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            3‘Essential for understanding the futility of America’s longest war.’

            — Kirkus, starred review

            ‘More than any American journalist of the war in Afghanistan, Jon Lee Anderson knew where to find the story: in the lives of Afghans navigating between an American occupier and a repressive Taliban. With his characteristic courage, curiosity, humanity and unflinching eye for official hypocrisy and the revealing detail, Anderson paints a riveting picture of what went wrong over the two decades after 9/11. To Lose a War is an epochal and essential record of what happened in Afghanistan, a timeless warning about imperial overreach, and a poignant tribute to the resilience of Afghans who lived through it all.’

            — Ben Rhodes, author of After the Fall

            ‘Jon Lee Anderson is one of the finest foreign correspondents we have…. In Afghanistan, he was always ahead of the pack in ferreting out the essential stories – vivid, poignant, memorable and so often heartbreaking. This collection of his best work there traces America’s many tragic missteps with trenchant observations and portraits urgent and personal.’

            — Martin Smith, producer of America and the Taliban

            ‘Jon Lee Anderson is an extraordinary, clear-sighted analyst. His prose is beautiful. His empathy, his patience, his wit and understanding exceptional. There are few better guides to the new geopolitics and the incongruous, elusive, demanding realities on the ground.’

            — Rory Stewart, author of Politics on the Edge

            ‘Anderson’s pieces are a triumph of high-wire journalism – often taking him into hair-raising action – that also offer a capacious, resonant panorama of Afghan society.’

            — Publishers Weekly
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            PREFACE

         

         Afghanistan has always been more of a battleground of history than it has been a nation. Landlocked, bounded by deserts and rugged mountains, it is a geographically strategic crossroads between Central Asia, South Asia, and the Middle East, and has drawn foreign powers with visions of conquest since ancient times. Pivotal invasions were made by Alexander the Great in 330 bc, and by the Mongols in ad 1222. These were followed by two British colonial forays in the nineteenth century and another in 1919. All of these invaders were ultimately defeated in warfare with the hardy Afghans, who earned a reputation for cunning, bravery, and mercilessness on the battlefield. Six decades after the British departed, the Soviets invaded, but after a bloody military occupation that lasted ten years, they too were forced to withdraw, not only having failed to subjugate the Afghans, but sparking off an armed resistance that has become endemic and hydra-headed over time.

         For most Americans, awareness of Afghanistan probably began with the 9/11 terror attacks orchestrated by Osama bin Laden, the Saudi jihadist who had found sanctuary there. Bin Laden’s hosts were the Taliban, an army of pious Islamists who had seized power violently a few years earlier, during the chaotic backwash of the Soviet retreat.

         Following 9/11, the Americans launched an invasion of Afghanistan with the goal of unseating the Taliban and punishing bin Laden’s Al Qaeda terror network. They quickly achieved both these aims, but then stayed on for another twenty years, variously engaged in counterinsurgency and nation-building efforts. It all ended in 2021, when, after failing to thwart a steadily growing Taliban resurgence, the war-weary US pulled out its last troops, and the Taliban marched back into Kabul.

         I spent time on Afghanistan’s battlegrounds in the late 1980s, during the prolonged Soviet retreat, as rival mujahideen factions united in an unsuccessful campaign to wrest 14control from Moscow’s client regime. (My observations on those experiences can be found in Guerrillas, a book I wrote about a number of modern insurgencies.*)

         In the wake of 9/11, I returned to Afghanistan and spent most of the next year reporting there for The New Yorker. In 2002, I published The Lion’s Grave, a book-length collection of my articles that was intended to serve as a chronicle of the first year of the American presence in Afghanistan. At that point, the mission of the US and its coalition allies appeared to have been a qualified success, thanks to its partnership with an array of Afghan warlords. The Taliban had vanished into the hills, as had Al Qaeda, and a pliant new pro-Western regime had been installed.

         A parallel narrative of The Lion’s Grave was the story of the death of Ahmad Shah Massoud, a charismatic mujahideen leader who was assassinated by Al Qaeda operatives in Afghanistan two days before the 9/11 attacks took place in the United States. Massoud’s killing appeared to have been an essential part of the larger Al Qaeda conspiracy, yet had remained largely unexamined. Intrigued, I investigated the circumstances of Massoud’s murder, and on the first anniversary of his death, attended a ceremony held at a new mausoleum erected in his honor in his home village in the Panjshir Valley. I chose to end my book with the scene of that ceremony, which also gave the book its title. During the anti-Soviet resistance war waged by the mujahideen, Massoud had earned acclaim as the “Lion of the Panjshir” for his leadership role in thwarting successive Soviet military offensives launched into the narrow mountain valley. The road that ran through the Panjshir was still littered with destroyed tanks and vehicles from those days, but, in the end, the Panjshir had also become Massoud’s tomb.

         I had always found Afghanistan a deeply compelling place, and was happy to be reporting there again, but 15unexpectedly soon I found myself drawn to a new theater of war in Iraq—the next battleground in the so-called War on Terror that had been declared by President George W. Bush. 

         I left Afghanistan, but before long, I was back. The Taliban were having a resurgence, and the American project in Afghanistan had begun to acquire the look and feel of a quagmire. I traveled there in 2005, in 2007, in 2010, and again in 2011. Eventually, with my having been distracted once more by new conflicts erupting in Libya, Syria, and elsewhere, it would be an entire decade before I returned, in late 2021, a few months after the catastrophic American retreat and the Taliban’s momentous return to power.

         Given everything that has happened, it feels appropriate to look back over the entire twenty-year arc of the American presence in Afghanistan. To do so, I have reconceived The Lion’s Grave, expanding its focus to include the stories I wrote on my return trips in the hope they provide a narrative chronology to my growing apprehension about the US project there. The Lion’s Grave has therefore become To Lose a War, an altogether different book, one that examines the American enterprise in Afghanistan from its dramatic beginning all the way to its hapless end.

         Some of my apprehensions came early on. As I sought out a ground-level understanding of Afghanistan in the run-up to the US invasion, as it took place, and then in its aftermath, I had glimpses of a society that didn’t fit easily into the “good Afghans versus bad Taliban” box. In the earliest chapters, “The Warlord” (chapter 2), “In the Court of the Pretender” (chapter 3), “The Surrender” (chapter 4), and “City of Dreams” (chapter 5), I share encounters I had with some Afghans who felt threatened by the sudden arrival of Westerners in their country, and who, perhaps, retained an allegiance to the archconservative Taliban. In the newly liberated capital, Kabul, a shopkeeper upbraided me angrily for speaking with a burkha-clad woman who had approached to ask me for help. During my excursions on the 16city’s outskirts, curious groups of boys invariably assembled, and then began throwing stones, whenever a Western woman appeared.

         In chapter 6, “Holy and Other Warriors,” I describe a December 2001 trip to the mountainous redoubt known as Tora Bora, where the US military believed they had cornered bin Laden, but where, after several weeks of fighting, they had lost track of him. I recount my meetings with wildly unreliable mujahideen commanders, men who had presented themselves as American allies, but who were also suspected of having helped bin Laden escape. Another unreliable figure was Jack Idema, a bombastic former US Special Forces officer who had cut his own deals with Afghan warlords. Idema went on to run a rogue anti-terror operation, for which, after being found torturing suspects in a private jail, he was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to prison. Idema’s murky official affiliations and his ability to operate unhindered in the lee of the US war in Afghanistan for several years seemed to say something about the creeping, and chaotic, nature of the American mission.

