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			DEDICATION

			This book is dedicated to my three beautiful daughters, Princess Sahar Alexandra, Princess Safia Emerett, and Princess Alia Elizabeth, without whom I would feel incomplete and my work would have been a waste.

			It is because of the love and support my family so generously dispensed that I felt compelled to put ink to paper and speak my Afghanistan back to my life.

			I remember a time away from the clamors of war and clashes of weapons. I remember the dreams my forefathers held for this land of ours, this people . . . Afghanistan is more to me than a land-locked nation in the heart of Central Asia. 

			My Afghanistan still echoes of happiness and breathtaking beauty. Those are the memories I want to conjure so that you may learn of my people and see how their progressive and prosperous future was interrupted.

			Afghanistan has suffered many great injustices, and as its prince I owe my nation the courtesy of its history. Afghanistan’s story deserves to be told from a place of courage and dignity, for Afghans are a deserving people.

			Afghans are a resilient people, a capable people, a good people. Greed and illegitimate ambitions destroyed my nation and stole its future.

			Here, in the pages that follow, I will safeguard Afghanistan memory and restore my nation’s sovereign right and integrity away from terror, radicalism, and covert imperialism.

			I dedicate this book to my loved ones, to my children and grandchildren. Know that I am proud of all of you and of all your choices and accomplishments. May you find in my words a newfound strength; may you remember that Afghanistan will always be your birth right to keep, but never to own. Royalty, I have learned, is not a statement of ownership over a land, but rather an oath to safeguard a people and a land from nefarious forces. To that end, I have held true to the best of my ability.

			My loyalty forever remains tied to Afghanistan and all Afghans, beyond creed and ethnicity. My lineage is an old one—since 867 AD my forefathers have watched over Afghanistan and its future. I pray that my book will serve a testament to their memories, their deeds, and their hopes.

			Long after I am gone I pray that my book will endure and speak of the land that captured my heart and breathed strength in my soul. Afghanistan will forever remain my home, my beloved, my own.

			May Allah All Mighty (SWT) look upon us all with mercy.
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			INTRODUCTION

			A ROYAL LEGACY

			Following is the story of my life, or rather the love affair I have enjoyed with Afghanistan, the land of my forefathers, my first and last love, my anchor and my strength.

			A prince of Afghanistan, I have lived most of my life in exile, forced to run before the violence of the Soviet Union, forced to stay away before the radicalism of the Taliban, and forced to watch as my nation went up in flames, eaten whole by the greed of men. 

			An Afghan prince educated in the West, I have lived my life in between two worlds, my heart tethered by my two great loves: Afghanistan and my American wife.

			This book covers 30 years of my life (1978 to 2014), from the fall of the monarchy to communism and the rise of the Taliban and the subsequent coming of Osama bin Laden to the US and NATO invasion of Afghanistan following the 9/11 terror attacks.

			You will learn of Afghanistan through my eyes, and maybe learn along the way that history bears many witnesses, each to their memory, each to their own subjective recollection.

			I make claim to no truth but my own.

			My tale is that of an Afghan prince who for decades on end has witnessed the disappearing of his heritage to the fires of war and despair. I have long dedicated my life work to righting the many wrongs that have befallen my homeland and will continue to offer my life to my people so that their voices can be heard. Afghanistan’s story needs to be told. 

			I am the direct descendant of nine generations of kings of Afghanistan: the nephew of His Majesty King Amanullah (reigned from 1919-1929), known as the Victor of Afghanistan; the grandson of His Majesty Amir Habibullah (reigned 1901-1919); and the great-grandson of His Majesty Amir Abdurrahman (reigned 1880-1901), known as the “Iron King.” My ancestry continues on to His Majesty Amir Dost Mohammad, who assumed the throne in1827. My entire family line can be traced back to 867 AD. In many ways, my family has been Afghanistan’s keeper, its memory, its traditions, and its national integrity.

