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AUTHOR'S NOTE


The military force sent into Afghanistan in December 1979 by Leonid Brezhnev is often referred to as ‘Russian’ whereas it was in fact made up of Russian troops but also soldiers from other parts of the Soviet Union. It should thus be correctly termed the Soviet army. I have used this in the narrative except where I am specifically dealing with Russian soldiers or when Afghans and others have used the term ‘Russian’ in conversation.


To protect the privacy of certain individuals, some names and biographical details have been changed.




FOREWORD


We had been up since before early morning prayers, getting ready. The rattle and thump of the first helicopter gunships taking off from the nearby Soviet base shook the house every few minutes. Zulmai was his usual bunch of nerves, puffing on one cheap Afghan cigarette after another, as we awaited the arrival of the driver.


Even at this late stage in the plan, we knew that the unexpected intervention of Afghan soldiers conducting house-to-house searches or a visit from the feared KHAD, the Communist government's secret police, could force instant cancellation – and panic. They knew Zulmai was working for the resistance – they were just waiting to catch him and his cell red-handed. Had they arrived unannounced I would have been hustled down – amid frantic whispered instructions – into a hiding hole under the floor, the sort of place where I had already spent hours on other days waiting for the danger to pass.


I shaved for the first time in weeks, hacking at my beard with scissors and then a blunt razor, aided by soap and cold water. Life in the mountains had been spent living and dressing like one of the Mujahidin — the Holy Warriors — and my beard was part of the effect, along with my dark green shalwar kameez. Staring into the battered mirror in the primitive bathroom, I saw the whitened frame of my face, my skin stretched taut across it, my eyes dulled.


Dysentery had weakened me but I had no appetite for breakfast that morning in any case. I followed Zulmai's example and smoked instead, running through in my mind the risks I was about to take and what might happen if things went wrong. I just wanted to get it done. I was committed and I owed it to Niazuldin, the commander of the group I was embedded with, and his men who had planned it.


Now Zulmai was telling me to dress – he had presented me with the ‘Western’ clothes that he imagined might be worn by a young Russian officer on his day off. A brown jacket, fawn trousers, brown leather belt with brass buckle, checked cotton shirt and grey shoes.


I struggled to squeeze my scrawny body into garments made for someone smaller and thinner than I was even then. But I had no choice. I had to inhabit these clothes as if they were my own. I tried to comb my unruly hair. Now Zulmai and one of the others was coming back from the garden. ‘He is here, he is here, Mr Edward. Hurry, hurry ... you must hurry, Mr Edward – we cannot delay’ he shouted as I grabbed my camera and everyone wished me luck.


‘Come, come, come ...’ I followed him out of the door and across the communal garden where the children stared at this stranger in their midst, dressed as one of their enemies. I had been told to look straight ahead and not make eye contact with anyone on my way to the vehicle.


But I couldn’t help myself, smiling at a little girl who stood open-mouthed, as we surged past her towards the door through the high garden wall. I bade farewell to Zulmai. ‘God be with you, Zulmai – I will see you soon, inshallah ...’


It was a fine morning – the first time in Kabul that I had been outside in daylight. Zulmai shook my hand. ‘Good luck, Mr Edward,’ he said as I stepped out into the street.
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PREPARING FOR WAR


My career as a journalist got off on the wrong foot.


I had always dreamed of becoming a foreign correspondent and idolised the leading figures of the 1970s and early 80s. I had eagerly read the memoirs of James Cameron, the celebrated foreign correspondent of the Daily Express, and read accounts by reporters and photographers who had covered the Vietnam War. While studying at Cambridge I carried a clipping in my wallet of a column in The Times by my then-hero, Robert Fisk. Entitled ‘Letter from Sidon’, it was a beautifully observed story about a Lebanese family struggling to come to terms with the havoc wrought by the civil war and it summed up everything about being a foreign correspondent I wanted to emulate. I loved the idea of travelling overseas to places of great drama, taking personal risks to report on conflict or human tragedy, and trying to capture what was happening for an audience back home.


On the day that I graduated I read a profile of Mick Jagger in The Times in which he said that had he not become a pop star, journalism would have been his thing. It struck me then that perhaps journalism might not have to remain just a dream for me. With a modern history and economics degree under my belt – the economics was a bit of an anomaly since I can barely add let alone tackle long-division or statistics – I thought: ‘If it is good enough for Mick, then it will do for me, too.’


But in my chaotic way, I missed the first boat on my own journey to Sidon. I was late applying to the journalism postgraduate programme at City University in east London and I ended up on its periodicals course. This was not a training for newspapers but for magazines and it led, inexorably, not to a job on the Birmingham Post or The Times, but ... Satellite & Cable Television News. After a year of earnestly exploring the imminent revolution in the way television would be delivered to our homes, I graduated to the slightly more mainstream Broadcast magazine, the weekly television industry news and gossip organ.