         Following the Taliban retreat from their stronghold in the southern city of Kandahar, things still felt tenuous in January 2002. It was there that the Taliban had made their final stand several weeks before, only to mysteriously vanish from the battlefield. A young man assisting the new government authorities, who had previously worked for the Taliban, disclosed that his former employers had all decamped across the border to the southern Pakistani city of Quetta, where they enjoyed the backing of the Pakistani intelligence services, who were playing both sides in the US war against the Taliban and Al Qaeda. As time would show, he was telling the truth: The Taliban had made a tactical withdrawal, but were still intact, having resolved to remain in the shadows until they felt ready to resume the fight.

         In Kandahar, I paid a visit to Mullah Naquib, who had been my mujahideen host years earlier, during the anti-Soviet war. In a story I tell in chapter 7, “Mullah Omar’s 17Favorite Songs,” Naquib was under a cloud of suspicion from the American newcomers for his friendly ties to the former Taliban leaders, including fugitive spiritual leader Mullah Omar, who had bequeathed him his fleet of luxury Toyota Land Cruisers before making his escape. Where did Naquib’s loyalties lie in the new Afghanistan? It was difficult to know. He was, first and foremost, a survivor.

         In the spring of 2002, I returned to Kabul and, together with the photographer Thomas Dworzak, my friend and companion since the first days of the war, rented a traditional Afghan house to live in. It was located on a street with many florist shops, appropriately named Flower Street, in the old city center. For the several months we lived there, I investigated the conspiracy behind Ahmad Shah Massoud’s assassination. The story I eventually told, “The Assassins,” in chapter 8, is about how Al Qaeda, with the complicity of the Taliban and other accomplices, managed to infiltrate two of its jihadists, posing as journalists, into rebel-held northern Afghanistan, and kill Massoud during an interview in his home. The more I dug into the story, the more I smelt the whiff of betrayal, especially when it came to the suspicious role played in the chain of events by Abdul Rasul Sayyaf. He was an archconservative warlord with close past links to Osama bin Laden who had nonetheless remained on the scene with a degree of power and influence. To my eye, the new Afghanistan was not a place of easy definition, but a witch’s cauldron of newfound loyalties and old deceits.

         Three years went by before I returned to Afghanistan. By 2005, the initial American-led coalition had morphed into a fully-fledged NATO mission, with multiple countries involved, and many thousands of American and other foreign troops on the ground. Aid money and investment had poured into Kabul, which had transmogrified from a ruinous near ghost town into a bustling city full of people, shops, and newly bought vehicles. Western expats hung out at a handful of stylish new restaurants; many lived in a nouveau-riche neighborhood where warlords and drug 18barons had built ostentatious homes. I had come to write a profile of President Hamid Karzai, an exile politician hand-picked by the Western powers to lead Afghanistan after the Taliban’s removal. Lauded as the man who had “rescued” his country from the grip of Islamist extremists, Karzai was feted and lionized whenever he went abroad—the Volodymyr Zelensky of his day.

         Karzai was polite and charming, but I found him in a private state of mounting distress over his lack of real authority. The more I investigated, the more I could see why he felt that way. Sitting in on meetings Karzai held with Afghan delegations from remote areas, I watched as he promised them his government’s assistance. Following up afterward, I found him unable to meet his promises because, to fulfill them, he was dependent on American goodwill and resources, which the US was not always inclined to provide. I came away concerned that the Americans had not invested Karzai with enough sovereign power to do very much without them, much less earn the respect of his countrymen. Chapter 9, “The Man in the Palace,” is the portrait of a man who was only ever the nominal president of his own country; real power lay elsewhere, with the Americans.

         
             

         

         Two years later, in 2007, I returned to Afghanistan to join a team of American military contractors and Afghan soldiers on a mission to tackle the booming opium industry in Uruzgan, a rural province that also happened to be the homeland of the Taliban. This is the story I tell in chapter 10, “The Americans’ Opium War.” After the team was repeatedly ambushed by gunmen following a meeting with the Uruzgan governor—a man suspected of being a Taliban proxy—the mission fell apart before it had even begun. To me, the episode exposed the extreme superficiality of the relationships forged between the Americans and their putative allies and pointed to the tenuousness of their project in Afghanistan.

         By 2010, it was no longer possible to travel safely outside 19of Kabul. The armed Taliban resistance had gathered in strength and spread across the country, while in the capital itself, security had become tight as Westerners and Afghan government officials were targeted in so-called complex attacks launched by suicide bombers and gunmen against hotels and restaurants they frequented. Several journalist friends had been kidnapped and taken hostage; others had been killed. Suicide blast walls had popped up around the buildings in Kabul’s government district; the massive new US embassy was a veritable fortress.

         I opted for an “embedded” experience with a US Army battalion in Maiwand, in the south, a province adjacent to Kandahar. Flown in on American military aircraft and housed alongside soldiers in fortified camps, I ended up in a military outpost from which American soldiers launched raids to track down and clear Taliban from a series of nearby villages. Chapter 11, “Day of the Superwadi,” is the story of that experience, in which the Afghans around me were kept at a remove and perceived by the Americans to be mostly hostile, likely loyal to the Taliban’s “shadow government.” Traveling with American soldiers outside the fortress walls meant moving around inside a bombproof armored vehicle, which seemed to say everything about their lack of a connection with the Afghan people. I left Maiwand in October 2010 feeling so detached from the Afghanistan I had once known that although I wrote up the story of my experience, I asked my editor not to publish it; it appears here in print for the first time.

         Frustrated by my previous experience, I returned to Afghanistan several months later, in early 2011. I sought to overcome the sense of alienation I’d felt in Maiwand by making another attempt to understand what was happening in Afghanistan. Again, I was embedded, this time with a small unit of Afghan and American troops on Afghanistan’s rugged border with Pakistan’s tribal territories, a jihadi stronghold. Although I remained cut off from Afghan civilians, I had access to the Afghan soldiers fighting alongside 20the Americans, and found such a degree of ill will and suspicion between them that I concluded that the US-led campaign in Afghanistan had failed. The article I wrote, which appears as chapter 12, “Force and Futility,” was subtitled “Is It Time to Leave Afghanistan?”

         The subsequent decade was the playing out of a disaster foretold, something I only reported on irregularly and from a distance. I have included some of these reports here, as a series of short, dated chapters: “Annals of Assassination” (chapter 13), “An American Way of Killing” (chapter 14), “The Ballad of Mullah Omar” (chapter 15), “Kunduz Falls Again” (chapter 16), “The Return of the Taliban” (chapter 17), and “The End of the American Empire?” (chapter 18). They include the obituaries of several prominent Afghans, whom I knew personally, following the news of their violent deaths, while the last pieces deal with the inexorable Taliban comeback. It was still a profound shock when the end came in August 2021. In the wake of the historic American debacle, I felt compelled to return to Afghanistan, and did so several weeks later, in November and December 2021, during the onset of the Central Asian winter.

