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Author’s Note


This is a documentary account. It is based on testimonies which I have tried to present as directly as possible. My ambition is to always stay in the perspective of the person that tells their story.


The reader who would like to know more about my methods before starting the book may go directly to the chapter ‘The Basis of the Book’ at the end.









Part One









Will


The fever rose.


Was she losing her?


The little girl’s cheeks were crimson. Her forehead was moist, her eyes glassy.


The shaman placed amulets and herbs on the child’s chest. He had written verses on tiny scraps of paper that Bibi Sitara was to put in water. She shouldn’t try to make out what was written on them before drinking the water, or they wouldn’t work. That instruction was unnecessary. Bibi Sitara couldn’t read.


The pregnancy had been tough. The shaman had come to see her back then too. She had wanted to know if the child was healthy and would live. He had urged patience. Everything would go well if she drank the sacred water.


He told her she was carrying a girl, who would be the pride of her mother, and that they should name her Jamila, ‘the beautiful one’.


He had been right. The child was born healthy, and she was truly lovely, with deep, grey-brown eyes, pale skin and a heart-shaped face. Until her fever interrupted their playing, she had been her sisters’ doll. She was dressed up, carried around, rocked and fussed over. They swaddled her in strips of sheet and wrapped her up in embroidered ribbons so that she could barely move.


Now they peeked warily in.


Bibi Sitara felt her baby was slipping away. She sent for another holy man, this time a local mullah. He sat next to the sick child reading Quranic verse until nightfall. Like the shaman, he received generous payment.


After the mullah’s visit the mother remained with her daughter. There was something else the shaman had said when she was pregnant. That the girl would be something special. Bibi Sitara had thrust the thought aside because she had no desire for a remarkable child. On the contrary, she just wanted an ordinary daughter.


After a week the baby’s fever broke. Bibi Sitara thanked God. Everything was as He commanded. Alhamdulillah. God be praised.


In time they forgot the girl had been sick.


Her sisters resumed playing with her. Jamila was given dresses, necklaces, piercings in her ears. Perhaps because she was so well looked after and seldom wanted for anything, no one worried about why she never got to her feet. She continued sitting propped up by cushions, or she pulled herself across the floor with her arms and wriggled like a snake.


One day, as her mother was changing the girl, it struck her that one leg was thinner than the other. It’ll probably even out, she thought. Some time later she noticed that the leg appeared to be slightly shorter.


She lifted the leg and when she let go it fell limply.


Again, she called the shaman. More prayers, amulets and pieces of paper. But to no avail. One leg wasn’t keeping up with the other.


The mother remained convinced that Allah had a plan.


Unbeknownst to them, a virus had affected the girl’s nervous system. It had attacked the brain stem and damaged the spine. The infection had first weakened the leg, then paralysed it. The illness had a name – poliomyelitis.


Jamila was born in 1976. Polio had been eradicated in most of Europe, but in Afghanistan it remained rampant. The virus thrived in poor areas, spreading through dirty water, through faeces and droplet infection.


There is no cure for polio, only a vaccine, but Jamila’s parents had never been offered one. Nor had they ever been to a doctor. They preferred a malang, who cured with lines of verse and the laying on of hands. Traditions passed down from shaman to shaman were not viewed as contrary to the teachings of the Quran; a malang had been endowed with the abilities to heal by Allah.


Jamila’s father and his brothers shared several houses around a large yard. Jamila went from age two, to three, to four to five, without getting up. She crawled at speed behind the other children. But when they ran out into the street, she remained behind on the sun-warmed window ledge. The wide trousers worn beneath her dress, which concealed her crooked leg, were thin and frayed at the knees. Her knee joints had become her feet.


‘You should let a doctor examine her,’ one of the aunts told her mother. Perhaps there was a cure. ‘She’ll become a burden to you. The way she is now, she’ll never marry.’


No one cared that Jamila could hear what was said. It was assumed that a physical handicap also affected the thoughts and mind.


‘No one wants a langak,’ the aunts sighed. A cripple, yes, that was what she was, sitting there on a cushion with her legs in a heap. It must be a punishment for something the family did, the parents thought, penance for the sins of the forefathers. Nothing happened in life by chance, everything had recurring power, even if the suffering was visited generations after the misdeed was committed. Thus was God’s judgement righteous, albeit arbitrary.


Then there was black magic. Someone wanting to harm the family might have looked at her with the evil eye. Only the shaman could remedy that type of devilry.


No doctor would ever touch his daughter, Jamila’s father decided. Apart from the humming of prayers and water from the holy well in Mecca, her leg received no treatment.


When Jamila was four, her eldest brother had a daughter. One day, she noticed how the toddler stretched her arms towards the edge of the table, pulled herself up – and stood. Later, surreptitiously, Jamila tried doing the same. She gripped the table, tensed the muscles in her arms, held on tightly and tried pulling herself up.


One day, when she was leaning against the table, her hands on the smooth surface, it happened: she stood.


She practised persistently. The muscles in her healthy leg increased in strength. Her balance improved. Eventually she could let go of the table.


The next time her niece came to visit, Jamila observed how, after raising herself up, she held on to the edge of table and moved along it.


When Jamila was alone, she copied the movements. Suddenly her mother was standing in the doorway. Jamila stumbled and fell to the floor.


‘You don’t need to!’ Bibi Sitara shouted, startled by the ungainly movements. ‘I can fetch things for you.’


Jamila grew up in a family where girls were not supposed to desire anything. The more passive the better. Life, their mother impressed upon them, was to be lived with open hands. Never grasp for anything. In that way her daughters would get what others let slip through their fingers.


Now that Jamila had seen the world at eye-level, she refused to crawl. She hopped on her good leg or limped along. When her niece got a walker, Jamila begged to have one too. Finally, her mother asked a carpenter to knock one together. It was made of wood, with legs running down to some small wheels and a handgrip. For indoor use only. The world outside was off limits.


Each morning, when the boys put on their school uniforms, grabbed their bags and hurried out, their sisters stayed at home. Reading could disturb and disrupt, give them thoughts they shouldn’t have; learning could cause trouble. Their value on the marriage market would fall. That was the primary focus. Their value. Their market value.


A traditional arranged marriage was a transaction. In the pot lay the girl’s qualities: her age, appearance, skills. Family, clan, earthly possessions. Honour, reputation, status. All this amounted to a price that parents could negotiate with the family of a suitor.


Ibrahim was ambitious on behalf of his children; his concern was how they could be parlayed into alliances, like families had done through the centuries.


Until marriable age, therefore, it was important to maximise the value of his daughters. There were certain factors you couldn’t do anything about, such as clan or family status. Other qualities could be polished. Being unseen consolidated their purity. No men would see Jamila’s sisters. No man would hear their voices. No one would know their names. Should a woman’s name get around, she was already sullied. Jamila’s father drove home these vital lessons to his children. When he had guests, his daughters sat silently in a different part of the house.


Ibrahim was born into clan rule in Ghazni, a city on a mountain plateau in the south-east of the country. Raised in poverty, he had begun life tanning hides on the dirt floor at home. Before reaching his teens, he had opened a vending spot outside the family’s little mud house, offering what people would always need: coffins.


He was a true self-made Afghan. Like coffins, clothing too would always be in demand, and from dresses and shawls he expanded into food, then on to bicycles, motorcycles, cars and trucks. Finally, he went into the lucrative business simply termed import-export. Out with watermelons, pomegranates and grapes, in with ventilation systems, blow dryers, concrete and cement. He bought large plots of land where he pictured erecting shopping centres. The boy who had never learned to read and write properly, managed to make the most of the good times after the Second World War as Afghanistan got its first bank and its first power plant.


