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Now I‘ve lost him. For over an hour I‘ve been 
following him across the old town of Srinagar: 
from Buschwara near Dal Lake to Gole Market 
Mosque precinct, along the canals, across brid-
ges and piazzas, through bustling streets, parks 
and isolated back alleys. The Flying Salesman 
was my perfect guide through this city, and I 
didn‘t think he‘d elude me out of the blue. Even 
when I could not see the helium balloons and 
bright pink cotton candy he bore on a wooden 
cross on his shoulder, I could still hear the trill 
of his bell. But now, all of a sudden, he‘s in-
visible: gone from the very face of the earth. 
And I‘m standing, bemused, behind a group of 
men and women who are watching, spellbound, 
 something taking place beyond a metal fence of 
a little park.
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I kind of rue the fact that I‘ve stubbornly trailed 
after the balloon man and ignored other inviting 
options en route. Why hadn‘t I followed the Eng-
lish teacher who had invited me for a cup of tea 
in one of the gloomy, cheap bakeries that adorn 
every corner of the city? Blackholes in which soo-
ty-faced men prepare breads such as girda (czot), 
which need to ferment for a long time, have a 
multi-layered crust, gleam golden, and taste so 
fresh. «The bakers come from far away,» the tea-
cher had told me, «from the mountains. They 
make the best bread, and a good tea.» I could 
have stayed longer even with the butcher, sitting 
behind a suspended leg of lamb, who had wanted 
to know whether he could make a deal with it in 
my home country, and who‘d offered to cut me 
a piece from the fat-lined chunk of meat dang-

https://www.google.com/maps/place/34%C2%B005'09.7%22N+74%C2%B047'45.6%22E/@34.086015,74.7937963,13z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x0!8m2!3d34.086015!4d74.795985
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ling beside his head. «Your hotel can prepare it for 
you,» he‘d assured me. An offer I refused.

Or, I could have paused to watch the young 
man coating metal cauldrons with copper in his 
little shack. The vegetable corner at the bridge 
would have been interesting, too. Or the half-
drowned houseboat called Venus. Or the fisherman 
with his swimming dog. Ah yes, I could have even 
testified as an eyewitness in a car accident – luckily, 
just sheet metal damage, albeit severe.

I could at the very least have accepted the 
invitation of the Muslim gentleman, clad in a 
snow-white salwar kameez, to accompany him. 
«The media lie,» he had told me. «There is no pro-
blem between Hindus and Muslims here.» He was 
on his way to see an old Brahmin mother, who lay 
dying. He was going to kneel beside her bed and 
pray for her. «Come along, take a picture of it! For 
the world to know the truth!» The journalist in me 
had momentarily considered bring unfaithful to 
the balloon seller. But the son in me had said no. I 
would in no circumstances have wanted any Chi-
nese or Indian tourist to photograph my mother 
on her deathbed – forget tourist, not even the Pope 
himself, had he been around to drop down on his 
knees next to her. 

It was a little boy who led me to suddenly lose track 
of my guide, actually. He had unexpectedly sur-
faced next to me at an intersection, grabbed my 
hand and pulled me with great determination to 
the entrance of a small park: «Look, this is Jesus, 
he heals people here,» the child had announced, 
pointing to a big-nosed bearded man, standing 
barefoot and shirtless next to a military tent, sur-
rounded by men, children and women sitting on 
the grass in the park, or watching the scene from 
across the street. Just as I‘d reached the tent, one of 
the spectators jumped up from the floor and grab-
bed the arm of Jesus to make him pose with him 
for a photo. Jesus obviously did not feel so good, 
he smiled a bit, then turned his head away. I doubt 
he had anything against the photo; I reckon he felt 
he‘d been sort of hustled by the gent. Too polite, 
too kind to free himself from the other‘s clutches, 
he wove his way out of the scene in his own fas-
hion, without quite departing. I discreetly pressed 
the trigger and quickly said goodbye in order not 
to embarrass Jesus further. 

Now, I‘m standing on the road outside the 
park, wondering where my balloon man is. Su-
rely he did not lead me here on purpose? It seems 
strange to me that I have lost sight of him right 
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at this spot. It is also extraordinary that I am not 
being gawked at. Because, usually, I‘m the cen-
tre of attraction in Kashmir. Here, however, the 
onlookers turn their backs on me, hang on the 
railing and gawk at the goings-on inside the park. 
Mondo novo comes to my mind as an image, that 
intriguing painting by Tiepolo, that portrays a 
gathering of rapt viewers from behind – and cle-
verly does not reveal what it is that is attracting 
their attention. I look at the map in my hand and 
note that I am standing before the entrance to 
the largest hospital in the region: Little wonder 
then that Jesus is doing his salvation work here. 
Wild theories that I‘ve come across on the Inter-
net flash through my mind. The Buddhists, for 
example, are convinced that it was in Kashmir 
that Jesus spent the time between his youth and 
his first appearance as a preacher and that he was 
familiar with the tenets of Buddhism. The Ahma-

diyya sect, on its part, believes that Jesus survived 
the cross and escaped incognito to Kashmir, whe-
re he taught for decades under the name of Yuz 
Asaf and died of old age. His grave is believed to 
lie in Srinagar. Jesus Yuz Asaf is believed to have 
prophesied the arrival of the Prophet Muham-
mad – but Christians insist he was referring to 
the Holy Spirit. Muhammad, Buddha, the Holy 
Spirit, Jesus. This is heavy artillery for a minor 
intersection in the heart of Srinagar.

I go up to two young men sitting in the shade 
a short distance away the crowd. They do not seem 
to be very interested in Jesus. «Who is this man?» 
I ask them. This is a dervish from the north, says 
one, «a very powerful holy man.» «Oh, come on,» 
the other man retorts, shaking his head: «That‘s no 
holy man, that‘s just a crazy old guy!»

Translated from German by Gunvanthi Balaram.
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