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​​​​​To the Future Architects of Afghanistan
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You inherit a landscape of ruins, but you possess the blueprints of a thousand-year civilization. This book is dedicated to your hands, your hearts, and your heavy task.

The history of the last seventy years was written with the ink of others; may the next seventy be written with your own. Do not wait for a savior to grant you dignity. Build it. Own it. Protect it. The question is no longer what was done to us, but what you will do with what remains.
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​​​​​​The Russian Chocolate:
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​​​​​A Fragile Bridge of Chocolate Across the Oxus
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In 1959, Afghanistan's heart still beat with a quiet, traditional rhythm. My own heart, however, pounded with a wild, different tempo. "Remember, you're going to Russia tomorrow, so go to sleep," my mother's voice echoed through the house, a command I was in no mood to obey. Sleep was a distant concept, a stranger in a night buzzing with anticipation. We were to cross the Oxus River, a ribbon of water that marked our border, and while this was not a deep dive into the "iconic" Russia of our imaginations, it was a passage into a world of both excitement and unease.

I was the chosen one, one of eight children granted the honor of this journey. My father, a high-ranking military official in Imam Sahib, was a man of immense respect, charged with fostering relations with our Soviet neighbors. He moved with a calm professionalism that commanded respect from his men and me. This trip was a test, not just for him, but also for me —a young boy chosen for his good behavior. It was a privilege, a day over the border earned through discipline.

My mother, a world unto herself, remained at home. "Women are not supposed to travel and be amongst strangers," she explained, her words a gentle veil of tradition. She laughed at the thought of herself, "covered from head to toe," following my father into a foreign land. My older sister, a voice of the new generation, challenged her, asking about the "new freedom for women." My mother’s smile was knowing. "It is too early," she said, "maybe someday."

My father, ever the optimist, broke into our circle, his voice full of the promise of change. The newly elected Prime Minister, Mohammad Daud, had promised a modern age, a spectacular "shedding of the veil," and other social and economic reforms. The year 1959 felt like a precipice, a moment of profound change for our nation. We were all excited about the future.

The night passed like a ghost, and before dawn, my internal clock roused me. The car ride was silent, a hushed pilgrimage through unpaved roads and wooded areas. The air was thick with a gravity I didn't yet understand. At the river, a Russian military ship awaited us. I sat transfixed, glued to my seat, a small boy in the face of a looming, powerful unknown. The vessel, a mechanical behemoth, cut through the mighty Oxus as if the river itself were an insignificant thing. I felt a chill, a sudden awareness of my smallness in the face of such power. It was a sensation I would never forget.

The two-hour journey was a silent lecture in geopolitics. My schoolmates and I were taught that Russians were "kafirs," their communist ideology a contradiction to our own beliefs. Yet here we were, on the precipice of an "awkward cultural exchange." The words "Russia" and "communism" were not just terms; they were a feeling, a clash of fear and curiosity that clawed at my insides. I had no grasp of the political storm my father navigated, but I could feel its intensity.

We arrived on Russian soil, and my fear, though hidden, made my hand tremble. Soldiers and officers greeted us with broad smiles, but I was on guard, a small sentry of my own. I was led away to play with other children, a moment of release. Language was a barrier, but a plastic soccer ball became our universal tongue. The game dissolved the tension, and after a couple of hours, we were called to join the adults.

The meal was a feast, but the main prize, the promise that had kept my fear at bay, was the Russian chocolate. They were indeed tasty, a sweet, velvety contrast to the day's anxiety. As I savored them, my fear subsided, replaced by the pure joy of a simple treat. We would be taking bags of them back to share, and the thought was almost too much. I had to restrain my elation, catching myself just before I met my father's icy stare. These chocolates were not just a treat; they were a symbol, a fragile bridge between two worlds, a token of a potential friendship.