In the spring of 1985 the twenty-four-year-old staff writer of Broadcast was sitting like a caged tiger in a second-floor, open-plan office, above the scented precincts of The Body Shop on Carnaby Street in London's West End, ruminating yet again on the central and all-enveloping issue of his working life: ‘How do I get out of here and into newspapers where I belong?’


Then the phone rang.


‘Hi Ed, it's James.’


It was the confident, clipped voice of James Blount. Although he was a couple of years my senior, I had got to know him pretty well after a mutual friend with whom I was at Cambridge briefly dated one of his sisters. James, who was then working for a small merchant bank in the City, had been at Oxford.


With the upright bearing of a young army officer, he was good-looking and an inveterate women-chaser. The product of a classic English prep school/public school/Oxbridge education, he was the best-informed and most articulate person I knew, with a clinical and exacting intellect. James knew his history and his politics, and in his company I instinctively deferred to his judgement. He also had a reputation as a tenacious climber of any mountain that did not require ropes or crampons and his Notting Hill flat was decorated with the photos of his conquests – the mountains, that is, not the women. Although in many ways a young establishment figure, there was a wild streak in Blount that I understood and warmed to but, even so, what he said next took me completely by surprise.


‘I’ve decided to go to Afghanistan.’


‘What?’


‘Afghanistan.’


‘Oh ...’ My mind was racing as I tried to remember where Afghanistan actually was. As usual James had wrong-footed me and I struggled to sound on the ball.


‘I’ve had enough of this job,’ he continued, ‘and I’ve decided to go to Afghanistan and do some reporting.’


‘What ... on the mugarharin ... the mooja ...’


‘Yes, the Mujahidin.’


‘How on earth are you going to do that? And where are you going to report from?’


‘The plan is to travel out to Pakistan,’ he continued, sounding like a lieutenant colonel briefing the troops, ‘to Peshawar in the North West Frontier Province, and then travel inside Afghanistan with a rebel group and take film and write stories about what they are doing. I’m hoping to sell my first piece to the Daily Telegraph.’


It was a classic, no-nonsense delivery of an extraordinary idea.


‘Wow, fucking hell, Blounty ... Are you really sure you want to do that?’


‘Yes, I’ve made up my mind. If it doesn’t work out I can always come back and find another job. Anyway, the point is I was planning to go alone but I’ve been advised that it is altogether safer and more sensible to go with someone else.’


My mind was already ticking over in anticipation of his next question. Absolutely. Yes. How could I turn down something like this? But I had no money. I had no contacts in Fleet Street. I’d never written a word in a newspaper. And this sounded as if it could be seriously dangerous. What would happen if I got injured? I could be killed doing this. And anyway, what was the war there even about ... ?


‘Is it something that would interest you, Gorman? You’ve always said you want to go overseas and write about other people killing each other.’ James gave a mischievous chuckle.


When something feels right to me I have never been one to beat around the bush and, in the early spring of 1985 while on a salary of £7,ooo-a-year and conspicuously not working for a newspaper, this looked like an excellent opportunity to leapfrog the yawning gap between Broadcast magazine and Fleet Street.


Here was my ticket to a war zone. This was a chance to test myself in a remote and challenging environment and to report – much as my heroes had done – from a romantic-sounding far-flung part of the world. Unlike James's, my education had been about passing exams and if something wasn’t in the syllabus, I knew next to nothing about it. The Great Game that had been played out between the British Empire and Imperial Russia in Central Asia was a complete mystery to me and I had a lot of catching up to do. But I loved the sound of it.


I had always imagined that I would go and report on a war. Both my grandfather and my father had just missed their respective call-ups to active service. My grandfather, Jim Gorman, a tough Scot from Edinburgh, who had been the army swimming and boxing champion, was just too old for the First World War and ended up training soldiers for the Front. My father, John, had been too young for active service in the Second World War. But at Marlborough College I had read the poetry of our most celebrated old boy, Siegfried Sassoon, I had studied David Jones's In Parenthesis and I had dissected Dispatches, Michael Herr's classic on Vietnam, and I wanted to test myself in a war zone.


I already knew that I was never going to write about education, health policy or even domestic politics – I hated the precision and pernicketiness of home affairs. I wanted a bigger canvas on which to paint my pictures and I couldn’t wait to leave London and the claustrophobic world of Broadcast magazine behind.


Like James I had a wild streak but I was even more reckless. I had seen my mother die of cancer at fifty when I was a young, impressionable seventeen-year-old and I had fallen out with my father after her death, so I had no adults to report to. I wanted something exciting and altogether otherworldly, and I wanted to make my name. Swapping London, then in thrall to the yuppie-driven boom that pre-dated the 1987 stock market crash, for the wilds of Afghanistan seemed irresistibly attractive.


‘I’ve got no money ... but I’m up for it,’ I told James.


‘I thought you would be,’ he said. We both laughed at our grand ambition.


