are emerging They are no better than thieves and

highway robbers These kinds of things could never have happe

ned under General Zia Military ruler of Pakistan 1977 to 1988
The cash hand outs continue all the way to Peshawar and one is

relieved of a whole lot of money This is why smaller consign
ments or goods which do not have to be dispatched immediately

I normally first bring to Gilgit From here they are then sent fur

ther through private runner or a transport company In this way

one can avoid some of the extra payments

Normally between June and the closing of the border in Novem

ber I manage to make two trips to China The people there are

not very welcoming but business is good and I know already
many other business travellers whom I meet each time in the
hotel or on the bus In fact a Pashtun from Swat who has mar

ried a local woman recently even set up a street restaurant in

Kashghar where we can eat our food and drink our tea These
are the things which make life in foreign lands more bearable

Gilgit May 1995

As is evident tom Abdullah Khan s recollections besides licensed i e legal

importation there existed also other less official ways to bring goods
from China over the Khunjarab Pass into Pakistan In fact during the
time of my research border traffic in contraband seemed to have been so

widespread that people actively involved in it were as we have seen in the

aforementioned example not hesitant or embarrassed to speak about it

even with a foreigner Actually the smuggling procedure applied was ex

tremely simple one trader described it as the pay and go approach

with the quantity of goods involved ranging from a bundle taken as hand

luggage into the public border bus up to several tons loaded onto pri
vately rented lorries

Although representatives of all ethnic groups present in the Northern
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Areas participated in and profited from that kind of unauthorized border

trade Pashtun entrepreneurs were often singled out for their as one of
my local interviewees pointedly called it shameless abuse of a well
functioning system Among other excesses those interviewed listed Pa

than involvement in illegal cross border business connected with drugs

antiques and protected animal species Of course these kinds of general

allegations are never easy to prove However they seemed not to be com

pletely unfounded as is evident from the following story told by Nauni

hal Burushaski speaker from Gilgit which is devoted to an encounter
with Pashtun falcon smugglers in Kashghar

It happened around three years ago At that time I used to work

as the representative of Walji s Travel Agency in Kashghar Once

when I sat in my bureau in Chini Bagh Hotel a Chinese customs

official acquainted to me called me up and asked me to see him

in his office There he told me that his colleagues at the Chinese

Pakistani border in Tashkurghan had caught five Pathans cit
izens of Pakistan with living falcons in their luggage Smuggling
falcons is a very profitable business entirely controlled by traders

from Peshawar who are making a fortune out of it These beauti

ful birds are in high demand mainly in Saudi Arabia and the
Emirates Every little Sheikh there is desperate to have his own

hunting falcon but since you can t find them anymore in the
desert they have to be imported As falcons are a rare and pro

tected species it is not always easy to acquire one but the
Sheikhs are ready to pay any amount of money for it And as we
say where there is a buyer there is also a Pathan

One area where one can still encounter many falcons is the
mountains of Xinjiang right here over the border in China So
the rich Arabs through their middlemen contact specialists in

Peshawar whose job it is to find the birds and bring them into

Pakistan The falcon business as such can be divided into three
stages trapping transport and sale The Pathans are responsible

for the transport and the sale while trapping is taken care of by
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the locals Although according to Chinese law catching these
birds is an illegal act the prospective cash acts as a strong incen

tive so there is no shortage of Kashgharis giving in to the temp

tation Once a falcon is in the net it is passed on to the smug
glers These are professional gangs who often have their own
veterinarian with them since the birds are extremely sensitive the

journey is long and no one wants to run any risks in view of the
large sums of money involved So the Pathans take over the bird

give it a sedative stitch its eyes shut hide it in their luggage and

off they go to the border The birds fall under a strict export ban

in China and the official penalty for falcon smuggling is draconi

an In our case the Chinese authorities had apparently caught

one of these gangs just imagine these clever Pathans were said
to have had hidden the drugged birds in empty thermos flasks

and wanted to put its members on public trial as a deterrent for
other poachers

The trial took place in the city court of Kashghar where apart
from men and women in all kinds of uniforms there was also a

sizable public presence including a team from the Chinese Tele

vision I was the representative of Pakistan so to say invited to
give to the whole performance the required international touch

The authorities had even provided for a Urdu Chinese interpret

er who took pains to translate every word for me The trial did

not last long The public prosecutor and the defence thundered
patriotic speeches the accused admitted their guilt and an angry

judge pronounced sentences of five to seven years The convicted

enemies of the state looked quite crestfallen I started to wonder

about the prospects of these men sentenced to so many years to

be spent in one of these notorious Chinese labour camps

I don t like Pathans and certainly I did not like these smugglers
who gave our country a bad name while earning a lot of money

for themselves But after all they were my fellow citizens and I

somehow felt sorry for them The judge had ruled that they were
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to start serving their sentence immediately so I went up to the
group and asked whether I could get them a few things from

home What things man they shouted We can get them our
selves once we are back But who is going to reimburse all the
money that we had to pay these sons of bitches for our freedom

And they even took the birds away A week later by the time an
official feature about the trial was aired on Chinese Television

our Pathan friends were already safe and sound back in Peshawar

and I bet it will not be the last time that I see them around

Gilgit May 1995

Besides well established Pathan merchants and professional Pathan

smugglers whose activities were not always easily distinguishable and

who were normally operating with hefty investments under high risks
and on regional/supra regional level the Northern Areas also continued

to attract many small scale businessmen But in contrast to their more il

lustrious brethren the majority of them acted only on a purely local basis

and with many fewer assets at their disposal Probably the most charac

teristic representatives of this brand of entrepreneurs were the mobile

traders highly popular with the residents of the rural areas and already

well known to us from pre KKH times

In the mid 1990s it wasn t easy to find a village of any significance not

periodically visited by travelling Pashto speaking businessmen 29 The

choice of goods traded by them reflected their and their clients limited
financial possibilities Thus threads needles buttons simple cosmetics

ball point pens cooking utensils knives as well as toys and school materi

al for children were among the most common articles on offer Other
more specialised entrepreneurs dealt in inexpensive shoes and cotton

cloth or bought dried fruits mushrooms herbs nuts bones goat hair

29 The only prominent exception to this was ironically Bagrot the valley so fondly
remembered by Abdul Qayyum son of Re aq Khan while recalling his father s
business travels in the 1960s At the time of my research Bagrot was carefully
avoided by travelling Pathan traders as they feared acts of hostility from its
Shiite inhabitants whom they suspected of harbouring strong anti Sunnite sen
timents
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Family in Bagrvt Valley

wool hides and recyclable material such as plastic empty tins and paper

Most of these goods were then brought to central collection points in the

bazaars of Gilgit Chilas and Skardu and from there either resold or fur

ther dispatched to the South As can be seen from this listing items dealt

with were still very much the same as in the 1960s or during the colonial

period for that matter What had changed though was the business en

vironment While petty traders like Re aq Khan used to move around on

foot carrying the merchandise on offer on their own back or at best on

a mule their modern counterparts toured the villages more or less com
fortably in public minibuses or collective jeep taxis

No doubt these new transportation facilities had made the toil of the

modern mobile traders much easier but they also stimulated the travel of

their potential customers to central bazaar places where they could mar

ket their products themselves and purchase the things they needed out of

a larger selection and for a more competitive price Besides this over the

previous decades basic shops run by local businessmen often retired
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army personal or state pensioners had appeared in many of the settle

ments The goods to be found on their shelves normally included the

ones offered by the travelling entrepreneurs and most of their owners

also acted as middlemen for dried fruits and local forest products As a

result Pathan mobile traders although still very active in the region were

facing an increasingly stiff competition which in consequence one may

assume could lead to a gradual disappearance of their time honoured
profession

What will probably remain unchallenged though is the Pashto speak

ers leading role in the purchase and resale of bones hides and recyclable

industrial material First of all few members of autochthonous ethno lin

guistic groups would consider engaging in this trade as dealing with such

kind of products is traditionally regarded as polluting and degrading And

second and maybe even more important in the mid 1990s Pashtuns
were still the only ones who entertained professional contacts to tanne

ries and workshops in the plains specialising on the processing of these

items

2 3 2 2 Craftsmen

Besides a significant influx of new traders the KKH also stimulated an
increased arrival of craftsmen Most noticeable among them were the

cobblers In their places of origin mostly Bajaur and Dir many of them
belonged to families traditionally engaged in the tanning of hides and the

processing of leather

As early as 1964 Staley counted twelve of these leatherworkers in the

bazaars of Gilgit Town dating their arrival back to the previous years

Staley 1966 p 96 quoted after Kreutzmann 1989 p 187 Moreover
judging from the reminiscences of Sarwar Khan and childhood memories

of other elderly interviewees Pathan Mochis seem to have been present

at least in Gupis and Gilgit already in pre Independence times

In the mid 1990s these specialized craftsmen could be encountered all

over the Northern Areas Almost each bazaar had at least one tiny spot
or shaky wooden booth where a tireless cobbler was bestowing new life

on the torn leather shoes and plastic sandals of his patiently waiting cus
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Tailors in their workshop in Chilas

tomers The rent for the cobbler s place was low the tools of his trade
simple and inexpensive and the amount of things to be mended endless