         
             

         

         During the two decades of American presence, the Afghan capital underwent a dramatic transformation. In 2001, after the Taliban were chased off into the hills following several weeks of B-52 bombardments and ground offensives by CIA-backed mujahideen, Kabul was a forlorn, empty place, much of it in ruins. By the spring of 2002, with thousands of US and coalition troops in place, the city had begun to fill up again. Millions of refugees returned after spending years in exile in Pakistan, Iran, and other countries. 21

         Since then, Kabul’s estimated 2001 population of two million people had more than doubled, to nearly five million, while the country’s overall population of some twenty-one million people had ballooned to forty million. The average Afghan age was a mere eighteen and a half years.

         In the months after the Taliban’s return, Old Kabul was still discernible, but only barely, as it had been swallowed up by chaotic growth. From a city that was almost exclusively one of single-family dwellings, with almost no buildings, other than mosques, over ten stories high, it had transmogrified into one with dozens of apartment buildings soaring fifteen and even twenty stories into the sky. It was a bustling commercial city, full of cars and traffic, but its endemic social and sectarian inequities remained in place. The men of the Shiite Hazara community, who rank the lowest in Afghanistan’s social pecking order, still pulled carts through the streets with straps attached to their heads; there were poor people everywhere, and numerous beggars. The hardscrabble slums on the rocky hills had expanded, but there were now gaudy wedding palaces, men’s hairdressers, and wedding-dress shops, as well as snooker clubs and weightlifting gyms. Billboards around the city advertised a bewildering variety of Turkish energy drinks, while thousands of heroin addicts gathered in huddled throngs along median strips and under bridges, smoking or injecting the drug.

         
             

         

         With the Taliban as their rulers once again, Kabul’s inhabitants carried on in a semblance of normality, moving around the city on foot and in vehicles, hauling cargoes, buying and selling food and other goods from roadside stalls, but there was a palpable sense that things were different.

         To start with, there were no foreigners visible anywhere, while the ascendant Taliban were ubiquitous, manning roadblocks and access points, riding pickup trucks or US military Humvees with their guns cocked and held at the ready. Some wore their hair long, jihadi style, and were dressed in the traditional Afghan tunic and pantaloon outfits known as shalwar kameez—sometimes in incongruously bright hues of blue, orange, or yellow, and with their eyes dramatically adorned with black kohl. Others affected a US Special Forces look, right down to the camouflaged uniforms, boots, and wraparound sunglasses and weapons 22they had inherited as booty from the bases of the departed US fighters.

         To most Kabulis, the Taliban were still as foreign-seeming as the Americans had once been, and I saw few interactions between the Afghan civilians and the Taliban on the streets, other than perfunctory exchanges. They seemed to ignore each other, as if they came from different worlds but had been forced to coexist. Occasionally, I detected what looked like flashes of fear in the eyes of civilians as they walked past Taliban gunmen. They were involuntary, cautionary glances that were quickly concealed behind neutral expressions. If an army of pro-life, gun-toting anti-vaxxers from Texas took over New York City, I thought, it might be something like this.

         Whatever their political beliefs, most Kabulis adhere to a standard operating procedure of life-goes-on pragmatism. It was hardly surprising: In a forty-five-year period, they had lived through a decade-long Russian military occupation followed by a police state dictatorship followed by a bloody civil war followed by a six-year Taliban tyranny followed by twenty years of a Western-leaning quasi-democracy, only to revert to Taliban control.

         At a prominent traffic circle, a man sold black-and-white satin flags, the Taliban’s official flag, which bears the invocation “There is only one God, Allah, and Muhammad is his messenger” in Arabic script. One day, I stopped to speak to him. I asked him how he had earned a living before the Taliban came to power. Until the Taliban marched into town, he told me, he had been a government soldier. Since becoming unemployed, he had turned to selling the flags. He smiled and cupped his hands in the air, as if to say: “It’s a job.”

         For the most part, the Taliban had left the people of Kabul to their own devices, and except for a few disturbing incidents, including the beating of women who came out to protest the curtailment of their rights to education and employment, there had been little overt repression. 23The Taliban had gone so far as to reassure Afghans, and the outside world, that they were not bent on revenge against their former enemies; they had even declared an amnesty. This was a far cry from their behavior when they had seized Kabul the first time in 1996. The Taliban of the 1990s and early 2000s were obsessive-compulsive and frequently violent in their zeal to bring about a society based on strict conformity with their interpretation of Islam. One of their pet peeves was the graven image. In the wake of the Taliban’s removal from power in 2001, I had found shops in which the illustrations of mothers and babies on packages of baby soap had been fastidiously crossed out by Taliban morality commissars who had wielded brown magic markers. Even road-crossing signs for livestock and pedestrians had been painted over. No longer. Nowadays, most of the fighters carried around smartphones that, obviously, showed human images, the contemplation of which, evidently, was no longer an issue.

         A moralistic pall hung over the city, but it felt lackadaisical and ill-defined. Many storefront advertisements that had previously featured the images of women had been chastely painted over, but most had been done preemptively by the shopkeepers themselves, to forestall trouble. Signboards above wedding-dress shops continued to boast flamboyant Bollywood-style images of women, however, the kind of transgression that would have meant a beating for the proprietors, at the very least, by the former Taliban. The imagery of the Taliban’s political enemies had not been uniformly destroyed either. The portrait of Ahmad Shah Massoud had been removed from the iconic red stone obelisk erected in his honor some years earlier, but elsewhere his portrait—and indeed, those of other Taliban adversaries—had remained intact.

         Similarly, although women and girls had been provisionally banished from workplaces and high schools, they remained visible on the streets. All wore hijabs—headscarves—but few had yet donned the all-concealing 24burkhas. Most dressed in three-quarter-length tunics and leggings, and some even wore makeup.

         
             

         

         At the time of my visit, which I describe in the book’s final chapter, “After the Fall” (chapter 19), the degree to which the Taliban would continue to exhibit some tolerance was still unquantifiable. They were a deeply committed, ideologically fervent insurgent force that had prevailed after years of war against an army funded and armed by the United States. By every conventional measure, they had achieved a stunning victory, and their leadership’s avowed commitment to bringing about a truly Islamic state suggested that Afghanistan was in the throes of a revolution that was as fully-fledged as Ayatollah Khomeini’s in neighboring Iran four decades earlier, Fidel Castro’s once-upon-a-time socialist revolution in Cuba, or, for that matter, Mao’s earlier Communist triumph in China.

         To gain a sense of where the Taliban 2.0 intended to take Afghanistan, I sought out and questioned Taliban officials for their latest “truth.” In a combative exchange with Suhail Shaheen, the Taliban ambassador-designate to the United Nations, in the elegant garden of the Serena Hotel, I pointed out the incongruity of our meeting in a hotel that his comrades had twice attacked in previous years, singling out foreign guests as targets of assassination. Shaheen scowled and shrugged. When I asked him about Taliban intentions toward women, he fired back that Western sanctions were condemning Afghanistan’s women and girls to lives of poverty.

         The crafty ambiguity of Shaheen’s responses, as well as those of other Taliban officials I met, suggested a tactical insincerity as to their ultimate intentions. I came away from Afghanistan feeling unsettled, and worried about the future of its people, who appeared doomed to be ruled by men who claimed the right, with force of arms, to be the custodians of their destinies, over and over again.

