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The month of April 1997 saw an escalation of tensions along the Line 
of Control (LoC) between India and Pakistan and became a flashpoint 
for the decades-long hostility in the region. Kargil, Drass, Batalik and 
Kaksar had to bear the brunt. Thousands of shocked civilians fled the 
area to villages to the south of Kargil town. Approximately 60 people 
were killed due to cross-border shelling. Further damage was caused 
to residential housing, agricultural crops and livestock. 

In the previous three years, cross-border shelling by Pakistani 
forces and retaliation from the Indian army had become a regular 
feature of the region. This had a major impact on local people, leaving 
them in a state of distress, misery and frustration. 

The sporadic tension and conflict developed into a full-fledged 
war. Kargil, Batalik, Drass and Kaksar were constantly shelled, 
resulting in loss of human lives, livestock and agricultural crops. It 
also resulted in extensive damage to houses, roads military install-
ations, public and private property. People were rendered homeless 
and their livestock disappeared, resulting in a mass exodus. Panic-
stricken displaced people were accommodated in villages about 40 km 
south of Kargil, from Minji to Sankoo in the Kartse area. 

Impact of cross-border shelling on Kargil 
Kargil people were busy with their normal routines on a quiet 
afternoon on 9 April 1997 when there was a sudden explosion on the 
barren hillside above Poyen village. At first, people took it as a 
dynamite blast on the nearby bypass road which was under con-
struction. However, one or two minutes later there was a further blast 
nearer to Kargil: this made people realise that there was something 
seriously wrong, and they began to take shelter in nearby houses and 
shops. By evening, everyone came to know that the blasts had been 
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caused by artillery shells from across the border. People did not know 
what to do next—whether to stay at home or run away to a safer place. 
Some left and some decided to stay where they were. 

On 11 April at around 4.30 pm the township was again rocked 
by a series of explosions. One of the shells landed in nearby Pishu 
village, killing an 18 year-old girl whose body was blown to pieces. 
When news of the death spread, half the population started migrating 
in panic towards Kartse.  

In the middle of the night of 12 April, loud explosions with a 
bright lightening-like effect made me jump out of my bed. Hundreds 
of artillery shells were being fired. I found my five year-old son 
crying and sweating with fear. I tried to console him and asked my 
family members to go down to the ground floor. In the meantime, the 
nearby road was busy with rushing vehicles and people running 
towards Kartse. They had left their houses in panic with women and 
children crying in despair. Those who had their own conveyances 
loaded their kith and kin in them, but the majority of the population 
set out on foot, some begging for a lift from passing vehicles which 
were speeding up in panic and frustration, and would scarcely notice 
small children and elderly people. Within minutes the whole township 
was vacated. It was only on the following day that people came to 
know that the previous night’s shelling was a retaliatory move from 
the Indian side, and this brought them a little relief. 

The following morning, I and my family members set out to 
Kanore village which is 25km from Kargil. Nobody dared come back 
to Kargil for about two months. Eventually, people started coming 
back in the mornings to collect essential items like bedding and 
rations. They would then return to the places where they had taken 
refuge in the afternoon. This continued for a month or so. It was 
getting very difficult for families to live so far away from their homes, 
and people gradually started returning to their own houses. We 
somehow managed to live in our homes, but had to live in constant 
fear of being hit by shells. 

The 30th day of November 1997 was the bloodiest day in 
Kargil’s recent history because on that day shells landed in the main 
market place. It was exactly 2.15pm. I was at home, about to have 
lunch, when deafening explosions were heard. Our house shook and 
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window panes were shattered. Everyone somehow managed to rush to 
the Sakhang (the lowermost room of a Ladakhi house, used to keep 
warm during winter) for safety. I too reached the Sakhang with my 
son hugged tightly to my chest: his grip would tighten with every 
explosion that he heard. I had a terrible time consoling the horrified 
and crying women and children. All our family members, neighbours 
and my cousins’ families took shelter in the darkest room of our 
house, considering it to be the safest place to hide.  