Besides this professional competition was limited to the artisan s compat

riots as most members of autochthonous groups regarded his occupation

as much below their status Under these favourable circumstances it

seems only natural that cobblers were by far the largest Pashto speaking

group of craftsmen in the Northern Areas

Apart from the Mochis who were working the year round on a fixed

spot there were others who during the warm season would pay visits to

costumers in far flung villages Like the travelling traders mobile leather

workers had their very personal well established business routes on

which they did not tolerate any contenders And also similar to them
cobblers hardly ever shifted their permanent residence to the Northern

Areas as according to the statement of one of my Mochi interviewees
even working day and night would never bring enough money to sup

port wife and children in this strange and unwelcoming place

Other typical Pashto speaking craftsmen encountered in the Northern

Areas were tailors and barbers The first usually laboured in workshops in
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groups of three to seven people often related to each other by family ties

and/or originating from the same village These Pashtun run tailor shops

which in the mid 1990s were limited to the urban centres had an excel

lent standing as their employees were reputed to display professional
skills not equalled by the average local craftsman The professionalism of

the Pashtun tailors may have been connected to the fact that many of

them had previously been working in similar facilities in Peshawar or
Swat and some of them had even gained experience in the country s large

sewing factories At least in Gilgit and Chilas owners of the more busy

workshops did not object to instructing apprentices belonging to other

ethno linguistic groups Hence it was not unusual to encounter a local
tailor master with a rudimentary knowledge of Pashto who had learned

his craft in one of the prestigious Pathan ateliers Almost all of the
Pashto speaking tailors were temporary migrants a circumstance which

made itself particularly felt around major religious holidays when the best

workshops in town remained closed for weeks on end as everybody was

away on home leave

Similar to tailors also most of the barbers used to come and work in

the Northern Areas on a purely temporary basis Barber shops the bigger

ones often doubling as public baths could be found in all larger bazaars
of the region Apart from Pashtuns the barber s trade was also regularly

exercised by Hindko speakers originating from Pakistan administered

Kashmir or from Hazara It was interesting to observe that while most
members of autochthonous groups harboured a readily and strongly ex

pressed aversion to everything connected with the barber s profession
their dislike obviously did not include the hair cutter s services as such In

fact judging by the existence of an impressive number of trendy and ex

tremely well patronized salons visiting the hairdresser s seemed to be the

favourite local pastime Connected to this passion which was shared by

young men from among all ethnic and religious backgrounds one may re

call an anecdote circulating in Gilgit during the mid 1990s According to

it after the sectarian unrest of 1988 local fashion conscious Shiite radicals

were raising funds within their community in order to attract co religion
ist hairdressers from Parachinar a Shiite majority town in the Kurram
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Tribal Agency since they felt increasingly uncomfortable under the

sharp razor blades of Sunnite barbers Whether true or simply well in
vented the story was echoed by the existence of a couple of barbershops

in Gilgit and Danyor which were operated by recendy arrived Shiite Pa
thans

At the same time Pashto speaking barbers from Hazara were allegedly

the first Sunnites who had succeeded in establishing themselves in the

bazaar of Ismaili dominated Karimabad Hunza Sayed Akbar Khan the
owner of the local hairdresser salon related to me how he and his broth

er had arrived there

I am from Abbottabad My wife and my parents live there We
are affiliated to the Swatis and Pashto is our mother tongue I

have learnt the barber s craft from my father and he from his

father in fact it is the hereditary profession of our family
Already as a young boy I used to help out in my father s salon

Later on I set out to practice my trade in other places First I
went to Karachi where I was employed with an experienced mas

ter in Pathan Town It was a good time and I made a decent
amount of money but then the city became restless There was
constant trouble between Pathans and Muhajirs Urdu speaking

group in Karachi Although I personally did not have anything
to do with these disturbances it was still dangerous to speak
Pashto or even to look like a Pathan They beat up a friend of
mine another was arrested by the police for no reason and had
to pay a hefty sum to bail himself out I realized that there was

no future for me in that town so I left for Peshawar There I set

up a small open stall in Cinema Bazaar but my earnings were
meagre and I could not rise enough money to rent a larger and

better situated shop to which more customers would come So I

went back to Abbottabad where I spoke to my father and than to

my younger brother We decided to set up a salon in Gilgit be
cause we had heard from a relative that there barbers were in de
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mand and shop rents low Our father gave us money and we went

to Gilgit This was about five years ago

We reached Gilgit just after the 1988 clashes At that time many

people there regarded Pashtuns as trouble makers So we did not

start anything but went on to Gakuch administrative centre of

Ghizar District Initially we planned to return to Gilgit once the

situation improved but business in Gakuch where we had in
stalled ourselves in the main bazaar was so good that we stayed

on for two years We employed an assistant and worked in turns

sometimes my brother was at home in Abbottabad and some
times it was me

Later on a local Ismaili told us that barbers were needed in Ali
abad Hunza This village is located on the road to China and all

the buses stop there This means lots of through traffic plenty of

shops and subsequendy many customers We ran a salon in Ali
abad for another two years There we often received customers

from Karimabad central settlement of Hunza Valley who came

all the way down just to get a shave in our shop Meanwhile two

other barbers had set up shop in Aliabad both from Hazara like
us but Hindko speakers Friends from Karimabad invited us to
start business in their local bazaar Initially I wasn t interested at

all because every one knows how strange these Ismailis are and

how little respect they have in their hearts for us Sunnites Later

however my younger brother argued strongly for the move
Please understand that we would be the only barbers in the
whole bazaar The entire village would come to us and they have

so much money That s how he spoke to me And since one of
their leaders promised to lease a place to us and to help in case

there were any problems I finally agreed Now we are here for
more than a year and I have not regretted this move even for a

minute

Karimabad May 1995
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2 3 2 3 Other professions

One of the most characteristic indications of the area s fast economic de

velopment in the decades following the opening of the KKH was a sharp

increase in privately financed construction activities During the time of

my research innumerable busy building sites for new hotels so called
shopping plazas usually nothing else than the accumulation of garage

like concrete structures along a sidewalk or around a small central square

and other commercial installations were to be found in the urban

centres as well as in smaller centrally located places like Gupis Gakuch

Yasin Village and Aliabad While the people working at these sites could
belong to any of the region s ethno linguistic groups there was a ten

dency for a certain origin related division of labour Hence speakers of

local languages and people from Kohistan normally functioned as engin

eers contractors masons and handymen while Pashtuns mainly specia

lised in working with concrete All Pashtun construction workers inter
viewed by me were temporary migrants Usually they cooperated with a

particular contractor who not only handed them their pay and guaran

teed their free lodging all over Pakistan construction workers used to

sleep in the unfinished building but also took them along to a new site

once the old assignment was completed Most of the specialists in con
crete construction had previously been working with other contractors in

the NWFP or in Punjab and had shifted to the Northern Areas in search

of better conditions However nobody I spoke to expressed any liking

for the present place of work as the new wage was generally lower than

one had expected and the living conditions dictated by the cooler moun

tain climate much harder than in the Pakistani lowlands

Equally prominent in the bazaars of Gilgit and Chilas were the
Pashto speaking porters In fact they were virtually impossible to go un

noticed as by manoeuvring their heavily loaded two wheeled flat board

pushcarts through the market crowds they significantly contributed to the

urban centres general traffic chaos All the porters made their living

through day to day assignments received from the surrounding traders

and transport companies There was certainly no lack of work but the
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Tea shop owner in digit s Airport Bazaar

money earned with their heavy labour was so little that none of the men I

spoke to would even think about making the current place of his work his

permanent home

Another business well liked by Pashto speakers was the running of

so called hotels a term under which local parlance subsumed all kinds of

inns basic restaurants and tea stalls Already during the early 1960s Staley

counted as many as 23 such establishments in the bazaars of Gilgit not

specifying however which ethnic groups their respective owners be
longed to Staley 1966 p 251 quoted after Kreutzmann 1989 p 186

A tremendous boost to the hotel business was given by the opening

of the KKH which brought about the arrival of hitherto unseen numbers

of seasonal workers traders and tourists all in need of shelter food and

tea While the places catering to the needs of foreigners and other well

off customers were almost exclusively operated by autochthonous entre

preneurs Pashto speakers had taken charge of the hospitality sector s

more basic side And they did it with a fair amount of success Just to
give a casual impression In summer 1995 I found 17 hotels in the lower

71



section of Gilgit s Airport Bazaar eleven of which belonged to Pathan

owners In autumn 1994 Skardu s New Bazaar Road had a total of eight
food stalls half of them manned mainly by Pashto speaking personnel

This much about the proportions in the urban centres As for the newly
established road side bazaars there were some of them like the market in