         And what does the defeat in Afghanistan mean for the 25United States? More than anything else, occurring when it did, in the immediate aftermath of the calamitous Trump presidency and his instigation of the January 6, 2021 assault on the Capitol, it signaled the decline of the US, both as a global policeman and as a model of democracy. It was a mere six months later when Vladimir Putin, clearly buoyed by the spectacle of the ignominious American evacuation of Kabul, seized the moment to launch his full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Putin could perhaps be excused for his hubris: Afghanistan is not known as the graveyard of empires for nothing. Just as the Soviet retreat from Afghanistan in 1989 seemed to presage the collapsing power of the USSR, the images of Afghan men desperately clinging to the undercarriage of a departing American military aircraft, then falling to their deaths, suggested a precipitous American decline.

         But then, this strategic game had occurred before. The American retreat from Vietnam had led to a decade of Soviet advances across the geostrategic chessboard, from Angola and Ethiopia to Nicaragua and Afghanistan. But in the end, the Soviet Union proved unsustainable, and it had collapsed. How will this round end? We don’t yet know.

         
             

         

         Dorset, England

March 2025 26

         
            * Guerrillas was originally published as Guerrillas: The Men and Women Fighting Today’s Wars (Times Books, 1992), and reissued as Guerrillas: Journeys in the Insurgent World (Penguin, 2004).
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            A NOTE ON TITLE CHANGES

         

         I have changed the titles of a few of the chapters that originally ran as New Yorker magazine articles. “The Americans’ Opium War” was originally “The Taliban’s Opium War,” for instance, while “Mullah Omar’s Favorite Songs” was originally titled “After the Revolution.” Most of the articles also appeared with subtitles, which do not appear here. The short pieces dated from 2011, 2015, and 2021 were articles that were published in digital form, most of which I have renamed and edited very slightly to better reflect their content and my purpose in writing them. 28
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I. A LION’S DEATH*


         

         I met Ahmad Wali Massoud a little over ten years ago, at a friend’s house in Wimbledon. He was in his mid-twenties, a slight, amiable man with black hair and a mustache. Wali was the youngest son of an ethnic Tajik officer in the Afghan Army and had come to Britain to study international relations. He had a famous older brother, Ahmad Shah Massoud, the Lion of Panjshir, who led a band of mujahideen that fought off seven major offensives by Soviet forces in the great mountain valley of Panjshir, in northern Afghanistan, during the 1980s. In 1992, three years after the Soviets withdrew from the country, Massoud’s forces—the Jamiat-i-Islami (Society of Islam), a moderately conservative group composed mostly of ethnic Tajiks and led by the Islamic scholar Burhanuddin Rabbani—defeated the brutish regime the Soviets had left in power. Ahmad Shah Massoud became the defense minister and, later, vice president of the new Islamic State of Afghanistan.

         In 1996, when the Taliban militia gained control of Kabul, the capital city, and most of the rest of the country, Massoud and Rabbani returned to the mountains in the north. With limited backing from Iran, Russia, and India, they fought off the Taliban and managed to hold on to somewhere between 5 and 20 percent of the country. Massoud led a motley coalition of tribal-based guerrilla forces that are usually referred to as the Northern Alliance but are officially called the United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan.

         Wali Massoud stayed in London. He got married, had two daughters, and earned an MA in diplomacy. He is now the chargé d’affaires at the Afghan embassy to the 30Court of St. James’s. The Northern Alliance controls Afghanistan’s UN seat and all of its forty-odd embassies, except for the one in Pakistan, which is run by the Taliban. The Taliban is officially recognized only by Pakistan, the United Arab Emirates, and Osama bin Laden’s homeland, Saudi Arabia. 

         The London embassy is a cream-colored early Victorian building across the street from Hyde Park in Knightsbridge. I met Wali Massoud there at eleven a.m. on Friday, September 14, 2001, while Londoners were standing for three minutes of silence in memory of the victims of the attack on the World Trade Center. Wali, who is just as thin and amiable as he was a decade ago, wore a gray pin-striped double-breasted suit and held a cell phone, which rang again and again, and which Wali answered each time, with an apology to me. The previous Sunday, his brother had been attacked at his headquarters while giving an interview to two Arabs carrying Belgian passports. They were posing as television journalists and carrying a bomb. When it went off, it killed one of the “journalists” and one of Massoud’s men and wounded Massoud and several other people. The second attacker tried to flee but was killed.

         The suicide bombers had come into Northern Alliance territory from Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, across the front lines, which was an unusual breach of security and has thus far not been explained. “They arranged this with someone at headquarters,” a Northern Alliance official in London told me. “We are investigating.” He said that the men are believed to have been either Moroccan or Algerian, and that they traveled from London to Pakistan before reaching Afghanistan. They are suspected of having links to an extremist group, the Islamic Observation Centre, in London. 31

         Initial press reports said that Massoud had died in the attack, but all week Wali had been telling me that his brother was recovering. He was about to leave for Afghanistan, he said, to be with him. Wali was concerned about the stability of the coalition. Massoud was an extraordinarily gifted military tactician and was revered by his people. “The opposition can continue to function,” Wali said, “but not the same as before.” Then the phone rang again, and this time, as he listened, Wali hunched forward in his chair, holding his knees tightly together. He repeated the Farsi word bale—“yes”—and his voice became barely audible. He seemed about to weep.

         Later that evening, the BBC confirmed Massoud’s death. After the attack, he had been taken to a hospital in Tajikistan by helicopter. On Saturday, September 15, his body was brought back to his hometown, the mountain village of Bazarak, where he was buried. His thirteen-year-old son, Ahmad, spoke. “I want to be my father’s successor,” he said. While Massoud’s bereaved relatives and thousands of followers were observing a period of mourning, the Taliban launched a large-scale military offensive against the Northern Alliance.

         The timing and circumstances of the attack on Massoud, which came just two days before the strike on the United States, do not appear to be coincidental. Anyone who knew that the United States was going to be attacked and that Osama bin Laden and the Taliban would be blamed would also have known that Massoud would suddenly become an important ally for the West. “Without very good intelligence in Afghanistan, you can’t do anything,” an Afghan living in London said to me. “Bin Laden has a thousand caves to hide in.” Ahmad Shah Massoud had been waging war in Afghanistan for more than twenty years, and he knew most of its hiding places. 32

         
            * This chapter was originally published as “A Lion’s Death,” The New Yorker, October 1, 2001.
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II. THE WAR LORD*


         

         A few days before the American and British air strikes in Afghanistan began, I visited a man being held prisoner in a hole in the desert. The hole was near Dasht-i-Qala, a northern Afghan town a few miles from the Tajikistan border, not far from a hogback ridge of dusty hills that the Taliban had, for some time, been trying to wrest from their main opponents, the Northern Alliance. The Taliban and the Northern Alliance fighters had come within three hundred yards of one another in places, and on the exposed ridges, where the powdery earth was a grim geometry of sandbagged dugouts and trenches, they traded shots with sniper rifles and heavy machine guns, while their rearguard positions lobbed tank shells back and forth.

         The prisoner, a Taliban fighter who said his name was Bashir, had been in the hole for about a month, since the night he was caught by the Northern Alliance mujahideen wandering around on his own in no-man’s-land. His hole-prison was ten feet deep and three feet wide, and it was covered most of the time by a piece of heavy metal tread from a Russian tank. At the bottom, the hole turned into a cavity that, according to his captors, was a comfortable six feet by six feet. When Bashir was brought up to ground level, he had to climb a wooden ladder. This was not an easy thing to do, because he also wore leg irons.