Jamila’s parents moved from Ghazni to Kabul, where Ibrahim believed the future lay. He hired two Indian secretaries to keep track of money and contracts. The king – Zahir Shah – who had ruled since 1933 was a master in exploiting his country’s position between the world’s two superpowers, both of which helped build and arm the country. A road was started at one end by the Soviet Union and completed by the Americans at the other. The Soviets constructed a modern airbase at Bagram, while the US built dams and bridges. Under a mountain pass in the Hindu Kush, Soviet engineers blasted enough rock to create the highest tunnel in the world, connecting the north and south of the country.


The king had lofty ideas. He brought in American engineers to transform the rocky desert in Helmand into an oasis. The plan was to build a model city of leafy avenues, swimming pools, cinemas, tennis courts and schools, all powered by generators from the enormous dams that were to be built. It began well. In Little America, as the place was known, farmers cultivated cotton and wheat. But the soil was shallow. Irrigation led to salt accumulation and the destruction of crops. Without proper maintenance the soil deteriorated, and investments were lost. Gradually the farmers went over to growing opium poppies instead, while the desert gobbled up the oasis.





Jamila admired her father from a distance. She knew she was a disappointment, one that the influential businessman could neither adorn himself with nor be proud of. That was just how it was. She craved his acknowledgement but seldom saw him. One of her favourite things to do was sit behind the wheel of one of the cars parked in the courtyard. A Mercedes, a Rolls-Royce, a blue Ford. She would sit there daydreaming, pretending to drive until her brothers came home from school. Then she had to vacate the driver’s seat.


Sometimes Jamila would take a peek in her brothers’ schoolbags while they were out. Pulling out the books, she would first look at the pictures, then at the beautiful flowing patterns – the Persian alphabet.


The books were always snapped shut before she was discovered. She knew the plan.


For her sisters – get married.


For her brothers – work in their father’s businesses.


For her – stay with her parents for as long as they lived.


As her father’s income grew, he had taken on servants, housemaids and a gardener.


What use was she?


She had practised walking without crutches for a long time. She would move one leg forward, pull the other one behind her, and stabilise her body before lifting the first leg again. She took one step, then another. Forcing herself to make her limp as inconspicuous as possible. One step, two steps, three steps, ten!


Her legs were just about able to carry the weight of her body.


She was walking.


She could walk!


Now that she was standing on her own legs, and walking on them no less, she couldn’t wait any longer. She knew what she wanted. She wanted to go to school like her brothers. Behind the patterns in the books lay a hidden world, she was sure of it.


Ibrahim just shook his head.


‘That’s not for you!’


‘Let me try!’ she pleaded.


‘Out of the question!’


‘Please!’


Her father was not accustomed to being contradicted. Her brothers didn’t make any trouble, they followed the path he had set out for them. Her sisters never asked for anything.


Langak! Langak! Cripple!


In the end her father had surprised everybody. Jamila was allowed to accompany her brothers to school.


Cripple!


Out among the neighbourhood children she soon became used to their jeers.


The adults didn’t care. The children lived in their own world. No one had taught them not to deride what was different. You looked down on weakness, scorned defects. Best to distance yourself from someone affected by the evil eye, God’s vengeance or whatever it may be. Her brothers didn’t defend her; on the contrary, they were embarrassed by her hobbling and having to walk to school with her. They asked their father to be spared. Couldn’t she just stop attending? Their sister was merely a nuisance. It was mortifying. What use was schooling to her?


But her father had made a promise. Jamila would go to school until she learned to read.


Holding her head as high as she could, Jamila drew her bad leg behind her.


The books, the pens, the teachers. How she loved it! Soon she was top of the class. At the end of the year, she came home with a report card none of her brothers were even close to achieving.


‘That’s it,’ her father smiled when the school year was over. ‘Now you can read and write.’


When the next school year began, the plan was for Jamila to stay at home with her mother and help in the garden. Pickle plums. Rinse beans. Crack almonds. Jamila wanted to go back to school.


‘Stop bothering me,’ her father told her.


Jamila held up her index finger and looked at him imploringly.


‘One more year, just one more year, one single . . . ’


No one quite knew why, but Ibrahim yielded. New glowing report cards followed.


Every year the same procedure. She would hold up one finger in a gesture of supplication.


Every year she was granted just one more year.










Unrest



Even before Jamila was born, there was growing discontent in the country. A new progressive constitution had been enacted in the mid-1960s. Political parties were formed, freedom of the press announced, women were admitted into the government administration and burkas were banned in the civil service. Words like democracy and equality ran through Zahir Shah’s speeches.


Reform began at the top. Kabul University attracted a wide range of intellectuals. Secondary schools, where children of the elite filled the classrooms before being sent to study in the West or at technical colleges in Moscow, were established.


The nightlife in the Afghan capital surged: Pakistanis came for weekend trips to drink whisky, sheiks from the Gulf to dance. Young Westerners stopped off on the hippie trail to India to smoke opium and try the local hash. The street scene, fashion magazines, even the youth rebellion drew inspiration from Paris.


At the same time only one in ten Afghans could read and write. Kabul was a bubble. The modern hairstyles, miniskirts and sleeveless blouses were quite real, and yet illusory.


The urban and the rural were two separate worlds. While jazz was playing in the capital, people outside the cities lived as their families had done for centuries, from hand to mouth. They grew nuts, apricots and carrots. On the mountainsides, sheep and goats grazed. Large parts of the country lacked clean water; people were starving and children dying of simple diseases.


By the end of the 1960s discontent had escalated. Several newspapers called for regime change. Stalinists and Trotskyists, benefiting from the king’s attempts at a democracy they wanted to abolish, took to the streets. Students threw stones at the police.


Deeper rumblings spread through the countryside, supported by young intellectual Islamists in the cities. Were the goings-on in Kabul in accordance with Islam?


The mullahs didn’t think so.


While the young girls of Kabul listened to the Beatles, women’s daily lives elsewhere went on behind high mud walls. Indoors they were born and indoors they would die. Ideally, only twice in her life should a woman leave her home, both times clad in white: as a newlywed brought to the house of her husband, then when she was borne out, wrapped in a burial cloth.


The king himself was more Westward-looking than socialist-oriented. As the unrest spread, he sought help from across the Atlantic, but the USA had its hands full with the war in Vietnam. So the Afghan ruler sought closer ties with the Soviet Union, militarily as well as economically.


When drought struck in the early 1970s, without Zahir Shah seeming to take much notice – the throne was shaking.


On a hot July day in 1973, while the king was resting in Italy after an eye operation, his cousin took over the royal palace. Prince Daoud had been sacked as prime minister a decade earlier when Zahir had reintroduced direct royal rule. Now he had engineered a comeback.


Without a drop of blood being spilled, in a coup led by a handful of officers, he seized power from the sovereign who had ruled since he was a teenager.


Daoud abolished the monarchy and declared a republic. The Marxists who supported the coup were given several seats in the cabinet but were gradually squeezed out. At the same time, the new ruler cracked down on Islamists he feared might undermine the regime. The leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood were imprisoned or fled to Pakistan.


The royal administration had held a protective hand over Jamila’s father. When the king failed to return from Italy after the coup, Ibrahim shifted allegiance to the new powers. Daoud wasn’t necessarily bad news for business. Monarchy or republic, the country needed what Ibrahim sold.


The new constitution of 1977 was framed in revolutionary rhetoric, and policies included both land reforms and nationalisation, but in practice the regime continued as before: centralised, autocratic and repressive. Power lay with the army and bureaucracy.


While Ibrahim’s businesses continued to grow, the outspoken press was clamped down on and dissidents were silenced.


Still occupied with their own war in South-East Asia, the USA continued to cut funding to the country. To move away from the Soviet sphere of influence, Daoud turned to non-aligned countries like India, Iran and Egypt. The chief of the Soviet Politburo, Leonid Brezhnev, raised the issue on a visit Daoud made to Moscow. The former prince is said to have replied tersely that he would cooperate with whomever he pleased and would not be dictated to by anyone.


