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For the brave women of Afghanistan,
who battle brutality and extremism
for freedom and humanity.









Prologue


February 2022


Changa, Wardak province


The men wanted to know everything about Germany. After the teenagers had cleared away the platters of rice and meat and half-finished bowls of milk pudding, folding up the orange plastic floor mat to catch the spilled grains and sugar wrappers inside, the elders fixed their eyes on me and listened in intent silence as they sipped their teas. I took a breath, fixed my headscarf, and started by telling them about the driving licences.


‘You have to do hours of classes!’ I told them. ‘And then you have to take a test.’


They exchanged surprised glances. None of them had ever had their driving abilities assessed before they got behind the wheel. I ramped it up another notch.


‘And then, they take your licence away if you break the rules too many times!’


Now they were really shocked. Germany was the land of freedom, wasn’t it? So what did they mean by denying a man’s right to drive? I hadn’t even got on to the real stuff yet – the jaw-dropping price of potatoes in the supermarkets, the money you had to hand over to the government before you even saw your paycheque. I knew this would be stunning news to them, and that they wouldn’t quite believe me. Here in Changa, a remote, rural village, sixty miles but eight hours by car on dirt tracks through the mountains from Kabul, it was assumed that anyone who had made it to Europe must be living a life of great luxury. And now here I was, the emissary from a promised land, a young Afghan woman, no less, telling them they had got it all wrong.


I could hardly blame these men: they had little else but hope. Changa was a collection of beige mud huts, with no running water or mains electricity. To get a phone signal you had to climb higher up the mountain. To go to the toilet, you had to squat in a hut on the hillside. School was a single-room madrassa for the boys, where Qurans and other religious literature were piled up along the walls next to huge heaps of prayer mats, and a courtyard classroom open to the elements. This is where the girls sat cross-legged on the ground for their lessons, when in February, the melting snowfall turned the hard-packed earth into mud. I would not have kept an animal there.


For the men, the imminent arrival of spring heralded an agreeable few months, when even those who believed Germany to be the land of Audis for all would proudly state that they preferred to stay in their village. In spring, the snow slides off the jagged mountains, revealing a layer of emerald-green grass, and new leaves on the bare branches of apple trees. The sun rises earlier and heats the earth a little deeper every day; within weeks, everything would bloom into a fragrant canopy, and the men would wade into the river at the bottom of the valley in loose shorts and T-shirts to splash water at each other and shriek with delight. The women would not join in. Almost all of them in Changa over the age of fourteen were married; for them, there was little time for play.


Most of the amenities in Changa, including the school, had been provided by the Taliban. In the twenty years that the international aid organisations and NATO armies had spent in Afghanistan, barely a penny of the billions of pounds that were poured into the country made it to villages like this one. They might not even have known that the regime in Kabul had changed in 2001 had it not been for the air strikes and night raids that came soon after. The last time foreigners had come to Changa was in the 1980s, when two French doctors dropped in – if you discounted the Americans who dropped from the skies with their parachutes and Robocop gear. Nobody had bothered to come and pave the road, or fund a market, or build a sewage system. The carcasses of Russian tanks remained by the roadside, rusting heaps turning the same ochre as the earth after thirty years. One Swedish aid organisation had funded a basic maternity clinic in the former school, and trained local women as midwives to assist with straightforward births. Otherwise, everything else here was provided by the Taliban’s parallel state, from education to security and the Sharia legal system. One of the biggest buildings in the area, which had once belonged to a governor of Wardak, was now the militants’ prison. And it was for that reason, as well as for their own protection, that everyone in the village supported the Taliban.


The curious old men of Changa, the fathers and supporters of those Talib boys, looked like a National Geographic stereotype of Afghanistan. Their turbans, elaborate rolls of pristine fabric, increased the diameter of their heads by half again. They wore huge woollen pato, shawls in earthy colours draped elegantly around their shoulders and necks. Outside, in the bitter mountain wind, they pulled the pato over their heads and wrapped them like a mask over their nose and mouth, and under their chins, exposing only their owlish amber eyes. Some teenagers adopted the style, adding a swoosh of kohl around their lashes for extra effect. They had gathered to greet me, inviting me to eat in the best salon of their homes, warmed by the family’s sole gas-powered heater, all of us sitting comfortably on plump red cushions laid out around the edges of the room. The women were elsewhere, in a colder edge of the house, waiting for their turn to eat the food they had prepared for us all.


To an outside observer it may have seemed like nothing had changed in Changa for hundreds of years, that this was a place unmoved by the outside world’s march towards modernity. But one small detail gave the truth away. Hung up high on the turquoise-painted wall, festooned with pink and yellow garlands, was a photograph of a young man with a pencil moustache and side-parted hair. The print had clearly been professionally taken decades ago, and Mohammad Jan, the man staring out at his turbaned descendants, was wearing a suit and tie. In the early 1970s, when the picture was taken, he had been a young traffic officer in Kabul, having left Changa to forge a new life in the capital. In Kabul, he had been seduced by leftist politics and its promise of a progressive, democratic Afghanistan. That led him to join the Khalq Party (People’s Democratic Party), a socialist bloc with friendly ties to the Soviet Union. He married, started a family, and had no reason to believe that his life and theirs would not continue in this modern fashion.