‘Let's meet for a beer tonight and start planning,’ I suggested before I put the phone down and looked around me. Broadcast's editorial office was a hive of activity as my colleagues prepared the weekly edition but my focus had already switched to a distant land.


And so began our own Great Game – two public schoolboys intent on becoming war reporters of a conflict that had already been raging for five years but was receiving little coverage in mainstream newspapers. We knew this was going to be the greatest adventure of our lives.
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Although I was immediately drawn to James's extravagantly daring idea, I knew next to nothing about what was going on in Afghanistan. The first step was gathering as much information as we could about the war. I learned that a coup in 1978 had brought in a pro-Soviet government against which large sectors of the country had openly rebelled. The then-president asked for Moscow's help and the elderly Russian premier Leonid Brezhnev sent in troops in late 1979 and installed his own man, Babrak Karmal, as Afghan leader.


The Western boycott of the 1980 Olympics in retaliation for the Soviet invasion had made big headlines. But by then, the main news from the war, not that there was much, was based around the narrative of a heroic band of ‘freedom fighters’ battling a modern-day superpower.


The brave and plucky Afghan Mujahidin or Holy Warriors, it was said, were armed only with ancient weapons, some of which had been used to repel British invaders a century earlier. Now they were up against the might of the Russian bear – more than 100,000 well-armed troops backed by the Communist Afghan army, together with a formidable air force of bombers, jet fighters and helicopter gunships.


In the mid-1980s, the ‘freedom fighters’ were hailed by the West as heroes taking on what seemed like the evil empire. But at that stage, support for them was mainly rhetorical. There were few weapons finding their way to the exiled leaders of the resistance in Peshawar. The view in Washington was that it was better to have the Mujahidin act as an irritant to the Soviets – to ‘bleed’ them, as it was put – than give them the firepower to force Moscow to retreat.


As far as Fleet Street and television news was concerned, the five-year-old war was a slow-moving story with little sign of a breakthrough. It was dangerous and expensive to cover, requiring journalists and camera crews to travel inside the country on foot, sometimes for weeks at a time, taking their chances with Mujahidin commanders, some of whom were not to be trusted. There were no mobile phones and only primitive satellite phones so filing stories had to wait until the arduous return journey to Pakistan had been completed.


We talked to journalists who had been ‘inside’ and they all emphasised that this was not a war that you could report on in the morning, then jump into a cab and view from the comfort of a hotel and the perspective of the bottom of a wine glass in the evening. It was a hard grind. You could spend days ‘inside,’ eating primitive food, risking illness or injury, and see next to nothing of the conflict on which you hoped to report. For most papers and news programmes Afghanistan was regarded as too risky and time-consuming. Thus, with one or two honourable exceptions – notably Sandy Gall's excellent reporting for ITN – the Soviet war became the province of freelancers. As a result the mixed Russian and Central Asian Soviet occupying force could slaughter Afghans by the thousand and destroy vast tracts of the country largely without the inconvenience of having to answer to the international media.


We spoke at length with a woman called Romey Fullarton, who ran the independent British charity Afghanaid, which had a house in Peshawar and helped thousands of Afghans facing hardship and distress because of the war. Romey knew what we were taking on and she did her best to put us off.


‘It's exceptionally tough in there – it's not easy country to move about in and you will be taking risks on all sides,’ she warned. ‘If the Russians catch you, you will be in big trouble. You will most likely end up being imprisoned and accused of spying. You could be looking at years before you get out.


And if you get injured or sick in the mountains there will be no one to treat you – you will have to get back to Pakistan somehow. We have seen with the Afghans that even a relatively routine wound can kill, once infection sets in.’


It was sobering stuff. Even if we got out alive we knew that, like other freelancers who had tried their luck in Afghanistan, we would have to hawk our wares around the foreign desks of Fleet Street and accept what were likely to be derisory fees for weeks of work involving hard yomping across tough mountainous terrain and moments of mortal danger.


But I had reached a decision – I was up for this and the net effect of all the discouragement was to make me more determined than ever. Over pints of bitter and the odd curry off the King's Road, James and I cemented our partnership and eventually selected our date for departure – 7 June 1985.


James's principal interest was in getting film of the war, which he hoped to sell through a small company that dealt almost exclusively with news footage from Afghanistan. My main objective was to write articles for newspapers. Cameras and sound equipment were bafflingly complicated and expensive to my mind and I could not see how we were going to get to grips with the technical aspects of it all in time. But we were in it together, so together we threw ourselves into the business of acquiring Super 8 cameras, Sony Professional sound systems, an Olympus stills camera and film.


I had no money. Luckily James had more than me. We worked out a deal whereby we budgeted the total cost of the trip to be £4,000, including air fares and living expenses, and agreed that he would lend me my half. No interest would be charged but I was to repay it exactly one year after we returned to London and, in addition, I was to forego half of any fees I made on newspaper articles.


