



  [image: cover]








    

       

    




    JASON ELLIOT





    An Unexpected Light




    Travels in Afghanistan




    PICADOR








  



    

       

    




    TO MY MOTHER AND FATHER




    for showing me which way the oxen go








  



    

       

    




    Acknowledgements




    To the many Afghans who showed such kindness and hospitality to a burdensome guest under the most difficult conditions, including those whose names I have disguised or cannot mention, I owe a debt impossible to repay in words.




    Late but sincere thanks are due to Peter Stocker and the staff of the ICRC at the time of my visit to Afghanistan; to Tim Johnston and to Ropate; to the members of my family who eased in various ways the different challenges of writing this book; to a small number of incorrigably faithful friends; to Doris and Peter Lessing and the late Butchkin for allowing me to share their home at a crucial juncture; to former travellers from whose works I have drawn strength; to David Godwin and the editorial team at Picador, especially Peter Straus and Richard Milner; and to Claudia, for more than I can say.








  



    

       

    




    A Note on Languages




    The lingua franca of Afghanistan is Dari, the Afghan version of Persian (sometimes called Farsi), though over a third of the population, predominantly in the southern portion of the country, speaks Pashtu. Both belong to the Indo-European family of languages. Within the country as a whole as many as forty other languages are spoken.




    Persian uses a modified form of the Arabic script, along with many assimilated Arabic words. There are a number of Persian words in this book, as well as a few Arabic terms, the pronunciation of which are not accurately conveyed by English spelling. Since this is not a technical work, I have aimed in transcription for a reasonable degree of consistency which will make sense to people familiar with the language and not weigh down those who are not.




    Frequently used names such as Kabul, Herat and even Afghanistan (which in the country doesn’t sound much like the English version) have been Anglicized. But Persian has three ‘long’ vowel sounds (as well as a few tricky consonants) distinct enough to deserve their own characters. These are the long ‘a’ sound (as in barn), the long ‘i’ (as in beet), and the long ‘u’ (as in boot). To distinguish them from their ‘short’ counterparts in English they are represented in the text by the characters [image: ], [image: ] and [image: ] respectively.
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    The repentance of the common man is for his sins; the repentance of the elect, for their heedlessness.




    Dh[image: ]’l-Nun Misri (d. 860)




    Can you walk on water? You have done no better than a straw.


    Can you fly through the air? You are no better than a gnat.


    Conquer your heart – then you may become somebody.




    Khw[image: ]ja Abdullah Ans[image: ]ri of Herat (1005–1090)




    MULLA NASRUDDIN: I have met the king, and he spoke to me!


    VILLAGERS: Incredible!


    THE VILLAGE IDIOT: What did he say?


    MULLA NASRUDDIN (whispering): He said: ‘Get out of my way!’
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    Wiltshire, England




    

      Dear Ropate,


    




    So much has happened in that part of the world where our paths first crossed that it’s hard not to think of our time there, and of the time in which it was contained, as an island, now submerged. Perhaps the same is true of any journey you begin to look back on. But if comfort and distance have given this recollection of events the flavour of a tide-borne dream, the essential trouble remains. Once snared, as you so well know, one never fully leaves; a portion of one’s heart is forever woven into the fabric of that place.




    Here as promised is the account of the journey on which we met: an incomplete attempt to be true to that time. I have not been able to find any other way, given the nature of that journey, than to make it very personal. If what follows is now hampered by the clumsy thud of description, the recollection behind it is both fleet and fond. I need hardly say how much I cherish the memory, among many others, of our midnight strolls through the moon-silvered streets of the capital, or those light-filled days spent dreaming of the unclimbed summits of the Wakh[image: ]n. Not only because to repeat such luxuries is for the moment so unthinkable, but because it was then, and with such satisfaction, that I discovered I was not the only outsider to have felt so at home among strangers, or so at peace amid the curious exigencies of war.




    You ask me how the whole thing began. I am not sure if it is right – or even possible – to begin at the beginning. There are two reasons. One is that I’m reluctant to slow down the process with the weight of reminiscence. I’m as curious as you about what originally set things in motion, but now that this albatross is finally ready to be flung overboard, it seems hardly to matter. The other is this: a seed, once it begins to grow, breaks from the shell that enclosed it and is lost – it’s hard to find lasting traces. I’ve come to the conclusion that journeys are sparked from small and unlikely things rather than grand convictions; small things that strike a note which resonates beyond earshot of the rational. They wait quietly for the season of their birth until some correspondence in the visible world falls eventually into place, and after that, neither love nor money has much to do with it.




    Did you ever read Thesiger, who, when the desert summers of Iraq got too hot, would tramp through the Hindu Kush and the Afghan Haz[image: ]rajat for the pleasure of it? He put his wanderlust down to the thrill of seeing, at the age of three, his father shoot an Abyssinian oryx.




    

      

        

          

            

              What would ye, ladies? It was ever thus.




              Men are unwise and curiously planned.


            


          


        


      


    




    This from one of your favourites, Flecker.




    I’ve never seen an oryx, and admit I hadn’t even discovered Kipling at the time of my first visit. In fact I’d read next to nothing about Afghanistan, which makes the impulse for that first journey seem so obscure. But there’s one book I had read – which brings me to the oxen.




    Perhaps I never told you.




    If I must look for a beginning, I have to go back to when I was twelve years old, my mind spinning from a turn-of-the-century account I’d just read of an explorer’s travels through what was then Turkestan, to which the northern portion of what is now Afghanistan belonged. The names meant very little to me then, but I felt the living image of them nonetheless, and longed to know if the descriptions I had read were real. In this spirit I had asked my father if he would be able to find such places.




    ‘Perhaps,’ he had mused. Then added, enigmatically: ‘I know which way the oxen go.’




    My imagination vaulted at this improbable intimation: the oxen! And a man, watching and waiting  . . .




    From then on I didn’t have to try too hard to see, somewhere in a high and tangled tributary of the Paropamisus range, a man lying in wait beneath the incandescent lapis dome of a central Asian noon, watching from his hiding place a shimmering trail in the valley far below. I had followed him there in my mind’s eye, in disguise, from the desert shores of the Amu Darya to the forests of Kafiristan, along a route of great hardship, danger and, I fancied, unutterable solitude. It led over wind-haunted passes where there was no sound but the fluttering of votive pennants tied to withered sticks, through echoing gorges on a raft buoyed by inflated skins, and across slatted bridges no wider than a man, which swung, horribly high, over furious mountain torrents.




    He had no map or compass but was waiting for a rumble of hooves to lead him to his destination: he was listening for the oxen. At the sight of them he would follow the course of their annual migration towards a hidden breeding-ground and thence to a mountain-shrouded temple, where his trials would be rewarded with the gift of secrets known to few other living souls  . . .




    Well, for several years that was that, until I took up the trail more diligently myself, and realized I’d misheard my father. There are, as you know, no oxen in central Asia. There are yaks and camels and fat-tailed sheep and ibex and snow leopards, bears, caracals, corsacs, rhesus monkeys, markhors, wild pigs, long-eared desert hedgehogs and three-toed dwarf jerboas, but no oxen. My father had said Oxus, the old name for the Amu Darya river, which runs all the way from the Pamirs to the ailing Aral Sea and for a thousand miles or so forms the northern border of Afghanistan. Conceivably, the direction of its flow might help a lonely traveller find his way about, but not much more than the knowledge, say, that it gets hotter as you approach the equator; a map and compass would have been more useful after all. If my imaginary explorer had set off for his temple knowing only which way the Oxus flowed, he would have had a rough go of it.




    But that is not really the point: the seed was already sown.




    *




    To give you the gist of what happened next: it was the Russians’ fault. They invaded Afghanistan a few years later and I remember hearing about it while I was still in school. The Afghans seemed to belong to a different world, for which I was developing an inarticulate hunger; a people of prototypical human dignity with Old Testament faces, who with guns almost as ancient as themselves were trying (and with some success) to shoot down the latest in helicopter gunships. From reports at the time it was difficult to know whether, at the one extreme, the Afghans were indeed born fighters inured to bloodshed and somehow managing to hold whole armoured divisions at bay, or, at the other, whether the Soviets were pretty much slaughtering anyone who put up a fight.




    The exile of nearly a third of the country’s population pointed grimly to the latter. But the whole idea of a modern army invading that poor and dusty country disagreed with me deeply (I had older brothers, and a certain sympathy for the oppressed). I knew I had to see the place for myself.




    I was nineteen. When you told me about your own efforts at the same age to track down Che Guevara, I knew you’d tasted that same blinkered confidence, which, looking back at it, is fairly baffling. In my case it led, as soon as the orbit of my summer holidays was finally unrestrained, to Peshawar, not far from the Afghan border. I filled out my university application forms on the night train from Lahore.




    Life had never changed quite so swiftly, and I remember feeling even then that it would never really be quite the same. A few months earlier my worst fear in life was being made to stack chairs after class; now I was trying to get myself smuggled into what had become one of the most inaccessible countries in the world. Within a week or so I had met, and explained myself to a bemused but kindly Massoud Khalili, whose difficult job it was at the time to sort through the foreigners hoping for ‘picnics’ with the mujaheddin, and steer the more deranged supplicants towards more fitting pursuits. I have no words to describe the thrill at hearing him approve my first trip ‘inside’. He was a great charmer. ‘Who knows?’ he said. ‘Maybe one day you’ll write a book about Afghanistan.’




    You would have liked Peshawar in those days: it was awful, but it was never dull. The war had lifted it, as a new conflict rouses an old mercenary, to an unforgettably disagreeable pitch of infamy. Five years into the war across the border, the sleepy frontier town had been transformed. The place was bursting with Afghan refugees, alongside whom had descended, like vultures around a wounded beast, an ignoble assortment of outsiders. Some came to play, others to watch, others to do unpleasant business. The scent of war drew a steady stream of journalists, photographers, deranged do-gooders, smugglers, poseurs of various stripes, arms dealers, missionaries, mercenaries, spies and a handful of the genuinely well intentioned. For years the city’s few modern hotels were reborn into theatres of high intrigue, of farce, of dreams realized and broken.