         On the day I met Bashir, or, rather, observed him—for he was in a trancelike state of detachment—his leg irons had been removed. He was forced to walk over to where I stood, but he appeared to be weak, and he soon squatted down against a mud wall. He was about thirty, very thin, 35with a black goatee and short-cropped black hair. He wore a filthy green smock and his skin was smeared with dirt. His arms were tattooed with green dots, and there was a string around his neck from which hung a little purple book containing verses from the Koran. He was barefoot. His captors said that he had needle tracks on his arms, although I didn’t see them. I did see a scar from a bullet hole on his right collarbone. 

         A group of mujahideen guards and curious children gathered to watch. Despite promptings from Mullah Omar, the warlord who was holding Bashir and wanted to exchange him for five of his own soldiers who were being held prisoner by the Taliban, he didn’t say very much—just his name, and that he was from Kandahar, more than four hundred miles to the southwest, where the Taliban had their headquarters. (And where the better-known Mullah Omar, the head of the Taliban, lived. Many Afghans use only one name, which can be confusing to Westerners.) “All the Kandaharis are like this,” Mullah Omar said to me. “They never talk.” They were not to be trusted, he said, which was why Bashir had to be kept in a hole. Mullah Omar was a slight, thirty-five-year-old man of Tajik ancestry. He said that the Taliban had offered him only three of his soldiers in exchange for Bashir, and that he and they were haggling about this over their field radios. I asked him why Bashir kept spitting, and he said it was because he was suffering from drug withdrawal. Some of what he had been spitting appeared to be brown, though. Was it blood? Had Bashir been beaten? “No, no,” Mullah Omar reassured me. “We give him bread, milk—everything he wants. But we don’t give him charas”—hashish, or opium. “He asks for it every day.”

         After a few minutes, Bashir was taken back to the hole, and Mullah Omar led me inside his compound to meet 36his sons. He assembled two groups of boys, all barefoot. One of the groups consisted of his ten sons, aged one month to twelve years, including a set of identical twins. The other group was made up of the five sons of his own twin brother, who was killed a few months ago by the Taliban. A few months before that, their eldest brother, Qari Kamir Alem, a relatively famous mujahideen commander, had been murdered. Mullah Omar captured six men who he said had betrayed Qari Kamir Alem and were responsible for his death, and he had them hanged. He had inherited his brother’s command on the front line, and he claimed to have two thousand fighters, but this was almost certainly an exaggeration. He told me that he had begun fighting in 1979, when he was twelve years old and the Soviets invaded Afghanistan. As for his title of “Mullah,” he said that he had earned it by studying the Koran and other holy books in his home village—which is in the Khoja-i-Gar district, and is now occupied by the Taliban—and then at a madrasah in Pakistan. I left Mullah Omar as dusk approached and he and his men prepared for the sunset prayers.

         The day after the air strikes began, I drove past Mullah Omar’s compound, again at sunset, and looked out at the desert, toward Bashir’s hole. His guards had brought their captive up for air, and he was standing in a shallow ditch they had dug for him. He was visible only from the torso up. He appeared to be rooted in place, half swallowed by the earth.

         
             

         

         Dasht-i-Qala is in Takhar Province, and until the year 2000 the provincial capital, Taloqan, was the main base of operations for Ahmad Shah Massoud and the Northern Alliance. But Taloqan fell in heavy fighting, and Massoud retreated to a village closer to the Tajik border, about 37twenty-five miles northeast of Dasht-i-Qala. He was there on September 9, when the two Arab suicide bombers, posing as journalists, set off a bomb while they were interviewing him. By then, the hills above Dasht-i-Qala were the last barrier between the Taliban and the border that provided the Northern Alliance with access to the outside world and supplies.

         Dasht-i-Qala is near the confluence of two rivers—the Amu Dar’ya, which forms the border with Tajikistan, and the Kokcha, which runs into the Amu Dar’ya. The local Northern Alliance organization is called the Kokcha Union and is led by four commanders, each of whom represents a population center. They cooperate with the central Northern Alliance organization, which is nominally headed by Burhanuddin Rabbani, the president of the government formed by the mujahideen who took power in Kabul in 1992, when the Soviet-backed government fell.

         The local commanders in the Northern Alliance negotiate with Rabbani’s government for funds for their troops, but they have a great deal of autonomous authority in their districts. If an NGO wishes to build a school or an irrigation system or organize a food-for-work road-improvement project, it must make arrangements through the local commanders, whose bargaining power vis-à-vis the Northern Alliance as a whole derives from the fact that they have small armies of their own. The commanders supply troops in the war against the Taliban and coordinate their activities along the front with the Northern Alliance defense minister—formerly Ahmad Shah Massoud and now General Muhammad Fahim, who took Massoud’s place after the assassination.

         The commanders within a district have a rotating system of leadership. Last winter, the Dasht-i-Qala 38commander, Mamur Hassan, led the Kokcha Union troops for a four-month period and then relinquished his duties to one of the other district commanders. Hassan is a landowner, and his men are extremely deferential to him, as if he were a feudal lord. He says that he has been at war, more or less constantly, for the past twenty-four years. He is of Uzbek heritage, and he studied at an American-built high school in the province of Helmand, in southern Afghanistan, and at Kabul’s agricultural university, but he came back home to Dasht-i-Qala to work on irrigation projects. Then the Soviets invaded. He laughed when I asked what he would do after the coming war. “I will farm,” he said. “I have three hundred jeribs”—150 acres—“of land. I can be a rich man.” For the time being, he supplies trucks to his nephews, who work the farm and split the harvest of wheat, corn, melons, and lentils with him.

         Mamur Hassan is a small, sturdy-looking man, and light on his feet. He has a beard of medium length that is mostly gray, and short-cropped black hair running to gray as well. He usually wears a long-tailed tunic and matching pantaloon outfit—which is what most Pakistani and Afghan men wear—and, over it, a military-style multipocketed vest. He has a wide nose, and large brown eyes with crow’s-feet at the corners. He listens attentively and speaks with a warm, reedy voice, full of inflection, in Uzbek or Dari, the Afghan variant of Farsi. Mamur Hassan appears to be in his late fifties. Like a lot of Afghans, he does not seem to have thought much about his age, and when we first met he told me that his father, who he said was 107 when he died two years ago, was thirty when he was born. I pointed out that if that was the case Mamur Hassan would be close to seventy. He hesitated and began counting on his fingers. He said that he was born in the Muslim year 1322—1943 in the Christian 39calendar—and, since it was now 1380, he agreed that it was possible that he was fifty-seven or fifty-eight.

         Hassan lives with his two wives and five of his seven children in a brick-and-concrete house surrounded by orchards, at the end of a dirt drive that passes through a small glade of trees running from Dasht-i-Qala to the Kokcha River. The town itself is little more than a rambling spread of walled family compounds set around an intersection of dirt tracks fronted by little shops with wooden shutters, many of them made from ammunition boxes. On the other side of the river is the front line. Hassan’s house is small but comfortable and modern by local standards. The garden is lush—because it is irrigated—with a green lawn and a large plane tree. There is a raised concrete area in a corner for afternoon prayers and for sleeping outdoors in the hot summers. Pink petunias and red and white roses grow next to a concrete bungalow that functions as his staff headquarters and guesthouse. It has a carpeted room that is used for meals and meetings and prayers, a radio room, a kitchen, and a sleeping room. Large white geese wander along the dirt path outside, near a muddy stream. Two pens house a number of pheasants, which occasionally break out in a peculiar song, a staccato clatter that ranges briefly through several tempos and then stops abruptly. There is an antiaircraft battery on one side of the house.