‘After all,’ said James, ‘I’ve got to treat this as an investment, haven’t I?’


As the weeks went by we gradually accumulated what we imagined were the necessary belongings. Boots, bivouac bags, emergency medical kits and insurance policies. James took out a policy on my life, applying his strict logic to an unfathomably unpredictable undertaking and concluding that I was hardly likely to be able to pay him back if I was six feet under somewhere in the mountains of Afghanistan. It may sound a little morbid and self-serving but I could see his point.


It was easy to extract myself from my base-camp existence in London. I shared a two-room flat with James Root, a school and university friend, in Baron's Court in the west of the city, where I slept on the sofa and James had the bedroom. Our landlord was a charming South African bachelor who used to pop in every now and again to refresh the paintwork but without going to the trouble of moving our belongings first. A notable casualty was my beautiful Harris Tweed overcoat – the only possession I had inherited from my grandfather – which had white paint splattered on its sleeves.


James and I worked in the day and drank by night, and a succession of girlfriends made their way to our place on Charleville Road. In the early months of 1985 I had been nurturing a hopelessly impractical relationship with a beautiful Californian actress who was working tables in a Manhattan bar.


Kathy and I had met and fallen head over heels in love when I visited New York on my first-ever foreign assignment – for the aforementioned Satellite & Cable Television News. My job was to report on how the Americans had pioneered cable television and I concentrated pretty hard on that until the electric moment when I set eyes on Kathy. Tall, with long fair hair and Carly Simon good looks, she was an exotic creature who dreamt of stardom on Broadway. We literally bumped into each other in a S0H0 club, our Tanqueray and tonics spilling on the wooden floorboards, and the attraction was irresistible.


Kathy was charmed by my English accent and I by her flower-power Berkeley – or should I say ‘Bezerkeley’ – background. For months I spent my hard-earned pennies on air fares to New York just to grab a day or two with her at the chaotic brownstone house that she shared with three girlfriends in Brooklyn Heights. It was a romantic and ambitious liaison but all the more intoxicating for it. When I told Kathy of my plans to head to Peshawar, she was stunned but, after reaching for an atlas, agreed that if it was something I wanted to do then I must do it. She would be waiting for me when I got back, whenever that was, and in the meantime testing the efficiency of the Pakistani postal system to its limits with her letters.


I went to see the editor of Broadcast at the end of May and told her that I wished to leave in two weeks and explained why.


‘You’re doing what?’ she cried with a look of shock and disbelief. ‘What the hell d’you want to do that for? You must be off your rocker, Ed.’


‘No, I’m serious. I’ve loved it here,’ I lied, ‘but this is an opportunity I really cannot turn down. I want to get into newspapers and the chance to report from Afghanistan is just too good to miss.’


Although it was inconvenient to lose a member of staff at short notice, she was understanding and wished me all the luck in the world.


‘You’d better learn to speak Russian,’ she said with a wry smile.


Most of the other journalists on the magazine thought I was mad as well. They quickly came to see it as ‘typical’.


‘That's just Ed. A jumped-up, overgrown public schoolboy playing at soldiers in Afghanistan.’


‘Yeah, he’ll be back like a shot.’


My leaving card was full of good-natured newsroom banter: ‘Enjoy your “Boys Own” adventure,’ wrote one colleague.


‘To DickEd Gorbachev,’ wrote Basil Comely, my next-door neighbour in the office, who went on to become an executive editor for Arts at the BBC. ‘A bullet in the brain can only improve what's there. Love Basil (I suppose I’ll miss you!).’


Someone else tried a little verse:


There was a young dreamer called Ed


With a voice in his head that said:


If you want to he a man


Go to Afghanistan/


So he went back to bed instead.


Generally the reaction among friends was one of incredulity. Women friends and my three sisters almost all worried we would get ourselves killed. At that time, for no good reason I could put my finger on, I was quite sure that if either of us did get killed, it would be James, not me. He saw it, quite independently, exactly the other way round.


A young barrister and fellow Cambridge graduate told me one night that he thought Afghanistan was passé.


‘Why not go somewhere really exciting, Ed?’


‘What d’you mean? Afghanistan is exciting,’ I protested. ‘It only seems passe to you because hardly any journalists go there so you never hear about it.’


The lack of established reporters made it a unique opportunity for young guns like James and me who wanted to break into the business of war reporting. An opportunity like that might never come along again. I was irked by my friend's sneering dismissal of my plans and even more determined to go through with it. ‘I’ll show all those disbelieving fatheads,’ I thought to myself.