His bold response sealed his fate. The Kremlin was pulling the strings when Afghan Marxists, led by the poet Nur Muhammad Taraki, occupied the presidential palace in April 1978. After several hours of intense fighting, Daoud and his entire family – twenty-seven in all – were executed, in the same way the Bolsheviks had disposed of the tsar’s family after the revolution of 1917.


Massacres spread throughout the country. In rural districts the communists proceeded with a heavy hand. Mullahs and their congregations were imprisoned, tortured and killed.


The new government did not sit for long. In September 1979, after just over a year in power, Taraki was assassinated in the palace he himself had seized. His prime minister, Hafizullah Amin, whom Moscow had actually wanted to get rid of, took over.


It was under Amin’s regime that the difficulties began for Ibrahim. The conditions for private capital worsened and it was subjected to tighter restrictions. Radical reforms were implemented, aimed at limiting how much land and property one family could own. Ibrahim, like many others, had some of his land seized. Taking power from the upper class would lead to support from the common folk, Amin believed. But the reforms were neither popular nor productive. The farmers, fearing expropriation, allowed the harvest to fail, and food shortages led to civil unrest.


Despite clear warnings from his own generals, Leonid Brezhnev decided to invade his southern neighbour. On Christmas Eve 1979 Soviet troops landed at Kabul airport.


The Kremlin’s strategy was to stabilise a new regime, then withdraw the troops after a couple of weeks. They would first occupy the cities where support for the communists was strongest, then supply the Afghan army with ammunition and support, allowing it to defeat the resistance in rural areas. The plan was never for Soviet soldiers to engage in combat.


The coup itself went quickly. Like his predecessor, Amin was shot in the presidential palace, the Arg, after first being poisoned by his Russian cooks.


The superpower had taken over an independent, non-aligned country and installed new puppets. Of all the mistakes Brezhnev made, the invasion of Afghanistan was the most fatal. The elderly chief of the Politburo hadn’t anticipated the Afghans’ collective will to defend themselves. The Cold War was about to turn hot.


The CIA programme to arm Afghan guerrillas was codenamed Operation Cyclone. It was the costliest covert operation the intelligence agency had ever embarked upon. Initiated by President Jimmy Carter in 1980, it would outlive his presidency and be inherited by Ronald Reagan. Carter’s security advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, who had promised ‘to give the Soviet Union their own Vietnam’, was passed down with it.


Expenditure accelerated under Reagan, and when Brzezinski enquired as to the limits of spending, he was told ‘there are no budgets’.


By the time Jamila started asking for one more year, Afghanistan had become the site of an ideological contest between the world’s two superpowers, but the real war had yet to reach the children of Kabul. The Soviets protected the regime in the capital; there was peace and quiet in the streets and children at play in the schoolyards. It was in the mountains and the countryside the rockets fell. That was where children were being maimed. Fathers killed. Mothers snatched away.


Not that children in Kabul didn’t notice some change. The Islamic confession of faith disappeared from the morning schedule at school and boys and girls began sharing classrooms. The girls no longer wore headscarves. Those who signed up for communist children’s activities gained advantages and a red pioneer scarf. Jamila did everything to avoid wearing one. That was her protest.


In class, you could no longer tell friend from foe. Some of the parents worked for the Soviet occupiers, others had parents who wanted the foreigners out.


Yet the invasion would introduce Jamila to the feeling of being part of something bigger. One February night, in the first winter the Soviet soldiers spread across the country, the people gathered behind what would come to characterise resistance: Allah.


A quiet stream of men defied the curfew, taking to the streets or going up onto the rooftops. The women went out into their backyards and looked upwards. To Jamila it sounded like they began to hum. But it was not a song; it was a prayer. They were reciting. Like a battle cry directed at the aeroplanes above their heads.


The voices could be heard all through the night. Allahu Akbar. Allahu Akbar. Allahu Akbar. God is great, God is greater, God is greatest!


The little, very special girl crawled up onto the window ledge and heard the many-voiced praise, sung in harmony, one voice taking over for the next.


There and then she felt that God was listening.










The Desert of Death



You get out of bed, build the fire, boil some water, perhaps warm up some of yesterday’s bread and suddenly you’re dead. Someone who doesn’t know you has ordered an attack. Red-hot shrapnel hits your village before dawn, penetrating bodies, puncturing lungs, breaking hearts. Metal at temperatures of hundreds of degrees smashing skulls, ripping off fingers or entire arms, stopping everything – a dream, a yawn, a train of thought, a half-spoken word.


Death usually came from above. By the time you heard the plane or the hissing in the air, it was too late. The plane had slipped its payload. A bomb ripped through roofs and tent cloth and hit you at home. Families who had run inside during an attack were charred when the house ignited; entire broods of children huddled behind an outhouse turned to ash. Villages razed to the ground so the rebels could not hide there.


It took some people longer to die. If the main artery in your leg is severed, it takes two minutes. If it’s your arm, you have ten minutes before bleeding to death. Missiles, bombs, bullets ended lives that had barely begun, lives carrying life, already long lives.


Multiply this by a million.


And we are still only halfway through the war.


Death also came from the ground. Landmines were laid on mountain slopes, along roads and riverbanks. Farmers lost hands and legs in the fields; children were blinded by explosives they mistook for toys. Soil that could no longer be cultivated, pasture where animals could no longer graze – yet another war crime on top of all the others.


Death was all around; you just had to get used to it.


* * *


The first time Hala looked her husband in the eyes, he was lying in the yard with two holes in his forehead.


His teeth were shattered. Limbs stiff. His chest riddled with bullets. His eyes wide open.


It felt as though the ground was rumbling beneath her. She had run out to the yard as they were carrying him in, without caring that the men around him were not part of the family. In death, God was merciful, as surely the neighbours were too. The trembling under her feet intensified. The ground was undulating, causing her to sway.


As Hala stood tipping from side to side, she looked her husband in the eyes. Not a sob, not a single tear escaped her. Finally, she could look at him without being afraid.


The blood had blackened on his skin; he was covered in gravel and sand, his tunic brown with blood. She touched his arm. During their marriage their gaze had always swept past one another. If he looked at her, she lowered her eyes; if he spoke to her, she bowed her head. Only when she was certain he wasn’t looking at her did she dare look at him. And only when his head was turned in another direction. Warily, always warily.


She was ten years old when they married. Wasir was much older, thirty, maybe forty. She didn’t know. Several years passed before they had children. Six in total. Four sons – Hassan, Yaqub, Raouf and Bashir – and two daughters, who no one outside the family knew the names of. Now they were fatherless. From now on they had only her.


She thought of his voice. Her husband used to recite from the Quran every morning and evening, often for hours. It was so beautiful. She had always wanted to ask him if he could teach her the words but had never dared. Now he lay there. Now it was too late.


The night before, she had his dinner ready when he came home. She had boiled rice and fried some vegetables from their small plot. It was Ramadan and from sunrise to sunset no food or drink was to pass their lips.


She had spread a sheet on the floor and placed the dish between them. He had blessed the food before the family began to eat. They clumped the rice together with their fingers or scooped it up with sauce on a piece of bread. After dinner her husband had gone to the mosque to conduct the evening prayer.


Mussahi, a village of just a few houses along a small river in unyielding farmland, had become important to the rebels due to its strategic location thirty kilometres south of Kabul’s city limits. To the east lay the foothills of the mountains, to the west lay the fields, and beyond them, the main road to Kabul. Further east lay the province of Logar, known as the Gates of Jihad. Important supply lines ran through the barren province, as large quantities of weapons were smuggled in from Pakistan.


In Mussahi, mujahideen – fighters who had taken up the struggle against the Soviet Union – and the villagers were often one and the same. They were fathers, brothers and male cousins. The resistance was based on – and run by – tribal networks and clan leaders; they were the village.