    I stayed at the notorious Green’s, where cloak and dagger had become the order of the day. Tended by a duo of somnambulant waiters, foreigners would gather in its inexpressibly gloomy restaurant to voice endless opinions about the war. Rumour and counter-rumour flew across the tables. Conversations were charged with the reckless conviction of the uninformed. At the arrival of unfamiliar faces, an almost comic hush would settle over the room, gradually dispelled by a tide of speculative murmurs.




    No one spoke openly of their plans or dealings; the idea was to find out as much about others as possible while revealing nothing of oneself. It was part of the morbid etiquette of the time not to enquire too deeply into others’ affairs, and information was exchanged on a titbit-for-titbit basis. Whispers were exchanged in ill-lit corridors or unventilated rooms fetid with conspiracy. There were, literally, thumps in the night. Telephone conversations were inexplicably interrupted by third parties, and if you spoke in a foreign language the line would go dead until whoever was listening could find an interpreter. Mail arrived opened and carelessly resealed, or never arrived at all (at least the money my family had to send me never did) and notes appeared under doors: warnings from complete strangers to ‘be careful of X’. The funniest characters were the few bona fide tourists who had no interest in the war, whose lack of obsessive secrecy made them the most conspicuous.




    I killed time learning backgammon with an Afghan carpet dealer called J[image: ]mal, and gambled away half my possessions in the process; there came a sinking moment when I returned to his shop with an armful of my things, and laid them out in front of him. It was only then I learned how much the Afghans like to play.




    He chuckled and said he didn’t want my things but my friendship – and shook the dice for another game. When I told him I was going to Afghanistan, he said I’d need some Afghan clothes, and took off his shirt – a silk-embroidered shalwar that had taken his wife three months to make – and tried to give it to me. I thought: if this is how Afghans are, I will get to like the place.




    Afghanistan was barely forty miles away. Rumours from the war buzzed through the streets like shrapnel, and the lure of the place was irresistible. I got to know my first Afghans in the smoke-wreathed alleys of the old city: mujaheddin who had come to Pakistan to wait for shipments of arms or to visit their relatives among the three and a half million Afghans who had been given refuge there. They looked a stern but beautiful people – almost unapproachable at first – but after I’d discovered how astonishingly companionable they were, I felt quickly as though I was among friends. They would uncover their wounds with all the glee of schoolboys showing off grazed knees. I can never forget the Pushtun fighter, nearly seven feet tall, who showed me three olive-shaped scars from Russian bullets: one from a bullet that had passed neatly between the bones of his wrist, one in the fleshy part of his thigh, and another, barely healed, from a bullet that had gone cleanly through the very edge of his waist. He put his thumb and finger like a pair of calipers over the entry and exit wounds and, when I asked if he was afraid to go back to the fighting, roared with laughter.




    Apart from the occasional bomb blast, the drug dealers, the spies and the food at the hotel, there was another hazard I couldn’t have foreseen – prompted, I was told, by my pale skin and the freshness of my features. A one-eyed kebab seller whose shop I passed regularly let his intentions be known with a single repulsive gesture. Another hoped to lure me to his home with illicit supplies of whisky. Nothing in the world could have been less enticing. A very fat man from the tribal territories with a bulbous neck and lizard eyes who lurked in the lobby of the hotel, trailed by obsequious underlings, pressed me daily to accept a ‘local speciality in his bedroom. I dubbed him the ‘lizard king’, moved about with extra vigilance, and stopped shaving. Alas, my fugitive behaviour attracted added attention and my beard grew in wispy patches that heightened the ardour of my would-be suitors.




    By day it was too hot to wander about, and at night I wallowed in sweat. The air above the city was suffocating, immovable, and reeked of diesel fumes and human waste. I never saw clouds but the sky was never blue; it was obscured by an almost tangible yellow malaise. In the restaurant I found a cockroach embalmed in my breakfast omelette; in the evenings the live ones would scuttle in vigorous circles around the edge of the plate. I caught dysentery, developed a raging fever, and my insides came to resemble a hollow watery tube. For several days I lay in bed nibbling Kendal mint cake and staring at the fan which swung by its bare wires overhead, knowing that if it dropped I lacked the strength to move.




    It was a desperate time. The whole of life seemed to be sweating away to the dreadful thud of the fan, and with it all ambition and capacity for action seeping drop by drop, hour after hour, into the dank sheets. I couldn’t wait to get across the border, whatever the risks.




    On the eve of my departure I staggered into the lobby to answer a phone call. Over the crackle of the line I heard a voice I recognized.




    ‘DON’T GO,’ it said.




    It was a well-meaning friend calling from England. He had just heard the news that a French television reporter venturing across the border had been captured by paratroopers and sentenced to fifteen years in a dreadful Kabul prison. Questioned about the event in Pakistan, the Soviet ambassador had warned that ‘bandits and so-called journalists’ trying to penetrate Afghanistan with the mujaheddin would be killed by Soviet forces. But my mind was made up.




    ‘I’M GOING,’ I said, little guessing at the troublesome persistence with which that first foolhardy act of trespass would reverberate down the years.




    *




    It wasn’t the moment to hesitate. They came the next morning. Two stern-faced, booted and bearded guerrillas appeared at my door, handed me a note, and left without a word. Through sleep-laden eyes I read: ‘These are the brothers of Commander A—. They will return at five o’clock. Be ready.’




    I scribbled farewell letters, daubed myself with potassium permanganate until my face was the colour of a walnut, and hoped the stuff wouldn’t run if I started to sweat. Then I put on the Afghan clothes I’d bought in the bazaar, and gave myself up to the journey.




    I was passed like a human baton in a relay race out of the city and towards the frontier, and slept in a different house each night in the care of men I didn’t know and would never see again. We seemed to be moving backwards through time; at each stage the trappings of the modern world grew fewer, the countryside wilder, and the characters that moved across it less and less encumbered by the twentieth century.




    There was a big storm just as we had passed the final police checkpoints and were bumping towards our last stop in Terri Mangal. I heard the first explosions echoing in the hills and felt the presence of the war like an electric charge. The sky turned yellow and filled with dust as the clouds opened over us: I still see the smiling faces of the men opposite me as the rain poured over their eyebrows. I’d never seen such faces. I crossed the frontier the next day, with a taciturn Afghan guide and a letter from Khalili instructing me to trust totally in God. He underlined that part.




    And that is how the seed began to grow.




    *




    The decision to return twice more in the intervening years grew directly out of that first trip. During those later visits I felt I saw the innocence go out of the conflict and, in some parallel way, out of myself.




    This last time was the hardest – comfort and distance again – and I agonized for ages. I was tied down in all the usual ways, the flirtation with danger had run its natural course, and with the war over I wondered if the country might somehow not measure up to my hopes for writing about it. I was afraid too, now it was no longer a forbidden place which one had to risk one’s life to reach, that my feelings towards it would be correspondingly dulled.




    There’s an ignominy to modern air travel that I’d come to dread. There’s no arousing sense of passage towards your destination: no slowly changing landscape reaches back along the line of your motion, adding usefully to an awareness of where you will end up. The quantitative measure of the distance you are travelling loses all relevance; miles mean nothing as you leap, in a single, stratospheric bound, across the barriers that have guided, ever since humankind stood vertical enough to get over them, the very passage of civilizations.




    But I leaped, eventually; and ten years on, I was back again in Peshawar. The lizard king no longer prowled the lobby of Green’s hotel, there was a surfeit of Land Cruisers in the streets, satellite TV in my room, and everyone had mobile phones. There were very few Afghans about, and I wandered along the dusty teeming streets of the old city half-hoping to meet up again with friends among the mujaheddin. They were all gone, of course, and I couldn’t escape a sense of longing for the electric atmosphere of the days of the war.




    A few things hadn’t changed. The air was still chokingly thick with diesel fumes, and the taxi drivers still offered you heroin with the same cheerful smiles. And there was still that improbable range of foreign visitors, all hoping vaguely to get across the border. At the hotel I met a beautiful Japanese girl called Keiko who wanted to photograph desert flowers inside Afghanistan (I suffered a momentary impulse to throw up earlier plans and help smuggle her into the country), a pair of Polish film-makers following the trail of a young compatriot who had disappeared in Nuristan during the war, an ex-SAS parachutist with a limp who was hoping to jump with what was left of the Afghan Air Force, and a Dutch journalist who taught me Japanese swordplay on the roof at dawn.




    Soon things were gathering delicious momentum. Two of my biggest worries – how to get inside the country, and where to stay – were quickly solved. With the kind permission of Peter Stocker,1 I was allowed to join a relief flight across the border. And on it I was lucky enough to meet an American photographer on assignment to the capital, who offered to put me up at his agency’s headquarters in Kabul.




    I left Peshawar in high spirits and flew to Bagram airport just north of Kabul – where it’s about time I threw you into the story – a few days later, on a brilliant November morning. It was the strangest thing, but as soon as we’d stepped out of the little plane onto Afghan soil, I felt as though some inner clock of mine, which had stopped since I had last been there, began to tick again: it was like going into a room which has stayed locked while the rest of the house has been lived in. I realized then, with a familiar mixture of longing and relief, I had a lot of catching up to do.




    With love,




    

      

        J.


      


    








  



    

       

    




    One




    Asia is a living body, and Afghanistan its heart


    In the ruin of the heart lies the ruin of the body


    So long as the heart is free, the body remains free


    If not, it becomes a straw adrift in the wind




    Mohammed Iqbal (1876–1938)








  



    

       

    




    FROM THE BEGINNING we became the captives of an unexpected light. Even as we stepped into its unaccustomed brightness that first morning, it seemed probable we had entered a world in some way enchanted, for which we lacked the proper measure.




    We were soon lost but happy to be lost. For an hour or more we had been wandering a grid of broad streets flanked by slender pine and plane trees, hoping for a remembered landmark. The winter sun pressed like a warm hand against our chests. Our packs were heavy and we sweated under their loads, slightly breathless from the unaccustomed altitude, and felt the thrill of strangeness at every step.




    The light was as delicate as crystal; I had forgotten its tricks. It stripped far-off shapes and colours of the usual vagaries of distance and played havoc with space, luring the mountains from beyond the city to within arm’s reach and catapulting forward the expressions on faces two hundred yards away. Under its spell the landscape seemed to dance on the very edge of materiality. The light was joined in a gentle conspiracy with the air itself, which whispered in the leaves above our heads, tinged with a faint scent of balsam. Already our experience was drawing on the luminosity of our surroundings, and the boundary between them growing less substantial; already the ordinary rule of things seemed less likely to apply.