But in 1973 everything started to unravel. First, King Zahir Shah was deposed in a coup led by his cousin, Lieutenant General Mohammad Daud Khan, who declared his relative ‘corrupt and effete’ and vowed to bring democracy to the country. General Khan installed the Khalq Party as the government and declared himself president. The Soviets then took advantage, and started ramping up their political influence. In 1978 a Moscow-backed communist faction launched its own coup, killed Khan, and took power. The new government was headed by Nur Muhammed Taraki, a leftist writer and journalist convinced of the need for a Bolshevik-style revolution. He immediately began seizing and redistributing private wealth, annihilating the bourgeoisie as the country descended into anarchy. Within a year, the brand-new government was riven by factional disputes, and in December 1979 the Soviet army crossed the border, reaching Kabul within days and installing its own puppet government, kickstarting the decade-long Soviet-Afghan war, with the resistance made up of religious men who called themselves the mujahideen, or holy warriors, for whom godless communism was an abomination.


Mohammad Jan was no longer a progressive: according to the mujahideen, he was a traitor. Back in Changa, support for the mujahideen’s resistance was absolute. And so, like millions of Afghans, Mohammad opted for self-preservation. He shed his Western-style suit and tie, moved his young family back to his village, began working as a truck driver, and threw his support behind the mujahideen faction of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a brutal warlord and Islamic fanatic.


In the four decades since Mohammad returned to Changa, the regime in Afghanistan had changed three times, from Soviet puppet to Taliban theocracy, to internationally backed government, and finally back to the Taliban. In villages like this, however, the upheavals in Kabul meant little. They had supported the mujahideen, then they had supported the Taliban when it turned out to be the most powerful among the factions. In 2001, when the Taliban was ousted from Kabul and the other cities, its fighters retreated to the countryside – to places like Changa – and continued governing through a parallel state. Eventually, in August 2021, the Taliban’s parallel state became Afghanistan’s full state once again.


The men in the room, some of them the sons of Mohammad Jan and others his brothers, were largely happy that the Taliban was back in charge. The previous government of President Ashraf Ghani had been corrupt to the core, pocketing much of the international money that was meant to improve the lives of ordinary Afghans. Now, the villagers did not have to worry about night raids on their houses, or foreign soldiers storming into their houses with their dirty boots while their wives and daughters were at home. They hoped the new Taliban government might now spend some money on Changa.


Yet, in a land of paradoxes, the very least was this photo on the wall – of the most respected man in the family captured for eternity in his smart Western suit, his eyes full of hope for an Afghanistan in which women could be equal to men.


My name is Zarifa Ghafari. I am an Afghan woman, born in 1994 in the time of my country’s civil war and raised during the Taliban’s first regime. I came of age in the era following 2001, as a supposedly democratic government was being propped up by Western armies, aid organisations, and billions of dollars. As an adult, I became the first female mayor of Wardak province, a Taliban heartland west of Kabul. In that position I became one of the most prominent women in the country, and an outspoken opponent of the Taliban. For that, the militants tried to assassinate me three times, and when they failed to do that, they killed my father. When Afghanistan fell once again to the Taliban in August 2021, I was forced to flee, boarding one of the chaotic evacuation flights from Kabul airport to a new life as a refugee in Germany.


Six months later, I took a decision that made me a hero to some of my countrymen, and an apologist according to others: I returned to Afghanistan, determined to look the Taliban in the eye. Some people asked how I did it, and why. Practically, it was simple: I am still an Afghan citizen, after all. I went back on a plane, like anyone else. Emotionally and physically it was difficult. In the months since they retook power, the Taliban had arrested several female activists and imposed a raft of rules restricting women’s freedom. I worried that I would be arrested the moment I presented my passport at the immigration booth, or that a pumped-up young Talib at a checkpoint would recognise me and be unable to contain his rage.


In order to ensure my safety I secured the backing of the German government, and an assurance from the Taliban’s leadership that nothing would happen to me while I was in Afghanistan. For that, I was accused by other Afghan activists of whitewashing the new regime. But I did not go for political reasons, nor did I hold any meetings or negotiations with the Taliban. I went to visit the humanitarian project that I set up in Kabul soon after my exile to Germany, and to show solidarity with the women still in Afghanistan. What I found in my country, the place I feared I might never be able to return to, was far more complex than the simple black-and-white narratives imposed onto it.


While I was mayor of Wardak, from May 2018 to June 2021, I would never have been able to go to Changa, even though it was, on paper, under my responsibility. Taliban territory started within a mile of my office in the provincial capital, Maidan Shahr, and even if I had escaped an ambush on the road I would certainly have been arrested in the village. In my time in office I watched the Taliban chip away government control over Wardak until, finally, the fight came into the city itself, forcing me to leave for a new government posting in Kabul. Yet now that the entire country had fallen to the Taliban, I was able to travel freely, and was welcomed by the village elders. On a crisp morning, as the early spring sunshine started melting the snow on the mountaintops, I distributed aid packages, and spoke with the villagers about their economic problems. The elders invited me into Changa’s meeting hall for an audience – the first time any of them had sat and debated local politics with a woman. Huddled into the small room, underneath the white flag of the Taliban pinned on the wall, they explained why they were pleased that the old government was gone.


‘Now there is no war, no bloodshed,’ said one, whose turban gleamed white as the snow. ‘Aid was previously going to the people connected with the warlords and powerful people. At least some now reaches the people in need.’


Another, a man with a face as crinkled and brown as a walnut, disagreed. ‘But now the Taliban is distributing the aid to their own people,’ he said. ‘It’s still not going to the people who really need it.’