The word mujahid derives from jihad, holy war. Mullah Wasir would be given lists from the mujahideen detailing what they required – food, clothing and equipment – then he would send out men to try to obtain the supplies. Hala would often cook for the fighters when they came down from the mountains to eat before they disappeared once again.


The mujahideen could not manage without the villages. They were the circulatory system in the resistance movement.


Some days previously, local fighters had carried out a successful attack on the closest Soviet position. Allah had provided help. Several of the infidels had been killed, Hala had heard.


After her husband went to the mosque, Hala nursed the baby and put the other children to bed. Their father would want tea when he came home, so she filled the pot and placed it on the fire. But he was slow in coming.


Perhaps he had decided to stay behind in the mosque. Prayer during the time of fasting gave extra credit in paradise, so maybe he wanted to stay there overnight.


She heard gunfire, then it went quiet. It hadn’t come from the direction of the mosque, so she gave it no further thought. Eventually she went to bed.


Next morning, he still wasn’t home. Hala wanted to pick shaftal, a spinach-like plant that grew on the land beyond the wall of their yard. She had prepared a dough to make bolani for her husband when they broke the fast at sunset. She would chop onion and shaftal and fry it gently in oil, before rolling out the dough into thin circles, spreading the green filling over one, placing another on top, sealing it and frying it golden on each side. They were to be served freshly cooked, right from the pan.


Hala went out at dawn. She didn’t bother putting on her burka; it was so early, and impractical in the fields. When she spotted a group of men a little way off she hastened to turn her face away and cover it with her shawl. Still, she noticed they were staring at her. That was unheard of. Men were supposed to be careful where their gaze fell, least of all let it rest on another man’s wife.


She picked a few bunches of shaftal before hurrying back home, without glancing at the men.


They knew something she didn’t. Yet not being in the same family, they could not tell her.


She went into the kitchen, checked that she had enough onions and washed the green bunches to rinse them of soil. At the same time, she kept an ear out for her husband, who could be home at any minute.


But it was Wasir’s brothers who came.


The Ox’s men had taken him from the mosque.


Wasir had always been cautious in his sermons, wrapping his message in Quranic verse; there might be informers in the congregation. The traitors also had to tread carefully because the villagers might guess who they were. People who had extra cash or improved their position were suspect. They showed up now and again at Friday prayer, in simple dress like the others, worn grey, brown or dark blue tunics with wide trousers underneath. You could see it in their eyes, Wasir said, how they wanted to get away from God’s house, to Kabul, to the big city, where the roads were tarmacked, where water came from taps.


Whether someone had snitched on him, no one knew. The security forces had orders to single out men in retaliation for the attack a few days earlier. They had taken the mullah and those who had stayed behind after prayer; others had been pulled from their houses. One man had refused to go and had been shot on the spot, right there by his own gate – the shots Hala had heard the night before.


Mullah Wasir and the others had been driven into the desert.


They had been lined up, shot, abandoned. Retribution was complete.


When you died a martyr, you were not to be washed. You were to meet God as you had fallen. There was no coffin, only a sheet to wrap the deceased in.


Hala stood and saw everything. The earth continued to move beneath her. It cracked. While he just lay there.


The man she had been so afraid of, so modest towards, the man who for sixteen years she had never dared ask to teach her to recite. She had loved his voice; it was deep and warm.


She had never seen him as he was now. Completely open, perfectly peaceful. She felt shy. Even in death he had that effect on her.


The Ox, as he was known, was responsible for the security services. Najibullah, who had come to power in 1986, was a tall man with a broad torso from hours of wrestling and weightlifting. While studying medicine in Kabul in the 1970s, he had joined the Afghan Communist Party. Following the invasion in 1979, the newly qualified doctor signed up to serve the new rulers. He rose rapidly through the ranks of the security forces. His talent at breaking people down turned out to be more highly valued than his skills in caring for and healing them.


A year after the invasion, Najibullah was appointed leader of the KHAD, the secret police, built with the Soviet intelligence services as the model and brutality as the method. Tens of thousands of Islamists, holy warriors, communists from the wrong factions and random victims never emerged alive from the notorious Pul-e-Charkhi prison on the outskirts of Kabul. There, the weightlifter could bring his physique to bear. He liked to torture the prisoners personally, often to death, or he let recruits use the inmates for target practice. Prison guards slowly removed fingernails, pulled out hair and beards or chopped off body parts while demanding information on supply routes and hideouts.


Wasir’s death was more merciful. A few shots, then life was over, and a new journey began.


To the gates of heaven. That was where he was now headed.


Martyrs were admitted directly to Jannah – paradise. They were granted the best places, near God’s throne.


Life had been a struggle. Now he would be rewarded for his toil, as promised to him in the hereafter. He’d had one wife in this life, he would get seventy-two virgins in the next. Martyrs such as he would be celebrated, as he himself had preached, so he should know.


Six children were asleep in Wasir’s house when the shots were fired. The youngest was three months old.


They had named him Bashir, the one who brings tidings of joy.


Their father was buried the same day. He left nothing behind but his clothes and his Quran. No photographs, no other possessions. All Hala had was the children. She found solace in the baby. She allowed herself to be soothed and warmed by the little body that couldn’t manage without her and sucked greedily on her breasts. She didn’t want to let go of the child she knew would be her last. Remarrying was out of the question. It might mean splitting up the children and she would rather die than face that prospect. She was determined that her children would not be subjected to the rootless, lonely upbringing she had experienced after losing her father as a two-year-old. Back then Hala’s mother had been quickly wed to her dead husband’s uncle and forced to give up her children. They became the property of her new husband’s half-brother. He later gave Hala away in marriage in exchange for a second wife for himself, along with a payment of twelve thousand afghani. The young girl he took as a second wife was considered more beautiful and more accomplished, and therefore worth more, than the fatherless ten-year-old.


The house was filled with weeping women. Wasir’s mother, sisters, cousins and aunts. Hala did not shed a tear. Her husband wouldn’t have liked her to cry, for how could she be sad when he finally would be seated near the throne of God?


The dough she had made in the morning had finished rising. The bunches of shaftal were still lying on the counter. Someone began to chop the onions and vegetables, sprinkled some salt over them and placed them in the pan to sizzle. A neighbour helped her roll out the dough. Another placed the filling inside, put the second circle of dough on top and sealed the edges. A delicious smell pervaded the kitchen as the stuffed flatbreads were fried on the hot stone.


The children were hungry. They were given their father’s portion.


Because life goes on.










A Bright White Light



Jamila’s father noticed the impact on his wallet. The war was destroying roads, bridges, warehouses. Incomes across the country dropped sharply. Transport became difficult, trade came to a halt. The two Indian secretaries who had read documents for Ibrahim, processed his dictation and looked after the bills disappeared, taking a healthy chunk of his fortune with them.


The Afghan army, financed by the Kremlin, was ineffective. Purges, executions and desertion prior to the invasion had reduced the officer corps by half. During the first year of the Soviet occupation the army shrank to a quarter of its pre-invasion size. Entire units mutinied and pledged loyalty to the mujahideen.


Conscription was introduced. First the call-up. Then the recruiters at the door.


Ibrahim and Bibi Sitara worried about their sons. They had managed to keep military service at bay thus far, but an increasing number of young men were being called up. Conscription was set at age nineteen. Any attempt to evade the draft was viewed as desertion and punishable by death. The term of military service had increased to four years, and the education grants offered on completion did not tempt Jamila’s brothers.


Ibrahim was in a quandary. He had to choose between his sons and the money. Letting his sons flee the country would lead to trouble with the authorities. Exceptions were only made for prominent party members and students in Eastern Bloc countries, or through bribes.


Blood outweighed banknotes. Ibrahim let his eldest son travel to Pakistan under the guise of a business trip. He gave him money to buy a house, in case the whole family needed to follow him.