As we departed, bags of chocolate in tow, the tension seemed to have vanished. Afghan life was peaceful, and our neighbors to the north seemed more like a curious friend than a potential threat. My father's position afforded us a privileged life, and the kingdom was stable. That innocent time was a brief and beautiful period of wonder, a moment before the world turned and the map began to redraw itself right under our feet. The chocolates, a taste of a foreign land, were a sweet memory from a time when Russia seemed less like an adversary and more like a source of delicious treats.
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​​​​​​The Impoverished Kingdom:
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​​​​​A gilded cage with rust on its bars
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From my earliest childhood, the epic tales my parents shared of our place within the kingdom instilled in me a profound sense of honor and radiant pride. I was captivated by the mere images of kings, for in Afghanistan, the monarch was a figure of nearly divine authority, the most significant source of power, second only to God and the Prophet Mohammad, with whom we were inextricably linked. Every Afghan soul intuitively grasped the king’s sacred status.

At that time, Mohammad Zahir Shah ruled, inheriting a self-proclaimed monarchy established by his father. Yet, the story of modern Afghanistan, and its first surge of passionate hope, began with King Amanullah Khan. After securing independence from Great Britain in 1919—a moment of exultant national triumph—Amanullah dared to dream of a swiftly modernized nation. For ten turbulent years, he initiated dramatic changes, forging new diplomatic relations and radically transforming domestic life with social, political, and economic reforms that shook the very foundations of tradition.

Although his reign ended abruptly—a deep tragedy for many—he achieved successes that remain a testament to his vision. However, his bold efforts ultimately crumbled, victim to the centripetal forces of tribal Afghanistan, the cynical machinations of empires like Russia and Britain, and, perhaps, his own political impatience. Heartbreakingly, religious extremists and fanatics saw his reforms as nothing but dangerous Westernization. Their fierce opposition shattered his power, forcing him to surrender his throne in 1929. Even now, the haunting grandeur of Qasr-e-Darulaman, his deserted palace, and the faint traces of the rail system are poignant reminders of a golden dawn that faded too soon.

A brief, bloody civil war followed before a tribal assembly chose Mohammad Nadir Shah. He restored a measure of calm and continued a more moderate pace of modernization before his own tragic assassination in 1933. He was succeeded by his young son, Mohammad Zahir Shah, who was only nineteen when he assumed the heavy crown. For the first two decades, the young king passively allowed his powerful uncles to run the country, only slowly and cautiously opening Afghanistan to the outside world.

The Cold War years of the 1950s saw Afghanistan become an unwitting stage for global rivalry. It was a time of fleeting, tangible progress fueled by external ambition, where the Soviet Union and the United States competed to shower the nation with aid. Moscow paved the capital’s streets and built the vital Salang Tunnel; Washington countered with a massive highway and an irrigation project in the Helmand Valley. But when Washington coldly refused military aid requests, Kabul turned to Moscow, sealing a military pact that would have devastating future consequences. 

In 1963, when King Zahir Shah finally began to rule independently, he proved to be a firm, yet frustratingly gradual, modernizer. The dazzling proof was the 1964 constitution—the most liberal and hopeful the country had ever known. It established a constitutional monarchy with a parliament and introduced elements of a democratic state, including free elections and a secular legal system that championed equal rights for women and freedom of expression. For many, this was a brief, yet unforgettable, golden age. It felt hollow to the Afghan people. The King was, in the eyes of many, a feudal master leading a life of unfathomable luxury and ease, utterly detached. In stark contrast, most of his people languished in substandard conditions, painfully aware of the greater progress made in nations with similar histories.

For the last five years of his rule, Mohammad Zahir Shah became an ineffective and fragile symbol of a unity that was rapidly decaying. A peaceful man who preferred painting, reading, and his opulent lifestyle to the grinding responsibilities of his office, he was content to be a figurehead while his people were deprived of primary education and basic living standards. He remained a distant figure to an innocent nation that would, tragically, suffer dearly due to his incompetence and passivity during the coming years of war and occupation.

The end came in a whimper, not a bang. In a coup d’état orchestrated by his own cousin, the Prime Minister, Zahir Shah was overthrown while he was in Rome in 1973. In a move that typified his character, he abandoned his throne rather than risk bloodshed—a noble impulse, perhaps, but one rooted in a lifetime of avoiding difficult confrontation. He settled into twenty-nine years of comfortable exile in Italy, playing golf and tending his garden, seemingly untouched by the Soviet-backed communist rule that later gripped his homeland. Later, when a chance arose in 1983 to lead a government-in-exile, he typically failed to reach consensus, choosing the serene comfort of Rome instead, just as he had once chosen to ignore the looming threat of war with Pakistan while king.