For half an hour, I talked with these men who, only months ago, would have celebrated my death. I did not feel offence, or anger. The reasons for this are not easy to explain. The attempts on my life while I was mayor were not about me personally. They were about what I represented to them: a rotten government that had done nothing for ordinary Afghans, and a type of women’s liberation that, in villages like Changa, was seen as a foreign imposition. For the Taliban, killing me would have been a victory, a way of reminding the government in Kabul that they were still in charge in places like Wardak. But now that the Taliban was victorious, they had lost their motivation for killing me. In fact, their needs were better served by protecting me. Desperate for international recognition, and the financial support that would come with it, in February 2022 the Taliban were on a public relations drive, trying to convince the world that they were a different group from the one that had ruled Afghanistan in the 1990s, the one that had banned TV and music and reduced women to walking shadows in blue burkas.


For most of my meeting with the elders, I was the one holding the floor. These men, most of whom would never heed the opinion of their wives, sisters or daughters, listened in spellbound silence. I have always been a natural at public speaking: even when I am dropping with fatigue I can flick a switch for an interviewer or an audience. It is a skill I started honing as a girl when I realised how effective it was; I have found it as useful when speaking with world leaders at glitzy conferences as it has been in meetings with illiterate Afghan men in modest mud huts.


‘I am requesting – no, begging – you to let your daughters go to school. If the school here is rebuilt as a high school, you must allow them to study until twelfth grade,’ I said.


‘If you want to save yourselves from this misery, please educate your children and specifically your daughters. If you invest in your son’s education, he will bring you money. But if you invest in your daughter’s education, she will then educate her own children when she becomes a mother, and then her grandchildren. If you educate one woman, you are saving ten generations.’


The men – illiterate but wise – nodded their heads sagely, and at the end thanked me profusely for coming to see them. One by one, they shook my hand and filed out of the room. They all hoped that I might be able to change something in Changa, pleased that a politician, even a former one, had bothered to make the difficult journey to their village. They were all impressed by me, and by the path I had chosen for myself. Yet, had you asked any one of them whether they would have wanted their daughters to do something similar, their answers would have been unanimous: Of course not. This is Afghanistan.


The women of Changa wanted to talk about children: specifically, how many each of them had. In a place where women are barely allowed out of the house, where few are educated and even those rarely beyond primary school, the one way a woman can earn respect is through the number of children she gives birth to. Mahdia didn’t know her own age, she could only guess. After marrying at thirteen, and with one child a year since then – with sixteen of twenty children surviving – she reckoned she was in her mid-thirties. She looked remarkably well, with smooth dark skin over high cheekbones, and a sparkle in her youthful eyes offset by the red of her embellished headscarf and the sheen khal, a small blue dot tattooed on her forehead used by some Afghans to ward off the evil eye. She felt blessed, she told me.


‘This is just how life is for us,’ Mahdia replied, when I asked how she could tolerate such an existence. ‘We have never seen anything different to what we have. It just is.’


It crushed me to hear these words from one of my countrywomen. I had come here not for political purposes, nor personal promotion, but to find what I could salvage from my country now that the Taliban was back in charge. Through my humanitarian foundation, Assistance and Promotion for Afghan Women, I had opened a women’s training centre and maternity clinic in Kabul. But I knew that it was here, in places like Changa, that I had the possibility of sparking real change. I turned to the younger, unmarried women, and asked them to leave the room. I wanted to speak frankly, but I also knew that the older women would not thank me if I brought up taboo topics in front of their daughters. Once we were alone, I started talking about their right, and their responsibility, to limit their family numbers.


‘Having one, two or three kids is normal,’ I told them. ‘But with every child you give birth to you are losing a huge amount of energy. Maybe it will take some years off your life. And if your child is a daughter, then one day your husband is going to come home and announce that he has found a man for her to marry. And just as it was for you, she is not going to have any choice in the matter.’


If life was tough for the men of Changa, for the women it was truly grim. Most men forbade their wives from seeing a male doctor, even when they were in labour and their lives in danger. Even if they did allow it, the visit would have meant an hours-long journey down those bumpy mountain tracks on the back of a motorbike, since few people here had cars. There were only a handful of women in the country who had been educated to a level that would have allowed them to become competent health workers. Most babies are born at home, yet Afghan women have one of the highest fertility rates in the world, with men usually making the decision of how many children their wives should have. As in many Islamic countries, children are seen as a mark of male virility and pride – the more children a man can have the better. In fact, pregnancy and childbirth has killed more women and children in Afghanistan over the past forty years than bullets and bombs ever did. Around one in ten women and one in twenty babies die during labour.


But in conservative societies, change can only happen gradually, through the generations.


‘Listen to me,’ I told the women. ‘My mother had eight children. But I am not going to have more than two. And they will themselves have their own thoughts on this issue.’


I told them about how my family had struggled when I was a child, how some nights we had nothing to cook but plain rice. I described how my family’s situation had changed when my mother was able to work again, how it had lifted us out of survival mode to a place where we could think of a better future. I told them how my father had been killed, and the struggles we were now going through as refugees. When they saw that I was not simply some rich woman, perhaps educated abroad and now coming back to tell Afghans how to live, they began to trust me. Little by little, the women started opening up, dropping the protective pretence that they were happy with everything life in Changa had handed them. By the end of our conversation, tears were rolling down Mahdia’s face.