         The first time I visited Hassan, he sat in a chair about twelve feet away from the one that had been placed on the lawn for me. He raised his arm in the direction of a soldier standing twenty feet behind him, and called for his worry beads. An aide came running with a set of amber beads, which Hassan began working with his left hand. I noticed that when he put the beads down his hands trembled. From time to time, he took out a small round tin case of 40naswar, the tobacco-spice-herb mixture—a mild stimulant—that many Afghan men are addicted to, and tapped a little onto his hand, then popped it into the gap between his teeth and his lower lip. Two bodyguards paced around us, and when I reached into my bag for a notepad, they looked especially alert. Later, after I had spent some time at the compound, they laughed and said that they thought I would understand their nervousness about journalists, since the men who killed Massoud had passed themselves off as reporters in search of an interview. When they were no longer suspicious, they greeted me with thermoses of tea and dishes of almonds and candies and tried out English phrases on me. Hassan invited me to stay at the compound when the air strikes became imminent.

         It is not the custom in Afghanistan to invite guests into one’s living quarters, since wives are not supposed to be seen. I never met the women in Hassan’s household, but Hassan’s youngest son, Babur Shah, a three-year-old toddler, played around our feet while we talked. Hassan occasionally called out to the little boy, remonstrating with him gently, but for the most part he just looked at him fondly. Babur Shah’s older brother Ataullah, who is twenty, was also usually present, and took care of him. Ata, as he is called, has just received a scholarship to study journalism in China. Hassan has two other sons who live and study in Tehran, where one of his wives has a house. Hassan didn’t want to send his sons away, but Ahmad Shah Massoud advised him to, so that he would not be distracted by having to look after them while fighting a war. He sent them to Iran because he could not afford to send them to Europe.

         Mamur Hassan said that he was one of only two men still alive among the thirty from Dasht-i-Qala who took up arms as mujahideen against the Soviets in 1979. 41They had started out on their own, without any affiliations, he said, but later on, when Afghan Muslim leaders began receiving arms and funding from Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United States, they threw in their lot with Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, the radical leader of an ethnic Pashtun mujahideen group. Hekmatyar was Massoud’s rival. “At first, I was a member of Hekmatyar’s party, and I fought against the Soviets but also against other Afghans,” Hassan said. “We killed a lot of people and destroyed many places, and I regret this. I tell my sons not to have anything to do with political parties.” He finally broke with Hekmatyar and joined Massoud, who offered to make a place for him when the mujahideen formed a government in Kabul in 1992. Hassan chose to return to Dasht-i-Qala instead. Now he helps out the Northern Alliance but maintains his independence. “I control a lot of men and a large area,” he said. I asked whether the men he commanded owed their loyalties to him or to the Alliance, and he said, “To me.”

         There are apparently around five thousand soldiers in the Kokcha Union, with maybe a thousand in Dasht-i-Qala. “They are ready to fight for me whenever I order them to,” Hassan said. The Alliance gave him two hundred Kalashnikovs, and he regularly receives food for six hundred soldiers, but he makes up the shortfalls and provides everything else that is needed, like clothing and medicine. “I pay for it myself,” he told me, “out of my own pocket.” He laughed. “My family was rich, but we spent it all in the jihad”—the war against the Soviets in the 1980s and then for four years against the Afghan Communist government.

         I asked Hassan what Islamic state he admired, or could see as a model for Afghanistan, and he said that Islam, as he understood it, was a civilized religion and allowed 42for states in which, for example, Muslims and Christians could live together without problems: “This is the kind of Islamic state we want.” He cited Egypt and Saudi Arabia as two nations that he thought had managed to balance the Muslim faith while retaining basic freedoms and also bringing modernization to their countries. I asked what he felt toward unbelievers. “I don’t think anything,” he said. “I don’t mind what they are.” I thought that perhaps he was telling me what he thought I wanted to hear, but Hassan does seem to enjoy a reputation locally for moderation and fairness. “He’s not all that worked up about religion,” Shahmurat, a hulking farmer who has known Hassan for most of his life, said to me. “He’s a democrat.” Massoud Aziz, an engineer who lives in Dasht-i-Qala, said that Hassan is highly regarded, especially by the middle-class intelligentsia. “He has evolved since his early mujahideen days,” Aziz said. “He was not a democratic man then, but he is now.”

         
             

         

         One morning, Mamur Hassan took me with him on an inspection tour of the front line. He sat next to the driver of his Russian UAZ jeep and I sat between two of his bodyguards in the back seat. Two more bodyguards were squeezed into the space behind us. We drove up a huge dirty-yellow hill that housed a labyrinth of bunkers, dugouts, sandbagged bivouacs with howitzers, and Russian T-55 tanks disguised with straw matting, their cannons pointing toward the Taliban positions, which were barely visible through clouds of dust. We sped from bivouac to bivouac, and Hassan popped out of the jeep at each stop, dressed in a powder-blue tunic and green army fatigue jacket, a white skullcap on his head. He poked around the soldiers’ dugouts and asked them what they had and what they needed, and jotted down what they told him on 43a pad. I went with him into an underground bunker with bare floors and Kalashnikovs and ammo clips hanging on the walls. “Only two blankets for ten men,” Hassan noted. “My mujahideen are in bad shape.”
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         44The hill where Hassan’s men were dug in overlooks the Amu Dar’ya, near where the Kokcha meets it. The flat plain between the hill and the river was honeycombed with large holes, and I realized later that this was what was left of the archaeological excavation site of Ai Khanum, where a great Hellenistic city flourished from the fourth to the second centuries BC. The city had been surrounded by brick ramparts, with a monumental gate and several square towers. It was a formidable citadel with a palace, mansions, a theater, a temple, and an arsenal. There has been widespread looting of antiquities in Afghanistan, not to mention the destruction of ancient sites by bombs and religious zealots. Many of the treasures from Ai Khanum were displayed in the Kabul Museum, which was vandalized, its collections dispersed in bazaars and on the illicit art market. The pockmarked plain I saw had apparently been bulldozed to facilitate the looting. The site is one of the main transit points for supplies and equipment coming into Northern Alliance territory from Tajikistan, and we watched people landing on the Afghan side of the river in what looked like a rubber raft. Trucks and other heavy items are brought across by barge. One of the bases of the Russian border guards who are still in charge of security in Tajikistan was visible on a craggy promontory on the far side of the river.

         Around four o’clock that day, when the sun was already beginning to descend, I found Mamur Hassan at prayers with some of his commanders in his garden. When they were finished, he called me over and said, in a hushed, edgy voice, that the Americans were supposed to have 45begun bombing at two p.m. that day, but, because there was a sandstorm and poor visibility, they hadn’t. “Maybe they have already begun bombing Kandahar or Kabul, or will tonight,” he said. The Alliance’s frontline units had been ordered to cease shelling, he explained, so that they wouldn’t be mistaken for Taliban positions and get bombed. Driving back to the compound where I had been living, thirty minutes or so from Hassan’s home, I heard explosions in the distance. They didn’t sound like the usual howitzers or rockets. I turned around and returned to Hassan’s base, to stay there for the night.