    *




    It was calm that first morning. I felt utterly removed from the haste and clamour of home. There was a trickle of bicycles and, moving barely faster, a few veteran taxis. Some elderly turbaned men, striding at an untroubled pace with hands clasped behind their backs, passed us in the opposite direction and broke into courteous smiles at the unlikely sight of two overburdened foreigners asking for directions. We heard the cries of merchants hawking fruit from their roadside barrows, and from behind the high walls on either side the sound of families: women scolding children and their children’s laughter. Swooping through a lapis-coloured sky were dozens of tiny homemade kites, their strings worked passionately from the walls and rooftops by agile masters. Occasionally an incongruous grumble would roll like thunder from the enclosing mountains and we would stop, under the guise of shifting our loads, to catch our breath and gauge each other’s reaction to the unnatural sound.




    *




    A week earlier I had been to see the ambassador in London, to ask his advice on getting into the country. For a man whose homeland was in ruins and whose government clung to power in a capital besieged by rival claimants, he was refreshingly cheerful. We drank tea together beneath twenty-foot-high ceilings and spoke of the faraway beauty of the valley which was his home. Beyond the windows the traffic roared into Hyde Park.




    There was a large framed map of Afghanistan on the wall. We walked over to it and together traced names and roads like a pair of generals. Beneath our fingertips places I had hardly dared hope to reach flickered momentarily into life.




    I saw the famous circular route by which an earlier generation of visitors had come to know the country in happier times, linking Kabul, the capital, with Mazar-i Shar[image: ]f in the north, Herat in the west and Qandahar in the south. It hardly mattered that in many places the road no longer existed.




    My eye was drawn to a dotted red line creeping northeast from the capital into Badakhsh[image: ]n: this was Alexander’s route on his brilliant outflanking of Bessus, the Achaemenid satrap. It thinned as it trickled north, towards Faiz[image: ]b[image: ]d and Keshm: Marco Polo’s route to China. I would need a horse there, and a guide.




    ‘That is no problem,’ the ambassador said, matter-of-factly.




    Another red line wound westwards towards the megalithic Buddhas of Bamiyan, the turquoise lakes of Band-i Amir, the lonely minaret of J[image: ]m and the springs and shrines of Chesht-i Shar[image: ]f; a manageable route by jeep, if the roads were not blocked by snow.




    ‘You can find one easily,’ he said.




    A great dark mountainous wedge stretched from one side of the map to the other, and I thought of the winter that had just begun.




    ‘It will not be too cold.’




    I would remember this comment. Over the north and west he had swept his hand in a broad benevolent arc.




    ‘Here is fine,’ he said, smiling broadly. ‘You can go anywhere! Here is fine too. Here . . .’ he hesitated, waving with dismissive affection over the southern tier of the country, ‘. . .just some small problems,’ he said, ‘some – opposition.’




    This was Afghan for civil war.




    *




    I had in mind a quietly epic sort of journey, the kind you no longer hear of much; no tailored expedition, but a route guided by events themselves. Things could change quickly and plans made in advance become impossible to follow; faced with the caprices of winter and the war it seemed the only sensible approach. I had given up on earlier and more ambitious schemes and was prepared to make an ally of uncertainty, with which luck so often finds a partnership. I was hoping also to keep faith with a kind of vision set in motion a decade before by my first visit to the place, the experience of which had long ago acquired a troublesome momentum beyond my control. To translate the longing that stemmed from it seemed to require no less than a long and solitary journey with every attendant danger, a journey to make quite sure my vision of the place was not some private hallucination that the time had come to outgrow. But already things had begun to unfold with unexpected facility, confirming a personal notion that the moment you commit to a journey it takes on a unique life of its own, which no amount of agonizing in advance can foresee.




    *




    The ambassador had talked over the least life-threatening route into the country with his secretary, Nushin. She was from Iran: her name meant ‘sweetness’ and her voice had the charming lilt of the Khorassanian plateau. She did her best to discourage me from going, pointing out that there was a civil war in Tajikistan to the north, that the western frontier with Iran was said to be closed to foreigners, and that the eastern border with China was a frozen wasteland at fifteen thousand feet. I asked about the overland route from Pakistan, to the south.




    ‘It would be better to fly directly to Kabul,’ said the ambassador. ‘Sometimes the route by road can be – ’ he winced slightly – ‘difficult.’ The road from the south, I already knew, passed through the lawless territory of the opposition, and travellers’ tales from the region were less than encouraging. At the very least one could expect to be robbed at gunpoint.




    ‘If they find you they will—’ began Nushin, but was swiftly checked by an admonitory glance from the ambassador.




    ‘We feel responsible,’ said the ambassador, with a kindly smile.




    ‘We want you back,’ said Shirin.




    ‘That’s nice,’ I said.




    ‘Why don’t you go somewhere safer, like Bosnia?’ said Nushin, with a strange but tender logic. ‘Or you could wait until spring.’ She rose from her desk as I turned to leave.




    ‘Whatever you do, don’t go into the mountains!’




    But at this point the ambassador interposed himself between us, putting a stop to this very un-Afghan show of sentimentality. He was, besides, from the mountains himself. Smiling broadly, he escorted me to the door. I thanked him and we shook hands.




    ‘Safar-e khosh,’ he said. It meant ‘happy travels’.




    *




    From the beginning we felt the touch of the war, which came to form the backdrop to our feelings and broke into life in unexpected ways. It threw everything into sharper focus and brought such immediacy to the present that the world of home took on at times a dreamlike quality. It pushed our feelings into uncharted orbits and challenged our ordinary logic in ways that would have been easier to ignore. Like vines that prosper on the slopes of a volcano we thrived nonetheless under its influence until we felt the whole of life more keenly, both in its joys and in its griefs. We found luxury in small things and in friendships discovered bonds we felt might last for life. There was bitterness too: not at what we found there but, in the end, at having to leave it.




    *




    We had walked in a mile-wide circle and realized we were in the same place as we had started: my new friend Craig had no sense of direction. Each time we turned down a new street, he would say: ‘I have a feeling we’re quite close now.’ We trudged along for hours, knocking finally at a gate in a street where six-foot walls on both sides enclosed modern villas. Opposite, a guard was basking in the sun with an automatic rifle across his lap.




    The gate swung open. A lean and fair-haired man wearing round gold-framed glasses appeared from behind it and led us across a yellowing patch of lawn to a verandah. We shed our packs and collapsed into low wicker chairs.




    ‘J[image: ]n,’ he called into the house, ‘can we have some chai?’




    He introduced himself with a nonchalant handshake. His name was Tim Johnston, and he was one of only three reporters living in the capital. A wheat-coloured beard covered his weary-looking face, and his exhaustion expressed itself in a laconic and offhand manner. I recognized the look. He caught up on news with Craig, who was a fellow reporter, as we sat in the afternoon sunshine, then turned to me and mentioned there was a spare room in the house if I wanted it, but that he’d have to charge me. I had a tiny budget and asked how much.




    ‘Ten thousand Afghanis a day.’




    It sounded a huge amount, and my heart sank. I was afraid I had met a lonely exile stranded grudgingly in an alien culture, scornful of outsiders who took a personal interest in it. I was very wrong.




    ‘That’s about fifty pence,’ he added. ‘For food.’




    There were no hotels, he explained, and no tourists for that matter, no casual visitors beyond a trickle of other correspondents or photographers on brief assignments to the city. The exception, he told us, had been an obese American lady the year before. Armed with some photocopied pages of an out-of-print travel guide she had arrived in Kabul unaware that the country was in its seventeenth year of war. Hysterical at the revelation and furious at having been duped, she was wrestled out of the country by baffled officials, never to be heard of again. There was talk, too, of a pair of Englishmen who had entered the country recently from China on horseback. Rumour had it they had been arrested in the north, and thrown into prison by soldiers who took a dim view of the foreigners in native dress who carried a portable satellite navigation unit with them.




    We swapped news and stories, mostly of close shaves, the calling cards of war correspondents in every troubled capital. The windows of the house were cracked by blast, and a bullet half an inch thick was lodged in the wall behind Tim’s chair. It was fairly quiet at the moment, he said.




    His staff of three obviously adored him and had become close friends. They sat outside with us in the sunshine and listened attentively to Tim’s every word. J[image: ]n was a stocky, handsome Panjsh[image: ]ri of irrepressible cheerfulness, a guerrilla turned housekeeper. Rash[image: ]d, a lean and sullen, broken-toothed Tajik with a permanent cynical smile, was a former soldier in the Afghan army and now Tim’s driver and translator. And there was Am[image: ]n the cook, a round-faced Haz[image: ]ra with the distinctively high cheekbones and narrow eyes of his people; six foot tall and as gentle as a kitten. They were all in their thirties and looked ten years older.




    I began to warm to their solitary employer. The Afghans were a difficult people to know and he spoke of them with a jocular and irreverent familiarity. It was obvious he admired them. As a journalist he enjoyed the respect and close co-operation of government officials; as a friend he knew many of them on first name terms. His manner disguised enormous diligence under conditions the majority of correspondents abhorred. He loved Afghanistan but by his own admission was exhausted; he had been in Kabul for eighteen months with hardly a day of genuine rest. The visits to the front lines were the hardest, he explained, and the serious wounding of a colleague a few weeks earlier had left him shaken. He wore white trousers for the front-line days, which he hoped in the confusion of battle might increase his chances of being recognized as a non-combatant.




    ‘They’re the wrong colour though,’ he added, ‘when the dysentery kicks in.’




    As he spoke there was an explosion that shook the ground as if a cannon had been fired in the garden. Craig and I ducked violently in our chairs and the plastic sheeting over the windows ballooned inwards under the shock wave. When we looked up the others were grinning broadly. Tim was calmly returning his glass to the table, and gestured casually over his shoulder to the hillside behind the house.




    ‘Outgoing tank fire,’ he said. ‘On the hill. Makes a fuck of a noise but not very often.’