			I was born in Kabul, Afghanistan, the middle child with an elder brother, Abdullah, and younger sister, Salma. Our father, Prince Abdul Ghafoor, was one of the younger sons of His Majesty Amir Habibullah who, besides attending to the affairs of the country as monarch, also enjoyed hunting and photography on big-game expeditions through Afghanistan and India. This king, my grandfather, had 36 wives, to whom he sired 29 sons and 32 daughters. Marriages back then guaranteed tribal stability and allegiance. Kings married often to ensure order and tribal cooperation, not to pursue carnal desires.

			My family was big, eclectic in its personalities—a reflection of Afghanistan’s ethnic make-up and testament to our nation’s diversity and wealth. We were all Afghanistan’s sons and daughters, proud of our heritage and lineage . . . Afghanistan has run in my veins since long before I drew my first breath. It is likely my last breath will be spent speaking its name. 

			We were our people! For generations of men, Afghans have looked upon our house and recognized their own kin. Such was the strength of my house and such has been our legacy.

			Back when my great-grandfather assumed the monarchy in 1880, Afghanistan was a puzzle of principalities devoid of real unity. Amir Abdurrahman Khan, also known as the Iron King, or more simply as Amir, changed that political reality.

			To keep the tribes of Afghanistan together and prevent sedition following his grand unification campaign, my grandfather picked a wife from among each tribe. I realize that Afghanistan’s tribal system may sound archaic, even medieval to Westerners, so I ask you to understand one crucial point.

			What the West calls multiculturalism, Afghanistan calls tribalism. Our many colors, traditions, cultures, sensitivities, and strengths are carried, expressed, and encapsulated within our tribal system. More importantly, it is through the tribes that Afghans have together secured and exercised their rights to political determination. Afghanistan’s true tribalism, that of which my family stood a keeper and represented, was not a euphemism for feudalism, but an affirmation of Afghan’s civil rights.

			Afghanistan was born on the back of the tribes, and it is the tribes that have kept Afghanistan’s integrity safe. I believe the tribes will save Afghanistan from those radical hordes that have held my people hostage.

			Misconceptions by many in the West have clouded their thoughts and tainted their views of my homeland. Afghanistan is not a devilish black hole of barbarism. Afghanistan is a land occupied by barbarous legions; it is a land violated, a people tortured, a culture hijacked.

			On these pages, I reclaim what was stolen from us. Afghanistan is more than a few borders drawn on a map. Afghanistan is a hope captured on the lips of our children. It is the sun setting on our mountains, the breath in our lungs, and the song in our hearts. Afghanistan has not sung its last—legitimacy is still here, the tribes are still here, and our people are indeed willing.
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			After King Habibullah Khan, the martyred king, was brought back to Kabul to be buried, my uncle, His Majesty King Amanullah, the Amir’s second eldest son, rose to power after his brother, Prince Enayatullah, refused the throne. Upon ascension, King Amanullah’s first act as monarch was to declare a war of independence against the British. The empire would soon learn of Afghanistan’s independence.

			A united body, the tribes rallied around my uncle, unbending and proud. If Afghanistan had allowed once for its borders to be breached, its sons and daughters fought bravely to reclaim their land away from the foreign invader. This was to be the last of three Anglo-Afghan wars (1832 to 1842, 1879, and 1920). Independence was to be Afghanistan’s victory march. I pray that soon it will be so again. Today Afghanistan is up against a tyrant much more pernicious and cruel. Bravery and sacrifice will be needed to expel those forces that have polluted my land and held my people captive.

			Afghanistan once echoed of laughter, hope, and brilliant tomorrows. The Afghanistan I remember was a land of plenty, of breathtaking beauty.