A recurrent theme bouncing around the bedsits and shared flats of west London was that we should be more wary of the Afghans than the Soviets. My brother-in-law, a cattle farmer from Herefordshire, put this most eloquently: ‘They’ll cut your goolies off given half the chance, Ed,’ he predicted over a large glass of red one evening, laughing uproariously. ‘You’d better take a special chit saying “Please Do Not Cut My Balls Off: I Am A Journalist Not A Choirboy.”‘


This friendly advice reflected more a sense of respect for the Afghans than contempt. The British had failed to subdue them on three separate occasions in the distant past and those bloody encounters lived on in our collective memory -as they did in those of the Afghans.


My father was singularly unimpressed with my plans, which I shared with him over a tense encounter in a London restaurant. He subsequently made his views abundantly clear in the course of a long letter that amounted to a lecture on my considerable failings as a young man: ‘I know it sounds, in the history of writing, as if it is jolly good sense to go to Afghanistan and, after all, Hemingway and others have blazed heroic trails,’ he wrote. ‘But the East and the Near East and South America and Africa are full of youngsters bumming around in the belief that they have got something which other people and the world are dying to hear and, for the most part, it is self-indulgent folly.’


Inspiration indeed.
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A big item on our agenda was getting fit. James was ahead of me in this area — as in most others — with his experience in the mountains and he had also trekked in many parts of Britain. I had been subsiding over the past two years into a state of lethargy. My rugby-playing days at school and in my first year at university were a distant memory and a diet of sandwiches at lunchtime, alcohol most evenings and a lot of cigarettes had rendered me breathless and overweight.


We began by running three times a week around Wormwood Scrubs, an area of parkland in west London that is best known for the prison at one end. We finished with a trip to the Brecon Beacons on the Welsh border which, we thought, would give us the chance to test our bodies, and our equipment in the field. We set off one Saturday morning and trudged up and down for about seventeen miles, our rucksacks filled with tins of baked beans, corned beef and packets of biscuits. The plan was that we would sleep out in the open for two nights.


On the first night we hitched a lift into Brecon, where we got stuck into a few beers and some Cornish pasties. At closing time we made our way out of the town for about two miles and found a field in which to bed down in our bivi bags. We were both freezing cold and woke at dawn to find that we had been asleep in sheep shit. Undeterred, smelly and damp, we set off up Pen Y Fan which, at 3,000 feet, is the tallest and toughest of the Beacons. At the top we met a lecturer from a northern polytechnic who offered us chocolate biscuits. We watched a platoon of paratroopers being frogmarched up the side of the mountain towards us.


‘Left, right, left, right.’


‘Come on, you fuckin’ tosser. Get your stupid little arse up. You fuckin’ piece of shit. Move ... Move ...’


The sergeant-major – who, incidentally, carried no pack -was walking alongside a young trooper carrying a huge army rucksack. With his mouth inches from the trooper's ear, the sergeant was bellowing at the poor chap. The young soldier was sweating profusely and was near collapse. James and I thought this was superb. Here were the heroes of Goose Green showing us what they were made of.


The lecturer, undoubtedly a pacifist, looked over in disgust and said simply: ‘Cunts.’ In the driving wind and rain, we were in no mood to argue.


We stomped off along the next ridge. Or, in my case, hobbled – because within half an hour my left leg had packed up and the best I could do was limp off the mountain down to the nearest village with a call box. From there we phoned my eldest sister Jane, who lived nearby, and we stood shivering in the rain awaiting her arrival. So much for our two nights out. We had proved one thing – that I wasn’t fit; and another – that bivi bags alone were not warm enough for the Welsh mountains. But we weren’t too worried because we knew that Afghanistan in summer would be hot and there was almost no chance of rain.


Another weekend was spent at James's parents’ house in Hertfordshire practising how to identify various Soviet tanks and armoured personnel carriers. We did this using tiny models made by the British army, supplied by James's brother Ollie, a former officer in the Gurkas. When placed in the gravel driveway and viewed through binoculars, the models looked exactly like life-size weapons of war in the distance. I was hopeless at it. I couldn’t tell a BMP (infantry fighting vehicle) from a T72 (tank). As usual James was far better at this than me. Such were our preparations for war and the journey of a lifetime.
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As the date of our departure grew closer, I never had the slightest doubt about what we were doing – only mounting excitement. Afghanistan offered that irresistible combination of adventure and the chance to make my name. Going to war was a challenge Englishmen down the generations had taken on going back hundreds of years. In my case, I was sure it would open my eyes to a real world I had barely touched during my privileged upbringing. I was never going to do something like this in my fifties, I reasoned. Now was the time to seize the opportunity.
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OUR GREAT GAME BEGINS


James and I set off in early June with our rucksacks packed to the seams with the clothes and gear we thought we would need. We flew the long way to Peshawar on the dirt-cheap Jordanian Airways service from Heathrow via Amman and on to Karachi. Then, equally cheaply and cheerfully, we took the internal flight that stopped at Lahore, then Islamabad, before finally landing in the baking heat of the chaotic capital of the fabled North West Frontier Province.