    All this time we had been hearing a variety of grumbles from the hills to the south. There were bangs and thumps of various intensities: muffled, sharp, solitary or in rapid salvoes, and others like long, rolling peals of thunder, only the sky was clear. At each, the ground trembled or shook like the skin of a drum, and our bodies with it. I felt old feelings rekindled at the sounds; feelings of wonder and surprise and of an obscure longing I could not properly describe to myself; but mostly of fear. Tim translated from the catalogue of unnatural sounds, cocking his head between phrases to listen.




    ‘That’s outgoing  . . . that’s artillery  . . . that sounds like a tank  . . . don’t know what that is.’




    There was an occasional burst of automatic gunfire from somewhere in the city, and I wondered if there was actually fighting in the streets.




    ‘Probably a wedding,’ he said gloomily, and lit another cigarette. We all smoked. It was impossible not to smoke.




    He briefed us on the situation. It was a jigsaw we put together only gradually, turning and re-turning the pieces to make sense of our new and unsettling surroundings. A week ago the names and places had seemed distant things, of which there was only occasional news, the terminology of which evoked remote and troubled images of guns, turbans and mountains. Suddenly the focus of our world had shifted and the images taken on new life.




    Kabul was under siege. To the north and west, the government’s front lines were locked in uneasy standoffs with rival claimants to the city. But all eyes in the capital faced south, to the battlefields where the government was fighting daily with the latest contenders for power.




    The year before, the southern provinces had been swept by an enigmatic militia force which had brought peace and a relative stability to areas formerly plagued by banditry and lawlessness. Its soldiers had begun by executing rogue commanders or paying for their peace with large sums of money. Roads had been cleared of mines by the crusading black-turbaned troops, and hijacked vehicles returned to foreign relief agencies. Order had been restored in the cities, which had been disarmed and brought under control. It was said that the general population, weary from years of anarchy, had welcomed them.




    Astonishing as these victories were, they were disturbing. With peace, the new rulers brought with them an Islamicist fervour previously unknown in Afghanistan, traditionally a place of religious moderation. In the regions under their control, men had been ordered to shave their heads and grow beards in accordance with a fierce interpretation of Islamic law; thieves suffered amputations and women were banned from working and forbidden to show their faces in public places. A religious police force called the Department for Promoting Virtue and Prohibiting Vice was enforcing a growing catalogue of decrees as alien to Afghans as the rhetoric of the communists before them. Televisions were hanged from lampposts, kite-flying banned, sport and music prohibited.




    They called themselves the T[image: ]leb[image: ]n,2 which meant students of religion, and their leader was said to be a one-eyed mull[image: ], inspired by divine prompting to take up arms. No mention was made of how between Qur’[image: ]n-reading lessons the young men claiming to be students had learned to drive tanks and fly jets, or how they had come by the satellite telephones installed in their new headquarters.




    A few months earlier the whirlwind militia had seized the major western city of Herat with hardly a shot fired; its defenders had melted away without trace. Bolstered by the unexpected victory, the T[image: ]leb[image: ]n charged to the outskirts of the capital, where they were violently repulsed by the government’s seasoned fighters. The commander of the government forces, the charismatic guerrilla veteran Ahmed Shah Massoud, had no intention of allowing Kabul, at peace for the first time in years, to fall into the zealots’ hands.




    Few in Kabul believed that an ill-trained force of mostly young and idealistic men could seize the well-defended capital. Many undoubtedly no longer cared. Yet this latest turn in the conflict had imposed new strains on the fabric of the region. The embers of ethnic rivalry had been fanned anew; and relations with neighbouring Pakistan had turned more bitter than ever. The government claimed their neighbours were supporting the T[image: ]leb[image: ]n as a means to an old dream: installing a malleable client in Kabul, and securing in the process the vital overland routes to the central Asian republics to the north.




    Pakistani military advisers, along with fighters they had trained, had been captured in recent skirmishes; the world seemed oblivious to this obvious violation. Accusations flew from either side. In the local newspaper that morning a cartoon depicted Pakistan’s prime minister, Benazir Bhutto, stooping over a young T[image: ]leb fighter and handing him a rifle above the caption: ‘Now, dear T[image: ]leb, go and fulfil your duty for Pakistan.’




    Recently the fighting had reached the eastern suburbs and the daily echo of artillery duels could be heard in the hills. The T[image: ]leb[image: ]n held the roads to the southern border, which like an artery to the country’s heart they could squeeze or sever at their will. Food prices had already risen fivefold and fuel used for heating was even scarcer, its cost growing steadily beyond the reach of ordinary homes. It was a time of desperate negotiation between the government and the commanders of formerly rival parties, now tentatively united by a wariness of their new and enigmatic opponent.




    *




    I had not visited the south, the heartland of the T[image: ]leb[image: ]n, and wondered if perhaps the reports of their extremism were exaggerated. It was easy to demonize a phenomenon outside its cultural context. Were they really as backward, I asked Tim, as stories seemed to indicate?




    ‘On the contrary,’ he said. ‘They’re the finest minds of the fourteenth century.’




    Now all talk was of whether they would be able to take, and hold, Kabul. The most likely scenario was a government alliance with the forces of the north, although it was anybody’s guess how long such a Faustian pact might last.




    In the meantime the powers in the capital had looked outside for support, finding Iran, India and, not without irony, their former invaders in Russia all willing to enter the fray in an effort to bring the T[image: ]leb[image: ]n to heel. Of the key players only America, whose influence in Pakistan was seen as pivotal in avoiding further carnage, appeared to be hedging its bets. The Americans had washed their hands of Afghanistan in the wake of the Soviet withdrawal and left ordinary Afghans with a widespread feeling of having been abandoned; and now they felt betrayed too by Pakistan, whose claim to have no favourite in the conflict had an increasingly hollow ring. We kept our cynicism in check, knowing nothing of the American pipelines then.




    As rumours of a T[image: ]leb[image: ]n offensive grew, the weary city waited, impoverished and bracing itself for winter. But it had been impossible to drive its besiegers beyond the range of their rockets and artillery, which took a daily toll of lives with terrifying unpredictability. Rockets and high-explosive shells fell in market places and busy streets, sailed through the windows of homes extinguishing whole families at a stroke, delivering tiny parcels of death without warning to their long-suffering victims all over the city. It seemed an extreme way to enlist popular support.




    ‘Actually,’ said Tim, ‘they’re being quite restrained.’




    *




    Out of the hills we heard three thumps in quick succession like the slamming of far-off doors. Tim straightened in his chair and said in a different tone:




    ‘Now that is incoming,’ and put down his glass.




    I counted, instinctively. For seven seconds there was nothing. Then, the sound that would brand itself on our senses; a rolling, crunching sound like the felling of a great tree, which trailed to a splintered echo.




    ‘That’s down by the presidential palace,’ said Tim, and reached for his bag. ‘Rash[image: ]d, get the car. J[image: ]n – the gate, please.’ As we watched, bewildered, the others sprang into life like pilots scrambled to the alert. Tim turned to us from the open door of the car.




    ‘Want to come?’




    We hurtled through the streets. Rash[image: ]d yelled from the window to pedestrians who pointed us towards the fallen rockets.




    ‘Got to get there quickly,’ said Tim, ‘or they take the dead away. Saves going to the hospitals.’




    Yet when we lurched onto the pavement and parked nearby there was no crowd, only a handful of dazed onlookers long accustomed to the sight of the random attacks. A solitary man was standing over a shallow crater where one of the rockets had struck – miraculously, it seemed – an empty plot of ground in a quiet street near the presidential palace.




    With a notebook at the ready Tim walked calmly over to the men, who were picking at the shards of shrapnel, and confirmed through his interpreter that there had been no casualties. Craig wandered over to the crater and took a picture. I stayed by the car. In the open I felt acutely vulnerable and struggled with the fear of a second strike in the same place. My mouth had gone dry and my imagination was racing. Above the sound of nearby traffic we would never hear the thump of further rockets  . . . I looked around for a ditch in which to throw myself at the last moment, and heard the shallowness of my breath. It was the equivalent of walking through a parking lot knowing that somewhere in a car there was a ticking bomb.




    The moment passed. We drove back to the house and Tim wrote up a report of the strike. From his office, an untidy room upstairs with a computer and satellite telephone, scattered with books and papers and rolls of film, he maintained a tenuous lifeline to the outside world. We all knew the news he sent was unlikely to be widely heard, and from our sense of isolation grew a warm complicity. The keys on his computer were sticking, and he cursed the dust as he typed.




    ‘You could close the window,’ I suggested.




    ‘Can’t hear the rockets coming if you do.’




    He had given me the room next door. I went in to arrange my things, and opened the window.




    *




    It was an unsettling beginning. I had not come to investigate the war, the sanguinary momentum of which was sure to exhaust itself sooner or later, but to explore what I could of the culture and its people. ‘Culture?’ the ambassador’s secretary had asked me back in London. ‘What’s left of the culture?’ That, I had said, was what I wanted to find out. I felt certain that beyond the cruel radius of the conflict I would be able to find evidence of the old Afghanistan which had so captivated earlier travellers; the home of a noble and chivalrous people who understood the needs of both body and soul and craved for little more.




    It was still a difficult place to explore. There were far more tourists in Antarctica. And for twenty years now Afghanistan had sunk, Atlantis-like, beneath the modern traveller’s horizon.




    There was some irony to this. A hundred years earlier, when the country was arguably a far more dangerous place to travel, a host of European explorers was quietly mapping its lakes and passes with all the fastidiousness of the age, their solitudes and hardships unsoftened by Gore-tex and antibiotics. But these days there were no casual visitors. Perhaps the modern notion that there is nowhere left in the world to explore permits a fickleness to modern travel that dilutes the spirit of discovery; perhaps the window through which far-off places are glimpsed, although more informatively framed today, is as narrow as ever.




    I had followed the recent news reports from Afghanistan; they tended to portray little more than a ruined and anarchic place, ravaged by fanatical warlords. Seldom were such images balanced by insights into ordinary life. Even when it is accurate, news can be skewed: it is itself a product of the way it is gathered. Countries at war are described by correspondents who tend, especially in dangerous places, to be pack animals, reporting on isolated events en masse. In Kabul, visiting television crews invariably asked to be taken to the worst-hit parts of the city; someone had even written of Kabul as ‘ninety per cent destroyed’.