			King Amanullah ushered in a new era, not only in Afghanistan, but also in India and as far away as Egypt. In fact, he is fondly mentioned both in Mahatma Gandhi’s and Gamal Abdel Nasser’s memoirs. In 1924, the king introduced Afghanistan’s first constitution and parliament, built hospitals and additional schools, freed the slaves, and brought in railroads and factories. The first airplanes were brought in from Italy. He freed Afghan women from the veil by abolishing it, and sent the first group of Afghan girls to study medicine in Turkey. He also sent male and female students to France and Germany so they could benefit from Western culture and bring modernism to Afghanistan.

			My uncle’s goals were to open up Afghanistan to the rest of the world and reform our entire national structure by strengthening state institutions.

			In the ten years of my uncle’s rule, Afghanistan was firmly set onto the road to economic development. Part of that was related to his very close and friendly working relationship with Ataturk of Turkey.

			For as far as memory stretches, my family, my line has worked to transform Afghanistan into a modern state, maybe not that which Western powers envisioned, but a modern nation, nevertheless.

			But our future was interrupted. The blame lies at the door of those who betrayed, plotted, and schemed covert imperialism.
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			Where did Afghanistan go wrong? This is a question I often ask myself. At which point in our history did we lose to hatred and radicalism? In my view, Afghanistan was sold out to radicalism. My homeland was invaded and held hostage from 1978 to 2001, first by communism, then by Al Qaeda and the Taliban, followed by the barbarism called Wahhabism. While communism was forced upon us by the Soviet Union and their Afghan underlings, Al Qaeda and Wahhabism have been a poison forced upon us by powers whose ambition has been to wield control through socio-political annihilation.

			Afghanistan has been wrongly associated with terrorism. Afghans are not by definition radical; rather, they are being held captive by the theo-political construct of Wahhabism, the ideology that Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and other Islamic powers use to anchor their dominions. 

			I argue that my homeland was set on the path to political perdition by the British Empire in the 1920s, when bigotry was exploited to score political points. At that time, King Amanulla’s wife, Queen Soraya, stood as a powerful influence on Central Asia. A progressive woman, Queen Soraya was a champion for women’s rights and a strong supporter of progress. My mother, Lady Siddiqa, was Queen Soraya’s first cousin.

			Keen to avenge the black mark Afghanistan left on its military legacy, Britain devised a plan that would eventually bring Afghans to their knees and set in motion nefarious dynamics.

			While King Amanullah was concentrating on developing his nation, the British were planning his downfall. During King Amanullah’s European tour to introduce Afghanistan to the Western world, he was greeted with fanfare in England. Colorful banners hung on the reception route to welcome him as he rode with King George V. Queen Soraya accompanied Queen Mary in the carriages that weaved their way through the throngs of well-wishers. A now-famous photo of Queen Soraya, dressed in a beautiful sleeveless dress and diamond tiara, appeared in all the British newspapers.

			It was this photo that the British used against King Amanullah in 1929 to instigate a revolution under the leadership of a highway thief by the name of Kalakani. He was allegedly paid 50,000 Pounds Sterling to initiate the revolution by labelling the king an infidel. Under the Crown’s command, spies such as Mullah e Lang (“the lame mullah”), dressed as holy men, infiltrated Central Asia through India where they distributed copies of the queen’s sleeveless photo as proof of her said heresy. Several pictures were subsequently doctored to underscore the alleged salacious nature of the Afghan monarchy to inflame religious passions and fuel an uprising.

			From the ashes of Afghanistan’s fallen monarchy, the empire aspired to assert control and finally claim ownership over Central Asia against their colonial contenders. Perfectly in tune, two tribes, the Shinwaris and the Momands, rose against King Amanullah.

			Eager to protect his people from another bloodbath and refusing to have one drop of Afghan blood spilled on his behalf, the king abdicated. Broken-hearted, he went into exile to Italy upon the invitation of King Victor Emmanuelle III.

			The rebels ruled for nine months. In late 1929, General Nadir Shah, a cousin and the minister of defense during the reign of King Amanullah, together with his four brothers, returned to Afghanistan to wage a war of restoration against Kalakani and to pave the way for the return of the king.