We arrived exhausted but buzzing with excitement. As our taxi crawled through the hot, dusty streets and narrow alleyways of Sadar Bazaar in downtown Peshawar, we kept the windows wide open to catch a breath of cooling air. For the first time we heard the cry of the muezzin and hooters of the ubiquitous rickshaws weaving their way in and out of the crowds, or racing past horses and carts on the roads. The smells were of freshly cooked chicken tikka and horse manure.


If downtown was an assault on the senses, the suburb of University Town, where James and I found our digs at the home of Afghanaid, was another world. The elegant house on Gulmohar Road, standing in its own garden, overlooked the Khyber Express railway line up to the hills and was set among villas where genteel Pakistani families and their servants lived in relative luxury. All was quiet in University Town save for the packs of wild dogs that roamed the streets, howling and barking deep into the night.


Not far from the Afghanaid house we found a chatty local barber who wielded a cut-throat razor with panache and followed it with a head-pummelling massage, while setting the North West Frontier to rights in fluent English, all for a handful of rupees. We didn’t tell him why we were there but he guessed. ‘You boys need to take it carefully,’ he warned. ‘These Afghans bring us nothing but trouble.’


We wandered the streets during our first days there, in a city that was teeming with Afghan refugees mingling with tribesmen from the frontier. Described by one visiting British journalist at the time as the ‘Asian Casablanca’, Peshawar was bubbling and boiling with intrigue; there were guns everywhere you looked and the place had the feel of a staging post for a war being fought just across the mountains.


Kipling once described Peshawar as a ‘city of evil countenances’ peopled by smugglers, soldiers of fortune and spies. Not much had changed by 1985 except that you could add in a new generation of visiting adventurers, a huge drug-smuggling trade and a growing aid community staffed by expats driving around in gleaming new pick-ups. There was also a big American presence – aid workers, diplomats and CIA staffers whose weapons programme for the Mujahidin would become one of its biggest overseas operations since Vietnam. And Peshawar had its own relics of Raj-era Imperial India with a vast cantonment built by the British army. You only needed to be in the city for a few days to realise that you were not the first Briton to venture into this wild and romantic part of the world.


In the exiled Afghan community there was an undercurrent of bitter rivalry that periodically broke out into open fighting, targeted killings or bombings. Leading resistance figures would be blown up in car bombs or shot by agents sent in by the Communist regime in Kabul. Unexplained acts of violence were routinely blamed on Pakistan's unruly neighbour or their Soviet allies.


We had come to Peshawar to present our credentials, such as they were, to the offices of the various Mujahidin resistance groups, most of whom were based in quiet suburban back streets. I had letters of introduction from a couple of papers that barely knew who I was and were certainly not offering any money upfront. But I had managed to talk a couple of assistant foreign editors into signing them. They were short and to the point:


To whom it may concern


Edward Gorman is a journalist from Great Britain. He is planning to travel to Afghanistan to prepare articles for publication on the Soviet war against the Mujahidin. I would be grateful if you could assist him.


Yours faithfully, etc.


I had them beautifully preserved in a plastic folder that would stick to the palms of my hands as we sat in taxis, crawling across town from one backstreet rebel ‘office’ to another. Those letters were our passports to the war. The most important thing was that they were printed under the newspaper's letterhead – in my case one of these was the Glasgow Herald — and this proved enough to impress the front offices of what were then quite primitive political organisations in exile where few people could read English.


The offices were usually residential villas that had been transformed into the unofficial embassies of each rebel group. They were easy to spot because of the large numbers of armed men standing around keeping guard. Climbing the steps of the forecourt, we would take off our shoes and inquire through a translator, whom we had borrowed from Afghanaid, whether we could meet with the senior figure or the commander. Around us were often scores of refugees from Afghanistan – all men, of course, and dressed in brown shalwar kameez — queuing for money, for weapons or for favours from tribal, village or provincial elders.


In those early days we learned to wait like the Afghans. They do it uncomplainingly for hours, either chatting or whispering conspiratorially to each other or just sitting quietly working their way through their prayer beads. James and I got our first lessons in the pace of life in what was then almost a medieval country as we sat in stifling anterooms waiting to be seen, drinking green tea by the gallon. We broke the monotony by exchanging irreverent observations about those around us.


‘Elvis is coming back and he's got the Hunchback of Notre Dame with him ... maybe this time we are going to be seen,’ I would offer.


‘Fucking hell, these people don’t seem to want to be helped,’ replied James.


‘You sure we want to do this? We could just walk away now and check into the Holiday Inn ...’


‘Come on ... Surely we have to be next ...’


The trick was to find a way into Afghanistan with one of the more pro-Western groupings that were prepared to assist foreign journalists. After a few days of doing the rounds of the various offices, we were intrigued to be offered a chance to travel into Kunar and Nuristan provinces on Afghanistan's north-eastern border with Pakistan. We would be the guests of an American-educated Afghan professor named Jusef Nuristani, who was associated with the moderate Mahaz-e-Milli Islami or National Islamic Front for Afghanistan.