The next morning, before I set off back to Kabul, I ate breakfast with the same women and their daughters. We sat around the edges of the room that had seemed so bare and cold to me the night before, the floor now laid out with little plates of jam, eggs and cheese. The morning sun beamed through the window, lighting up a vista of snow-covered mountains outside. It was a joyous, gossipy meal. The women wished me well for my own marriage, and said they would pray for me to return to Changa soon.


‘We are so proud of you, so happy you are here,’ one told me. ‘It is my wish that my daughter can rise up like you.’


If I had only changed the mind of that one woman, my long journey to Changa had been worth it.









One


If you lined up my mother, my grandmother and me side by side, all of us standing in profile, you would spot our blood tie straight away. All of us have the same aquiline nose that dominates our silhouettes. Many women in Asia opt for plastic surgery to change such a nose, reducing it to a stump of a ski slope diminished by their other bold features. I have never understood why they would do such a thing in pursuit of a Westernised form of femininity. For me, this trait I have inherited through my maternal bloodline is a mark of our strength.


To explain how I became an Afghan woman who fought back against her society, I have to start from the beginning. My whole family story has been shaped by Afghanistan’s tragedy. Trauma has been passed down with my DNA.


My mother, Karima, was three when her father was murdered by one of the mujahideen militias that were busy carving up Afghanistan. It was 1980, a year after the Soviet army invaded, and the mujahideen had already decided that ethnicity was more important than country or faith. They splintered into ethnic factions: Pashtun, Hazara, Tajik, Uzbek. Most of Afghanistan’s ethnic patchwork was fighting each other, each group led by a man who had spotted opportunity in turmoil. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, leader of the Pashtun faction, was one who committed acts of barbarity in the name of religion. His chief henchman was Zerdad Faryadi, a thug who took his nickname from one of his bodyguards, who was reputed to engage in cannibalism. The guard was known as ‘The Dog’, and Faryadi as ‘The Big Dog’. Their main concern was the Jalalabad border crossing into Pakistan, which had become an escape route for thousands of people, mostly liberals and intellectuals, who were trying to flee the escalating bloodshed. Faryadi and his dog controlled the border checkpoint, extorting money from people as they tried to leave.


But groups of all ethnicities committed atrocities – there were no good guys, only bad and worse. The Tajik leader was Ahmad Shah Masood, ‘the Lion of Panjshir’, who repelled seven Soviet offensives on his domains in the north of Afghanistan and would be assassinated by the Taliban two days before the attacks on the Twin Towers in 2001. The Hazara had Abdul Ali Mazari, later captured, tortured and killed, and his corpse flung from a helicopter. The Uzbek had Abdul Rashid Dostum, notorious for his lavish tastes, which included a bulletproof Cadillac, and his war crimes. Their militiamen, drunk on their sudden power, would roam the streets of the villages at night, searching for girls to rape. There was a gory urban legend told in Kunduz, the northern province where my mother spent her early years, of a woman who had the misfortune to get caught in a fight between two factions. The fighters came into her house as she was feeding her infant son, cut off her breasts and killed the boy. One favoured method of execution was the raqs morda – the death dance. The killers would cut off their victim’s head, throw it into a vat of boiling oil, and laugh as the decapitated body twitched on the ground.


My maternal grandfather, Abdul Rahman Osmani, was the principal of a school in Kunduz. The school, which taught both boys and girls, was opened in the brief era when the socialist government made women’s rights a key concern. In Kabul, bare-headed women attended university classes alongside men, some of the women wearing miniskirts as they walked to classes, their arms full of books. Still, they were anomalies. Alongside them in the Kabul streets were outraged men staring at their brazen displays of liberation, and other women wearing burkas. Most of the country remained deeply conservative, and in the villages women still went about shrouded in veils and long cloaks. But there was, at least, the beginnings of change.


After the invasion, the Soviet-backed government and army kept control of Kabul but the religious ideologues soon commanded power in the countryside. As they rose, any small gains that had been made for women screeched into reverse. According to the mujahideen, educating girls was sinful – that alone was my grandfather’s crime. For years, he had lent his beautiful voice to the call to prayer that rang out from the local mosque five times a day. Yet the warlords, the so-called holy warriors, persecuted him. Tajik militiamen arrested him and held him in Sher Khan Bandar, a dank prison next to the Panj river, which marks Afghanistan’s border with Tajikistan. After forty days they led him into the Khwaja Ghar mountains, where they tied him with ropes to another prisoner and shot them both dead with one bullet. Then they threw their bodies into the nearby river, where my grandfather would remain. My mother’s eldest brother was only seven years old, too young to take on the task of retrieving his father’s corpse. There was no one my grandmother could take her case to – the warlords made the law. Soon after, my grandmother, a widow at twenty-seven, moved with her six children to Kabul.


They rented a small house in Deh Dana, a district in the far south of the city close to the neoclassical Darul Aman palace, surrounded by the Sher Darwaza mountain and the remains of Kabul’s ancient city walls. Its name means ‘the place of the educated’ but by the 1980s it was turning from a middle-class area into a slum. Refugees flooded there as the warlords strengthened their grip on the countryside, swelling the genteel capital into unruly, overcrowded shambles. But tight communities formed in these urban hinterlands. New arrivals picked the neighbourhoods where others from their province had already settled, creating imperfect copies of their villages in the city. Later, in the 1990s when the Taliban came, most of the original, wealthier Kabulis left their homes in the rich inner districts, many of them emigrating to Europe and the United States. But these poorer immigrants into Kabul stayed.