Many of Ibrahim’s contacts had left the country but the merchant in him wanted to stay where his businesses were. Maybe he could adjust to a war economy. He had adapted before.


Then his own people began to be arrested. First a cousin was jailed, then one uncle, then another. He counted seven relatives who had been taken by the secret police. Upon learning they were to be executed, he knew he had to act.


Several old women had been to the house on behalf of their sons, nephews and grandsons, to look at his daughters.


Like prey, Jamila scoffed. Groomed and made up. With no names. The eldest of the sisters was called the red fairy, the second eldest the green fairy, after a wedding feast they had attended in red and green dresses respectively.


One of the suitors belonged to the communist elite. He was a nephew of the regime’s intelligence chief. There was no better catch.


Ibrahim used the red fairy as a bargaining chip to free his relatives. They were released when the engagement was agreed. The marriage gave Ibrahim some leeway.


Jamila was shocked by the decadence of the wedding feast. The ten-year-old stared wide-eyed at glittering dresses and plunging necklines. The women of the communist elite, without shawls, loud and bold, danced without any inhibitions. These sins would be punished, Jamila was sure of that. Just wait.


The green fairy was bargained away to a businessman with good connections to the regime. Jamila was disappointed. She knew neither of the husbands were from families her father respected. As a deeply religious man he hated the communists. The two fairies, who in childhood had played with her as their doll, had been sacrificed for a greater good.


Eventually the alliances Ibrahim had built could not protect his family any longer. He sent away his second son, followed by the third when he turned nineteen. Then the fourth also went to Pakistan. Finally, the fifth. Ibrahim feared punishment. He had seen other men fall from grace.


Time was beginning to run out. Now he, Bibi and Jamila would also have to leave.


There were roadblocks all along the road to Pakistan, so they couldn’t take that route. His sons had followed the goat tracks the mujahideen used through the Khyber Pass but these mountain trails would be impossible for Jamila.


Her parents decided to send her with an uncle, on the pretext of undertaking the journey for medical treatment, then they would travel to Pakistan themselves once all the children were safe there. Her father hired a car and a driver, had an elderly uncle sit in the passenger seat and Jamila in the back. The doctor’s letter was placed in the uncle’s hand.


The car drove quickly out of Kabul. Soviet engineers had built a highway to Jalalabad. Low stone walls separated the twisting road from cliffs and steep slopes. After a while the car was winding its way past large stones and craters. Jamila saw the destruction she had been spared in Kabul.


Armoured vehicles passed them. On one stretch, Jamila noticed an oncoming tank signalling to them. The driver ignored this, and continued driving towards it. Soon they were alongside the tank. Jamila looked out of the rear window as they passed and saw the heavy machine gun that protruded from the turret turn slowly in their direction. The barrel was pointing straight at her. Jamila stared into the muzzle.


The last thing she remembered was the flash of light. A bright white light.


She woke freezing. She felt wet but was unable to see anything. She rubbed her eyelids. Her eyes were clogged with something sticky.


Jamila forced one eye open. She saw the windows were smashed, the remaining shards of glass shaking as the car moved at breakneck speed. There was blood everywhere. On the seat. On her. On the back of the seat in front. She uttered a few words.


The driver turned.


‘Alhamdulillah, you’re alive!’ he exclaimed.


A pain cut through her head. She lifted a hand to her ear, where the blood was beginning to congeal.


She heard gurgling sounds coming from the passenger seat.


‘Baba!’ she shouted.


There was no answer.


The bullet from the tank’s machine gun had gone through the back window, gashed Jamila’s right ear, grazing her cerebral cortex, pierced the seat in front and penetrated the back of her uncle’s head. Baba had been killed instantly; the sounds were coming from his body.


After the bullet hit, the driver, who was himself unharmed, had turned to look at his two slumped passengers and thought he was driving two corpses.


Jamila had her head bandaged in the next village. Her uncle’s body was collected by relatives. The dead man was to be washed, prayed over, and buried the same day.


While the Soviet soldier bore the blame for one life lost, God was thanked for sparing the other.










The Base



By the time Jamila was sent across the border, over a quarter of Afghanistan’s population had fled the country. Some two million had travelled west to Iran, even more into Pakistan. The war had been going on for eight years. One million Afghans would soon be dead. Millions more maimed.


Jamila and her uncle became part of the statistics. One dead. One injured.


The family settled in the rapidly expanding border town of Peshawar. The plains around the town had become one enormous refugee camp. Shacks made of mud, stone, plastic, cardboard, of whatever was to hand, were packed close together. A continual influx of new people coming into an already overpopulated country. Pakistan didn’t need them. Not their labour, not their minds.


Lives were lost every week. Bombs detonated over internal disputes. People were executed in broad daylight. Rivalry between mujahideen groups as well as between the Islamists and the communist regime meant more Afghan militia leaders were killed here than on the battlefield, in assassinations carried out by the KGB, by the Ox’s KHAD, by the Pakistani intelligence service or by the eternal enemy: one another.


At the same time, the illegal flow of money and weapons led to an economic upturn. The drug trade flourished. Gemstones and stolen treasure from the national museum in Kabul found new owners.


Following their flight to Pakistan, Jamila’s father had become short-tempered and was given to sudden fits of rage. He had lost valuable investments and property in Kabul, and had a hard time adjusting to life in Peshawar, this rumour mill of a city which in the course of the war had become the heart and brain of the resistance.


Jamila was spared the daily sufferings and the squalid conditions of the camps. Her family had moved into a villa behind high walls, surrounded by eucalyptus and magnolia, close to the headquarters of Burhanuddin Rabbani, a sharia professor who had fled prior to the Soviet invasion, in the wake of an attempted Islamic coup. On the street outside, and throughout the entire district, his lascivious and pugnacious men swarmed. Few families allowed their girls outside.


Jamila’s father shook his head. Attending school was out of the question.


Her brothers backed him up. Jamila’s insistence on a life outside the house was a threat to their reputation. They were a distinguished family with a good name, and that called for a particular dignity and reserve. Ibrahim kept out of politics and war. None of the brothers joined the resistance; their time was taken up getting business connections in place. The older brothers cursed their fates and the one person in the family who refused to accept hers: Jamila.


People had sought refuge in Peshawar in several waves. First came the Islamists, who had studied sharia in Kabul in the 1970s – the first target of the Marxist purges. They possessed the power of definition in the camps and decided the direction of the resistance. On their heels followed the rural village mullahs, and finally, the people who just wanted to get away from the war.


Rabbani, the sharia professor in the next street, led the largest mujahideen group, Jamiat-e-Islami, predominately composed of Tajiks, the second largest ethnic group in Afghanistan. While Pashtuns comprised about half the population, scarcely a third were Tajiks, residing mainly in the west and north of the country. Uzbeks and Hazaras were the two next biggest peoples, each making up around a tenth of the population.


Many of Rabbani’s students established their own rebel groups. In the mid-1980s there were a couple of hundred militia groups in the city. Chaos reigned. Most of the funding came from Pakistani intelligence, the Gulf and the CIA, and went to the seven largest rebel groups, known as the Peshawar Seven. Saudi Arabia contributed half a billion dollars annually, equalling the spending of the USA. Close cooperation with Pakistan’s president, the authoritarian Islamist Zia ul-Haq, led to the Sunni-dominated jihadists receiving more support than the less ideological rebel groups.


Among the people who made their way to Peshawar was the Egyptian doctor Ayman al-Zawahiri, following his imprisonment for involvement in the assassination of the president, Anwar Sadat. The surgeon operated on jihadists wounded in combat and led the organisation al-Jihad. He was short of money and looking for support.


A wealthy Saudi by the name of Osama bin Laden came to his rescue. Through his father, who had restored mosques in Mecca and Medina, and died in a plane crash en route to fetch yet another teenage bride, he was in direct contact with the Saudi Arabian royal family and oil billionaires in the Gulf.