    Wars complicate matters: there is a fascinating aspect to war which tends to drown out less inflammatory news. Conflict is a notoriously difficult thing to convey accurately. Fighting comes and goes; and modern conflicts can be peculiarly sullen and capricious beasts, moving with an unpredictable will of their own. Key battles are fought overnight and absorbed into the landscape. Even a so-called war zone is not necessarily a dangerous place; seldom is a war as all-encompassing as the majority of reports suggest. Countries and cultures do not simply draw to a halt in a period of conflict; there are the falls of shells, and there is the silence between them.




    Yet there was a deeper obstacle to discovering the place: Afghanistan did not really exist. It was, more accurately, a fractured jewel, yielding a spectrum as broad or narrow as the onlooker’s gaze. Even in peacetime Afghanistan had been open to outsiders for only a brief chapter in modern history, that ruined island in time from the 1960s until the catastrophe of the Soviet occupation. To outsiders it had seemed more of a fairytale than a real place: it had never been a single country but a historically improbable amalgam of races and cultures, each with its own treasuries of custom, languages and visions of the world; its own saints, heroes and outlaws, an impossible place to understand as a whole.




    For the generation of sandalled, bangled wanderers that made up the vanguard of travellers of the era, Afghanistan was the farthest-out place on earth, a no-rules, dirt-cheap trip of a place where you could get turned on and strung out – permanently, if that was your thing – on inexhaustible supplies of the world’s purest hashish and opium, and nobody would seem to mind.




    The effect on archaeologists was hardly less mind-boggling: the entire country was an unexplored treasure-trove. Ruined Greek cities were discovered far beyond what were formerly thought to be the limits of the Hellenized world, and hoards of garbled artefacts suggesting unlikely fusions and cross-fertilizations of culture were unearthed by the thousand. The place had no parallel. Greek, Persian, Indian and central Asian gods mingled in divine historical collusion. Even Afghanistan’s Paleolithic toolmakers were described as the Michelangelos of the prehistoric age.




    Across the harsh and beautiful backdrop of the land historians traced the staging-posts of the world’s empire-builders and their undoers, while philologists marvelled over the abundance of arcane languages and their dialects, many undeciphered to this day.




    Seekers of wisdom too, both the serious and the starry-eyed, sought the counsel of Sufi mystics or their imitators. Afghanistan was the spiritual heartland of Asia, the historical nexus of converging streams of mystical knowledge: Buddhist, Islamic, Zoroastrian and Shamanic. There was an otherworldly character to Afghanistan, reflected in the pleasant anarchy of life, the medieval civility of its people’s manners and their self-conscious but unaffected aloofness from the modern world. Its landscape was protohistoric, untamed, lit by a purifying light, a world that had escaped from time.




    *




    True to its troubled past it was also the instrument of outside forces. Notwithstanding its attachment to independence, Afghanistan had from the 1950s onwards become a cold war pawn courted by superpowers. The Soviets, with a thousand-mile border to the north, pictured a loyal ally in a widening arc of communist influence, and wooed Afghanistan with raw materials at exchange rates no capitalist country could afford. America had designs on refuelling bases for its long-range nuclear bombers, and financed massive aid projects. While the Soviets built factories and bridges in the north, the Americans constructed airports and dams in the south.




    In time-honoured fashion the Afghans played both sides. A giant wheat silo in the capital, symbol of Soviet friendship, was full of American wheat. The roads were built of cement from Soviet factories; the cars that cruised them were Chevrolets.




    There were some promising experiments with democracy under the constitutional monarchy of King Z[image: ]her Sh[image: ]h but, impatient with the slow pace of change, the king’s own nephew and brother-in-law pushed him aside to establish the Republic of Afghanistan in 1973. But like a river undermining the foundations of an ancient city, a new force was even more diligently at work. It carried with it a now defunct ideology that spread quietly among a small but ambitious cadre of urban politicians, hungry for change and for power.




    Encouraged by their northern neighbours, its leaders came bloodily to the fore in 1978, proclaiming a new democratic republic. They claimed non-alignment with their Soviet mentors, and many in Kabul welcomed the demise of the old regime’s authoritarianism, which was associated with the royal lineage of the Mohammadzai elite. Their enthusiasm was swiftly checked.




    The country’s new leaders spouted the arrogant and unfamiliar rhetoric of revolution, and the violence of their reforms proved too sudden for the deeply traditional population. In a foreshadowing of blood, the Afghan flag was redesigned in red. Efforts of urban party loyalists venturing into the countryside to strike at the heart of tradition proved disastrous. The widespread recalcitrance of the rural population was met with brutal force. In Kabul, opponents of the regime were kidnapped and executed and the city’s jails filled to bursting point. Tens of thousands disappeared. The leadership was violently divided. Blunder followed blunder, and armed resistance to the new regime spread like fire.




    The ailing government looked north for help. In the spring of 1978, there were some three hundred and fifty Soviet military advisers in the country; within a year there were three thousand. Soviet staff appeared in Afghan ministries and in key defence and security organizations; fresh supplies of arms and equipment rumbled into Kabul in an effort to stem the rising tide of resistance in the countryside. Month by month the military commitment deepened as opposition grew.




    Angry and deeply anxious at the sight of their southern satellite spiralling dangerously out of control, disturbed by the unreliability of its leadership and the growing threat of foreign intervention in what was seen as a local crisis, the Soviets assembled the largest military formation since the Second World War and, heedless of the fate of former invaders, moved it swiftly onto Afghan soil. In a brilliantly executed night-time takeover of the capital, the Afghan army was disarmed, the disobedient (and American-educated) president was assassinated and a former Afghan minister, plucked from exile in Eastern Europe, was spirited into the stunned capital and installed as head of state. This was Christmas 1979. But the new year lifted not over a promised era of Soviet–Afghan friendship but over the catastrophe of what would become a decade-long war. It would be the empire’s last.




    Afghanistan was quickly sealed from outsiders by an increasingly brutal and sophisticated occupying force. From the first day the Soviets were dogged by a resistance movement of completely unexpected determination. In 1980, the head of Soviet military intelligence announced ‘the final and irrevocable defeat of the counterrevolutionary bandits’. Soviet newspapers reported on the warmth that the labouring people of Afghanistan felt for the Soviet soldier and the noble international mission of their army. Nine years of war would follow. In the process five million souls were forced into a miserable exile on the country’s borders. For the Afghans it was a war of liberation; for the enemies of communism, an exceptional opportunity. Vast quantities of weapons, purchased with American, Middle Eastern, European and Chinese funds, flowed covertly into the country among a complex network of resistance groups. CIA officials vowed to ‘fight the Soviets to the last Afghan’, and teams of guerrillas were trained by foreign instructors as far apart as China and Scotland. By 1989, the invading wave was finally driven back, stained with the blood of as many as fifty thousand Soviet troops.




    By the time the Afghan communists were chased from power three years later, abandoned by a disintegrating Soviet Union, as many as two million people had died. The Americans rolled up their maps and let the Afghans fight it out among themselves. The country was in ruins and its new government clung to power in a capital savaged by rival claimants.




    *




    It was during the Soviet occupation that I had first seen Afghanistan. At nineteen I was captivated as much by its harsh and breathtaking beauty as by the mystifying tenacity of its people. Yet among the kindly Afghans who agreed to shelter me it was impossible to recognize the violent, drug-crazed mercenaries the Soviets claimed to be fighting.




    I knew them instead as men of restraint and dignity whose profound attachment to freedom expressed itself neither in fanaticism nor in the fearlessness in battle with which they were said to be born, but in a quiet and painful incredulity at the presumptuousness of their invaders. These were the mujaheddin: ordinary Afghans. They were farmers, businessmen, merchants, university teachers, shepherds, or soldiers who had fled the army; rich and poor, educated and illiterate. The name meant ‘those who struggle’, but was invariably, and misleadingly, translated in the West as ‘holy warriors’.




    Of this long and bitterly fought conflict the Russian public knew nothing at first. The conflict in Afghanistan was portrayed as a crusade against foreign intervention. Smiling soldiers were photographed planting trees with friendly villagers and presiding over the opening of schools. The ‘limited contingent’ of a hundred thousand troops was said to be fulfilling its ‘internationalist duty’ in Afghanistan to protect the country from British, Chinese and American mercenaries. But the bodies of its nineteen-year-old conscripts were shipped home in sealed metal coffins, and their gravestones made no mention of the manner of their deaths.




    Elsewhere news of the conflict was scattered; for the majority of news-gatherers it was simply too dangerous a place. The Soviets had put a price on the heads of foreigners entering the country with the mujaheddin, closing off even the capital from foreign eyes. A Soviet-run secret police trained children to infiltrate mujaheddin groups to report on the presence of foreigners. The risks for transgressors were high. Perhaps thirty foreigners were killed trying to cover the war, and a small number were captured and sentenced to prison in Kabul under terrible conditions. Almost all of them were young freelance correspondents hoping to cut their journalistic teeth on a conflict few staff reporters dared cover.




    I had arrived in the final period of what outsiders sometimes called the ‘golden age’ of the war. The Afghans, though brutalized by the conflict, were still convinced of their eventual victory. Their struggle was full of unlikely heroes, women and children among them, their battles waged in a mischievous spirit of defiance, their ranks imbued with a pleasant anarchy. They took little interest in the internecine quarrels of politicians in the capital or the rhetoric of their so-called representatives abroad. Pitifully under-equipped in both matériel and training to cope with a twentieth-century war, they faced seemingly hopeless odds. Confronted by the enemy’s awesome firepower their almost reckless enthusiasm for resistance was, for those who had the privilege to witness it, unforgettable.




    For an aspiring war correspondent it was perhaps the most romantic destination on earth. But after sharing in the thrill and terror of life among the mujaheddin, observing at first hand the destruction caused by the conflict and the obvious afflictions visited on the country’s population, it was hard to know which was more difficult to bear: the dangers and privations of the conflict or the general indifference to it back home. I was among many outsiders who had been touched by the place during those years, and who were left with the feeling of having participated in an epic and secret affair against which the lack of interest of the outside world seemed incomprehensible. The Afghan tragedy was enormous; and it was virtually untold. Back home I settled into a private grief, returning twice when the distance became too much.