Afghan mores dictate that my grandmother should have married one of her dead husband’s brothers, accepting a reduced position as a second wife in return for economic security. But she chose the hard road, taking a job in a factory to feed her children as a single mother. It was the first time she had worked outside the home. From being the wife of a school principal, a respected woman in her village, she had become just another refugee among hundreds of thousands in the tough city. In my country, you can never take what you have for granted. Tomorrow, it might all be gone.


Family histories are made up of many tides, and some of them can turn for the better even as others turn for the worse. As the Soviet Union collapsed and the Berlin Wall fell, Kabul became one of the first victims of the Cold War hangover. The Soviet army withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989 – another great power humbled, but leaving a shattered society and much of the country as rubble. But in Kabul the war still felt a long way away. My mother went to school in the capital, and after classes went to collect the housekeys from my grandmother in the clothing factory, where she worked sewing uniforms for the Afghan army.


It was my father’s sisters who first spotted my mother in 1991, when she was fourteen years old. My aunties were also working in the factory, and had their own family story of flight. My paternal grandparents had once lived in rare luxury. My grandfather, Faramoz Ghafari, was working with a German company in one of the development projects in Herat province. He was also a respected leader in his village and a hugely wealthy man. The family lived in a mansion in the countryside, three storeys high behind ornate iron gates. My grandmother, Bibi Rabia, lived like a queen with more than forty silk Afghani rugs to furnish her house, hand-stitched shoes and chests full of silver and gold jewellery, studded with precious stones. Yet money and status could not insulate them from the escalating violence, or from tragedy. My father was one of nine children, but my grandmother gave birth to several more who were stillborn or who died as infants. When war and extremism descended, the local mullahs started speaking against the Ghafari family: one of my father’s brothers, Abdul Sami, was a member of the Khalq Party, the same leftist, Soviet-backed bloc that Mohammad Jan from Changa had joined. He believed that the party offered the best ideas for Afghanistan, that it would modernise the country and in particular push for girls to be educated. But according to the mullahs, this made him a non-believer. The family started to leave home less often, preferring to stay behind their gates as everything outside changed beyond recognition. My uncle Abdul Sami was killed in an ambush by the mujahideen, who buried him with one hand sticking out of the ground as a warning. It worked. My father’s family left their increasingly hostile village, the place where they had once been so respected. They went to Kabul, fleeing so quickly they had no time to gather any of their precious things. Some of the children were barefoot as they left, my father just eleven years old. They arrived in the capital in the mid-1980s, and while the brothers who were old enough joined the army, the five sisters went out to work.


In the factory they noticed there was something different about my mother, something deeper than her dark-haired beauty. The early loss of her father had instilled in her a quiet resilience, and a tendency to turn her anxieties inwards. She never quite knew how to grieve this man she could not picture, who was nonetheless an essential part of her being. Unable to join in with her mother’s reminiscences, instead she filled the blank page with images gathered from a few photographs, creating her own private version of her father in her imagination. It was this man that she mourned, internally. She still does not show her emotions easily.


My father, Abdul Wasi, was intrigued when his sisters talked of this enigmatic girl. He was twenty-seven by then, thirteen years older than my mother, and had followed his brothers into the national army. He drove a Jeep, a symbol of prestige in Kabul. He had once been handsome, with a thick head of glossy black hair and a full moustache. Unfortunately, his most dashing days were behind him. A few years earlier he had been in a battle with the mujahideen in Farah province close to the Iranian border when his Humvee broke down in the middle of Dasht-e Reg Rawan, a deadly desert. The jihadists surrounded the soldiers in their Humvee, exposed in the middle of the empty lunar landscape. They were stuck there, doing everything from eating to going to the toilet inside the vehicle. The temperatures soared to 50 degrees Celsius in the daytime. Every time one of them stuck their head out of the vehicle an unseen mujahid would take a pot shot. It was two weeks before back-up arrived from Kabul, 700 miles away across unforgiving terrain, by which time my father’s hair had fallen out. When it grew back it was coarse and a lighter shade of brown.


Some wealthy Afghan families might have looked down on my mother, regarding her as an impoverished girl of few prospects. But to my father’s family, it was clear that her circumstances did not reflect her character. Even though she was just a child when my grandfather was murdered, my mother carried some of his dignity in her. She was still going to school despite her family’s hardships and the war closing in on Kabul. In fact, it took my father’s family six months to persuade my grandmother to allow her daughter to marry their son. Eventually, my paternal grandfather went to the house carrying the holy Quran, and asked my grandmother himself not to say no. My mother and father were married two years later, in 1993, as fighting raged in Kabul.


Against the backdrop of war, my parents’ wedding was a rare display of joy and relative opulence, a moment in which the Ghafari family could imagine themselves to be still the rich, respected people they had been back in Herat. It was held in one of the city’s two wedding halls, with a filmmaker hired to record it all on VHS.


As children, we used to watch the video with the sound turned down since, by then, the Taliban had banned television. My younger brother Wasil and I would sit on the floor as my dad pulled the set from the back of the cupboard and then plugged in all the cables. In the dark with the curtains closed, the flicker from the screen would illuminate our faces. We were enthralled by the exoticism of it: my mother’s heavy make-up, the live music and wedding singer, and when it got to the end we would beg for him to rewind it so we could watch again. As the Taliban dragged Afghanistan back to the Middle Ages, the scenes from the video seemed to have come from the future, not the past.