			While Kalakani was defeated, King Amanullah never returned to Afghanistan, thus passing the throne to Nadir Shah. Our line remained unbroken until April 26, 1978, when Soviet-backed Afghan communist parties, and again in December 25, 1979, communist Russia laid a claim against our homeland, sealing in one smooth swoop the destiny of an entire people.

			Never since has Afghanistan tasted peace. Never since has spring graced our skies . . . only winter.
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			I am a son of Afghanistan. I was born and raised within a monarchical culture that perceived itself not a reigning house over a submissive nation, but the keeper of a tradition entrusted with the momentous task of forging a future worthy of our people’s aspirations. Afghanistan may have been a monarchy, but it was never a tyranny. Our monarchy was based on our ancestral system of popular representation and multi-culturalism.

			A prince of Afghanistan, my education was both Western and Afghan. Following King Amanullah’s, and thereafter the family’s, emphasis on learning, I finished my primary education at the French academy, Lycée Isteqlal, in Kabul. When my father was assigned to the Afghan Embassy in Karachi, Pakistan, I transferred to Saint Patrick’s High School in that city. While in Karachi, I had the opportunity to meet and mingle with boys and girls from different nations. I fell in love with a young American girl and developed a liking for American culture—America would remain one of my great loves, a home away from my own.

			When we returned from Pakistan I completed my schooling at the Afghan Institute of Technology. After graduation, I was sent to Helmand Valley to work on the Grishk power plant, a joint Afghan-American project. I had the opportunity to go abroad for college, and since my education in Pakistan was in English I was given the choice of England or the United States. With my historical dislike of the British, I opted for the United States and attended the University of Connecticut, where I studied agricultural economics and business. 

			After graduation from the university I returned to Afghanistan and established several successful businesses, including a travel agency, a taxi service (a precursor of Uber), advertising and employment agencies, and world-famous restaurants that served guests such as Japan’s Crown Prince Akihito (presently the emperor) and his wife, writer Leon Uris, French author Joseph Kassel, French designer Pierre Balmain, and other celebrities. My restaurants were the places to be and be seen for Kabul’s cosmopolitan elites, aristocrats, embassy crowd, visiting dignitaries, and international intelligence operatives playing spy vs. spy. In addition to my entrepreneurial ventures I was very actively involved in my countrymen’s welfare. I assisted the poor by setting them up in private business so they could stop begging on the streets. 

			In 1974, I married the love of my life, a beautiful Irish-American girl, Maribeth Cecilia Blawie, whom I had met and fallen in love with after graduating from the University of Connecticut. We settled in Kabul, where over the next five years she bore me two lovely girls. Our dreams and plans were shattered in 1978 when I was put on the list of those to be executed by the new communist regime. As a member of the ruling family and well connected to foreign diplomats and international businesses, I was a threat to the communist establishment. Realizing that our lives were in jeopardy, I consulted with Adolph Dubs, the newly appointed United States Ambassador to Afghanistan, and with the assistance of my trusted bodyguard devised an elaborate scheme to escape from Afghanistan.

			This is when my story truly began . . . 

			Disguised as a hippie, with my wife and young daughters in tow, we embarked on a perilous bus ride to Pakistan via the Khyber Pass and multiple communist checkpoints.

			Settling in my wife’s home state of Connecticut, I was considered nothing more than a refugee from a faraway communist country. Once the enfant terrible of one of the oldest royal families of the East, I struggled with this new reality and identity. But my optimism and entrepreneurial spirit would help me find success over the course of the next twenty-three years.

			During the dark days of the Afghan jihad against the Soviet Red Army, I led activities and programs to help my people by providing food and clothing through charitable organizations. I worked tirelessly for the benefit of Afghanistan’s freedom fighters by giving public speeches and meeting with members of the U.S. Congress. Working closely with the Reagan administration to help defeat the Soviet invaders in Afghanistan, I was instrumental in getting Soviet-made armaments and American Stinger missiles to the Afghan freedom fighters. I also assisted other Afghans who had escaped the scourge of the communists and Al Qaeda settle in the United States.