Sazin the one in Sost or the long winding trade area below Chilas where

almost all basic eateries rested in Pathan hands

It was interesting to observe that most of these Pathan run small en

terprises which often counted not more than a manager cook and a
serving boy were operated by temporary migrants from Swat and
Mardan usually members of one extended family or hailing from the
same village From discussions with them it appeared that setting up a

hotel was a concept popular with prospective investors and employees

alike The former found it attractive because the initial financial input

could be kept at a minimum which was due to the fact that the premises

were normally not bought but rented and then fitted out with only the

most simple furniture and equipment For the latter it was suitable as

except for cooking there were no special professional skills required tea
making serving and cleaning could be quickly picked up during the first

days of duty Besides this all interviewees cherished the idea that there

were no communication barriers between them and their customers
since most of the migrant workers traders and truck drivers frequenting

these places were Pashto speakers anyway One remained among one s

own people in a sense

Many hotels employed children and youths as helpers Grateful for a

chance not to go hungry and eventually to earn even enough money to

support their families back home these boys frequently performed heavy

and underpaid work The 17 year old Dilraj a temporary migrant in Gil

git told me the following about his career as a kitchen hand

My family lives in Mardan My father is a poor farmer and I
have eight brothers and sisters When I was six years old my elder

brother Kamran took up a job in Gilgit He was 15 years old at
that time My uncle Mahbub worked as a waiter in Vershigroom
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Hotel in Airport Bazaar The manager of the hotel at that time

was from our village and since they needed more service boys

my uncle brought my brother in Two years later my parents sent

me to Kamran so he could teach me and I could live with him In
the beginning I used to wipe the tables and bring the tea Later

on I was also allowed to serve the food

In the meantime my brother had become a baker in Pathan
Hotel the one formerly known as Jubilee Hotel which is right

opposite the central cinema hall They make their own bread
there The original owner of the hotel had leased it to Re a Khan

who like us was also from Mardan He hired my brother who
then was working there every day from six o clock in the morn

ing until nine or ten o clock in the night On my brother s request

Re a Khan employed me as a waiter As far as I remember there

were four or five of us all from Mardan I was the youngest and

every one looked after me Shabash Khan the one eyed night
guard was like a father to me since my brother had barely any

time It was hard work we had to serve the food scrub the
tables clean up in the evening and help to wash the heavy cook

ing pots Food and lodging was for free All of us children slept
together in a large room just behind the prayer platform Once a

year we went home This took place during Ramadan because
the hotel remained closed and everything was repainted Later my

younger brother Irfan also joined us I took care of him because

by that time Kamran had found a job in Kashmir Inn in Ra
walpindi

I left Pathan Hotel after three years Someone had shot and
robbed Re a Khan as he went home in the evening with the day s
earnings He survived but was badly wounded and so scared that

he did not want to work as the manager anymore With the new

manager we had fights all the time He was a greedy man and a

hard task master constantly hurrying us as if we were chickens

So I quit and started working in a hotel in Gakuch which had
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been opened by a man from Swat Earlier he d had a shop in
Sazin bazaar but he could not get along with the Kohistanis
there I was his only help and had to do everything while he
cooked and collected the money The hotel did not do well and
then he also was opposed to let me go home during Ramadan in

sisting that in this way we would miss the best business period of

the year So I quit again Actually I wanted to join my brother in

Rawalpindi and find a better job there but when I arrived he
was so busy with his job that he could not help me with anything

Then I went back to Gilgit and started working in Medina
Hotel to the manager of which I was introduced by a friend
from my Pathan Hotel times Here I am a waiter now but I am
also allowed to help with the cooking in order to learn something

more I never went to school I can t read and write and I do not
know any other trade Maybe I can become a cook later Then

when I have earned enough money I will open my own hotel to

gether with both of my brothers

Gilgit April May 1995

Other trades and professions in which mostly temporary migrant
Pashto speakers were engaged included the sale of shoes the repairing of

mechanical electrical and electronic items wholesale trade in timber mo

bile trade in knives the running of slaughterhouses for buffaloes and the

butcher shops associated with them as well as professional money lend

ing As for the last business it was said of a Pathan lender that he would

give you any amount of money at any time but would not hesitate to
claim cut and sell your last tree while collecting his interest on the loan

When I was enquiring about recent migrants working as farmers I was

repeatedly ensured by long term Pashtun residents that according to their

knowledge no one of this occupation had settled in the area since a very

long time This information was somehow corroborated by my own ob

servations as I was able to identify only two Pathan peasants who had es
tablished themselves after Independence The brothers Abdullah Khan and
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Risyvan Khan originated in Swat from where they had fled in fear of blood

revenge to the Tangir Valley in the 1950s After placing themselves under

the protection of an influential community leader they were assigned

land for building a house in the village of Shatil where at the time of my
visit in spring 1995 they and members of their family were still working as

tenants

But it was not only that almost no new farmers had settled over the
last 40 years Even peasant households the founders of which had come

to the area much before Independence were in the process of gradually

diversifying their sources of income slowly but sure moving away form

agriculture One example of this approach was the family of Alam Khan

from Astor who had sold the larger part of their farmland to the govern

ment and invested the money thus earned into setting up a pharmacy in

Gilgit bazaar Another case under consideration was Sayed Rahman As we

already know from a previous chapter his grandfather Sayed Emtiya had

acquired fallow land in Chamuga sometime during the end of the colonial
period Later in the 1960s Sayed Rahman s father had started a business in

Office employee from Sultanabad
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Karakoram Highway in the upper part of Hun a Valley

Gilgit moving with wife and children to the town and leasing his for
Northern Area standards rather considerable piece of arable land to local

farmers and members of the Maruts gold washer community In the time

of my research Sajed Rahman and his eldest son by now owners of two
profitable shops in Gilgit s Kashmiri Bazaar had finally decided to put

their Chamurga property for sale with the aim to invest the money into

prospective commercial operations

What remains to be mentioned regarding professions pursued by
Pashtun migrants in the mid 1990s are careers linked to state institutions

and the armed services The unbroken popularity of these kind of posi

tions was as ever connected to the stable income the high prestige and

the right to pension associated with them But differently from the past

when as we saw such appointments were often given to newly arrived

migrants now only members of well established permanent households

would be considered as eligible candidates From among the migrant

families mentioned in this study two grand sons of the old time Ghizar
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merchant Sarwar Khan served as officers in the Pakistani army and a third

one was working as physician in a local dispensary One of the brothers

of Abdul Qayyum whose father had been working as a mobile trader in

Bagrot held the position of a clerk in the local administration A brother

in law of Ni amuddin from Skardu was employed in the governmental
Forest Department and a brother of the trader and Chamurga land own

er Sayed Rahman was a surgeon in Gilgit hospital Other permanent mi

grants worked in the Health and Education Departments in the police
service and as teachers in local schools
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Pashto Urdu and the others

3 1 Using Pashto Who when and how

For permanently settled migrants communication in Pashto was prima
rily concentrated amongst their own family 30

Almost all older interviewees stated that they used Pashto on a regular

basis with their parents wives and children The only exceptions noted

involved cases where the informant s wife was not a native Pashto speak

er In these households the spouses used to communicate with each oth

er in the wife s mother tongue usually at the same time the local majority

language However I was also informed about a few cases where non
Pathan women who had been married into a Pashtun household had
picked up Pashto and were using it parallel to their mother tongue in
communication with their new relatives

In this context it should be pointed out that in the mid 1990s mar

riages between Pashtun men and non Pashtun women were a rather rare

phenomenon 31 On enquiry I was told that the motive behind such mat

rimonial unions was the often exorbitant price demanded for a real
Pashtun bride Thus mixed marriages were almost exclusively limited to

the lower income layer of the permanent Pashto speaking migrants In

households which had accepted non Pathan women over two or more

generations children tended to grow up with the language of their moth

er However in three such cases recorded by me the also Pashto speak
ing fathers had made a conscious effort to impart to their children at least

a rudimentary knowledge of their paternal ancestors tongue

30 This part of the study is based on data pertaining to a selection of 60 inter
viewees 30 of them being temporary Pashtun migrants and 30 permanent ones
Both groups were then further subdivided into younger until 30 years of age
and older speakers

31 Family histories and socio linguistic evidence see also the table in the annex
suggest that this must have been different in the past
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This much about the older generation of permanently settled Pashto

speakers As for the younger migrants their language situation within the

family presented itself in a slighdy more differentiated way Every single
informant in this group acknowledged using Pashto while communicating

with his father Children of a non Pashtun mother generally talked to her

in her mother tongue Siblings normally used Pashto with each other
within the home but while outdoors often chose the local majority lan

guage even if both their parents were Pashto speakers The common ex

planation given for this switch was that it took place out of consideration

for non Pashto speakers present during the conversation However ac

cording to my own observations the choice was more often than not also

motivated by a quantitatively and qualitatively restricted level of mother

tongue proficiency among the younger speakers Actually on a number

of occasions I overheard youngsters at their home talking in Pashto to

each other but changing into the local majority language the moment
their elders left the room