         Mamur Hassan inherited his position in Dasht-i-Qala. He said that his grandfather owned a lot of livestock, and that his father made the first irrigation canal in the area. “This was just a desert then,” he said. The area still looks like a desert, but there is a series of irrigation ditches between Hassan’s house and the river, and the land around them is fertile and tilled. Hassan’s grandfather held the title of arbob—headman—which he passed down to his son, Hassan’s father. Hassan explained that the title is no longer used. He is called Commander, he says, because of the war and because he leads soldiers, but he retains a social rank equivalent to or greater than that of his forefathers. “There are no more arbobs,” he said.

         Hassan explained that his duty as a commander is to provide security, and that during the years of jihad against the Soviets he also had to act as a judge. “Normally, there are courts, laws, and judges,” he said, “but during the war, if someone killed someone else, then it was my responsibility to deal with these people. A commander must be educated and understand about courts and laws. Before the fighting, I didn’t understand anything about courts, laws, or human rights, but later, after I took charge of Dasht-i-Qala, I sought out advice, and now I 46understand.” His teacher, he says, was a Muslim priest who was killed in fighting among the mujahideen. “In those days, I rode around on a horse and we had no courts or anything, but now we have courts and laws.”

         There is, apparently, a good deal of overlap between the duties of a commander and those of the son of the district’s former arbob. Once a month, Hassan and the three other commanders of the Kokcha Union meet with delegates from the villages and towns in their communities to discuss problems, hear proposals, and seek agreement on actions to be taken. “We try to see how we can help the people,” he said, “and most of them give their sons to us to be soldiers.”

         As a child, Hassan listened to his father’s stories about fighting the Russians in the 1920s, when the Central Asian republics were forced into the new USSR. There was a Tajik revolt against the Russian Communists. “The Russians forced the Tajiks into Afghanistan, and my father joined in their guerrilla raids. I wanted to grow up to be a fighter like that. But now I am tired of fighting.” He says that when he was young Dasht-i-Qala was a very different kind of place. “We had everything we needed, even though we lived in a small village. We had schools, peace. There were several companies doing business here. But then the Russians crossed the Amu Dar’ya, and the people of Dasht-i-Qala took their children and fled into the mountains, and many of them died. At the time, I had only ten men with guns, and when I reached where the people were at sunrise the next morning, I found women and children there, dead under the snow. It is one of my most terrible memories.”

         During the jihad against the Soviets, Hassan and his men hid out in a forested section of the mountains east of Dasht-i-Qala, in the neighboring district of Rostaq, 47from which they carried out raids. “There were only animals there, goats and things,” he said. “It is a hard place to get to—twelve hours by horse from Dasht-i-Qala. We had a big underground cave, several guns, and five Russian jeeps. I spent fourteen years there. The Soviets tried to attack us several times in the summer, but they were unable to get close to us. One winter, though, in the snow, they came right up, wearing white, and we didn’t see them. They laid siege to us for three months and tried to starve us out, but even then we knew ways to obtain food. And in the end they weren’t able to get us.” After the Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989, leaving the puppet government of President Najibullah in place, Hassan helped lead the mujahideen’s successful military campaign to reconquer Taloqan. This was managed with the collusion of two Najib commanders who decided to switch sides. In their joint offensive, they killed the top government commander in Taloqan and seized the city. From then until 1992, when Najibullah’s government fell to the mujahideen, Takhar Province was one of the main mujahideen bases in Afghanistan.

         Hassan has four brothers. Two of them, he said, were killed by the Soviets, along with his mother and five of his nephews. He said that his mother was killed in reprisal for his mujahideen activities. He was in the mountains, and one night he sneaked down to her house and she slaughtered a lamb and fed him and his men. Hassan said that the Russians heard about this and came to her and asked if he had been there. She said no, but they killed her anyway. Within two months, his two brothers were also dead. “The person who helped the Russians”—that is, the man who informed them about Hassan’s visit to his mother’s house—“was a relative who lived nearby,” Hassan said. “The mujahideen had killed his father, and this was his 48way of taking vengeance. Later, we caught him and I said to him, ‘We killed your father and you killed my mother and that’s the end of it.’ We ended things there.” When I expressed surprise at his merciful gesture, he laughed. “Now I am amazed at what I did. But, because of it, this place is secure and no one threatens me or wants to kill me.”

         Hassan told me that he had also employed conciliatory tactics in 1992, when Dasht-i-Qala reverted to his control. He called an assembly, a jalsa, which lasted two or three days. The area had been bitterly divided between anti-Communists and pro-Communists. He proposed that they leave their rancor behind and rebuild their communities under a single commander—him. That is why, he repeated, “Dasht-i-Qala is a secure place and at peace and no one wants to kill me.”

         
             

         

         Hassan’s wives wear burkhas, the extreme, head-to-toe coverings that the Taliban require and that are common in Northern Alliance territory also. “We must follow our customs,” Hassan says. But he doesn’t necessarily favor them. “Why is it that in Mecca, the holiest Islamic place, women go with their faces uncovered—and men, too, wear nothing on their heads? If that is the center of Islam, then why don’t they wear burkhas?” He concluded, with a rueful smile, “I think the burkha is just an old-fashioned Afghan custom.”

         One afternoon in Dasht-i-Qala, two women, one in a deep-violet burkha and the other wearing emerald green, floated past, briefly enlivening the backdrop of beat-up olive-green military vehicles, brown desert, and dusty shop fronts. The sight of women, or at least discernibly human creatures in feminine clothes, is about the only thing that relieves the harshness of the landscape. The 49visible part of Afghan society is unremittingly male, as is the land, which is drab and muscular. There is nothing soft about anything here, none of the creature comforts a Westerner takes for granted. Dust clogs your throat and coats hair and skin, and the people, who cover their faces with scarves and turbans, have learned to live with it in much the same way the British have grown used to rain. Much of northern Afghanistan today is a preindustrial society, without electricity, running water, or telephones. There are not even toys for the children. Water is pumped by hand from wells that have been dug with shovels, and roads are made by crews who break rocks and produce gravel with sledgehammers. Barefoot boys walk back and forth through beds of harvested rice, turning the grains with their toes to dry them in the sun. In the bazaars, porters carry poles with reed baskets on the ends, filled with everything from water to rock salt, which is sold in pinkish-gray chunks before being ground down to powder. Lambs are tethered next to men with long knives who slaughter them and hang the carcasses from hooks, hacking them into a steadily diminishing mess of blood and meat and bone and fat by day’s end. Grain and vegetables are weighed in tin scales that are balanced with stones. On market days, people walk from distant villages—some even cross Taliban lines—to buy livestock (donkeys, camels, cattle, and horses) and then they herd the animals back home. The flat horizon is dotted with robed men riding donkeys, others on camelback, and the odd motorbike spitting up clouds of dust.