			More than two decades after leaving Afghanistan I returned to a nation that had been destroyed from years of war, Taliban rule, and months of U.S. aerial bombardment. The country was a shadow of what it once was. Despite the misgivings of many of my friends and family, I began to spend most of my time in Afghanistan, determined to help the country rebuild. I constructed more than three hundred homes, several mosques for the poor in various provinces, and supplied school materials for thousands of students.

			This work, coupled by the Afghan tribes’ overwhelming support of my family, helped me develop a very important relationship with all the tribes. To utilize this relationship for the strength of the country, and at the behest of the tribal elders, I created the National Coalition for Dialogue with the Tribes of Afghanistan (NCDTA).

			I believed that only by uniting the tribes and empowering the people could we begin to address and solve the enormous socio-political-economic problems facing the nation, the growing distance between the central government and the people, the resurgence of Al Qaeda/Taliban forces, and the ensuing death and destruction of my people and country. Forming the NDCTA was the first step in my mission to officially unify the tribes and help save our faltering democracy.

			My decision to invest decades of my time and energy in Afghanistan came at a price. It took a devastating toll on my marriage, my emotional and spiritual well-being, and my health. But I continue this work today, and the history and events that unfold in these pages are a testament both to my family’s legacy and the resilience and courage of the Afghan people. My one goal and hope remains the same, that one day the legacy of my royal lineage—a peaceful and prosperous Afghanistan—will once again be restored.

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			COMMUNISTS AT THE DOOR

			KABUL, APRIL 26, 1978

			It was a grey morning. Dark clouds were hanging over the city. Far off a dust storm was brewing and I felt a certain gnawing in the pit of stomach. As a child I could always feel when something bad was about to happen. I had inherited this trait from my mother and others on her side of the family. 

			As teenagers growing up in Karachi, Pakistan, my brother always depended on my sixth sense to know whether or not we were going to get into trouble when we did something that our parents were unaware of, like sneaking out of our house in the middle of the night to visit girlfriends or go to a party. My instincts proved right nearly 100 percent of the time, and now the feeling was stronger than ever.

			This was the morning that President Daoud Khan, a distant cousin of mine, had convened a cabinet meeting at the presidential palace to decide the fate of the communist leaders whom he had ordered to be arrested a few days earlier. A man named Nur Mohammad Taraki headed the communist party at that time. His deputy, Hafizullah Amin, had escaped arrest. President Daoud had been digging his own grave by trying to maneuver the country away from the Soviet sphere of influence. His efforts to establish closer relations with Western and moderate Islamic countries aroused the suspicions of the Soviet Union, which began to lend an increasing degree of support to its communist protégés in Afghanistan. He had made a trip to the Middle East to wean Afghanistan away from Soviet authority, and Arab leaders told him they would provide financial support if he got rid of the communist party in Afghanistan. Upon his return from the Middle East, he passed a decree to arrest all communist leaders. 

			I observed these events as a resident of Kabul, a member of the royal family, and the owner of a popular supper club, The Golden Lotus, where throngs of Iranian students had sung, until recently, the praises of President Daoud. The situation in neighboring Iran was deteriorating in 1978, and before his change of heart about communism and the Soviets, Daoud had won the admiration of those Iranian students who were members of the communist Todeh party. Over Chinese food and rounds of drinks they told stories about Daoud’s coup d’état against his first cousin, King Mohammad Zahir Shah, whom he dethroned with the help of the communist party members of Afghanistan in 1973. And they discussed the imminent downfall of the Shah of Iran, Reza Shah Pahlawi.

			President Daoud’s latest actions, however, were costing him those admiring communist fans. On April 17, 1978, a member of the communist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) and critic of the president was killed. His funeral turned into an anti-government rally, which led Daoud to arrest the PDPA leaders, including Taraki, several days later.