At that time, Mohammad Zahir Shah ruled, inheriting a self-proclaimed monarchy established by his father. Yet, the story of modern Afghanistan, and its first surge of passionate hope, began with King Amanullah Khan. After securing independence from Great Britain in 1919—a moment of exultant national triumph—Amanullah dared to dream of a swiftly modernized nation. For ten turbulent years, he initiated dramatic changes, forging new diplomatic relations and radically transforming domestic life with social, political, and economic reforms that shook the very foundations of tradition.

Although his reign ended abruptly—a deep tragedy for many—he achieved successes that remain a testament to his vision. However, his bold efforts ultimately crumbled, victim to the centripetal forces of tribal Afghanistan, the cynical machinations of empires like Russia and Britain, and, perhaps, his own political impatience. Heartbreakingly, religious extremists and fanatics saw his reforms as nothing but dangerous Westernization. Their fierce opposition shattered his power, forcing him to surrender his throne in 1929. Even now, the haunting grandeur of Qasr-e-Daru Laman, his deserted palace, and the faint traces of the rail system are poignant reminders of a golden dawn that faded too soon.

A brief, bloody civil war followed before a tribal assembly chose Mohammad Nadir Shah. He restored a measure of calm and continued a more moderate pace of modernization before his own tragic assassination in 1933. He was succeeded by his young son, Mohammad Zahir Shah, who was only nineteen when he assumed the heavy crown. For the first two decades, the young king passively allowed his powerful uncles to run the country, only slowly and cautiously opening Afghanistan to the outside world.

The Cold War years of the 1950s saw Afghanistan become an unwitting stage for global rivalry. It was a time of fleeting, tangible progress fueled by external ambition, where the Soviet Union and the United States competed to shower the nation with aid. Moscow paved our capital’s streets and built the vital Salang Tunnel; Washington countered with a massive highway and the irrigation project in the Helmand valley. But when Washington coldly refused military aid requests, Kabul turned to Moscow, sealing a military pact that would have devastating future consequences. 

In 1963, when King Zahir Shah finally began to rule independently, he proved to be a firm, yet frustratingly gradual, modernizer. The dazzling proof was the 1964 constitution—the most liberal and hopeful the country had ever known.  

It established a constitutional monarchy with a parliament and introduced elements of a democratic state, including free elections and a secular legal system that championed equal rights for women and freedom of expression. For many, this was a brief, unforgettable golden age 🌟.

Yet, despite all these efforts, which maintained a lengthy period of peace, they felt hollow to the Afghan people. The King was, in the eyes of many, a feudal master leading a life of unfathomable luxury and ease, utterly detached. In stark contrast, most of his people languished in substandard conditions, painfully aware of the greater progress made in nations with similar histories.

For the last five years of his rule, Mohammad Zahir Shah became an ineffective and fragile symbol of a unity that was rapidly decaying. A peaceful man who preferred painting, reading, and his opulent lifestyle to the grinding responsibilities of his office, he was content to be a figurehead while his people were deprived of primary education and basic living standards. He remained a distant figure to an innocent nation that would, tragically, suffer dearly due to his incompetence and passivity during the coming years of war and occupation.

The end came in a whimper, not a bang. In a coup d’état orchestrated by his own cousin, the Prime Minister, Zahir Shah was overthrown while in Rome in 1973. In a move that typified his character, he abandoned his throne rather than risk bloodshed—a noble impulse, perhaps, but one rooted in a lifetime of avoiding difficult confrontation. He settled into twenty-nine years of comfortable exile in Italy, playing golf and tending his garden, seemingly untouched by the Soviet-backed communist rule that later gripped his homeland. Later, when a chance arose in 1983 to lead a government-in-exile, he typically failed to reach consensus, choosing instead the serene comfort of Rome, just as he had once chosen to ignore the looming threat of war with Pakistan while king.