My mother was sixteen when she married my dad, and carried on going to school. He took her to the gate every day on the back of his bicycle, until I was born a year later. My father always called me Sartajak, the name of a small grey bird you can see swooping over the rooftops of Kabul. He always told me that he prayed that his first child would be a girl, and that I was the answer to his prayer. I am not sure I can explain to you how unusual it is to have an Afghan father use a term of endearment like this, and speak with such affection to his daughter.


I may have inherited my mother’s profile, but when I turn to face you straight on you will see nothing but my father. My mother and grandmother have the same broad face, but mine is narrow and angular. In a childhood photo in which I am cuddling into the crook of my father’s shoulder, taken when I was six or seven years old, you can already see that the contours of our cheekbones are the same. I also inherited his temperament: there is nothing of my mother’s stoic silence in me. I speak the truth I see before me in an instant. My temper is explosive but short-lived, erupting in small bursts throughout the day. If I were to keep it all inside me I would eventually explode like a malfunctioning pressure cooker.


Before I was conceived, and before he had even met my mother, my father had bought me my first toy: an orange teddy bear he brought back from the Soviet Union. He had been sent on a training mission there in the late 1980s, in the final years before Moscow withdrew its army from Afghanistan. By the time he gave it to me, soon after I was born, the army he served was no longer under the Soviet thumb.


Without its patrons, the communist government was crumbling, and the mujahideen smelled blood. They converged around the capital, Masood and Dostum’s forces from the north, and Hekmatyar’s from the south. It was Masood’s men, numbering some 10,000, who entered Kabul first, in April 1992, helped by mutinous government troops. President Najibullah Ahmadzai, nicknamed ‘The Ox’ for his demeanour of brutish thuggery, fled, and Masood assembled a coalition government made up of the various mujahideen factions and members of the former regime. The army also pledged its loyalty to Masood.


Within days, battles between the factions had broken out on the streets of Kabul. Hekmatyar stationed his forces on the mountains of Char Asiab, which loom over the southern parts, and fired an endless stream of rockets onto the districts laid out below them. That earned the warlord the nickname Rocketyar – ‘friend of the rockets’. In the north, Dostum, the Uzbek leader, was employing the same tactic, positioning his artillery on the mountains there. In the spring of 1994, while my mother was pregnant with me, Hekmatyar added starvation to the list of miseries that Kabul was suffering. He refused to allow UN food convoys to pass through the gate to the city that he controlled, this in addition to the lack of electricity or running water, and hospitals and schools bombed out of use.


The upper-class residential districts in the north and west of Kabul, already largely emptied of their residents, many of whom had fled to Europe and America, were left in ruins by the fighting between the mujahideen. The Darul Aman palace in the south of the city was shelled until its silhouette looked like a set of broken dentures. My parents survived almost entirely on vegetables in that period, my mother taking priority over my father when the meagre meals were served so that I could be nourished in her belly. In September 1994 my mother gave birth to me at home, with the sound of gunfire and mortar strikes echoing in the distance. There were no midwives to help, only her female relatives and in-laws. It might sound like an inauspicious start, but I consider myself lucky. I was born into one of my country’s very bleakest periods, yet both my mother and I survived.


Although Masood was considered the most tolerant of all the mujahideen leaders, his men were largely illiterate and strict in their interpretations of Islam. The presenter on the evening television news show, who had once appeared with her hair uncovered, now draped a scarf over her head. On the streets, the miniskirt-wearing students were long gone; almost every woman now wore the chador, a loose one-piece cloak covering everything from the top of the head to the floor. There had once been a street in the old city packed with shops that sold second-hand clothes from Western stores, but these closed down as the demand for blue jeans and high heels plummeted – what was the point when there was nowhere to show them off? Outside Kabul, the situation was even worse. In the south of Afghanistan, around the city of Kandahar, one particular mujahideen group was seizing control of a growing area: the Taliban.


These fighters, ‘the students’, were the protégés of Mullah Omar, a mujahideen commander who had scored few successes on the battlefield in Afghanistan, but realised that the generation of young Afghans who were now growing up in refugee camps in Pakistan would make ideal recruits to his cause. In Pakistan’s madrassas, or religious seminaries, which gave them a free education (and with such charity these were often a family’s only option), the students were schooled in an extreme, unbending version of Islam, which glorified violence and death in the name of jihad. Their lives and families had been fractured, and they were full of fury at the godless invaders who had forced them from their homeland. Mullah Omar convinced them that the other mujahideen groups were no better than the Soviet soldiers, presiding as they were over drug-trafficking and corruption. In the early 1990s, as Masood, Hekmatyar and Dostum entered a power struggle in the main city, the Taliban was advancing through the rest of the country.