Bin Laden ran Maktab al-Khadamat – The Services Bureau – an organisation receiving crisp new dollar bills from oil sheiks in Kuwait and gold jewellery from well-off wives in Jeddah, while the Saudi crown prince donated trucks and the mosques in the Gulf sent briefcases full of cash.


The Services Bureau functioned as a hostel for Arabian fighters and as the editorial offices of the magazine al-Jihad. Here, in robust safes, bin Laden stored the money raised. He was the individual who brought the most money, weapons and fighters – the so-called Afghan Arabs – into the country, offering plane tickets, board and lodging as well as three hundred dollars a month per household. For no charge you were given training, indoctrination and access to his theological library.


It was the director of the CIA, William J. Casey, who convinced Congress that the mujahideen needed the very latest, light shoulder-launched missiles that could shoot down aeroplanes and helicopters. After the CIA had supplied these Stinger missiles, and American personnel had trained the jihadists in their use, they were eventually able to cope with the overwhelming Soviet air superiority, the most important factor in turning the tide of the war in the rebels’ favour.


Casey was an ardent supporter of recruiting radical Muslims from around the world to fight with the Afghan mujahideen. President Reagan called them freedom fighters. When he invited a group of mujahideen leaders to the White House in late 1987, he lauded their wisdom. In his speech to the battle-hardened guerrilla fighters, seated in the soft chairs of the Roosevelt Room, Reagan spoke of their new weapons, coordination and tactics. ‘You are a nation of heroes. God bless you,’ he concluded.


Fear of fighting, in addition to a promise made to his mother, meant Osama bin Laden remained on the Pakistani side of the border. It was five years into the war, during Ramadan, that he first ventured into Afghanistan, where he viewed everything – weapons, roads, trenches – as being in a sorry state. ‘I asked forgiveness from God Almighty, feeling that I had sinned because I listened to those who advised me not to go,’ he said. God would only forgive him if he became a martyr, he thought, terrified by how low the planes flew as they attacked, how deafening the sound of the bombs were and how blessed he had felt when the missiles that landed nearby did not explode but lay like ‘black stones’ around him. He felt closer to God than ever before, he told his companions.


Osama bin Laden and the ideologue behind the jihadists of the 1980s, the Palestinian Abdallah Azzam, had a concept to sell: martyrdom. It pervaded the books, pamphlets and cassettes sold at mosques and in bookshops. Azzam’s magazine al-Jihad was grounded in the cult of death. He was the one who expounded the theory that it was every Muslim’s duty – fard al-ayn – to wage holy war when a Muslim country was attacked. Young men were mobilised in a just war against a godless occupying power. Once the scholars had defined a conflict as fard al-ayn, you didn’t need to ask your father, your mother or your imam, you could just go! A glorious death enticed the sinful, a direction triggered the listless. A poor man would get to enjoy heaven’s delights, meat, fruit, even wine, and not least the fabled virgins – chaste as hidden pearls.


Together with Azzam, Osama bin Laden founded al-Qaeda, the Base. Shortly afterwards – in 1989 – Azzam and his two sons were killed by a car bomb on their way to Friday prayer. Whoever was behind the killing remained a mystery, the enemies too numerous.


But the Base would become known throughout the world.










Play



Bashir’s earliest memory, a little trauma at the time and later something he would laugh about, was when his mother buttoned up her dress and told him, ‘You’re a big boy now.’


That was the end of breast milk.


Bashir was three years old. The following year he was engaged.


His cousin Yasamin had just turned one. It was Hala’s doing. She had reached an agreement with Yasamin’s father, her late husband’s brother, that the engagement of the two children could just as well be arranged sooner rather than later.


Hala singled out wives for all her sons while they were still small. In so doing she could keep her eye on the girls and correct them from childhood on. It was about virtue. About honour. In that she was a master.


When asked if she would marry again, her reply was that she would rather eat dirt than find a new husband. You didn’t mess with Hala. Things had changed since she was widowed. She made her own decisions, she raised the children alone, all within the framework of Pashtunwali, the ancestral code, which dictated the basic principles of honour and hospitality, courage and loyalty, justice and revenge.


Hala was strict with her children, and was quicker to strike than hug. She was terrified her sons would become idlers, use opium, bring shame upon her and that people would say, ‘There go the four without a father.’


There were nevertheless many they could call baba. The children grew up in the backyard of Wasir’s brothers, with uncles wherever they turned.


Bashir never felt he lacked a father. How could he miss something he didn’t know?


When it came to Hala, there was only one man who made her shy – her dead husband. Any time his name came up she would lower her head and hide her face.


* * *


The invasion was a fiasco. For the Politburo in Moscow the loss of prestige hurt. The Soviet Union was trapped by its poor neighbour.


If only the Politburo had paid more attention to military history. Over the millennia, commanders like Cyrus the Great, Darius I and Alexander the Great had tried to conquer the Afghans and all had encountered fierce resistance. Alexander finally succeeded by a policy of divide and rule, torture and execution. But at a cost. According to legend the Macedonians lost as many men on one bloody day as in the four years it took to conquer the lands between the Mediterranean and Persia. After the conqueror’s death his warriors began fighting among themselves. The mountain people struck back – as the Soviets would experience over two thousand years later – from cliffs and steep terrain.


Only in the thirteenth century did a foreign conqueror take possession of the land. Genghis Khan and his Mongol hordes had already laid waste to several civilisations between the Caspian Sea and China. His men slaughtered thousands in Kabul, Kandahar and Jalalabad. In the wake of a rebellion in Helmand men were decapitated, the women taken as slaves. Genghis Khan’s successors held power for three hundred years, until the Mongols also lost out to the Afghans.


Throughout history occupying forces had never become masters of the Afghans. ‘We can stand strife, stand attack, stand blood,’ went the saying, ‘but we will never stand a ruler.’


If only the Politburo had studied the maps more closely. The very names attested to violence. Hindu Kush – Killer of Hindus – a test of strength in summer, impassable when the snows came; crags, cliffs and mountainsides ideal for ambushes. Only to the north and south-west were there level plains; but these lay at altitude and were exposed, with names like Dasht-e-Margo, the Desert of Death.


If only the Politburo had cared about their own. The Soviet soldiers were haphazardly equipped, poorly clothed and seldom sufficiently trained in the use of heavy weaponry. Already in the first month a thousand of them had been killed. When a young man came home in a coffin, his family were disciplined. Visible grief in the workplace, over a child sacrificed for the motherland, was regarded as detrimental to the collective; the parents could be sent for psychiatric treatment.


No official statistics existed, no known registers. Young men simply did not come home. Or they returned in zinc coffins, bolted or welded shut. Parents were not to see what the war had done to their son. Or if the soldier in the coffin was their son at all. After major battles, bones, heads, random arms and other body parts were divided among the coffins so they were of suitable weight before being sealed.


Headstones were only allowed to bear the inscription of when your child was born and when he died. Only the date, never the place, never Afghanistan.


If only, if only.





In 1986, the year before Bashir’s father was killed, Mikhail Gorbachev called the war a ‘bleeding wound’. The superpower was changing its tune. When the new head of the Politburo launched glasnost and perestroika – openness and restructuring – peace and withdrawal were part of the equation. But how was he to do it without losing support? The puppet government in Afghanistan would surely fall, weakening Soviet strategic interests. A withdrawal could also lead to increased self-confidence and revolt in the Muslim Soviet republics in the south, and would signal an ideological defeat for communism.


The Soviets had an enormous military presence in the country, with several hundred thousand soldiers in addition to the KGB, military advisors and civilian contractors. They had a vast number of tanks and heavy armoured vehicles, but the army often got stuck in the narrow valleys, making them vulnerable. The soldiers called them dukhi – spirits – the fighters who suddenly turned up and attacked them, only to disappear again. The mujahideen could leave an area the Soviets had struck, leading them to believe they had won. Then the dukhi would return at night, or the next night, or the week after, when the soldiers had made camp and relaxed their guard.