Despite the King's failings, Afghanistan itself remained a country of untouched beauty and profound peace. Our people moved through their days, sustained by their ancient, great traditions that formed the very cornerstone of every Afghan soul. I can still vividly recall the thrill of King Zahir Shah’s black Chevrolet roaring down the unpaved streets of Kabul, a fleeting vision of distant power. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​​​​​​Seeking Prosperity:
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​​​​​A New Dawn in the City of Dreams
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After years of extensive and glorious military missions that had shaped the very landscape of our country, a new and profound realization dawned on my father: the need for a different kind of heroism. The constant travel and the rigors of military life had begun to weigh on him. With eight children—a future brimming with potential—he saw a greater mission ahead: securing a brilliant education for us all. He made a bold request for early retirement, driven by the dream of settling our large family in the heart of Afghanistan: Kabul. Through tireless effort and deep conviction, his wish was finally granted. Leaving one chapter of dedication behind, he immediately began another, embracing a new career that would help shape the nation's infrastructure by working for the transportation department.

Our family’s journey of transformation began, a new chapter of life opening in the Afghan capital. Kabul in those days was a city in glorious bloom, a vibrant testament to progress. Tall, modern buildings rose with ambition, standing proudly alongside the bustling, traditional bazaars. Wide avenues pulsed with life—a breathtaking kaleidoscope of color and energy: brilliant flowing turbans, gaily striped chaps, girls in skirts, well-dressed men, streams of schoolchildren, and a multitude of handsome, hopeful faces weaving through the whizzing traffic. New residential areas, featuring modern architecture and a palpable sense of forward momentum, were springing up, sowing seeds of a prosperous future.

Kabul was cradled by nature's magnificence—mountains that gleamed emerald, green in spring, glistened pure white in winter, and transformed with ever-changing beauty in the fall. The Kabul River flowed through the heart of this vibrant city. Travelers from every corner of the country were instantly captivated by its undeniable charm. As a true crossroads, Kabul was a dynamic center of trade and culture, offering incredible, inspiring sights—ancient mosques, magnificent gardens built by past rulers, museums, and powerful citadels.

To speak of Kabul or to be a Kabuli was to feel a surge of inherent pride. While every Afghan deeply cherished their birthplace, visiting the capital city was every child's ultimate, glittering dream. With a history spanning over 3,500 years, Kabul was Afghanistan’s largest and most populous city—the nation’s most attractive destination for locals and global visitors alike. It was the ancestral home of empires, valued not only for its unique strategic location and scenic beauty but, most significantly, for its status as the nation’s cultural and learning center.

It is essential to remember the truth of those times: the Afghanistan of the past enjoyed tremendous peace, significant progress, and a palpable sense of hope, well on its way to better days. This was an era defined by more than just trade; it was a flourishing of spirit. Afghanistan was renowned for its brilliant poetic language, where great poets used their gifts to pen inspiring messages of humanity, equality, and unity. We celebrated the powerful voices of female poets like Rabia Balkhi and Rabha Adawee. From the 1950s to the 1970s, music and radio became an integral part of daily life. With the introduction of orchestras featuring Afghan and Indian instruments and the rise of music idols like Ustad Sarahang, Afghan classical music began to gain well-deserved recognition far beyond our borders.

For our parents, education was not merely an option—it was the ultimate priority and the great equalizer. Despite the limited availability of schools, the focus of every child was laser-sharp: to attend college someday and even earn a scholarship abroad, thereby securing opportunities that would lift the standard of living for all. Whether attending local schools or those suited to the nation’s elite, the unwavering expectation was to achieve great things.

This era marked the beginning of true empowerment. Afghan women were boldly pursuing careers in diverse fields, including medicine, leading the charge toward a modern, equitable society. Contrary to later times, no one had to live in fear; Afghanistan had a strong tradition of law and order, and a capable government dedicated to national infrastructure projects, including hydropower stations and roads with international assistance. Every ordinary Afghan shared a fundamental sense of hope and belief in a bright future forged 

through education. Between 1933 and 1973, this commitment bore fruit, with primary schools becoming available to about half of the population under 12 and with the powerful expansion of the secondary school system and the venerable Kabul University, established in 1932.

As a result of this commitment, in the 1950s and 1960s, women and men confidently began seeking careers in various fields after graduation. I clearly recall visiting Kabul University's campus during my middle school years; it was a scene of up-and-coming, invigorating motivation that every young adult aspired to be a part of.

Drawn to the university’s electrifying aura, several friends and I explored every way to get closer to the campus. One easy path was through sport. Our parents, knowing that soccer and volleyball were played mainly at the university and a few other well-equipped schools, would occasionally give us their blessing. Looking at pictures from those days, I am immediately reminded of the fantastic, profound feeling I had—the sheer, limitless potential of knowing that I would attend a university someday.