         There is a new primary school for boys and girls in the village of Nawabad, a couple of miles from Dasht-i-Qala. Six hundred boys study in the morning, and the girls, 430 of them, come to class in the afternoon. They study the Koran and Islamic religion, history, mathematics, 50and geography. Some of the older children are learning English. Most of them come from families who fled the Taliban’s military advance last year, when they seized Taloqan and the area right up to the Kokcha River. A couple hundred displaced families still live in miserable little shacks on a scorching wasteland just outside the village, but some five thousand families have been resettled with host families by NGOs. The school is supported by UNICEF, which pays the salaries of the teachers, and Shelter Now International, which built the latrines and provides some of the classroom materials. The school opened in May; many of the girls had not been in a classroom since they fled their hometowns and villages, where the Taliban had closed all their schools.

         I visited the school a half hour or so before the day’s classes ended. In twelve separate rooms off a mud courtyard, girls in headscarves sat on reed mats, reciting their lessons in unison. The teachers, mostly young women in their late teens and early twenties, stood in front of blackboards, their heads uncovered. Each of them held a twig switch, as a pointer, and as I entered classrooms or passed by doorways, many of them froze, or shifted their scarves. I asked Headmaster Muhamadi if one of the teachers might be willing to speak to me, and he said no, that was not a good idea. Not because of them, or him, but because of what people in the village would say.

         They were beautifully dressed, in colorful tunics, some of which were decorated with flower patterns, and billowy pantaloons. One woman wore several gold bracelets, and most of the women had dark kohl painted around their eyes. When the classes ended and the students piled out from the school through the mud doorway, the teachers slipped silently down the dirt lane, garbed in white burkhas. They had become wraiths, stumbling along on foot 51or riding donkeys, bobbing away amid a throng of chattering, happy, barefaced girls.

         
             

         

         The day of the first air strikes, Mamur Hassan was in the nearby town of Khoja Bahauddin, where the Northern Alliance defense ministry has its headquarters. He returned around sunset and prayed with his lieutenants in the garden. Then everybody became somewhat frantic, and Hassan rushed around between his house and the radio room in the bungalow. When several men were getting ready to leave in their jeeps and began making a lot of noise, he shouted at them to be quiet and to remain on high alert at their bases. He told one man that if he wasn’t prepared he would kill him. After they left, Hassan stood under the plane tree, watching the sky above and looking at his wristwatch, twitching with tension.

         The men who stayed in the compound listened to Radio Tehran and the BBC’s Farsi Service on shortwave radios. When reports of missile attacks began coming in, an exchange of tank and Katyusha rocket fire—baritone booms and clattery whooshes, respectively—could be heard in the distance. A dozen or so mujahideen stayed up most of the night, listening to the news and eavesdropping on enemy field-radio conversations. Hassan’s personal secretary, Osman Muhammad, a twenty-four-year-old medical worker who had given up his job to fight the Taliban, had a long conversation on his radio with a Northern Alliance defector he knew. Osman explained to me that the man had had a misunderstanding with Qasi Qabir, Mamur Hassan’s counterpart in Khoja Bahauddin, and had fled the district with his family. For the past two and a half years, he had been serving as an officer with the Taliban near Taloqan. Osman said that he had called the man when the bombing began to say, “Come back now or 52else you will die.” The defector had replied that it was too late, that there was no going back, that Qasi Qabir would kill him. Osman said that he had given him his personal guarantee of safety if he returned, but he admitted to me that the promise was worthless, and that Qasi Qabir would have the final say about the defector’s fate. “It would be a big problem if Qasi Qabir found out the man came back and stayed here with Mamur Hassan,” he said. “He would ask, ‘Why are you protecting my enemy?’” I asked Osman if the defector agreed with the Taliban. “No, that’s what’s so terrible about this,” he said. “He doesn’t understand why fate has driven him into the arms of his enemies.”

         The next morning, I asked Mamur Hassan how he had slept. He chuckled and said he had watched TV and listened to the news until one a.m. He has a satellite dish and an aerial, and is thus one of only a few people in Dasht-i-Qala who can watch television. He said that if the Americans kept up their missile strikes and bombing raids the Taliban would go to the mountains to wage a guerrilla campaign. This was not his speculation, he said, but a plan already outlined by the Taliban. He also said that the Northern Alliance had an agreement with the Americans to launch a military offensive in tandem with their raids. Without the air strikes, Hassan said, the Northern Alliance would be able to do very little. He refused to be drawn out on the question of how anyone was going to defeat the Taliban in a guerrilla war in the mountains, although as a veteran of fourteen years in similar mountains he seemed qualified to comment.

         “So,” I said, “all this talk about finishing off the Taliban in a week once the bombing started was just hot air?” He smiled. “It was to boost the morale of the mujahideen. You understand. The fact of the matter is that the Taliban 53are very powerful. We need the air strikes in order to make any headway.” He claimed that the Taliban had recently increased their troop strength along the hundred or so kilometers of the Takhar Province front line from fifteen thousand to twenty-five thousand soldiers. “This will give you some idea of what we face.” Hassan said that if the Americans were able to inflict real damage with the air strikes and if they and the Russians would give the Northern Alliance the military equipment they had promised, then the Taliban could be taken down in a couple of months. “General Fahim has told me to collect all my soldiers and to be at the ready. But it is very difficult for me. I have food for only six hundred men and I have one thousand to feed. So the conditions are not right for a sustained attack. The truth is this. In these conditions, it’s impossible.”

         
             

         

         Hassan had promised to introduce me to Sadruddin, the man who betrayed him and caused his mother’s death during the years of the jihad. Sadruddin is forty-five, but he looks closer to sixty, a thin man with a goatee and a deeply furrowed, weather-beaten face. He arrived one morning a few days after the air strikes began. Sadruddin is Mamur Hassan’s second cousin, and he is married to Hassan’s niece. I asked him to tell me his version of the story. Had Mamur Hassan killed his father? Yes, Sadruddin said, although Hassan did not give the order. The leader of the mujahideen group that Hassan belonged to at the time had ordered him to capture Sadruddin’s father, a well-off landowner, and six others like him from the Dasht-i-Qala area. They took them back to their cave in the mountains of Rostaq, where the mujahideen commander executed them with a pistol. He killed them, Sadruddin says, not because they were pro-Soviet but 54because they were influential and wealthy people, and he was jealous and afraid of their power. “My father was a good man, and many people followed him. When he died, I was just a boy, and all the responsibility of my family fell upon me.” He said that his desire for vengeance was so great that he joined the army of the Najibullah regime. “After I joined the Najib government, I told my soldiers to kill Mamur Hassan’s mother.” Had he been present at the execution? “Yes,” he acknowledged. “But I stood some distance away. We killed her with guns.”

         Mamur Hassan had been unable to retaliate immediately, Sadruddin said, but “when Najib fell, and Ahmad Shah Massoud occupied this valley, Mamur Hassan became the mujahideen commander, and I fled with thirty-five soldiers to a village that we secured. Mamur Hassan laid siege to us. I held out for four days, until an assembly of arbobs, led by Mamur Hassan’s father, who was the most respected of all of them, arranged a reconciliation between us. We resolved our differences then, and have been friends ever since. Afterward, all of my soldiers joined the mujahideen, under the command of Mamur Hassan, and later I married his niece.” Sadruddin didn’t think that this was all that anomalous. “In the Holy Koran it says that if someone kills someone in your family, then you must kill that person. It also preaches forgiveness.” Sadruddin is a wheat farmer now. “No more war for me,” he said.

         
            * This chapter was originally published as “The Warlord,” The New Yorker, October 22, 2001.
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