    *




    That was a different time: now the scale, the intrigue and the moral clarity had gone out of the conflict, along with the menace of a foreign occupier’s brutality. Gone too, was the heroic certitude of the mujaheddin. The jeh[image: ]d ended when the Soviets withdrew their demoralized army in 1989, leaving a shattered country and two million dead. Outlying communist posts fell like winter leaves, and the war moved to the cities, especially to Kabul, where the communists held out doggedly for three more years, crushing hopes of a swift return to peace.




    Greater trials lay ahead for the city, which had escaped ten years of conflict relatively unscathed. Symbol of the government’s legitimacy, Kabul was fiercely contested by rival groups after the communists fled in 1992. The city had been seized in a brilliant takeover by forces under Massoud, the celebrated commander whose mujaheddin had repulsed ten major Soviet offensives in the Panjsh[image: ]r valley. It was fought for in turn by the notorious Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Massoud’s arch rival, whose forces controlled the southern tier of the country and whose rockets subsequently laid whole sections of the city to dust; by Rash[image: ]d Dostum, a former general under the Soviets, who had carved out a miniature state of his own to the north; by a powerful Shi’ite mujaheddin force from the interior of the country; and now, the T[image: ]leb[image: ]n.




    That it had survived at all seemed miraculous.




    *




    It was our first day in Kabul and despite the obvious dangers we were anxious to explore, to get the feel of the city and the measure, such as we might be able, of its people. Craig and I joked about the risks to keep our spirits up, and headed on a rough mental bearing for the city centre near the river, beyond which we had been warned not to go.




    In that gentle afternoon light the caution seemed unnecessarily stern. We soon passed the stately and incongruously European-looking ministries set in once-tended gardens, relics of happier times. French and German architects had designed many of the city’s official buildings in the 1920s. The grandiose neoclassical structure of the British embassy had made it one of the most luxurious postings in the empire. We saw one ministry, across a yellowing lawn, that resembled an hôtel de ville on the Côte d’Azur, and another that looked like a Bavarian country mansion.




    In one of the long avenues of the ‘new city’ near the presidential palace, we passed a solid metal gate peppered with shrapnel holes, its top laced with concertina wire. Through a crack we could make out an abandoned building in an overgrown garden: this was the American embassy. The Chinese embassy was further on, and had fared little better.




    We came to a crossroads where a traffic policeman in Ruritanian costume was directing trucks between bollards made from painted artillery casings. He waved to us, grinning broadly, and nearly caused an accident.




    Soon we had reached one of the busiest sections of Kabul close to the river. The buildings here were on a more humble scale, like those of a provincial town from the 1960s, but had suffered from years of neglect and their raggedness gave the impression that they had been recently excavated. The exception was the cement-coloured post office, the only tall structure in the city, which at fifteen stories resembled a scaled-down version of the Knightsbridge Barracks. It was scored by rocket blasts, and from the holes hung chunks of concrete like severed flesh dangling from metal tendons.




    At its base the streets were lined with open markets, a sea of merchants’ barrows and tightly packed stalls. We wandered through the crowds, thrilled at the sight of so much life and industry in a place we had half-expected to find deserted.




    Yet this was a capital without electricity, running water or any of the ordinary amenities that elsewhere seem so essential. There were no skyscrapers or screaming trains, no subways or escalators, no traffic lights or traffic jams, parking meters, billboards, banners or advertising of any sort – and the effect was strangely uplifting. Here it seemed that all the modern Western contributions to life had been reduced to irrelevance, without the slightest interruption in daily affairs.




    Even in a country at war, it struck us suddenly, life goes on. People were still shopping, planting, collecting firewood, flying kites, sending their kids to school and running their businesses. The whole panoply of human endeavour was striving to assert its rightful continuation, even as windows rattled to the thump of shells.




    Visually there was nothing to dull the eye, no routine of design to hypnotize the senses. Every face was different. We saw none of the vacant stares one meets on ordinary city streets; no neurotic malingering, no trace of the afflictions of urban lassitude. Craig was wearing jeans and taking photographs, and privately I was on the lookout for signs of resentment at this doubly foreign display; Kabul was, after all, a city deeply traumatized by years of war and unaccustomed to visitors. We attracted plenty of attention, but none of it was hostile.




    Men strode purposefully in every direction, vigorous and watchful, dressed in a bewildering variety of costume. And women too, another sight we had hardly expected, accustomed as we were to images of timid creatures scurrying between the shadows and shrouded from head to foot. They were modestly clad to the Western eye but many wore high heels and only the most diaphanous of head coverings; tall, fine-boned women, with intense eyes and – it was impossible not to notice, despite the faint sense of trespass implicit in the act of staring – often very beautiful.




    Everywhere there was an infectious enthusiasm for life, and we felt richer for it. The volume of activity around us made us feel safe, even though it was a false comfort: above the noise of the streets it was impossible to hear incoming artillery. Emboldened, we crossed the river by the Pul-i Khishti bridge near the money-changers’ bazaar on the southern bank, and walked a little further, knowing that we had been warned not to go this far.




    I was hoping to find the street of the carpetsellers. With a slightly sick feeling I realized I could see an open skyline where the carpet market had once been; it no longer existed. We walked on, thinking perhaps we were in the wrong spot, while a small sea of smiling children gathered behind us, daring one another to step closer. Then we came to a long avenue running east to west: this was the J[image: ]de-ye Maiwand.




    A little more than a hundred years before, across a burning plain not far from the city of Qandahar, British troops had suffered one of the most disastrous defeats in their imperial history. A thousand men and two hundred horses were killed by Afghan tribesmen rallied, it was said, by a Pathan heroine named Malalai, who used her veil as a battle standard and heaped shame on those afraid to die. The street was named after Maiwand where the battle was fought, and until recently had been one of the city’s busiest commercial thoroughfares. Now, as we turned into it, we saw an avenue of ruin.




    This was the place, we later found out, that photographers and visiting camera crews always asked to see: the street by which Kabul was represented to the outside world. It looked like Hiroshima after the atomic bomb. Not a building had been left standing. We had both heard about it, but the sight was something different.




    It was late afternoon. Through hollow doorways suspended uselessly in columns of broken wall the sun shot long sloping lances of golden light. We walked along in stunned silence as the desolation grew, past what had once been a cinema where the scorched carcass of a crippled tank listed at a crazy angle against a mound of rubble. A few men were pulling carts of precious firewood or sacks piled piteously high, heaving at loads fit for animals. All along its half-mile length the street was lined with the skeletons of what had been homes and shops, their every inch of surface scarred by bullet and shrapnel holes. Not even the slenderest of metal telephone poles had escaped. They were twisted, torn and punctured, and their severed wires swayed in the breeze. Behind them, acres of homes had been reduced to a muddy wasteland of rubble, from which ragged tendrils of brick rose like weeds from the floor of a poisoned lake. Out of the ruins ran children on winding mud trails, greeting us in pockets of laughter: we both felt curiously oppressed by their cheerfulness.




    A cold wind began to whip up the dust along the street and, like animals that have wandered too far from their lairs, we knew instinctively it was a bad place to be lost as the sun went down. It had a lawless air. The shadows thickened as the golden light retreated, and at last its touch slipped upwards, first from the city itself and then from the mountains beyond.




    In a darkening doorway we glimpsed a one-legged man, rising on his crutches at the sight of us. He was young, perhaps thirty, with a rich black beard, and lured us nearer with an uncanny brightness in his eyes. Beckoning, and with a smile of improbable vigour, he asked if we would join him for a glass of tea.




    We followed him to a half-ruined room between mounds of fallen brickwork. Inside three desperate souls were huddled around a sweet-smelling hookah. The room was thick with the intoxicating smoke and the men had racking coughs, but rose in turn as we greeted them with a customary embrace. We exchanged the usual Afghan courtesies, which fell strangely on our ears like the language of a different era.




    ‘Peace to you, brothers,’ I said.




    ‘And to you. Welcome.’




    ‘Thanks be given. Are you well?’ It was obvious they were utterly destitute.




    ‘Praise God, well enough. And you – your souls are happy?’




    ‘We are happy. And yours?’




    ‘Fazl-i khod[image: ],’ by God’s grace. ‘Please, sit, and be our guests.’




    We had never expected to find men living among the ruins. Somehow even here they managed to eke out an unimaginably difficult existence. The one-legged man took off his shawl and, balancing on his good leg, laid it over the dusty floor for us to sit on.




    ‘Rest and be comfortable.’




    He disappeared for a few moments, then returned to pour us glasses of tea from a blackened kettle, smiling all the while. We spoke for a few minutes in Persian, and he asked us where we were from.




    ‘England,’ I said.




    ‘And is it peaceful there,’ he asked, ‘or is there war, like this?’




    There was movement from the back of the room and an old, turbaned man loomed from the darkness and sat beside us.




    ‘Inglest[image: ]n,’ he murmured, as if the word was working its way towards something in his memory. ‘Inglest[image: ]n. The English, yes. They came to Afghanistan,’ he said slowly, fixing us with an Ancient Mariner’s gaze, ‘and we fought them man to man!’ His hand flew suddenly upwards through the arc of a drawn sword and we started at the vehemence of the gesture. His eyes were half-maddened with grief and his forehead lined with a deep tracery of misery.




    ‘Not like the Russians! They tried to take away our freedom too . . .’




    There was a rumble of artillery and we flinched involuntarily but the old man bore at us without blinking. He described, with growing defiance, the wretchedness his nation had been forced to endure, the helplessness of his people against rockets, and their love of freedom that could never be destroyed  . . . but soon I could no longer understand as his speech, driven to greater heights of desperation at each shake of his phantom sword, vaulted to a plea heavy with bitterness, then collapsed as he waved to the destruction beyond the doorway.




    ‘Look!’ His voice trailed miserably. ‘Look what they have done. Afghanistan is ruined.’




    There was nothing theatrical about his performance; it was obvious he had lost everything. One could photograph a ruined street: but not this ruin.




    By now the sun had set and we dared not linger.




    ‘With your permission . . .’




    Our host jumped upwards with astonishing agility and led us back to the entrance of the desolate chamber, entreating us to return another day for a meal.




    ‘We are poor but you will be our guests,’ he said with a transparently earnest smile. Yet his look was filled with such grief that I found it hard to bear.




    ‘We have caused you trouble,’ I said.




    ‘On the contrary.’ I met his eyes as we embraced and for a moment our worlds were bridged. ‘God protect you, brother,’ he said, and waved us back into the ruined street.