Jusef was one of the very few highly educated and Westernised Afghans. In poor health, with a pronounced limp, and a committed chain-smoker, he was from an important tribal family within Nuristan, as his name indicated. He had been educated at Kabul University, where he studied history and geography. He had then won a Fulbright scholarship to the University of Arizona at Tucson where he had taken an MA in Oriental Studies and had studied for a PhD. With a voice like tyres on a gravel drive, he spoke fluent English with a strong American accent and enjoyed using his vocabulary of Western swear words to the full.


In Washington Jusef had campaigned for help for his countrymen in the early years of the war and, after twelve years in the States, had come back to see what was happening in his homeland. He felt guilty that he had been living it up in America while his countrymen suffered. But he was remarkably positive about the eventual outcome of the conflict. He predicted that while the Afghans who had supported the Soviet occupation would be locked away after they had gone, a civil war among the resistance groups or between them and those who had thrown in their lot with the pro-Moscow regime, would be avoided by a general pardon. Matters would be helped, he argued, if the West stopped aiding what he called ‘the crazy ones’ among the more extreme rebel factions.


A beautiful, mountainous region, made famous in Britain by Eric Newby's classic A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush, Nuristan was hardly the epicentre of the war. But we thought it might prove a useful introduction to the country and we accepted Jusef's invitation. We were to visit Nuristan and Kunar just a few days after the end of a combined Soviet and Afghan army operation to re-supply a key local garrison at a fort in the town of Barikot that was besieged by Mujahidin fighters. Jusef estimated the tour might take three weeks.


Our trip started at 4.30 a.m. one morning when a pick-up arrived at Afghanaid to take us to a village just eighteen miles from the border. Like Jusef – who had business to attend to and would join us later – we had exchanged our Western dress for local clothes, the better to blend in and avoid detection by the prying eyes of Pakistani police or spies inside Afghanistan. Under ‘General Expenses’, I recorded in my notebook that I spent 250 rupees (approximately £2) on a dark green set of shalwar kameez, 125 rupees (£1) on a fawn Chitrali hat (the soft woollen cap worn by Afghan men of the Chitral region), and a little more on a dark brown putu, the blanket Afghans use to sleep under or wrap themselves in against the cold. There were also payments of 2,000 rupees (£17.50) to an interpreter and 4,000 rupees (£35) for our vehicle hire.


I had a crashing hangover after a night in the American Club not far from the house. This was the place to go in Peshawar if you could find someone who was a member to sign you in. It was a social club primarily intended for US diplomats and their families and it was like an island of Western decadence in an Islamic desert. The club's bar – where you could buy ice-cold American beers and hamburgers, and throw a few darts – had become the watering hole of choice for journalists heading in and out of Afghanistan. It was where swashbuckling stories were told, where young men chatted up the girls working on aid programmes or as journalists, and where young freelancers preparing to go ‘inside’ would sit nervously thinking about what was ahead – days or even weeks in the mountains with all the privations and risks that that entailed. After stumbling back from the club to Afghanaid, I spent my last hours before the off frantically packing and re-packing my canvas rucksack – originally blue but now painted green to camouflage it – and writing a long letter to Kathy assuring her that I would be back soon.


James and I left Peshawar in the company of two Afghans, Hashim and his brother Abdul, our translator Hamad, and a Pakistani driver who scared the hell out of us. Not unlike the Pakistani airline pilots whose expansive manoeuvres had helped us on our way north from Karachi on our flight from England, the driver had an over-developed sense of daring and drove as if he would rather be killed than surrender even an inch to oncoming traffic.


Once out of Peshawar, we travelled through a fertile plain with the mountains rising dramatically to our left. The villages appeared to have been unchanged for centuries, with lush vegetation fed by swooshing irrigation canals. Eventually we climbed off the plain up through the mountains and down into a drier valley on the other side. By this stage the driver had exhausted himself and the car started slowing and meandering across the road as he fell asleep at the wheel. I shouted at him and he jumped back to life, but it was time for a break so we stopped and all got out for smoke. There was a look of real excitement on Abdul's face as he pointed out the dark outline of the frontier range in the distance with his fingers crossed: ‘Afghanistan-there. Look, Afghanistan,’ he said in English.


The rural tranquillity was reminiscent of Egyptian communities on the banks of the Nile that I had visited during my year off between school and university and, as we moved higher up, the flat-roofed mud houses reminded me of villages on the edge of the desert in southern Morocco. We saw few women en route and most of them were in full purdah – mysterious figures peering out of black or bright blue headdresses through narrow blinds around their eyes. I fantasised that under those disguises walked the women of my dreams. Many of the young girls we saw were incredibly beautiful, with long straggly brown hair, deep brown eyes and fine features.