Beyond the inner family circle it was the neighbours who prevailed

for both younger and older permanent migrants as Pashto communica

tion partners This was especially true in places like Chilas Town and

Taus where a number of Pathan households were situated close to each

other While older speakers did not leave any doubt that they preferred to

use their common mother tongue with all their Pashtun neighbours

younger informants saw nothing unusual in talking to their friends in the

local majority language However their friends fathers and uncles were

normally addressed in Pashto

Regarding temporary Pashtun migrants who were normally encoun

tered in the local bazaars the majority of permanently setded speakers

stated that they always communicated with them in Pashto Even the rep

resentatives of the younger generation whose Pashto proficiency was

rather low and who would probably have had much less difficulty ex
pressing themselves in Urdu considered the idea of talking to their non

settled counterparts in any language other than their common mother

tongue as shameful
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Temporary Pashtun migrants stated that their most frequent Pashto com

munication partners came from among fellow residents in their tempor

ary dera households people who as a rule originated from the same dia
lectal area as them Further contacts concerned other temporary migrants

encountered while performing professional activities in the bazaar Deal

ings with permanently settled Pashto speakers mostly in their function

as customers were of a much less common nature Although the com

munication with them did not seem to pose any major linguistic chal
lenges a number of temporary migrants complained about the settlers

faulty Pashto especially with regard to the language spoken by the
younger generation

As far as written communication is concerned only a minority among

the Pashtuns included in this study had a formal education and even in

these cases schooling rarely went beyond matriculation grade At the

same time the number of people who had been to school was much
higher among permanent than among temporary migrants This inequal

ity may be connected to the fact that the majority of the former belonged

to the higher income layer of society whereas the bulk of the latter came

from lower income family backgrounds

Interestingly the written language acquired in the course of formal

education was normally not Pashto but Urdu and if the informant had
been attending a religious school as some of the temporary migrants

had done also a rudimentary Classical Arabic For the permanent mi
grants this lack of mother tongue literary skill can be explained by the cir

cumstance that in the Northern Areas there was no possibility at school

level to learn how to read and write Pashto Thus only three out of 15
younger permanent Pashtun migrants were literate in this language while

14 of them had actually been to school The three exceptions came from

well off families and had acquired their Pashto reading and writing profi

ciency from their fathers All the other formally educated settlers used
Urdu for their personal correspondence

A rather different picture emerges with regard to the temporary mi

grants Although as already mentioned there were significantly fewer
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formally educated people among them 13 out of 30 still more than the

half i e seven of these literate informants could read and write Pashto 32

3 1 1 Facing the dialectal divide

Pashto has a great number of dialects which can be united into three or
four larger groups 33 This dialectal grouping is primarily based on criteria

linked to systematic sound changes Besides there are also significant
morphological and lexical differences between the varieties Even phono

logically close dialects within the same group frequently differ from each

other in regard to the use of lexemes and idioms Thus for an outsider
acquainted only with one dialect it is often difficult to understand speak

ers of others An extreme but characteristic example of this is the variety

prevalent in South Waziristan which an uninitiated non Pashtun listener

could easily take for a separate language only vaguely reminiscent of
Pashto

As a matter of fact these linguistic difficulties are not only faced by

outsiders Even for native speakers of different Pashto dialects it can be a

challenge to converse with each other in their common mother tongue

especially since they cannot fall back on a widely diffused normative lan

guage functioning like for example Modern Standard English in the

contemporary English speaking context However in the course of their
daily interactions Pashtuns have developed certain verbal communication

techniques which enable them to cross the existing dialectal boundaries

and to communicate successfully in Pashto

Later on in the text I shall deal with the peculiarities of these commu

32 Taking into consideration the fact that all thirteen had attended a school in the
Pashtun core areas the question naturally arises why only seven of them had
mastered their mother tongue a language with a well established literary tradi
tion in written form The main reason for this was obviously that the political
decision makers in Pakistan s Pashtun regions did not give much attention to
the promotion of Pashto at school level Along with underpaid overworked
teachers parents with other educational priorities and the lack of a national lit
erary standard this resulted in a situation where Pashto as a written language
was confined to an existence in the shadows

33 On dialectal divisions of Pashto see Henderson as well as Skjasrvo pp 386 387
and Hallberg 1992a pp 16 19
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Porter from Swabi in Gilgit Bazaar

nication techniques as they manifested themselves in the verbal interac

tions of the Pashtun migrants in the Northern Areas But first some ob

servations on the speakers dialectal origins and their related linguistic

choices within their own household

As will be remembered from the preceding chapters all interviewed

Pashto speaking migrants permanent and temporary alike could trace

their family roots back to the Pashtun heartiand Most of my informants

or their forefathers originally hailed from the predominandy Pashto
speaking region south of Chitral demarcated in the west by the Pakistani

Afghan border Durand line in the south by the Kabul River and in the

east by the Indus From within this region many temporary migrants as

well as the majority of migrants setded in the Northern Areas belonged to

the valleys of Dir and Swat to Bajaur and the Mohmand Agency A signi

ficant number of temporary migrants were also from the Malakand
Agency as well as from the Swabi and Mardan Districts Others came

from Peshawar District or from the Hazara Subdivision of NWFP situ
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ated on the eastern bank of the Indus In all these places the northeast

ern dialect continuum of Pashto is spoken A comparatively smaller num

ber of temporary migrants came from regions covered by southeastern

dialectal varieties like from the Bannu and Kohat Districts from the
Kurram Agency from Waziristan and Baluchistan A few setded families
named eastern Afghanistan as the native place of their ancestors

Within the migrants households visited by me people normally spoke

only one dialect usually identified by them as our Pashto In the case of

temporary migrants this seemed to be the natural choice since as already
mentioned a dera was normally shared by people belonging to the same

dialect area if not even to the same family 34

Also permanent migrants preferred the company of their kinsmen
taldng whenever possible marriage partners from within their own clan

or tribe So it wasn t surprising that most of them had retained the Pash

to dialect imported by their forefathers What was remarkable though

was the rather old fashioned form they had preserved Older Pashto
speakers especially were perfectly aware of this phenomenon Some of

them mentioned with no little pride that only they and their family still
used the correct version of their dialect while the Pashto now spoken in

the native region of their ancestors had over the years become impure

as witnessed by the mixed up language of the temporary migrants origin

ating from there

Whenever Pashto was put into writing the informant no matter if

permanent or temporary migrant simply transferred his particular dialect

to paper

Outside their households all Pathan migrants involved in this study regu

larly came into contact with speakers of other Pashto varieties Taking

into account the in part rather considerable differences between the dia

lects one would expect the verbal interaction of their speakers to be seri

ously hampered by incomprehension and misunderstandings But this did

not seem to be the case As far as I could observe communication be

34 A detailed analysis of the family relationships within a typical Pathan dera house
hold in Gilgit in the mid 1990s can be found in Sokefeld 1998b p 286f
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tween Pashto migrants using even very dissimilar varieties of their
mother tongue went on in a smooth and undisturbed way This apparent

ease was achieved by the speakers through following a simple pattern

Each participant in conversation used his own dialect If the person ad
dressed indicated that he had not understood something which the other

had said the person speaking provided a synonym or a phrase which was

intended to illustrate the meaning of his words In fact very often the

speaker added his explanation not just on request but immediately after a

word or statement identified by him as potentially creating difficulties in

comprehension The relevant synonym could be taken from the speaker s

native dialect or from any other variety preferably the one spoken by the

conversation partner the explanatory phrase was normally given in the

speaker s dialect

In order to illustrate this approach below is a short sample recorded

during a casual conversation between a shopkeeper from Mardan and his

newly engaged assistant from Dir

Za ba za r na ma ta pdy rdwra pdy tdso ce war ta sodd wdydy sd ce cdy kxe

dcay

Go bring me pdy milk from the bazaar pdy milk What you call sodd
milk What one adds to tea

This synonym technique which was also applied by Pashto speakers be

yond the Northern Areas might seem awkward at first but in practice it
worked well without any discernible slowing down of the interaction
Moreover it was always something special to see how quickly speakers of

various Pashto dialects were able to adapt to each other and how fast
most of them could activate a whole series of appropriate dialectal syn

onyms for any given term as and when the need for it arose Actually

none of the Pashtuns interviewed by me stated that he could not commu

nicate in his native dialect with other Pashto speakers

It was interesting to observe that even Pashtuns who regularly interac

ted with speakers of another particular dialect and had therefore acquired

a good passive knowledge of it still preferred to use their native variety in
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Cloth merchants from Skardu s New Bazaar

conversations with them When asked about the reason for their choice

they stated that it was better to speak one s own Pashto well and if neces

sary to explain certain things than to make oneself look ridiculous with

an incorrect application of the Pashto used by others

An exception to the synonym technique was made if the conversation

partners were able and willing to switch to the so called Peshawar dialect

This Pashto variety which is based on the Yusufzai dialect of the people

in Swat enjoyed a high prestige among the speakers of the northeastern

continuum 3 Besides this it was the standard medium of Peshawar radio

television and newspapers Among the Pashtuns in the Northern Areas
the Peshawar dialect was employed as a kind of supra regional language