			The night before the cabinet meeting, Amin, one of the PDPA leaders who had escaped arrest, had allegedly contacted party members within the tank division and air force at the Puli Charkhi military camp, about 10 kilometers from the capitol, alerting them to be ready.

			On that morning of the cabinet meeting, Kabul University students were planning to march toward the presidential palace to air their grievances.

			The Minister of Defense, General Rasoul, was informed of the students’ plans and asked to deploy the Puli Charkhi tank division to guard the palace. He granted the request and summoned the tanks, unaware that the request was a ploy by Amin and his associates in the camp. 

			Around 10:00 a.m. that fateful morning, while I was having breakfast outside on the porch of my house, I heard muffled cannon fire coming from the direction of the palace. Having served in the tank division, I immediately recognized the sound of those blasts.  

			At the same time, my aide, Jan Ali, a young Hazara man and the son of a tribal chieftain, informed me that my brother Abdullah was on the phone. Abdullah was my older brother and partner in my business ventures, including the Golden Lotus. As soon as I picked up the receiver, I heard the worry in my brother’s voice as he asked me to come to the restaurant. The Golden Lotus was located around the corner from the presidential palace, which also housed President Daoud’s residence.

			Taking a quick shower and combing my goatee, which I had grown since my days of working for the Afghan government in Helmand Valley in the 1960s, I got dressed and headed for the garage. Jan Ali, who was never more than 10 feet away from me, followed close on my heels. Before I got to the garage, I told my “Man Friday” to protect my wife and children by keeping all the gates closed and not letting anyone in. He smiled and, opening his jacket to expose the pistol that he had tucked away in his belt, told me not to worry. He said he would guard the Khanum Sahib (a title given to all foreign ladies) with his life. I did not doubt his allegiance to my family or me for a moment.

			Getting into my Jaguar Mark X, I made my way through the streets to the Blue Mosque intersection, which led to the restaurant and the palace. At the intersection, a bewildered traffic policeman stopped me. He recognized me and politely advised me to take the back street, as he had heard that there was trouble down the road where I was headed.

			Taking his advice, I swerved my car to the left and made my way toward Butcher Street, so named because of the number of butcher shops occupying both sides of this narrow street. Every morning the butchers would bring the live animals to their shops and slaughter them right there on the sidewalk, allowing the blood to flow in the open juis (ditches) that ran along both sides of the streets of Kabul.

			Arriving at the restaurant, I parked the car along the row of fountains near the Japanese garden that led to the restaurant. I saw my brother and all the employees standing on the sidewalk, looking towards the Lotus Intersection at the residence of Prince Naim, brother of President Daoud. I looked in that direction, but could not see anything through the heavy dust that was gusting at the time. Finally, peering through the dust, I noticed soldiers in full battle gear lying in the ditch.

			They were all pointing their Kalashnikovs in the direction of the president’s residence. The sound of the tank cannons was getting more steady and rapid. I realized then that the palace may be under attack, and later learned that my assumption was right. The very tanks that had arrived under the pretense of protecting the palace from the onslaught of the students had in fact attacked the palace. During the bloody fight between the tanks and the 2,500 palace guards, every guard was killed while defending the palace and the president.

			During its history, this was the second time that the palace had come under attack (the first attack was in 1929). The palace was built on an 80-acre site in the center of the capitol during the reign of my great-grandfather Amir Abdurrahman Khan in the 1800s, with his own money. My father was born and lived in the palace until the age of sixteen. Three fortified walls of solid stones, with the outer wall reaching 20 to 30 meters in height, protect the palace compound. The main gate, which stands about 10 meters high, is made of thick, solid oak.

			The 2,500 palace guards have traditionally been posted on the outer wall, and inside the main gate stands a second stone wall surrounding the grounds of the inner palace. A division of T62 Russian tanks is parked in the space between those walls to further protect the president.