Children started vomiting. At the same time I started feeling 
drowsy, and wondered how one could feel sleepy in such a situation. 
The vomiting and sleepiness was because of the smoke and gases 
emitted from the exploded shells.  

Another problem emerged when my cousin realised that his son 
had not returned from school, and nobody would dare to leave the 
house to fetch him. With a trembling voice he asked me to drive him 
to his son’s school. When she heard this, my mother would not allow 
me to go out. Somehow I and my cousin did leave the house. Shells 
were exploding all over, but we managed to reach the car parked at the 
hospital compound near my house. When we reached the middle of 
the market near the Post Office, I could feel a chill running down my 
spine at the sight of the destruction there. Human bodies were lying 
scattered in the debris: the shells had killed 12 people on the spot. Ten 
of these were Kashmiri shopkeepers, and two were locals—a father 
and a daughter from Mulbekh. My eyes fell on the unfortunate mother 
who was in a state of shock and was shaking the body of her dead 
husband and 15 year-old daughter. Another daughter came running to 
my vehicle and asked me to help shift the injured to hospital. She did 
not know that they were already dead. 

Suddenly a Kashmiri man jumped on my car bonnet and order-
ed me to turn the car back. He put two injured people, a local lady and 
an old man in my car. I asked my cousin to go to the school on foot, 
and drove back to the hospital with the injured people. Both had been 
hit in the limbs and were bleeding profusely. Somehow I managed to 
reach the hospital. I had a tough time finding someone to help me take 
the injured out of the car because everybody was hiding in the hospital 
building. I ran up and down shouting for help, and finally managed to 
find two people to help me. 
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I was about to turn the car back and was thinking of going to my 
nephew’s school to fetch him and his father. However, another shell 
exploded nearby, and splinters landed on the hospital’s tin roof. I went 
for my own safety to my house, leaving the car. Thank God, after half 
an hour my cousin returned with his son safe and sound.  

We all stayed in the Sakhang for three hours. In the evening, it 
became quieter and only a few sporadic explosions were heard. I and 
my father came to the upper storey of the house, and we saw that our 
neighbour’s house was on fire as shells had landed there. By the 
evening we all fled towards Kartse, leaving behind our house and all 
our belongings to the mercy of God. 

We spent two months as refugees in nearby villages, the second 
time that we had had to do so. About 98% of the population had fled 
to safer places. In only a few cases, one or two male family members 
stayed in their houses. Schools, offices and business establishments 
had to close down for months together. All the government offices and 
schools from Kargil town had shifted to safer places. All kinds of 
rumour started spreading. Some even went to the extent of saying that 
Pakistani troops had captured Kargil town and were heading towards 
Kartse. Women and children started crying and saying that only God 
could save us, but fortunately the rumours turned out to be untrue. 

People slowly started coming back to Kargil town when the 
situation began to return to normal. Until June 1998 everything went 
smoothly, and people had almost forgotten what had happened in 
1997. One afternoon we were watching a cricket tournament at 
Biamathang playground. It was the final match of the tournament; one 
team had finished their innings, and the second team had been batting 
for two overs when again the deafening sound of artillery firing was 
heard. Panic spread all over the playfield, and players and spectators 
started running for safety. Within no time the whole ground was 
vacated. On reaching the main road we found vehicles and people 
rushing towards Kartse. For the third time everyone was forced to flee 
Kargil town and take shelter in the villages for two months. 

Frequent displacements resulted in various losses in respect of 
children’s education, job opportunities, economic loss and, above all, 
loss of mental peace. The constant threat of a recurrence of the 
shelling was always there on people’s minds. 
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People had returned home from exile by the beginning of winter in 
November 1998, but sporadic shelling continued until February 1999. 
Fortunately, this time the targets were the mountain peaks surrounding 
Kargil town, and none of the shells landed in the township. After 
February 1998 the situation remained normal until May 1999. 