Especially speakers of radically different dialects preferred it while inter

acting with each other while conversation partners with northeastern dia

lectal background often combined its use with the synonym technique

Another way to facilitate cross dialectal communication could have

35 The description of a forerunner of the contemporary Peshawar dialect is given
in D L R Lorimer s Syntax of Colloquial Pashto
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been to fall back on Urdu Pakistan s lingua franca which as we shall see

further down was also fairly widespread among Northern Areas Pashto
migrants However the recourse to Urdu in such situations was very rare

and limited to the occasional inclusion of an additional word into the
speaker s listing of synonyms The interviewees had their own explanation

for this restraint reasoning that if a compatriot was so uneducated not to

understand synonyms even in his own language there was only little
chance that the meaning of the Urdu equivalent could be known to him

So how does it come that the synonym technique and the supra re
gional variety were such common and efficient means for cross dialectal

communication between the Pashtun migrants in the Northern Areas As

far as my observations go the main reasons for this were the following

First of all conversations outside the speaker s native dialect i e outside

the sphere of his own household at least the conversations witnessed by

me were as a rule limited to simple everyday situations Besides this be

cause of their mobile professional lifestyle many temporary migrants had

acquired a high degree of linguistic flexibility in dealing with speakers of

Pashto dialects different from their own And last but not least it should

be kept in mind that most Pashtuns living in the Northern Areas were

native speakers of dialects belonging to the northeastern continuum a
fact which naturally furthered the use of the supra regional variety 36

And still not withstanding all these favourable conditions even a cas

ual conversation between speakers of closely related dialects could have

its pitfalls An illustration of the kind of difficulties to be encountered is

given in the following account of Dilraj an employee in a Gilgit hotel
whose life story we are already acquainted with from a previous chapter

In my early years in Gilgit my brother and I used to work in
Pathan Hotel Most of the people employed there were like us
from Mardan So we had no difficulties talking to each other But

I used to have problems understanding the guests Pashto Espe

36 The existence of a third cross dialectal communication tool a colloquial lan
guage sociolect specific to the Northern Areas Pashto speaking migrants as re

ferred to by E Bauer 1998 pp 635 639 could not be confirmed from my
own material
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cially the one spoken in Quetta is completely different from ours

but even people from Swat use quite strange expressions One of

them once told me that he had brought some kaJiire for me but

then gave me what we in Mardan normally call yun axi deep
fried biscuits I had thought he would have brought dates as this

is what kaJure means for us in Mardan and was rather disappoin

ted with these oily biscuits Another guest asked me while eating
to bring him some kasmiri I was puzzled and went to my brother

to ask him what sort of Kashmiris this might be He explained to

me that some people from Swat used this expression for toma

toes We in Mardan simply say tdmatdr

Also another confusing situation I remember quite well A boy
called Mohammad Salim from Mingaora in Swat used to work with

us in that time One day after dinner the two of us were sitting
together in our room and talking Suddenly the door opened and

a guest came in It was an elderly Hajji with a long beard and a
shaved upper lip probably a trader passing through Gilgit He
was looking for my brother who was supposed to arrange some

thing for him in his room My brother was still busy at the bakery

and I offered to take the Hajji there Before we left the room he

turned towards my friend and asked him alaka td ddlta kxe sd

kawe And what are you doing here boy Salim answered wali

na The man said xa xa xa tik su Good good good that s
fine At that moment I was perplexed by this short exchange

For me Salim s answer wali na Why shouldn t I be here was
impolite and irreverent That was not how I knew Salim And
what was even more bewildering was the fact the guest accepted

Salim s impudent words without any remark The next day I told

my brother about the incident and he laughed a lot Actually
people in Swat use wali na when we in Mardan would say assi
Nothing in particular just so That s why Salim s answer had

seemed rude and disrespectful only to me while it was perfectly

normal for the guest who also originated from Swat Later I
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heard similar exchanges on many occasions and got accustomed

to them But even then were somebody from Swat to ask me
today what I am doing here I would always answer with asst wali

na is simply too harsh for my ears

Gilgit October 1996

All in all the different approaches towards cross dialectal communication

chosen by Pashtun migrants in the Northern Areas during the time of my

research are probably best summarized with the following statement of

Maqbali Khan a trader from Mardan temporarily residing in Gilgit

Basically all of us Pashtuns speak the same language We only
have to get used to the words of the others

3 1 2 Language maintenance Means and opportunities

There were only limited possibilities for permanently settled Pashto
speakers to come into contact with their mother tongue outside their

family sphere The medium of instruction in local schools was usually

Urdu or in the first grades the respective majority language Pashto
newspapers books or other publications were not available in the bazaar

Radio and television programmes transmitted from the traditional Pash

tun core areas could not be received

Only one informant claimed to regularly listen to Pashto language ra

dio news aired by foreign short wave stations Besides this there was an

hour long Pashto entertainment programme broadcast once a week on

the Pakistani National Television channel for the few households which
had a TV set the occasional and usually abysmally bad Pashto feature

film in the cinema halls of Gilgit and Skardu and of course interactions

with other speakers But while it was true that many permanent Pashto
speaking migrants had contacts with their temporary counterparts these

interactions were much more frequent for people in urban areas than in

the country side

As already mentioned many of the 30 permanent migrants included in

this study had been to school but only three of them were able to read

and write in their mother tongue All the others used Urdu for this pur
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pose Although in Pakistan Urdu and Pashto share an almost identical
script there was little inclination even among the linguistically and cultur

ally more sensitive setded informants to familiarize themselves with the

alphabet of their mother tongue and based on that to read Pashto pub

lications Hardly any of the interviewees knew Pashto poems or folklore

When asked about fairytales those cited all belonged to local tradition

and rendering them in Pashto normally proved difficult because it was in

the respective majority language that one was familiar with them

All this was completely different in the case of temporary migrants
Because of their strong ties to the bazaar most of them found themselves

even outside their shared residences most of the time in Pashto speaking

surroundings Besides this almost all of them used to see their families in

the traditional Pashtun core areas at least once a year for several weeks

About half of the respondents had been to a school or madrasa in their

native villages and a number of them could read and write Pashto Even

if only a small minority of them were interested in mother tongue public

ations there were many temporary migrants who irrespective of their
level of formal education showed acquaintance with Pashto poetry and

folklore Upon inquiry one usually got to hear popular sayings and
poems by Rahman Baba Typically Pashtun fairytales and anecdotes were
also widely known and appreciated

3 2 Urdu as a communication tool

All Pashto speakers interviewed stated that apart from their mother
tongue they knew one or more other languages The most frequendy
named among them was Urdu

Although only about 8 of Pakistan s population count it as their
mother tongue Urdu is the country s official language In this role it is
used in all state institutions as well as in schools where it serves as the

main medium of instruction Besides this by virtue of being a close cog

nate of Hindi it offers a vital clue to popular Indian culture which is
mainly in the form of Bollywood movies and songs accessed and appre

ciated by all strata and communities of Pakistani society And most im

portant for our study because of its high prestige and wide circulation
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Urdu also functions as Pakistan s main communication language its lingua

franca

All formally educated Pashto speakers interviewed stated that they

could read and write Urdu As a medium for private correspondence it
was used by more than half of the temporary and by all but three of the

permanent literate migrants

A vast majority of informants claimed that they knew enough Urdu to

handle all aspects of their professional life At the same time a speaker s

actual language proficiency varied strongly depending on his level of
formal education his occupational milieu and his degree of mobility
Thus longer schooling periods extensive contacts with non Pashto
speaking communication partners and an elevated degree of professional

mobility usually led to a better knowledge of Urdu

However having said this it must also be acknowledged that the gen

eral level of Urdu proficiency among the encountered Pashtun migrants

did not seem excessively high In fact all over the Northern Areas Pash

tuns were rather famous for speaking Urdu in a rough and clumsy way

This impression mainly arose from their persistent habit to de aspirate as

pirates and to de nasalize nasals as well as from their inclination towards

confusing the grammatical gender of certain verb forms all this no
doubt under the influence of their East Iranian mother tongue