			Beyond these walls are gardens made up of green lawns and fields of roses and every other flower imaginable. The inner buildings are divided into several sections. One section, called the Haram Sarai, was built to house the king’s wives and the princes and princesses during my grandfather’s reign. The garden within this section contains two enormous white birch trees that were planted by my great-grandfather Amir Abdurrahman himself. The trunks of those trees are now more than ten meters in diameter. In another part of this section the king, and later the president, presided over meetings and greeted all visitors. Next to the Haram Sarai is a small, Mogul-style palace called Kot-e Baghcha. This was the personal residence of Amir Abdurrahman Khan. The entire inner walls were covered with colorful miniature drawings in the Mogul Empire style. 

			While we were watching the soldiers and their Russian machine guns and wondering what was going on, my cousin Abdul Kabir and his son Zia arrived at the restaurant, totally bewildered. We all stood there for a while, each trying to decide what to do, and I finally broke the silence to say that I had to get back to my house. My American-born wife Beth and our daughters Sahar, who was two-and-a-half at the time, and little Safia, who was six months old, were alone.

			Abdul Kabir asked me to give him a ride home, as he lived not far from me. When we got near his house, he asked me to drop him off on the corner of Sher-e-Now Park so he could buy cigarettes. As I was driving toward the park I heard the screaming of MIG jets zigzagging in the skies above, followed by the sound of helicopters. 

			As I dropped Abdul Kabir off on the corner and turned left toward the Blue Mosque intersection, I saw a MIG bear down on the street where I had dropped off my cousin. Soon thereafter I heard machine gun fire. I later found out that a burst of the bullets had killed a number of pedestrians and also made a gaping hole in Abdul Kabir’s upper thigh. Apparently, seeing the jet coming, he had jumped inside a jui by the park. The ditch was deep enough to protect his body, but his thigh was left exposed. Saved by the jui, he was taken to the army hospital, where a Russian doctor operated on him.

			When I arrived home, Jan Ali greeted me at the garage door. I walked toward the house, down the long cobblestone walkway covered by grape vines hanging overhead, and followed by my two retrievers and a German Shepherd named Khan.

			As I was explaining the situation to Beth, who had just returned to Kabul from the States after giving birth to Safia, I heard the whirring roar of a helicopter. I walked out to see what was going on. Little Sahar was playing in the garden with the maid. I looked up at the military fort located on the hill behind our house as the helicopter suddenly zoomed toward the fort and opened fire with rockets. The sounds of rocket and gunfire echoed so loudly that Sahar ran screaming into the arms of her maid. (For a long time thereafter, even when she was in the United States, Sahar would run and hide whenever she spotted a helicopter.)

			The soldiers from the fort opened fire on the helicopter and over our house onto the street. All hell broke loose. The skies over Kabul were filled with screaming MIGs and helicopters. The rattle of gunfire and booms of falling bombs echoed throughout the Kabul Valley. The house shook and the windows clattered. Khan was so nervous that he tore the house’s screen door off its hinges and ran and hid under our bed.

			I picked up the phone and called the deputy ambassador at the American embassy to find out what we should do. When he answered the phone, he sounded very nervous and his voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a barrel. He told me that he was hiding under the table as there were bullets whizzing by the embassy.

			He advised me to stay indoors and added that if things got dangerous I should call him again, and he would send an escort vehicle to deliver Beth and the kids to the embassy.

			That was my last conversation with him. Soon thereafter our phones went dead.

			I became concerned about my father who lived across the street from our house, so I ran over to check on him. My mother and sister were out of the country at the time. I found him sitting calmly in the living room, busily occupied with his favorite pastime . . . writing poetry. As a young man he had experienced similar chaos in 1929, when the family was besieged in the palace during the British-instigated uprising of Bachai Saqau, a rebel and highway thief financed and supported by the British to dethrone my uncle H.M. King Amanullah. My father was 16 years old during that attack.