The civil war between Masood and the other mujahideen groups raged in the city for four years until, in September 1996, days before my second birthday, Mullah Omar’s Talibs entered Kabul. They captured the former president Najibullah Ahmadzai from a UN compound, where he had been preparing to flee to India, murdered him and hung his castrated body alongside his brother’s from traffic lights in the central Aryana Square, just outside the presidential palace he had once ruled from. There they remained for two days, a warning to anyone who might try to resist the new order. Few did. The Taliban declared Afghanistan an Islamic emirate, to be governed by a harsh interpretation of Sharia law. The mujahideen warlords and their men had been doing as they pleased when they controlled the city, kidnapping girls to force into marriage, looting homes and businesses and killing their opponents without fear of reprisal. The Taliban promised to put an end to the lawlessness: their strict Sharia rules meant that thieves had their hands cut off and adulterers lost their lives. One teenage boy accused of stealing scrap metal was paraded through the streets in a version of the stocks, his face blackened with soot. The defeated mujahideen, led by Masood, retreated to Panjshir, his mountainous Tajik stronghold north of Kabul.


In the three months after the Taliban took control of Kabul, 50,000 more people fled the city. We stayed because we had no better options. In Kabul, at least, we had a home, whereas elsewhere we would have been dependent on relatives or charity. Government employees like my father were required to carry on signing into work every day, even though there was no longer any work for them to do. At least he still received a salary. Life under the Taliban was less physically dangerous than it had been during the civil war, but it quickly faded to a bleak monochrome thanks to the reams of petty rules that they issued. Birds were banned as pets, and so their cages were opened and scores of canaries and mynah birds fluttered into the wild. Bred in captivity, they were unable to fend for themselves as the winter drew in, and the streets were soon littered with bright yellow carcasses. Card games and chess, believed to encourage gambling, were outlawed, along with football, which was deemed un-Islamic. Kite-flying, a popular hobby, was banned and so too were paper bags, lest a page of the Quran end up being repurposed as one. For women, the rules were even stricter. My mother could no longer leave the house unless she was covered from head to toe in a burka with just a small embroidered grille to peer through, and even then, only if she was accompanied by my father or one of her brothers. Television, dancing and all music apart from Islamic incantations were banned. My father stashed our television set away, and the unspooled tape of cassettes that the Taliban had seized fluttered from Kabul’s lamp posts, something that, in my childlike way, I considered a jolly sight. Men were forced to grow out their beards and to attend mosque five times a day. The vice and virtue police meted out punishments – whipping, stoning and maiming – to anyone found non-compliant. Adultery, drinking alcohol and murder were punishable by death.


Life for ordinary Afghan men under the new regime was reduced to work, home and the mosque. For most women, work and mosque were taken out of the equation. For girls, there was no school, let alone university – the 4,000 women who had been studying at Kabul University were ordered home. Women were allowed to work, but only if they had jobs in health care, since male doctors were banned from treating women. Girls were expected to wear the burka from the time they turned ten years old.


My parents shielded us from politics. I remember all of us staying with relatives in a neighbourhood called Makroyan, a geometric maze of Soviet-built apartment blocks in east Kabul, where residents strung out their washing between their windows and lines of gangly trees. The neighbourhood’s once-verdant public spaces were now littered with informal cemeteries filled with the bodies of residents killed during the civil war. The graves were hastily marked, sometimes just a few stones laid on top marking out the resting place of a loved relative. Within a few months of the Taliban taking power, hyperinflation had taken hold in the food markets. Kabul’s poverty was so bad that children were digging up human bones to sell to traders, who exported them to Pakistan where they were ground up and added to chickenfeed. Yet when the blocks were constructed in the late 1960s they had been cutting-edge, with central heating systems. And though they were grubby and run-down by the time we lived there, and those public spaces filled with death, Makroyan remained one of the better neighbourhoods. The Soviet design, although ugly, was sturdy, and the blocks had withstood the rocket attacks better than most other buildings. Lined up row after row like soldiers, they made us feel protected.


Later we moved in with two of my uncles and my maternal grandmother, whom we called Bobo Jan. She was a stout, quiet-voiced woman whose calm demeanour was at odds with her inner strength. In this household she was the matriarch, her top-floor front room the venue for all our family gatherings. The house was in Kart-e Naw, a sprawling place in the south of the city which had been nothing but villages and pasture until developers arrived in the 1950s. By the time we were living there it was a land of narrow alleys and concrete, but still most houses had no running water. There were communal wells or, for the slightly better-off, fountains in the yards of the buildings. Otherwise, water was bought from vendors who manoeuvred their carts laden with huge metal flagons down the alleyways, and who would herald their arrival with a drawn-out note of rising intonation. The area had once been one of the city’s most multicultural, with Pashtun, Dari, Tajik and Uzbek living together. But when it fell under the control of the mujahideen forces during the civil war, many of its original residents fled. By the time the Taliban arrived, people were trickling back to Kart-e Naw, but now they were mostly Pashtun – that rich tapestry could not be re-stitched so easily. Later, in another neighbourhood, we lived in an apartment on the fifth floor and I would sit at the window, looking out for my friend Tamara passing below. When I saw her, I would race out and we would go to the playground to meet my cousins. At the neighbourhood wedding parties the women would deck themselves out in jewellery and illegal nail polish, and sing in low voices so that any passing Taliban patrol would not hear. With music banned, the women would tap on small drums called darya.


My father continued working under every new regime, and so he continued under the Taliban. He was promoted to the rank of colonel the same year they took Kabul, but by then the Afghan national army had been reduced to little more than a vassal of the mujahideen groups. Under the Taliban it limped on, though it was the jihadist fighters and the mullahs who now held the real power. Still, my father’s position meant he could push his luck a bit further than most. Occasionally, as a change from the wedding video, my father ran a thin wire from our secret television’s aerial socket onto the balcony and up to the washing line. With that, we could pick up a fuzzy Iranian signal. Even the most mundane programme from the Islamic theocracy next door seemed daring and glamorous to us. We would sit in front of the muted television, transfixed by the keep-fit programmes that were all the rage in the mid-nineties. They were presented by headscarved women in baggy clothes, entirely unsuitable for the energetic step exercises they were demonstrating.