    ‘And you in His safety.’




    We walked on, both relieved and shaken by the intensity of the encounter. Yet ahead of me I saw only the vision of the man’s eyes, and in them, two tiny crescents of tears.




    *




    Afghanistan simply means ‘land of the Afghans’, although the true identity and the provenance of the Afghans themselves are mysterious. Before the term ‘Afghan’ came to denote anyone living within the borders of the country, it was used by outsiders to describe the ethnic group that today makes up roughly a third of its population – the famous Pushtuns, anglicized to ‘Pathan’. These ‘original’ Afghans have been known as a particular people for several centuries, but they are only one of many who inhabit the area to which the modern name Afghanistan applies.3




    Pushtun legend, in fact, traces its people’s origins to the Bani Israel, a tribe of wandering Israelites expelled from Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar and who embraced Islam, considering it a reforming extension of their own beliefs, in the seventh century. But there are only a handful of references to the Afghan people in written sources, and the etymology of the name itself leads down some tenuously lit historical alleys.4




    I thought of some of the other peoples that made up the jigsaw of Afghanistan’s inhabitants. The fair-skinned, blue-eyed farmer from the remote mountains of Nuristan, and his strikingly beautiful wife, who wears a black felt hat sown with tiny cowrie shells, consider themselves as Afghan as the Tekke Turcoman from near the northern border. He wears a hat with long, spiralling woollen tresses like a sheep’s hide, and his wife, whose eyes slope gently downwards towards proud cheekbones, wears a conical creation two feet high decorated with silver coins and braids of metallic thread. They are as Afghan as the Behs[image: ]d Haz[image: ]ra from the central highlands, whose broad, flat and clean-shaven face is planted with a wide nose between eyes as narrow as slits. Likewise the plain-dwelling Nurzai Pathan, whose eyes resemble black olives and are framed by long curly tresses and a flowing beard . . .




    Within the country, the intensity of the distinctions between peoples – linguistic, tribal, ethnic, religious – has varied according to the times. But beyond the country’s borders, the label ‘Afghan’ has traditionally subsumed all these differences – identifying a spiritual rather than physical provenance. I wondered whether this still held true.




    The country’s borders have never been too reliable; here the English are partly to blame for the confusion. Afghanistan itself is a relatively modern word, an imperial term of convenience hardly used much more than a hundred years ago by Afghans themselves. The Afghan king Abdur Rahman Khan, who ruled from Kabul until 1900, called his land Yaghistan, ‘Land of the Rebellious’, and his country was all that remained of what in the mid-eighteenth century had been the greatest Moslem empire after the Ottomans. It stretched from Mashad in today’s Iran to Agra (including Delhi), and from the Amu Darya river to the Arabian Sea; the Punj[image: ]b, Kashmir, Baluchistan and Sind were all ceded to Kabul.




    But by the beginning of the nineteenth century the Russians had eaten it away to the north and the British with equal appetite to the south, until the two empires’ jaws locked on the gnawed bone in the region of the Hindu Kush. The stakes were high: Russian and English armies were mobilized for war. In a bitter imperial stalemate and with characteristically scant regard for the well-established logic of ethnic and linguistic frontiers, the Anglo-Russian commissions went to work in London and Moscow and drew up the borders that have lasted to the present day.




    Before all this, before these hated and contentious demarcations – which divided villages into different countries and severed traditional patterns of migration – were grudgingly accepted, Afghans divided their land into three or four different territories. South of the great Hindu Kush massif including the capital and the region as far as the river Indus in what is today Pakistan, was called Kabulistan. The territories further south and west along the Iranian frontier were called Zabulistan or Khorassan. Turkestan was the name to given to the region east of the city of Herat, the northern foothills of the Hindu Kush, and the plains that stretch from their bases to Amu Darya, bordering Russia. Until the Second World War the old names were still in common use and they echo down to the present, as do the many problems associated with them.




    These violent tugs-of-war were nothing new, and over the ages have made Afghanistan what it is: a patchwork quilt of ethnic groups and tribal kingdoms enmeshed in a web of history, whose filaments stretch broadly in every direction.




    No other territory in ancient times was more thoroughly traversed. No other on earth grew into such a complex melting-pot. Slavic, Indian, Persian, Turkish, Arab, central Asian and European5 bloods were spilled and blended, both generously, on Afghan soil; civilizations both sublime and barbarous left their mark.




    Time and again the tides of upheaval have clashed in its valleys and high passes, sometimes fusing into a harmonious swell, at others driven by the storm of warfare, shattering and scattering peoples like flotsam into barely accessible mountain coves. Generations of migration and miscegenation have woven strands old and new into a complex tapestry of micro-countries. Twenty languages from four major language groups and a multitude of adventitious dialects are represented among them, many of which – even within the borders of their relatively small land – became aware of each other’s existence almost yesterday.




    The reason lies in its geography; what is today Afghanistan has been a natural crossroads for as long as history has been recorded, straddling the volatile tetrad of Far Eastern, Indian, central Asian and Persian civilizations. The earliest recorded names for the region date from the sixth century BC, when Afghanistan formed the eastern reaches of the Achaemenid empire under Darius the Great.




    To Greek writers such as Eratosthenes writing two hundred years before Christ, and who took their knowledge from the Persians, it was known as Ariana. Given the intervening two thousand years of upheaval, the classical divisions of the region into seven provinces are mirrored with remarkable fidelity in today’s Afghanistan: Bactriana, corresponding roughly with today’s Balkh and Badakhsh[image: ]n provinces; Margiana, the northwestern portion of the country around Murgh[image: ]b now represented by the provinces of Baghd[image: ]s and Faryi[image: ]b; Aria, the region around Herat (possibly the Hairava of the Avestas) and the western end of the Paropamisus range; Gandara, embracing Kabul, Jelallabad and Peshawar; Sattagydia, from Ghazni to the Indus; and Drangiana and Gadrosia, comprising modern Baluchistan and Sistan and on to the south, as far as the home of the Ikthyiophagoi – the fish-eaters – of the coastlands around Makran.




    Time has not rushed things there. The names of tribes both European and native, described twenty-five centuries ago by Herodotus, have stubbornly resisted, or else have not been subject to the usual transforming pressures. Today’s Afridi (of British topee-sniping notoriety) have been found, echo-like, in Herodotus’s Apyratai, the ancient inhabitants of the seventh satrapy or the region around today’s southeastern frontier – just as the Hygenni have crossed two and a half millennia to become the Khugiani of today, and the hardy Thyraioi braved the gulfs of time to succeed their distant ancestors as the modern Tirahi; we find too, like flies preserved in the amber of history, the Thamanai of antiquity in today’s Taimani, the Zarangai in the Sarangai, the Sattagyadai in the Shattak, and the Maionoi in the Mayani; even perhaps, in the village of Barakai (68° E 34° N), the very Bactrian site given by Darius to the Barakaian slaves seized from the Libyan Greek territories during his Egyptian campaign  . . .




    *




    I had dozed off, reading Louis Dupree’s encyclopaedic work about Afghanistan. Now it was cold and there was no heating. I went downstairs to the room where J[image: ]n had installed a stove made locally from an oil drum, and was stoking it with cupfuls of diesel. Tim was flicking through a collection of grisly photographs he had taken on a recent front-line visit, turning the pictures sideways as he tried to distinguish body parts. Craig was huddled near the stove, mouthing sentences from a phrase book I had lent him.




    ‘Chotor hast[image: ] . . . how are you?’




    ‘It’s not chotor,’ I corrected him, ‘it’s chet[image: ]r. People might think you’re saying shotor, which would mean “you are a camel”.’




    It was not a difficult language but he was struggling.




    ‘Bad ast . . . it is bad. Hoop ast . . . it is good.’




    ‘It’s not hoop, it’s kh[image: ]b. But the Afghans say kho.’




    ‘Who you callin’ a ho’, white boy?’ shot back Craig, lapsing into the gangland banter of his native Los Angeles.




    ‘Yo’ mamma, tha’s who.’




    We kept this up until it was time to leave: we had all been invited to a party at the Turkish embassy.




    There was a strict curfew at nine o’clock, and by eight the streets were already deserted. Only government cars and foreigners were exempted from the rule. Foreigners took advantage of this unusual liberty to drive themselves to private watering-holes around the city. The price for such forays was the ritual braving of night-time checkpoints. These came and went according to the situation and consisted of temporary sentry-boxes at main intersections, manned by shaven-headed conscripts not known for their mental flexibility.




    The result was that in the darkness it was impossible to know from inside a vehicle quite when to expect the blood-chilling cry of challenge from a soldier. This would be followed by the sight, looming in the headlights, of automatic rifles pointing at the heads of the occupants.




    By day we grew accustomed to the sight of guns, which soon lost their sinister novelty. A gun pointed towards you was a different matter, especially at night, when to the soldier upon whose reactions your life rested you were nothing more than a pair of headlights. I had known – briefly – an Italian cameraman, who was shot through the head after his driver failed to stop at such a checkpoint. It was why no one used cassette players in their vehicles at night or drove too fast, and why I was personally never entirely free of the urge to duck whenever we approached a crossroads.




    Somewhere I had heard a story from the great corpus of traditional tales surrounding the bumbling sage and mull[image: ], Nasruddin. The mull[image: ]’s antics, known in endless variety throughout the Islamic world and beyond, seemed torn from a page in daily Afghan life. The tale I had heard must have grown out of the war, for in it the mull[image: ]’s ancient wisdom had found a modern setting. Nasruddin had become a soldier in Kabul, and he was on curfew duty at a quarter to nine. He spots a man crossing the street a hundred yards away and, to the astonishment of his fellow soldier, shoots the man dead.




    Are you mad?’ protests the other in disbelief. ‘Curfew doesn’t begin until nine o’clock!’




    ‘Ah,’ replies the mull[image: ], with a satisfied grin. ‘I knew that man and I also knew where he lived. I knew therefore that he could not possibly have reached his home before curfew began. That is why I shot him.’




    I consoled myself by trying to focus on the story’s psychological rather than literal interpretation. But it ran with horrid vividness through my mind as we left the house for the Turkish embassy, and drove through the unlit streets.