			I asked him to join us in our house for lunch. When we returned to my house I turned on the radio to get the news, but found only martial music on all channels. This proved but one thing: the radio station had fallen into the hands of those who had instigated the takeover.

			The bombardment kept on all afternoon. My brother-in-law Tamim Etemadi, son of the former Prime Minister Noor Ahmad Etemadi, who was now the Afghan Ambassador to Pakistan, lived in an apartment close to the palace. I called him to check on how was doing since his wife, my sister Salma, was also abroad with my mother. It took some time for him to answer the phone. He spoke in a muffled tone. He told me that a bomb had exploded near his apartment and the shrapnel had smashed through the windows and ripped the inside walls. I asked him to come to our house immediately, which he did. Around evening things got a bit quiet, but still no news as to who or what was in charge. All night the air reverberated with the sound of distant gunfire. 

			Unbeknownst to us at the time, President Daoud had gathered as many of his family members as he could inside a room called Gulkhana, or flower room, in the palace. During the ensuing gunfire his eldest son, Omar, was struck with shrapnel from an exploding bomb outside the window where he was standing. While he lay dying in his mother’s lap, one of Daoud’s twin sons, fearing what would become of his wife and kids if they fell into the hands of the communists, opened fire with the Kalashnikov he was holding, killing his wife, children, and himself. Just then a group of soldiers belonging to the communist party burst into the room and opened fire. During the barrage of gunfire, President Daoud, his brother Naim, Daoud’s other son, their wives and other family members were massacred, some 19 members in all, including several toddlers. 

			The next morning, the usual martial music on the radio was suddenly interrupted by an announcement that President Daoud was dead and the country was now in the hands of the Khalq Party (Communist People’s Party), headed by Taraki. Overnight, life as we knew it came to an abrupt and bloody end. Our family’s era of ruling Afghanistan was over. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			THE END OF THE WORLD

			This sudden turn of events in Afghanistan’s history concerned me a great deal. We were going through uncharted waters, and as an Afghan Prince I felt deep fear for the country and my immediate family for the first time. Since our family had ruled Afghanistan for over two hundred years, I was reminded of what happened to the family of Czar Nicholas of Russia after the Bolshevik revolution and feared the same fate—or worse—for us. 

			The new regime, dominated by Nur Mohammad Taraki’s Khalqi communist party, argued that their leading role in the “revolution” made them the natural ruling party. They backed up this claim with Brezhnev-like rhetoric about world peace, replete with invocations of the masses and the internationalist character of their revolution. This self-serving argument was used to legitimate the marginalization of the Parcham communist party, which claimed that without the participation of its officers, victory would never have been achieved.

			The Khalqi regime believed that it was their right to monopolize power; they rejected any coalition with existing political parties and denied them their right to carry out political activities. They declared five groups as enemies: the Parchamis, Islamists, Maoists, Setam-i Melli (itself divided into the factions of Badakhshi and Bahes), and Afghan Mellat.

			These groups were not the only ones deemed to be enemies of the regime. The intelligentsia, political figures from previous regimes, local notables, and religious leaders all became the target of repression. The elimination of “enemies” was justified as a necessary step for the protection of the people and the success of the revolution. Noor Mohammad Taraki himself declared war against “bearded men,” i.e. the clergy. In a televised speech, he instructed the Khalqis that “those who plot against us in darkness must be eliminated in darkness.”

			As such, many members of the ancient regime and Daoud Khan loyalists were taken from their homes and held in the basement of the Ministry of Defense before being transferred to the dreaded Pul-e-Charkhi prison on the outskirts of Kabul. 

			We could not do anything but wait to see what fate had in store for us. That afternoon, a few hours after learning about President Daoud’s death on the radio, I was having high tea on the terrace when my cousin Obaidullah Tarzi arrived and filled me in on what was going on. He told me about the multitudes of civilians who had been killed. He talked about the bodies lying around the Palace and the body parts stuck on tree branches. I left the table—I could not bear to hear any more. 
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