For the grown-ups, the Taliban made useful bogeymen. Their appearance – locks of long hair protruding from huge turbans, kohl-lined eyes glaring out from sun-hammered faces – was striking enough to spark all kinds of childish nightmares. As I walked through the streets with my grandma Bobo Jan, laughing and shouting as she tried to hurry me along, she would beseech me to stop being so naughty: ‘If you don’t behave properly,’ she told me, ‘the Taliban will come and get you.’


I did not realise when I started school, aged four, that I was engaging in an act of resistance. If my parents had been caught, they would have been arrested and tortured. My teacher would most likely have been executed. But for me it was entirely normal that, each morning, I would leave our apartment, skip around the corner to a nearby apartment, almost identical to ours, and there descend to the basement. I sat together with the other girls, cross-legged on a rug, and each morning went through the same ritual. The teacher would say good morning to us and then we would greet the teacher and each other in a sing-song, rhythmic reply. We learnt the rudiments of the Dari language, a tongue close to Farsi that is the lingua franca in diverse Kabul, and English from the yellowed pages of two well-worn textbooks. I remember the struggle of writing from left to right for the first time – both Dari and Pashto are written from right to left – and how plain the English letters seemed next to the baroque curls of the Arabic alphabet. My first English words were simple syllables that I would repeat over and over, curling my lips as I tried to get the vowel sounds right: Book. Pen. Truck. Ball. There were small, badly placed windows at the top of the room, and we never put the lights on, so we studied in the murky darkness. If there were footsteps outside our teacher would shush us and gesture for us to hide our books under the carpet. Sometimes we had to hold our breath until the sound of footsteps had retreated. When we sang the national anthem each morning, she implored us to keep our voices low. That was something I never understood: the words were all about how wonderful Afghanistan was, and I believed it! So why weren’t we allowed to shout it out at the top of our lungs? It was only years later that I realised it was the Taliban she was afraid of.


For the most part, my primary school days were filled with the same childhood games and friendships as yours. Each day, after our lessons ended, I would walk part of the way home with classmates. When it came to the point where we separated, them going to their street and me going to mine, we would repeat the same nonsensical question-and-answer nursery rhymes to each other.


‘I have one rupee, what should we buy?’ one of us would shout.


And then another would reply: ‘Let’s buy this one! And now – time to go home!’ And that would be the signal to run as fast as possible, all the way back to our homes.


But I was also aware right from the start that, somehow, I did not fit in. I was never the most popular in my class, neither during those Taliban times nor in later years. I was years younger than most of the other girls in my basement school and they took full advantage of my naivety. One day, as I was walking to class, I caught up with three girls who were carrying teapots and glasses in thin arms stretching out from under their burkas.


‘It’s Teachers’ Day!’ they cried when they saw me, empty-handed. ‘You won’t be allowed into class if you don’t bring anything for the picnic!’


I believed them, of course, and ran home to tell my mother. She quickly gathered some sweets into a bag for me and boiled up a pot of fresh tea. By the time I reached class, half-running while trying not to spill the scalding liquid on myself, I was late and the girls were laughing at me. But I did not care – I wanted to impress the teacher. She was the most stylish lady I had ever seen, with the palest skin and bright red lipstick. She had lived in the United States for some years but decided to come back to Afghanistan to help girls like me.


My mother, herself an educated woman, could now only live vicariously through me. By the time I started school, women had disappeared under a thousand Taliban rules. Our windows, like everyone else’s, had to be painted over to prevent anyone looking in from outside. On the rare occasions my mother did go out onto the streets she had to walk without making a sound. Each day when I got home from school she would greet me at the door, ask me what I had learned, and sit down to help me with my homework. I sang the poems my mother taught me, and together we would repeat English words and phrases again and again, until they cemented themselves into my brain.


The last time I went down into one of those Kabul basements it was night time. It was early October 2001 and the air already had a chilly grip. My parents shook us awake. We were four by that time: I was seven; my brothers, Wasil, four years old and Wasel eighteen months; and tiny, red-faced Horya, had been born three months earlier. My mother said we had to go to the neighbour’s house, and we shuffled down there with tired eyes and some blankets and oil lamps. The bombing started soon after, the impacts rolling like a steam train through the ground towards us; my parents had heard on the radio that the US President George W. Bush had ordered attacks on Afghanistan to start. I was sure the building might collapse on top of us, and huddled deeper under my blanket. I had never really known anything of war before that night, even though my country had been defined by it for decades. In fact, those first American bombs of 2001 fell on Bibi Mahru hill, right behind our house in Makroyan. It was once a popular spot for walking and picnicking, with impressive panoramic views over the city, but the Taliban had a radar base there and the people who lived around it had already abandoned their homes, sure that their area would be first when the strikes came. For me and my siblings, it came out of nowhere – our parents had told us nothing about the September 11 attacks, nor the growing focus on Afghanistan in the capitals of the West. Just as they had shielded us from the politics of our country, they shielded us from the fact that we were now at the epicentre of an earthquake shaking the world.
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