During these years of cross-border shelling, the highway 
connecting Kargil with the Kashmir valley was targeted by the 
Pakistani army. Many civilian and army vehicles were hit directly, 
killing many people on the road. Owing to the danger, the authorities 
restricted traffic towards Kargil to the night time. Even then, vehicles 
had to drive with their lights off for about 20 km, a somewhat ‘dare-
devil’ practice. At a particular place near Shimsha Kharboo village on 
the Srinagar-Kargil road, army people would stop vehicles coming 
from Srinagar and would instruct each and every driver to disconnect 
the wire fuses connecting the head lamps, side lights and even tail and 
brake lamps before they were allowed to leave for Kargil. The same 
process was repeated while coming from Kargil to Srinagar. Then an 
officer would tell everyone that the road was directly in the line of fire 
of the Pakistani artillery. If anyone turned lights on while crossing the 
danger zone, they would endanger their own lives and the rest of the 
convoy. At Kharboo there was a signboard by the road saying “You 
are in direct firing range of the enemy. Drive carefully.” 

When the shelling started again, I and my sister were returning 
to Kargil having left my son and nephew at a hostel in Srinagar. We 
reached Kharboo at about 6pm, and were asked to stop and wait till 
the shelling was over because one army vehicle had been hit. I was at 
the steering wheel and could feel my left leg trembling at the clutch 
pedal when I heard the news. We all returned to the nearby village and 
took shelter in a house. We were supposed to start our onward journey 
early in the morning at about 3am. I could not sleep, and at about 
2.30am, I got up and asked my sister and the others to wake up. 

This was my first experience of driving in the night with all the 
lights of the vehicle switched off. The threat of being struck by a shell 
was always there on my mind, coupled with the danger of falling off 
into the deep Drass river which flows by the National Highway. I 
could hardly see the road in the darkness of the night as the whole 
stretch of road is hilly with sharp bends. All through the danger zone, 
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I was praying for our safety, and was driving with a beating heart and 
all due care. 

Thank God nothing happened, and somehow we crossed the 
awful danger zone and reached Chhanigund where we could see a 
signboard with the welcome message “Relax now. You are out of 
danger.” We reached Kargil at 8am. 

The year 1999 again had a lot of miseries for us. On 13 May the 
terrible sound of artillery firing was heard again, and once again panic 
gripped the area. This time the army ammunition depot was hit. The 
depot is not more than a stone’s throw from Kargil township. 
Explosions rocked and black fumes started rising from it, and the 
nearby Baroo village was hit by splinters. Once again, people started 
running out of Kargil for safety. The depot went on burning for 72 
hours. 

In 1999 the hostilities between India and Pakistan escalated into 
a much more severe conflict. At least 413 Indian soldiers were killed 
and 584 injured; 61 civilians had been killed since hostilities began in 
1997; and 40,000 people were displaced. Kargil was the flashpoint. 
Kargil town, Drass and Batalik were among the worst-affected areas. 
Some people from Drass settled permanently in villages in the 
Kashmir valley. 

The government machinery and NGOs responded to the crisis. 
These included NGOs like Save the Children Fund (UK), NGOs from 
Punjab and volunteers from Leh district. Oxfam launched a massive 
relief programme in collaboration with the Youth Voluntary Forum 
Kargil. Short-term emergency packages included food, firewood, 
fodder for cattle, as well as advocacy work. Oxfam arranged for the 
Prime Minister to meet war-affected people from Kargil, Drass and 
Batalik, and this helped a lot in gearing up the government machinery 
for emergency health work. 
 The media covered the escalating conflict but paid little attention 
to the ordinary people of Kargil. Kargil was highlighted only for bad 
reasons, and not because of the many positive aspects of our region. 
The Pakistani and Indian governments have so far achieved nothing 
concrete from these hostilities. Let us hope and pray that they do not 
recur, and that we all can live in peace.  