The wound continued to bleed – fresh, young blood.


The costs of staying outweighed the costs of pulling out. There was no prospect of a military victory.


Gorbachev summoned the Ox – now President Najibullah – to the Kremlin. The Afghans would have to govern alone and pursue national reconciliation. Moscow promised massive support, economic and technical as well as military. In April 1988, one year after Wasir was killed, an agreement was signed in Geneva.


In February 1989 the last Soviet soldier left Afghanistan. The Politburo continued propping up the Ox until the Soviet Union dissolved into fifteen independent republics in 1991. The steady stream of roubles came to a sudden end. Najibullah was forced to resign and was immediately placed under house arrest in Kabul.


Afghanistan was also divided up, by warlords who fought, betrayed and bribed one another, then entered alliances before switching sides and fighting again. The mujahideen no longer had a common enemy to unite them. Four of the largest Islamist factions fought doggedly, with increasingly heavy weaponry, for control of Kabul. By 1992 it was civil war.


The four powerful commanders each held their own cardinal point of the city, launching attacks on one another. People were stuck in the middle as the city was shelled to pieces. One day Bashir’s house was destroyed when a missile hit the roof.


The children’s play reflected reality. While in the 1980s they had captured Russians, in the 1990s they played at being Islamists of varying shades. Bashir’s eldest brother, Hassan, always wanted to be from Hezb-e-Islami, the group of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who had relations in Mussahi. Others pretended they were the soldiers of the Lion of Panjshir, Ahmad Shah Massoud, or they wanted to be Osama bin Laden’s ally, Abdul Rasul Sayyaf. The unlucky ones had to be the notoriously brutal Abdul Rashid Dostum. He was Uzbek and no such people lived in Mussahi.


The boys fired stones with catapults and gathered sticks for fighting at close quarters. As one of the youngest, Bashir was bossed around, while he yearned to be the one ordering ambushes, retreats and fresh attacks.


Outside the playgrounds, there seemed to be no end to the cycle of violence. The anarchy was absolute. Proud mujahideen did whatever they pleased. They abducted, raped and massacred; both boys and girls were exploited. The victors seized houses, ejected the occupants and gave the farmland to their own. Public property was of all and no one, people cut down telephone poles for its copper wiring, raided market stalls and sold stolen goods to scrap merchants. Many who hitherto had remained in the country now left.


When the Swedish Committee for Afghanistan built a school in Mussahi, Hala sent her sons there. First the three oldest, Hassan, Yaqub and Raouf, then the apple of her eye. She never made any attempt to hide that she favoured Bashir. He spoke clearly from an early age and always thought big; bigger than the others, she told people.


There were now two schools in the village: a maktab, the Swedish school with mathematics, science and Persian, and a madrasa, a Quran school, with prayers, recitation and Arabic. Eventually Hala took her sons out of the Swedish school. They were to attend the mosque full time so they could become mullahs like their father. Her two daughters had no need of book learning. Education was not a requisite for wives – on the contrary. The school might challenge parents’ authority and you never knew what the children might pick up from others. Besides, girls’ faces weren’t covered in the classroom.


Hala’s daughters were kept on a tight rein. From the age of nine they were no longer allowed to play outside the gate. If they went on an errand they had to go straight to where they were headed, then home. Idle time came to an end after the first years of childhood.


The boys had more freedom.


When they weren’t at school or in in the mosque, they played cricket on a plain outside the village. The ball was made of hard, rolled-up material, the bat had been carved from a piece of wood.


But mostly they were warriors. During Bashir’s first year at school a new group of fighters was added to the game. The grown-ups spoke about them with hope. The imam preached in admiration. The mullahs at the madrasa pointed to them as examples. They could bring peace. They were moral guardians. They were God’s students. They were Allah’s soldiers. They called themselves Taliban.


Talib means student in Arabic. Not any student but one at a madrasa, one seeking knowledge of Islam. With the Quran in hand this student group were going to sweep up and cleanse society. Bring peace. Disarm the population. Introduce sharia. The Talibs had spent their formative years at Quran schools. They had learned about the society the Prophet Muhammad had fought for in the seventh century – the ideal they wished to realise.


It began with a one-eyed mullah on a motorbike. He had lost his eye when a grenade splinter pierced it during a Soviet attack. His cheek and forehead were disfigured in the same explosion and, until he lost his eye, he had been known as an able marksman. While the civil war raged, he’d had a vision. The Prophet Muhammad had appeared to him and charged him with bringing peace to the country.


Mullah Omar borrowed a motorcycle and travelled around to Quran schools to enlist students. At first, few were tempted, but in time he had about fifty men. This first fifty executed a couple of local commanders, one of whom had a harem of young boys. A third commander gave them two jeeps and a truck, and their number swelled by another hundred or so men. Their first conquest was the Maiwand district outside Kandahar, where the local militia leader joined Omar. The mullah suddenly found himself with a couple of thousand fighters, several tanks, a large munitions warehouse, some helicopters and a fighter jet.


After a year, the Taliban had twenty-five thousand men under arms. They moved fast and in packs, in pick-ups with mounted machine guns, light artillery, anti-aircraft guns and rocket batteries. As the Pakistani intelligence service had grown increasingly frustrated by the chaos the mujahideen had created, they turned their support to the Taliban.


Stories about the rapid gains made by God’s army were rife. They were protected by Allah, bullets couldn’t kill them, they were invulnerable. Many commanders surrendered without a fight.


The movement had originated in Kandahar, in the south of the country, and fought its way north. Few believed they would take the capital but in September 1996 Jalalabad fell, and the road to Kabul lay open. Two days later the city was attacked from the south, east and north. The lightning assault forced Ahmed Shah Masoud, who controlled Kabul, to retreat towards the Panjshir Valley. He left only a small group of men to blow up weapon depots and ammunition dumps so as not to allow them to fall into Taliban hands.


The Ox was under house arrest at the UN building in Kabul. He asked headquarters in Islamabad to strengthen security. There were only three guards in the building, along with Najibullah himself, his brother, a secretary and a bodyguard.


The former intelligence chief realised too late how precarious his situation was. He had refused an offer from Masoud to accompany him northward. The Pashtun didn’t want to flee with a Tajik, it wouldn’t look good. He gambled on being able to negotiate with the Taliban, who belonged to the same ethnic group as him.


When the sound of shooting could be heard from the outskirts of the city, the three guards fled. Najibullah’s communications grew desperate. But it was too late. A special force from the Taliban, consisting of six men, had arrived at the UN building. They located Najibullah and his brother, beat them and then drove them to the bombed-out Presidential Palace, where Najibullah had once lived. They castrated him, tied him behind a jeep and drove around the palace several times before shooting him. His brother was subjected to the same treatment. Afterwards their bodies were hung from lamp posts. Cigarettes were wedged between their fingers and banknotes stuffed in their pockets as symbols of greed and decadence.


Within twenty-four hours the Taliban had introduced the strictest Islamic social system in the world. They raised their white flag and renamed the country an emirate. The regime that would govern the capital comprised village mullahs and Islamic scholars, but also men with a background in the Peshawar Seven. None of them had any experience of governing a state, none were from Kabul, many had never set foot there before. But that was not needed as they were going to wipe the city clean of its past and steer society back to the Prophet’s time, far away in the Arabian desert.


Now all the boys in Mussahi wanted to be Taliban. Bashir was nine years old and didn’t just want to play at being one, he wanted to become one of them.


The first time he witnessed their power was when he and his mother were taking the bus to visit some relatives. A pair of Talibs had stepped up onto the footboard to take a look around. All the women were wearing burkas. Still, the students in the turbans saw something they didn’t like.