As students, both young women and men adopted a forward-looking style, wearing Western-style clothing that symbolized a professional and progressive attitude. Girls' schools provided beautiful uniforms, and the focus was strictly on academics. This habit of modern dress quickly spread throughout Afghanistan's other large provinces and cities—a visual representation of the nation’s promise.

t was a time when the sky was the only limit, a time when the innocent children of Afghanistan lived with an inherent belief that their opportunities were boundless. Their future was not just a hope, but a clear, bright certainty yet to be fulfilled. Do these new themes and emphasis capture the inspirational tone you were hoping for, particularly the focus on progress and the optimism of the past?
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​​​​​​Sharara:
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​​​​​Our Safe Haven
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When my father, with his extensive and illustrious military background, chose to establish our roots in the capital, our uncle secured a home in a truly special place: Shahrara. This established neighborhood, nestled northeast of town, just below the hills, felt less like a collection of houses and more like a sprawling, interconnected family. Our home was situated just off the main unpaved road, the community’s artery, running between the historic Burj-e-Shahraa to the south and the tranquil Bagh-e-Zanana (a women’s park) to the north.

Shahrara mirrored the heart of old Kabul: homes, mainly built from warm mud bricks, stood within high-walled compounds, interspersed by narrow, winding alleys—the veins that carried the lifeblood of our daily interactions. Though the walls stood tall, separating one family’s compound from the next, nothing else seemed to truly separate the community. Most houses were two stories, built to graciously hold the large families of seven to ten children—a testament to the value placed on kinship. Our own compound, with its spacious courtyard and a two-story wall that doubled as a perch to watch the world go by, felt like a small, secure world yet perfectly connected to the larger one.

Inside, life was simple but rich. Large Afghan rugs covered the floors, grounding us in tradition. The guest room, decorated with our grandparents' portraits, served as more than just a place to sleep; it was a space of honor and welcome, a physical representation of our open-door hospitality. For my younger brother and me, being the lucky ones to sleep there each night was a special privilege, a quiet space we cherished before the bustle of the large family began each morning anew.

The logistics of our home life also brought us closer to our neighbors. While we had a large, detached kitchen and even two bathrooms, the true center of winter warmth and social interaction was the neighborhood public bath, the hammam. Going to the hammam was a cherished treat, especially during the harsh, snowy days. For parents managing heating and water for eight children, the hammam offered a guaranteed, cozy sanctuary. Emerging clean and invigorated, the reward was a stop at the door for the sweet beet—a delicious, shared tradition and the best energy bar one could ask for. 

These shared rituals, like the weekly bath, were essential threads in the tapestry of our collective life. Our neighborhood was a self-sufficient, bustling microcosm of the city. Just a few yards apart, small shops—the bakery, the butcher, the grocer, the samovars (teahouses)—operated with a cooperative spirit, ensuring everyone’s needs were met without fierce competition. These wider residential roads, transforming into lively, open-air bazaars from morning until dark, created a permanent space for daily encounters, shared greetings, and the casual exchange of news.

Shahrara was a true melting pot, a crowded, established area where branches of various ethnic groups lived together in remarkable harmony. The foundation of this peace was an enormous amount of respect for each other. There were no strangers here. The community structure was layered: first came the immediate family, followed swiftly by the neighbors, who were adopted into our kin. All adult men were affectionately referred to as kaka Jon ("dear uncle"), and women as khala Jon ("dear aunt"). The automatic addition of Jon ("dear") was a powerful cultural tool, effortlessly extending honor and respect, ensuring that every adult felt responsible for and connected to every child.

We truly lived in a "we" environment, where everyone was accountable for each other’s well-being and happiness. As children, we felt parented by more than just our natural parents. Neighbors and older adults cared for us as if we were their own, not only stopping us from misbehaving but also praising us for our small successes. This uncomplicated way of life meant that one was never truly alone. Family and friends were not just people you saw; they were the essential resources you relied upon.