Most of my informants were well aware of their Urdu shortcomings

without however considering actually improving them The majority
simply did not bother with correct Urdu pronunciation or a proper ap

plication of grammatical rules Instead they appeared absolutely satisfied

with simply making themselves understood

At the same time the interviewees did not seem to exhibit any special

inertia or unwillingness towards learning Urdu as such It was just all
about the right amount as one of them apdy put it Here is an example
of how this attitude was reflected in daily practice Predictably the least

acquainted with Urdu were younger temporary migrants with no formal

education who had left their home village in search of work for the very

first time On several occasions I could observe how during the early
weeks of their stay in the area such newcomers made great efforts to ab
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Shina speaking herdsmen from Tangir Valley

sorb from their surroundings enough Urdu to be able to have a profes

sional exchange with their non Pathan customers However as soon as

they had reached their self designated level of Urdu competence they

typically lost interest in learning the language any further The result of

this strongly utilitarian rapport with Urdu was a very simplified bazaar

version of the language which in its characteristic Pashtun style interpre

tation could be clearly set apart from colloquial varieties spoken by mem

bers of other ethno linguistic groups 37

As could be expected many informants named the bazaar as the place

37 Another interesting feature of my informants Urdu use was that all of them
even the ones whose proficiency in this language was otherwise only very super
ficial were perfectly capable of counting in it This ability was especially notice
able in interactions involving calculations with money where Pashtuns used
Urdu numbers not only with non Pashtuns but also while dealing with each
other The habit to be observed also in the Pashtun core areas is the more
remarkable since in Pashto compound numbers are far easier to construct than
in Urdu where their morphological structure is not transparent anymore and
one is thus compelled to learn the first hundred units by heart
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where they had learnt to speak Urdu The bazaar was also the location

where temporary migrants cultivated the language as their most important

medium of communication with non Pashto speakers For permanent
migrants though Urdu here ranked only second after the local majority

language 38

3 3 Local languages Attitudes use and influence on Pashto

Differently from Urdu in respect of which permanent and temporary mi

grant Pashto speakers shared more or less the same attitudes their opin

ions diverged significantly when it came to their relationship with locally

spoken languages
Only a very small number of the interviewed temporary migrants re

vealed familiarity with any of the local languages current in the Northern

Areas Many informants did not even know the common name of the
majority language spoken in their immediate neighbourhood If asked

about it they usually came up with geographically determined descriptive

terms like gilgiti Gilgitian dd punyal Hbd the language of Punyal or d3

astoriydno Hbd the language of the people from Astor
Consequently these migrants depended entirely upon Urdu for their

dealings with speakers of local languages But interestingly hardly any
body interviewed seemed to consider his thus rather limited ability to

communicate as a serious handicap First of all as claimed by the inform

ants local customers usually knew enough Urdu to allow both sides an

oral exchange in business matters And second as I observed myself on

various occasions temporary migrants private interactions with non
Pashtuns were normally limited to the simplest routine situations In this

context it is not surprising that none of the temporary migrants inter

viewed stated that they had regular personal contacts with members of

38 Urdu besides English was usually also mentioned as the most preferred lan
guage that my informants would like their children to master besides their
mother tongue The generally given explanation for this choice was that profi

ciency in English and/or Urdu opened the door to well paid prestigious jobs
and would thus provide their children with a chance for a better life
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autochthonous groups and only few admitted the thought that familiarity

with one of the Northern Areas vernaculars could be of any use to them

As a matter of fact an overwhelming majority of temporary Pashtun

migrants exhibited a strongly critical opinion of the local inhabitant s cul

ture and way of life This not always unbiased attitude was normally also

extended to the peoples languages which on account of their being

phonetically very different from Pashto and Urdu must have appeared
rather alien to the Pashtun ear The following words of Wajahat Bangash

trader of electric goods in Gilgit bazaar can be taken as a typical expres

sion of the temporary migrants state of mind

By selling our goods to these wretched mountain dwellers we

are giving them the opportunity to link themselves to the big
world outside They need us Why should we care about them
why should we learn their language

The only temporary migrants who demonstrated a certain amount of in

terest in the local idioms were traders and craftsmen operating as mobile

entrepreneurs outside fixed bazaar structures In the course of their jour

neys from village to village they used to come into contact with women
and old people who because of their low degree of mobility and limited

access to formal education often had no knowledge of Urdu During
such encounters familiarity with a local language could be crucial for the
trader s commercial success Thus travelling entrepreneurs who had been

for some years engaged in trade and crafts in remote valleys were the

only temporary Pathan migrants acquainted with at least some words and

functional expressions in a local language

In sharp contrast to the temporary migrants permanendy settled
Pashtuns were usually well familiar with the vernaculars spoken around

them For all of them the majority language of their place of living was
the most important medium of communication with members of other

ethno linguistic groups Urdu so much relied upon by the temporary mi

grants came only second or third All migrants born in the Karakoram
spoke at least one of the local languages regardless of whether they lived

in urban centres or in rural areas In some families like the one of Yasin
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Khan a 26 year old Gilgit resident besides Pashto and Urdu three four

or even more local idioms were mastered

The family of my father whom everybody here knows as Yunus

Kabari is originally from Bajaur My grandfather Mohammad came

to this region about 80 years ago Initially he and his eldest son
were engaged in mobile trade in Gupis and Yasin Later he open

ed a shop in Gupis and setded down Also my father was born there

In my grandfather s house everybody spoke Pashto My grandfather

also knew some Khowar since he had worked in Chitral earlier As a

child my father like all his brothers learned to speak Shina and
Khowar while playing with local friends This knowledge proved

to be very useful for him when he was travelling as a trader
through the valleys or working in my grandfather s shop

My mother s father is the second son of Fa il Rahman Khan who

fled with his family from Yarkand in China in the 1950s and

came here to Pakistan I remember clearly that all the family
members in my maternal grandfather s house spoke beside Pash

to also Uighur My mother knows this language very well But
now that both her parents have passed away she only uses it to
converse with her sisters in situations when they don t want to be

understood by the rest of us Sometime after Partition one of my

father s younger brothers uncle Mahbub had acquired land in
Taus Village in the Yasin Valley He built a house opened a shop

and settled there One of his sons today speaks the local Wer
chikwar Burushaski He learnt it in the course of his business
trips to upper Yasin Burushaski is a very difficult language and
only a few Pashtuns here have a command over it Actually I am

the only Pashtun in Gilgit to know Burushaski I picked it up
from my playmates as a child

Apart from that I and my brother naturally know Shina and then
also Urdu and English Shina is the language of Gilgit and every

body in our household speaks it fluently All men in the family



know Urdu and my sister too since she has received an educa

tion But only my brother and I learnt English in school If we

count now Pashto Shina Burushaski Khowar Uighur Urdu
and English seven tongues are spoken in our family Sometimes

I wonder which will be the language of my children

Gilgit,July 1996

In keeping with their geographical and numerical distribution through the

Northern Areas the most widespread local language current among per

manent Pashtun migrants as exemplified here by the family of Yasin
Khan was Shina Pafhans settled in Ghizar District often besides Shina

also spoke Khowar Balti was the second language of Pashto speakers

setded in Skardu In comparison proficiency in Burushaski was rather
low some informants from Taus spoke its Werchikwar dialect and the

quoted Yasin Khan could communicate in its Hunza variety Interestingly

none of the interviewees showed any knowledge of Wakhi probably be
cause there were no permanent migrants households in the areas where it

was used as a majority language

Since the relevant local language was normally acquired in early child

hood Pashtuns bom in the Northern Areas were usually as proficient in

it as the native speakers Such widespread bilingualism often fostered

situations especially involving young people in which the actual mother

tongue took a back seat as the medium of communication As already
mentioned it was not unusual to see siblings both parents of whom were

Pashtuns communicating with each other in the local majority language

and using their native tongue only while talking with or in the presence of

older family members When asked to explain their choice the speakers

sometimes stated that they preferred the local language since they could

express themselves faster and more clearly in it
It will come as no surprise that this kind of complete bilingualism ex

ercised a strong influence on the Pashto spoken by younger permanent

migrants First of all one could note a tendency towards simplification

and standardisation which found its expression among other things in
the adaptation of irregular morphological forms to what could be per

96



Farmer s son from Has sin Gilgit District



ceived to be the correct Pashto norm e g Una cay instead of ma cay

green tea rordn instead of mna brothers as well as in the avoidance of

subordinate clauses Besides this interference from local languages in the

observed cases always from Shina resulted in the frequent replacement

of original Pashto lexemes with ad hoc loans in the establishment of

congruence between agent and predicate in the ergative construction un

typical for Pashto where in this case the verb is coordinated with the dir

ect object and in the application of this construction to statements in
the present tense

However these modifications only concerned the speakers individual

language According to my observations there were no systematic differ

ences which would have allowed to define the form of speech current

among permanent migrants in the Northern Areas as a separate sub
variety of Pashto

3 4 Pashto as mother tongue A pragmatic choice

While it was out of question that temporary migrants might eventually

give up their mother tongue Pashto for any of the local languages regard

ing their permanent counterparts the situation appeared anything but
clear

On the one hand there were some clear signs indicating that in the

course of time a number of households could further reduce the use of

Pashto and finally exchange it for the respective majority language
Among these signs one may count the rather restricted use of Pashto be

yond the family sphere and the wide spread phenomenon of bilingualism

encountered on all levels of the speakers community Actually for a
number of individuals the process of language change was already rather

advanced One might only think about those youngsters who used to

switch whenever possible to the local majority language or elderly Pa

thans who spoke Pashto only rarely maybe once per week while talking

to a trader or a relative in a nearby village

On the other hand the above tendencies were somehow belied by a

remarkable continuity in the use of Pashto within the family So our table

see annex indicates that out of 18 households with children only three
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did not pass on their mother tongue to the next generation Moreover
even if we look at families founded on mixed marriages only in two out

of five the children grew up exclusively with their mother s language And

last but not least when directly asked about how they perceived the pro

spects of their mother tongue in the Northern Areas many interviewees

would answer in the spirit of the following statement made by Dilawar

Khan a shop owner from Gupis

Pashto was the language of our grandfathers Pashto is the lan

guage of our fathers How can our children call themselves Pash

tuns if they do not master their language How can they preserve

their pride without Pashto

Taking all this into consideration one would probably not be wrong in as
suming that over the coming decades a number of households will lose