After passing through several refugee camps, where houses were made of mud covered with UNHCR tarpaulins, we turned off the tarmac down a rough track and through a small gate into the courtyard of Hashim's house. The gates were shut behind us with an unmistakable air of secrecy. We unloaded our bags and were shown into a long, dark sitting room that was to be our base. There were Afghan rugs on the floor and flower designs painted on the mud walls under the beam-and-rushes roof. Hashim, a squat, strong-looking individual, was concerned that we remain inconspicuous until our meeting with Jusef the following night.


So we were confined to the room and subjected to an overwhelming amount of food served by young boys. Bread and tea, more sugary tea, then potato stew with rice and salad and more bread. Then watermelon and, by six o’clock, yet more tea. We were not allowed to lift a finger, even to refill our cups. Was this, we wondered, what it felt like to be kidnapped? A few pictures on the wall told in English and Pashto of the war and of the martyrs. On the veranda, cartoons painted on the outside wall of the house depicted Russia as a bear with its head stuck in a honey pot and Babrak Karmal as a two-headed clown.


Waiting there was frustrating. We were getting closer, getting the feel of Afghanistan, but we weren’t there yet and James and I were both itching to move on. Why was it taking Jusef so long to get here? Had something gone wrong? Hashim, who told us he commanded 600 men, said he expected to move the next day with fifty of them and they would be taking thirteen sacks of flour with them. The following morning we could hear the local mullah reading from the Koran accompanied by the regular beating sound of the flour mill as, inside our ‘prison’, we breakfasted on bread with butter and tea. Far from moving on, we stayed exactly where we were.


Idling away the hours, James and I listened to the BBC World Service and discussed the big issues of the day, particularly any news of Afghanistan that we could share with our hosts. At that stage talks were rumbling on in Geneva between representatives of Pakistan and the Communist government in Kabul to try to find an agreed mechanism by which the Soviets could withdraw. But they appeared to have no chance of bridging irreconcilable gaps. The talks were described by a BBC correspondent as ‘a useful sharing of views on the problem’.


In another bulletin we heard that twenty Afghan pilots had been executed on the orders of the Afghan prime minster for refusing to carry out orders to bomb populated areas. This followed an attack on an airfield by the Mujahidin in which twenty planes were said to have been destroyed. It all seemed a long way from this lonely outpost on the Afghan border with Pakistan; these titbits only heightened our impatience to get going.


Hashim told us he had been an education administrator before the war in the provincial town of Kundus. Now thirty-eight, he had left Afghanistan in 1980 with his eight brothers and lived on land leased to the Pakistan government by private landowners. We discussed with him the possibility, then widely mooted, of a negotiated settlement with the Soviets.


‘I am not interested in talks in Washington or Moscow unless a withdrawal of the Russian army is on the agenda,’ he told us through our interpreter. He said he believed that economic and political pressure would not move Moscow and only the ceaseless and continued prosecution of the Holy War would force them out. ‘It is by jihad that we will succeed,’ he said in a mantra we would hear almost daily. At one time, the Russians were our friends but no more and they will never be forgiven for what they have done to us,’ he added.


With a twinkle in his eye, he explained that he was educating his little children about the war and explaining to them what had happened to the Afghans, always reminding them where their homeland was. And he was insistent that Afghanistan had been betrayed by the West. Like many Afghans he believed that the Soviet Union had invaded because it wanted access to warm-water ports – even if Afghanistan was only a step in the right direction on that score.


‘I am disappointed,’ he said. ‘We rose up against the Russians on our own and the West was happy to stand by and do nothing.’


All James and I could do was nod in agreement and remind him that we were there to try and draw attention to their struggle.


After another day of waiting in the heat, Jusef finally arrived along with some men carrying Chinese AK47 assault rifle replicas, the ubiquitous killing machine used in countless Third World wars.


‘How ya doin’, guys,’ he said by way of a greeting in his American drawl. ‘Sorry for the delay. Not long now before we get going.’


We went out to inspect a new weapon, just delivered from Peshawar: a water-cooled heavy machine gun made in 1918 in Berlin. Not only was it hopelessly outdated, enormously heavy and cumbersome, but it didn’t work. Abdullah, a tough twenty-five-year-old Nuristani of European appearance, whom we nicknamed ‘Franz’ after the German footballer Franz Beckenbauer, valiantly, but with a hint that he understood the foregone futility of the exercise, took the machine to pieces and cleaned it.


After about two hours of patient fiddling, the gun was finally assembled and set up with its full might pointing at a hillside on which a cow casually grazed. We waited for the primeval roar of this old man but every time we crowded round, fingers in ears, we were greeted with an anticlimactic ‘click’ as the side-loading bullet belt failed to engage. ‘These good people deserve more than this,’ I thought. Suddenly the old gun succeeded in regurgitating one shot with a deafening boom that echoed around the forested mountains. It was the exception that proved the rule: the old beast remained stubborn in its silence for the rest of the day.
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