Our daily lives were woven together through essential human elements of shared existence: listening to oft-repeated stories, sharing meals, walking to school together, and carrying out chores that contributed to the collective good. The boys' tasks—chopping wood, bringing groceries, and especially carrying water—were vital community services. In those early days, with public faucets spaced far apart, hauling water from wells or waiting for the saqao (water carriers), whose arduous work supplied homes across the hilly terrain, was a daily testament to endurance and mutual dependence.

Despite the necessary chores and responsibilities, the boys enjoyed the freedom to roam, transforming the dirt alleys and courtyards into fields of play. Kite flying and pigeon flying were the neighborhood's great obsessions, drawing hundreds of spectators to the rooftops and windows. These fascinating, challenging games—whether attracting 

a rival's pigeon or competing to cut a kite with a glass-laced thread—created drama, spectacle, and a shared, passionate interest that bonded the residents together.

Even within the family compound, the spirit of community prevailed, most notably around the dinner mat. Eating meals as a group was a central tradition and a powerful norm in Afghan life. Everyone gathered around on large, colorful cushions (Toshak) atop beautiful Afghan rugs, and the food was served on a large cloth called a Dastarkhan. In the depths of winter, this gathering centered on the Sandali—the low table draped in a thick duvet (Liaf) with a charcoal brazier beneath it— a brilliant, communal way to share warmth and nourishment.

Food was almost always eaten communally, with three or four people sharing a single large platter of rice and various side dishes. This act of sharing from the same platter reaffirmed family unity and ensured everyone was included. Before every meal, the ritual of hand-washing—using the unique two-piece bowl and jug called a Haftawa-wa-lagan—was performed, typically by the younger children. Though this was often the "most difficult and hated household job," primarily when serving a group of twenty or more, it was a profound tradition that reaffirmed unity, fostered shared responsibility, and offered an opportunity to pause and pray together.

This community of Shahrara—with its shared baths, collective parenting, neighborhood bazaars, and traditional communal meals—provided a deep and unshakeable sense of belonging. It was a life where the bonds of respect and mutual care were as solid as the mud-brick walls that sheltered us.
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​​​​​​Two Mothers & Faith:
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​​​​​Wives, Worship, and the Foundations of Afghan Life
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My father had two wives. In the Islamic tradition, men were permitted to marry more than one woman for a valid reason. I remember asking my teacher during my high school years why it was okay for Muslim men to have more than one wife. I was told that since the early days, men had used their physical power to control, subjugate, and mistreat women, and that men would get what they wanted without thinking of the woman. Women were often treated like property—hence, to give respect to women, Islam accorded them the status of legal wives so that they and their children would have inheritance rights and a secure future. In most cases, the second and third wives lived within the same compounds as the first.

My stepmother was unable to bear children, and my father, who greatly desired a big family, decided to marry a second wife, my mother. Still, my stepmother was an adorable and friendly woman who loved us all just as much as her own. She was much older than my mother, so, according to tradition, all, including my mother, respected her. It is hard to even imagine and compare the lifestyles and traditions of the past with those of the present. In our compound, the love and affection for our stepmother was contagious and enjoyed by all. Any different feeling would not have been acceptable to my father and mother, whose unified front was the key to the family's peace.

Our stepmother was the authority figure in the family, next to my father. Her age and status as the first wife, or senior wife (sometimes called big mother in similar cultures), granted her a clear, respected position of leadership in household management and domestic affairs. She was given her own room with all necessary accommodations and lived within the same compound with peace and dignity, respecting and loving all family members. She participated in all household chores and stayed close to the children, serving as a protective figure. We would all run to her in times of trouble and need, knowing she would protect us from punishment.

Meanwhile, my mother, the junior wife, was the pillar of physical and emotional sustenance. She bore the children my father longed for, fulfilling a core family aspiration, which secured her place in the family's future. It was my mother who bore the primary responsibility for daily care and nourishment, attending to our physical needs—from cooking the meals that fueled our bodies to sewing the clothes we wore.

The complementary nature of the two women created a stability that many outside a polygynous family might never imagine. Our stepmother provided the structure, discipline, and historical memory of the family, ensuring traditions were followed, and the children were protected from the father’s strict hand. My mother provided the nurturing, high-energy care and hands-on guidance needed for a large, growing family. In the kitchen, my stepmother taught my mother the old, traditional recipes, while my mother innovated with new techniques. In matters of our upbringing, they often consulted each other, presenting a united, consistent parental force to us children.
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