Pashto while others will retain it So far so good But which factors
would be decisive for loss or retention And would the result be determ

ined by a more or less conscious decision or rather be dictated by circum

stances out of an individual s control

To attempt an answer to these questions we should shortly return to

the Pashtun migrants setdement history As it will be remembered in

connection with the recollections of Muhammad Isa from Tarishing the

Northern Areas villages were home to a number of families or family

groups who were still referred to as Pathan by their neighbours but had

almost given up Pashto in favour of a local language Comparing these

permanent households with those which where still fully Pashto speak

ing it appeared that the basic feature which distinguished them from each

other was their economic situation
All the households effected by mother tongue change were situated in

rural settings They were making their living predominantly from agricul

ture and thus had a relatively low income In the Northern Areas like in

many other places affected by modernisation the economic standing of a

household was a major and often decisive factor in determining its social

status As far as their financial means were concerned these low income

families did not differ much from their local neighbours who like them
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were farmers living hand to mouth The only characteristic which in the

eyes of their co villagers set them apart from the rest of the settlement
and accorded them a comparatively lower social position was their for

eignness the fact that they as Pathans did not belong to the traditional
population of the region The most explicit and in many cases the only

remaining outward sign of this foreignness was their distinctive lan

guage Consequently the concerned settlers tended to perceive their ori

ginal mother tongue Pashto as nothing but a hurdle the last barrier that

had to be removed on their way to full integration a tolerable price to

pay for a better social standing

A totally different situation presented itself in the case of these per

manently settled migrant families who although also fully bilingual still

employed Pashto on an equal footing with the local majority language
and did not show any tendency towards mother tongue change The
bread winners of almost all these households were traders or employees

They lived primarily in the economic centres of the region had a good
often above average income and linked to that normally wielded a fair

amount of social influence Their distinctive standing in the local com

munity was further underpinned by the physical and financial presence of

their temporary migrating compatriots the position of the neighbouring

Pashto speaking NWFP as an economic and primarily for Indus Diamer

cultural reference point as well as by the popular Pakistani perception of

Pathans as hard working but also brutal stubborn and self centred tribal

warriors This combination of money social influence and image made

the Pashto speakers settled in the Northern Areas a social group seldom

loved but generally held in respect and treated with a certain distance
Membership of this group was established through the identification of

the concerned person as Pathan which in turn was according to all in

terviewees Pashtuns and non Pashtuns alike mainly based on his or her

ability to speak Pashto Consequently for the settled migrants concerned

the preservation of their mother tongue was hardly just a matter of ethnic

sentiments but had turned into nothing less than a prerequisite for the

maintenance of their status in society

Thus in the cases observed by me loss or preservation of Pashto did
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not primarily depend on opportunities for language maintenance mar

riage patterns of the speakers the geographic distribution of their house

holds or some abstract notion of identity Of course all these factors will

have played their role but the key to the issue was the speakers attitude

towards the usefulness of their mother tongue in determining their social

position within their host community

For one comparatively smaller group Pashto had turned into a liabil

ity since it could easily be brought into play by people they had to rely on

on a daily basis as an argument for their status as outsiders whose place

was to be found on the fringes of the local community on the lower half

of the social ladder

For others the preservation of their mother tongue became simply in

dispensable since it served as an efficient tool to mark their place within

a comparatively affluent influential and respected population group
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To be Continued

Whilst the preceding chapters dealt with the history of Pashtun presence

in the Northern Areas and the migrants situation there during the time of

my research this final part of the study will attempt to outline possible

developments in the future For this I will first sum up characteristic fea

tures and trends linked to the Northern Areas Pashtun migration in the

mid 1990s and than look at how likely these trends are to continue or to

change over the coming decades

4 1 Form of migration

Pashtun migration to the Northern Areas occurred in two different forms

a temporary form and a permanent one

This division can be traced back as far as the second half of the 18th

century as already at that time contemporary accounts mentioned the

existence of temporary traders and setded farmers Later over the coloni

al and much of the post Partition period most new Pashtun arrivals es

tablished their own permanent households The blood revenge refugees

decided on it as settling for good not only gave them the possibility to

earn their living but also increased the resolve of their hosts to protect

them in case of need Early preachers too would have perceived it as an

advantage since it created strong bonds with the people whose trust and

support was essential for the success of their religious mission For
traders and craftsmen in turn a permanent household was first and fore

most a choice dictated by the remoteness of the area because regular vis

its to their native places would have taken up much of heir business time

on the spot and thus created room for more adaptable competitors

This trend began to reverse with the construction of the Karakoram

Highway The use of the Highway reduced travel time and travel cost to

such an extent that even the poorest and busiest of entrepreneurs could

allow himself to visit his family at least once a year Besides this by the
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1970s Pashtun preachers and blood revenge refugees had stopped settling

in the area as the preachers now combined their vocation with trade or a

craft and the blood revenge refugees may have preferred other less ac
cessible hideouts

Due to these factors in the mid 1990s the absolute majority of mi

grants even people who had been working in the Northern Areas already

for many years preferred to stay in a temporary household instead of go

ing through the trouble and the expenses of setting up their own perman

ent place Thus with the reasons for permanent migration having disap
peared its temporary form had become the rule This is expected to re

main the case in the foreseeable future

4 2 Professional activities and geographical distribution

Of all professions carried out by the people living in the Northern Areas

it was trade in which the Pashtun migrants of the mid 1990s were pre
dominantly involved
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This situation had been very similar in the past Traders were among

the first Pashto speakers to reach the area In the beginning their activi

ties concentrated on places close to Chitral and Indus Kohistan neigh

bouring regions which had already earlier come into the orbit of Pashtun

commercial interests

Until the first decades of the 20th century Pashtun trade activities in

the Northern Areas were rather modest However over the years with
the steady improvement of the economic environment and the infrastruc

tural set up the volume of trade increased And so did the numbers of

Pathan businessmen and their radius of action Thus by the mid 1990s
stationary Pashto speaking traders were running shops in all centrally lo

cated bazaars while their mobile counterparts reached out to the more

remote villages

Of course improved economic conditions also created business op

portunities for representatives of other ethno linguistic groups During
the colonial period Pashtun traders mostly competed with entrepreneurs

coming from outside the region e g Kashmir while the decades after

Partition saw a significant increase of locally owned businesses With the
passage of time growing competition promoted a certain specialisation

among traders In this context most Pashtun entrepreneurs concentrated

on a range of items which reflected what had always been their main

commercial advantage the ability to rely on a network of businesses op

erated by family members or partners beyond the borders of the North

ern Areas including the Pakistani lowlands Afghanistan and China Con

sequently in the mid 1990s the most successful Pashtun shop owners

tended to be those who dealt with products the sale or the purchase of

which necessitated direct and regular outside contacts There is little

doubt that this trend will also prevail in the future

Therefore over the decades to come the bazaars in the Northern
Areas will almost certainly see a further increase of Pashtun owned shops

dealing in all kinds of goods related to the China and Afghanistan trade

as well as with fruits and vegetables from Swat and places further to the

south Besides this likely to remain are specialised traders in Pakistani

light industry products like shoes fabrics and ready made cloths as well
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as the dealers in hides bones and recyclable material Less promising are

the prospects for non specialised mobile traders as they will almost cer
tainly be put out of business by local village shops

Other professional activities which are most likely to be favoured by

Pashto speaking migrants in the future are certain crafts as well as jobs in

the service sector Among the crafts the cobbler s work had always been

a kind of Pashtun monopoly and will obviously remain so not least be

cause members of autochthonous ethno linguistic groups exhibit an al
most physical aversion to it The same is true for the barber s profession

although here Pashto speakers will probably have to continue to compete

with other outsiders presumably as in the past Hindko speakers from
Hazara

There is a strong possibility that in line with the economic develop
ment of the area the hospitality business will continue to grow In this
context it can be expected that the Pashto speakers involvement into this

sector will increase Although the future will certainly also see more inns
tea houses and restaurants owned and operated by representatives of oth

er ethno linguistic groups there is little doubt that Pashtun migrant wor

kers and travellers will continue to choose Pashtun run places and Pash

tun hotel owners will take care to employ staff who speak the language of

their clients

On the other hand all indicators point to a further decrease of Pash

to speaking farmer households in the area as most of those which still
existed in the mid 1990s are expected to either assimilate linguistically to

their surroundings or to change their main source of income from agri

culture to trade

Closely linked to the Pashtun migrants professional activities is their

distribution across the area In the past traders and craftsmen concen

trated in central places like Gupis Gilgit Town and Chilas Farm house
holds in the countryside still figured prominently in early records but di

minished with time both in absolute and in proportional terms Thus at

the beginning of the 1980s there were already six times more Pashto
speaking migrants living in urban centres than in rural areas Fifteen years
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later by the mid 1990s Pashtun migrants had not only put down roots in