‘Remove that!’ they ordered the driver, pointing at a photo of an Indian movie star dangling in the window. They hadn’t threatened him, hadn’t hit him, yet the photo was quickly taken down. Hala had squeezed Bashir’s hand in triumph.


From then on he sat at the mosque reading for several hours a day. He wanted to learn the Quran off by heart. To follow the Prophet’s counsel. To become as pious as the men on the bus. To become a talib.










To Read Oneself



‘They’re angels!’


One of Jamila’s uncles had come to visit them in Peshawar. The talibs had taken control of Ghazni Province, where he lived, the previous winter, and now that they also ruled Kabul it was safe to travel along the highway. The Taliban had cracked down on the gangs, each controlling their own stretch of the road, who had threatened, robbed and beaten up any travellers who refused to hand over part of their possessions.


‘God has sent them to get rid of the corrupt mujahideen,’ her uncle praised. ‘The Taliban are superhuman. They’ve come from heaven, they’re angels!’


Jamila’s family sat spellbound listening to his account of this new phenomenon in their home country. Now there was peace, the uncle said, and they were to be ruled under true Islam. They all agreed that the Taliban’s intentions seemed to be good. Perhaps they could finally return home. A number of Ibrahim’s commercial buildings in Kabul had been destroyed in the civil war. He was eager to go back. How he yearned for his city!


Jamila tried to find out more about these angels. If they wanted to rule according to true Islam, then surely that was a good thing.


In time she heard the reports about the burkas. About girls’ schools being shut down. About female students being sent home. About flogging and stoning. Women no longer able to work outside the home, not being allowed to leave the house without a male guardian. They couldn’t even wear shoes that made a sound!


She’d had to contend with her brothers, been so insistent with her father, and now she’d be denied the chance to make use of her hard-won education in her native country?


No, this did not sound like the work of angels.


The teenage years were a time for a girl to prepare to be married off. As this didn’t apply to Jamila, she could have other dreams: high school.


Once again, she held up a finger. ‘One year. Please. Just one more year!’


‘You hold that finger up to me one more time and I’ll cut it off!’ her father threatened.


Jamila continued to plead. Ibrahim continued to threaten.


Few Afghans in Peshawar had their children in Pakistani schools. They did not have the money for uniforms nor books, so their sons were sent to school in the camps, where the teacher only needed one book – the Quran – and a piece of chalk. There was little on offer for girls. In any case, it wasn’t a madrasa Jamila wanted to attend.


‘Just one more year!’


Eventually her father gave in. Jamila learned passable English at home and got through the entrance exams.


The next challenge was getting to the school. It wasn’t too far away, but the soldiers in the next street were constantly setting up roadblocks. They would mock her as she approached with limping steps.


‘Where are you going?’


‘To school.’


‘What for?’


‘To learn. So I can help the Afghan people,’ she always replied. Few of the soldiers had attended school.


‘Take a look at yourself! Go home to your mother!’


Every time the same rigmarole. Every time they let her through.


The year passed. She soaked up knowledge, read until bedtime and excelled in class. Her brothers complained that she was bringing shame on the family. Someone had seen her arguing with the soldiers. Her father had had enough. He couldn’t have people talking. There would be no more school.


Her brothers’ businesses had gradually picked up and they were always on the go. Ibrahim was mostly at work. Her youngest brother, the most irascible one, instructed the family’s guards not to let Jamila leave the house. ‘If she goes out, we’ll kill you,’ he threatened them. The guards promised to keep the gate shut.


The days dragged. Life was passing her by. School, homework and study were the only things that made her happy, made life worth living.


She received help from an unexpected source. From the property of her brothers: her sisters-in-law. None of them had ever learned to read and write, and now Jamila’s struggle became their own. They wanted her to see and experience the world they were excluded from.


Her sisters-in-law never opposed their husbands. The plan had to be carried out in secret. They needed to use their wits to get the guards to disobey orders.


Eventually Jamila bribed the guards with money she had been given to buy jewellery.


All the women, even her mother, pretended Jamila had stopped going to school. Her sisters-in-law covered for her when the brothers asked where she was. They said she was asleep, that she wasn’t feeling well, was in the kitchen or sitting in the women’s room. To avoid her having to knock, they made sure to be in the back garden, next to the gate, at the time she usually came home.


Her sisters-in-law rinsed beans for her, chopped vegetables, crushed spices; chores all ostensibly carried out by Jamila. In return she helped as much as she could with her nephews and nieces, reading to them, singing and telling stories.


She feared every day of freedom might be her last. At any time she could be found out and towed back in. Even though her brothers didn’t know what was going on, she had the feeling of being watched. The strictest of her brothers drove a white car. Some days every car looked like his.


The machine gun on the turret of the tank turned slowly towards her. Again and again she looked down the barrel. She felt the pain as the bullet grazed the side of her head, gashing her ear. The shock had taken root in her body. On many nights she was awoken by the white flash of light. Heard the shot. The scene was etched in her mind. The congealed blood on her uncle’s throat. Her dress soaked in red. The experience was burned on her retina. The memories could not be pushed away.


Many times she’d been jolted awake, believing she was bathed in blood only to discover it was sweat. A gun had been pointed at her and fired. But just once. What about those who had survived attack after attack, like the children in the countryside, how did they sleep at night?


What she had experienced paled in comparison.


Two years of hide-and-seek passed. Her father and brothers were oblivious to what was going on. By the time her secret came to light, Jamila had managed to sit the entrance exam for Jinnah College for Women and been accepted.


‘You’re dishonouring us!’


Her brothers were furious.


‘Do people know this? Have they seen you?’


Her sisters-in-law faced punishment. Such betrayal! It was embarrassing for the brothers not to have control over their own wives, that people had seen the family cripple go out alone without the heads of the household being aware of it. How would they recover from this loss of face?


They roared and shouted. Only Hashim, the third brother, sat quietly.


When the last fist had hit the table, Jamila’s face was blotchy. Tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘What am I supposed to do with my life if I don’t get an education? I can’t wash, can’t cook, can hardly carry anything. Am I to sit at home with no purpose, is that what you all want? What kind of life is that?’


More curses and abuse flew. It was against Islam to contradict your parents. The Quran preached obedience. Women were to live hidden from the gaze of men. How could she possibly venture out of the house in this lawless city?


Hashim asked the others to calm down.


‘Enough,’ he said. ‘You won’t be punished. We’ll put this behind us. But you have enough education. From now on you’ll stay at home.’


It was decided she would home-school the younger children. Then she would be of use, if that was so important to her. Jamila accepted that. While her brothers were out at work she didn’t just teach the younger children to read and write, but also her sisters-in-law.


There was a lot she wondered about. Like her brothers’ references to what she could and could not do. ‘It’s in the Quran,’ they always said.


Jamila wasn’t too bothered what the Quran had to say about her everyday life. She wanted to learn French. That might prove important for the career she was dreaming of. She wanted to work in the UN, maybe become a diplomat or even a peace negotiator.


In scripture classes she had been the one who asked the most questions. Not that she could say she disagreed with something. To challenge Islam was haram – a sin. But Jamila was aware of a feeling, deep inside, that something wasn’t right.


If you performed good deeds you would be rewarded in the hereafter. If you carried out jihad – with the sword, the pen, the head or the hands – men were taught they would ‘find good company in paradise’.


‘What sort of company?’ Jamila asked a female teacher whom she really liked, and thus could challenge.


Well, a man would spend his days and nights with virgins, who were there to satisfy him in gratitude for his sacrifice.


After hearing this several times, she dared to ask, ‘What about women, what do they get?’


‘They’ll get their husband back,’ the teacher answered.


What if they weren’t happy with their husband, Jamila wondered. What if the husband had mistreated them? What if death felt like peace and long-awaited freedom, and then they got the same husband back? It wasn’t even practical or feasible because, after all, the men were with the virgins. What was God thinking here? No, it didn’t make any sense.
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