Skardu Town but also established themselves in newly emerging road

side markets along the KKH and the Indus Valley Road This bazaar
centred distribution pattern of Pashtun migrants is not expected to
change in the future

4 3 Language situation and integration

Regarding the migrants language situation we will first look at issues
connected to their common mother tongue and then discuss their rela

tionship with the local idioms

In the mid 1990s the Pashto spoken by temporary migrants manifes

ted itself as a living vigorous language which maintained a close relation

ship with the dialects of the traditional Pashtun core areas directly parti

cipating in all aspects of their linguistic development

The Pashto spoken by permanent migrants was on an individual level

often old fashioned and/or influenced by local languages On a system

atic level though there were no indications that it had transformed into a

separate independent variety

Also in the future the formation of a Pashto variety specific to the
Northern Area seems to be very unlikely First of all there is no need for

it as the most important function of such a variety in the given context

which would be to facilitate cross dialectal communication is already ful
filled by the application of the synonym technique and the use of the Pe

shawar dialect Besides this such a development would be strongly im

peded by the open structure of the speakers community as permanent

and temporary migrants do not exist isolated from each other and the lat

ter are in constant touch with the Pashto varieties spoken in their places

of origin
Similarly improbable is the possibility that Pashto could in the foresee

able future assume the position of a lingua franca in parts of the North

ern Areas Although exactly this had happened in neighbouring Kohistan

and Chitral the Northern Areas differ from these regions in two import

ant aspects Firstly the area does not form part of the Pashto dominated
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NWFP and secondly it is not home to ethno linguistic groups which ha

bitually speak Pashto as a second language

And last but not least some remarks on the migrants relationship

with local languages In the mid 1990s it was obvious that the different

approaches Pashto speaking migrants took in their relationship with local

languages reflected their difference in attitude towards integration into

their respective host communities

One end of the spectrum was represented by those rural low income

households which were in the process of fully embracing the local major

ity language turning it into their own mother tongue Although this pro

cess of linguistic and ultimately also cultural blending of minority groups

into their majority surroundings was characteristic for the area concern
ing Pashtuns it was clearly coming to an end as the prevailing tendency

among settled migrants was not to change but to retain their original
mother tongue

At the other end of the range there were the temporary Pashtun,mi

grants Most of them did not know anything connected to local lan
guages and the few who knew at least something used their limited skills

exclusively for business transactions At the same time there was a clear

tendency even among people who had been living and working in the

area already for many years to disapprove of basically everything related

to the culture and society surrounding them Their sometimes harsh and

arrogant judgements were echoed by the locals who never hesitated to

describe Pathans as greedy cunning and brutal as trouble makers reli
gious fanatics professional smugglers and homosexuals just to name

some of the more popular stereotypes There is no doubt that these kinds

of mutual feelings combined with the possibility of living in a purely
Pashto speaking environment and to work with Urdu will also in the fu

ture give little encouragement to the average temporary Pashtun migrant

to learn a local language or even to consider getting any closer to local so

ciety

Between these two extremes were those permanent migrant families

who used their mother tongue Pashto and the local majority language on

an almost equal footing This consciously maintained bilingualism was
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part of their efforts to position themselves vis a vis their respective host

communities

Of course to keep a balance between traditional identity and the new

environment was probably never an easy task But while in he past being

a stranger and an insider at the same time had clearly worked to the mi

grants advantage the massive arrival of their compatriots following the

opening of the Karakoram Highway had disturbed the delicate equilibri

um
In the mid 1990s local attitudes towards Pashtun migrants were slowly

but surely changing from critical to hostile as they were increasingly per

ceived as alien elements whose presence was if not causing at least
worsening existing social problems Although open expressions of hostil

ity were primarily directed at temporary migrants few representatives of

autochthonous ethno linguistic groups seemed to be ready to make a

clear distinction between them and the Pashto speakers who had been

born in the Northern Areas

My Pashtun conversation partners especially those setded in Gilgit a
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place where religious and economic differences tended to translate into

communal violence were very much aware of these developments Thus

while discussing the prevailing situation with them I could often discern a

certain uneasiness about the prospects of their traditional balancing act

The image they projected to the outside though was as it had always
been one of self confidence pride and defiance

I would like to conclude the present study with a text related to a
small incident in Gilgit bazaar which serves as an illustration of how per

manent Pashtun migrants in that town faced the complex social situation

prevailing there in the mid 1990s The story was recorded in December

1996 from the ca 50 year old office clerk Musharraf Khan

My family is settled in the Northern Areas for more than 70
years If you look at how we dress and how we live we could be
any family here in Gilgit We speak Shina as fluent as our neigh

bours we eat the same food we celebrate the same holidays we

are happy about the same things and we share the same worries

But in our hearts we are Pashtuns Our ancestors came from Ba

jaur we speak Pashto with our children and everything happen

ing in the places of our forefathers is capturing our interest In

our family we have never made an issue out of this Pathan Shin

Yashkun Sunnite Ismaili and even Shiite in the past this did not
play any role What counted was the respect people would give to

you not the language you spoke or the religious sect you be
longed to Of course there had been problems too but never
this kind of hatred one is encountering nowadays

As for me and probably for most of the other people here the
big change came with the 1988 sectarian clashes Our family was

lucky nobody was killed or injured but it was a very scary time
One could easily have been beaten up or even shot dead simply

for belonging to the wrong sect It was in the aftermath of these

tragic events that Pathans were accused of inspiring the unrest or

having brought in weapons from down country to make money

by selling them to the fighters I can t speak for all Pashtuns but
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at least I know that we who are settled in Gilgit were as terri
fied as everybody else and suffered as much as our neighbours

None of us made profit out of all this and many of my relatives
and friends even lost money as shops remained closed and cus

tomers from outside kept away for months

The 1988 tension was a tragedy for the whole town but few
people have learnt the right lesson from it If you ask me since

then things have gone from bad to worse Young people espe

cially have become ever more radical in their opinions And
thanks to their foolishness and the hypocrisy of their fathers
once peaceful Gilgit has broken up into hostile neighbourhoods

Shiites speak badly about Sunnites Sunnites curse Shiites Ismail
is keep away from everybody else Shins and Yashkuns abuse
Kashmiris Kashmiris harass Doms and whenever someone
wants to let off steam Pathans are the favourite target This kind

of behaviour will not work with us though at least not openly
as they know we are strong and they are scared of our response

but it s an easy game with the guys who come here to work in the
bazaar who will protect them

Lately I went to buy some oranges When I arrived at my favour

ite vegetable stall I witnessed a small incident Two customers
young men one of them from our neighbourhood were accusing

the seller who was a Pathan of their own age of having tried to

cheat them First they addressed him directly in Urdu but very
soon they switched to Shina launching a tirade of abuse against

him and Pathans in general All the time they used very offensive

language Of course most of the things they said the seller did
not understand but from their intonations and gestures it must

have been very clear to him that it was pretty bad In the begin

ning the lad had defended himself but from the moment they

had changed to Shina he just gave them a blank stare As they did

not show any intention of stopping their angry speech or to
move away it was only a matter of time until the seller or one of
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his friends would respond in kind And with that there would be

a big risk for the situation getting out of control Because of the

noise people from neighbouring shops were already turning their

heads towards us So I decided to intervene I put my hand on
the shoulder of the young man next to me and spoke to him try

ing to calm him down He gave me an annoyed look and said
But uncle it s not about you it s about them And the other ad
ded Yes all these Pathans are just cheaters all of them profit

ing from us sucking our blood and destroying our peace Any

how maybe it was because of my grey hair or maybe because

one of them felt embarrassed recognising me as his neighbour I

finally managed to take them away from the shop After that I

went back to the place and apologised for the young men s beha

viour The shop owner who knew me well and who had not been

present during the incident smiled and said Please don t worry

for us We are already used to it Some people here are really
crazy Lately a man told me You Pathans are shameless you are

doing even the lowest kind of labour just to earn money Isn t it

strange to blame somebody because he earns his living in a diffi

cult but honest way

By God it is strange but what worries me more than these odd
accusations is the aggressiveness they are brought forward with

What will I do if somebody will behave with me or my sons in

such a hostile way Will I be able to swallow my pride and to
keep calm like this shopkeeper and his assistant did Honestly I

prefer not to think about it

You know it is obvious that some people here in Gilgit are not
happy with our presence They envy our money and our influ

ence they despise our habits they hate our views on religion and

who knows what else they are finding fault with This is an old
story just the form in which it is expressed has changed Accord

ing to me the best we can do is what we always did leave them
where they are and move on with our own lives just as the

112



Pashto proverb goes The dogs are barking and the caravan
passes by Or as my late father used to put it They like us they
don t like us what should we care We are here now and we are

here to stay That s it nothing else Full stop
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