    Sure enough, a few minutes from the house we heard a long, high shout like a cry of battle, and into the lights ran a soldier in a thick felt coat, cocking his rifle and levelling it to our heads in a motion of terrifying suddenness. Tim was driving, but it was a borrowed car, and his free hand was scrabbling frantically over the dashboard as the headlights dazzled the soldier ahead of us.




    ‘Can’t find the fucking dip switch,’ he muttered. It was a bad moment for this news.




    From the blackness to our side the muzzle of a Kalashnikov appeared at the window, then a grizzled face, its dark eyes filling suddenly with relief as they glimpsed the pale and anxious faces inside.




    ‘Salaam  . . . Peace.’




    ‘And to you.’




    ‘Foreigners? Go on . . .’




    An arm went up, the soldier shouted a deafening all clear, and the rifle ahead of us, which had never for a moment wavered from our heads, swung back onto a shoulder. The pair of them disappeared into the night and we breathed again.




    Like most official buildings the embassy was hidden from the street in a walled compound at whose gates we hammered until a guard appeared. It was a medieval ritual. We were guided with an oil lantern across a courtyard to a door protected by high sandbags. After the cold and suspense of the car ride, inside I had the feeling of having again slipped beyond a magic veil.




    Waistcoated attendants took our hats and gloves and glided over thick carpets to serve us wine from silver trays. There was a table piled with steaming dishes, and we helped ourselves to Turkish specialities served on gold-rimmed china plates.




    I had expected for my time in Kabul to stay in a dusty hostel somewhere and was unprepared for such luxury. The dashing young ambassador, who saw personally to each of his guests in turn, took in my scruffy down vest and tennis shoes with magnanimity, saying he was always delighted to see new faces. I wondered who his guests were and eavesdropped on a handful of diplomats, United Nations officials and a few relief workers from the small number of private agencies that had chosen to ride out the trouble in the capital. There was an Australian correspondent researching the history of the war, whose knowledge of the various battles, their chronologies and commanders, was encyclopaedic; an Englishman, hoping to open a Land Rover outlet in Kabul, and an American member of a little-known chivalric order who had come to Afghanistan to search for the remains of Soviet soldiers listed missing in action.




    Not for the first time I began to run up against the difficulty of explaining my own intentions. Mention of writing a book about Afghanistan prompted some sceptical raising of eyebrows.




    ‘Are you quite sure you’re not doing anything – you know – else?’ asked someone in a voice honeyed with conspiracy. There were no casual travellers to Afghanistan and imaginations run riot in lonely places. (I do not mean among the Afghans, who were delighted at the thought of a foreign spy in their midst.) I was having trouble, for conversation’s sake, reducing the endeavour to recognizable themes.




    I had no sponsor for the trip and my plans lacked the respectable convention of a motif on which to base a story: retracing the silk route through Afghanistan, say, or the eastern campaigns of Alexander. Or, more interesting to my mind, an investigation into one of Asia’s most enigmatic kings, Kanishka, the Kushan ruler whose ancient summer capital lay just to the north of Kabul; or a search for the vanished metropolis of the Firozkuh, the Purple Mountain, in the virtual terra incognita of the central Ghorid highlands.




    Afghanistan was still fertile ground for all manner of unlikely – yet not entirely incredible – searches, of which there were scattered accounts from before the war; for Bactrian gold and buried Zoroastrian temples; for doctors still said to practise the healing sciences of Alexander’s physicians, twenty-five centuries later; for the legendary schools of esoteric science overlooking the Hindu Kush, from which Gurdjieff himself was said to have built his immensely influential teaching; and for the ‘secret’ Christian communities which believed Jesus had settled quietly in Afghanistan after the Resurrection, and where his teaching caused less of a stir among natives accustomed to solitary men close to God. For now the war made any such ventures virtually impossible.




    The guests began to trickle away, thinned by concerns over safety, which disappeared with daylight. Tim had no such reservations and I took my cue from him: we were the last to leave. Ample wine had drawn out our long and friendly discussions and at one in the morning the ambassador showed us out into the icy moonlight. Our breath steamed like clouds and the cypress trees were gilded with the silvery light.




    Tim’s motorbike, an indestructible relic of the Russian military, was waiting for us in the compound, its sidecar glazed with frost. It refused to start and the ambassador had to push us, slipping over the concrete in his polished brogues until the engine throbbed into life. He shouted a breathless cheer after us as we roared from the gates with a noise to wake the dead.




    It was an unforgettable ride. The roads, built from cement blocks by the Soviets forty years earlier, were spine-shattering. Within minutes our faces were numb, and Tim took the corners at such speed the sidecar would lift off the ground. The road raced under us like a torrent in the headlamp and around it reared a spectral, silent world.




    We seemed to have broken from the limits of the earth into a dream of the moon itself, from which all life had been consumed by the ghostly whiteness. Gripping the sidecar’s lurching sides I looked upwards to a luminous canopy of stars beyond the streaking peaks of tall pine trees and thought how strange life had become so very quickly. I wondered how hard my family would take the news of my death; not at the hands of the unruly Afghans, but in a motorcycle accident with a fellow Englishman.




    Then suddenly it seemed likely we would in any case be shot. Up ahead there was a checkpoint, where I looked forward to the chance to thaw my face. But instead of slowing down, Tim jerked into a lower gear with a burst of throttle, and drove the engine up to full power.




    Bewildered, I looked up at him. His hair and scarf were trailing madly, his head and shoulders braced forward against the freezing air. He looked possessed, but over the roar it was impossible to protest. We tore through the checkpoint at high speed and, disappointed at the likelihood of dying on this, my first day in Kabul, I pictured the soldiers behind us tumbling into the road, their rifles levelled at our backs. Briefly I wondered if ducking would increase my chances and whether in the darkness the first volley might pass above our heads, but to hell with it  . . . we were kings of the night in our wild chariot and I never looked back to see: in the madness of the moment it hardly seemed to matter.




    We reached the house and slipped quietly inside. In a beam of torchlight we caught J[image: ]n uncocking his pistol with a grin of relief as he realized who it was. Tim threw his gloves on a table, wiped the mist from his glasses and swept a hand through his hair.




    ‘Good night,’ he said.




    I had already forgiven him his recklessness. In it I recognized something that our moment of folly had reawoken. I had tasted it again and found it sweet. We were witnesses to a world that had fallen beyond the bounds of ordinary rules, and reason proved a poor refuge for the urge to comprehend it. Something deeper was required to match the pitch of feeling, and in such small acts of insanity as that evening we sought a natural antidote for the greater insanity around us, hoping thereby to immunize the longing for which all other avenues of expression seemed blocked. It followed an unreasonable logic of its own, taking odd moments prisoner when the chance arose. A strange and potent medicine.




    It had been a long day. I lit a candle and went upstairs.








  



    

       

    




    Two




    I can never forget the delights of Kabul, nor express the depth of my longing to return.




    Zahirudd[image: ]n Mohammed ‘B[image: ]b[image: ]r’, founder of the


     Moghul empire, in a letter to his son Homayoun








  



    

       

    




    KABUL IS A MOUNTAIN-RINGED HISTORY BOOK written in the faces of its people. Walking through the streets of the city you read the traces of the millennia in the features of its men and women and remember you have entered an unrivalled meeting-place of bloods.




    In Afghanistan as a whole there are twenty different ethnic groups, and in Kabul they mingle more than elsewhere – perhaps anywhere. It is the faces of the inhabitants, light-stricken and intense, which tell more vividly of the nation’s past than any written account.




    History has assigned to these peoples a kind of hierarchy, which is not so much social but ethnic. Here as elsewhere, the inertia of tradition has hijacked the egalitarian spirit of Islam. Convention has put the Pushtuns at the head of the list, partly because they are the most populous ethnic group and because the country’s rulers have been predominantly from Pushtun backgrounds since the eighteenth century. The Pushtuns themselves are a mixture of peoples; some say they are of Indian origin, others that they are descended from the nomadic Sakai of the central Asian steppes, who overwhelmed the Greeks in the second century BC.




    ‘If you were to roam the world from the arctic goldfields of Kotzebue Sound to the pearl-fisheries of Thursday Island,’ wrote Lowell Thomas when he visited the region in the 1920s, ‘you could find no men more worthy of the title “desperado” than the Pushtuns who live among these jagged, saw-tooth mountains of the Afghan frontier.’ The Pushtuns are none other than the ‘Afghans’ associated with the British campaigns in Afghanistan around the end of the nineteenth century. They were the thorns in the side of three periods of British occupation, and their martial traditions were immortalized in Victorian minds by Kipling, who spent time in the Frontier Provinces. They are a tall, dark-skinned and to the Western eye an often fierce-looking people, legendary for their marksmanship, love of poetry, women of savage beauty, hospitality, outspoken pride and complex inter-tribal rivalries. Their language is Pashtu – a difficult branch of the Indo-European family of tongues which the English nicknamed ‘the language that would be spoken in hell’ – and their home is roughly the southern tier of the country, of which Kabul marks the upper limit. Almost an equal number live in the North West Frontier Province of Pakistan. ‘Firstly we are Pushtuns,’ one tribesman told me with an emphatic wag of his finger, ‘and secondly we are Moslems. Lastly we are either’ (this with a dismissive wave) ‘Afghans or Pakistanis.’




    More European in appearance, often slighter in build, are the Tajiks of Persian descent. Historically they are a less controversial, though no less influential people. Their traditional homeland is the northeast of the country and their language Dari, the Afghan version of Farsi. In the old scheme of things the Tajiks came next in the ethnic pecking order. Tajiks who lived in Kabul were known as peaceful traders and administrators, drivers and domestic servants.




    Next in the traditional hierarchy came the Nuristanis, from the region which until a hundred years ago was called the ‘Land of the Idolators’ and whose people traditionally claim descent from the armies of Alexander. Kipling wrote The Man Who Would Be King based on legends about the remote northeast province, the majority of whose villages are even today accessible only by foot. Like the Tajiks they are a fairer-skinned people than the Pushtuns, and a third of Nuristanis are reckoned to be blond. You see plenty of fair and ginger-haired men in Kabul; occasionally I would glimpse a young girl with skin the colour of ivory, blue or green eyes, and features Botticelli would have doted on. The pagan tribes of Nuristan, who spoke their own language, made their own wine and worshipped a complex pantheon of gods unknown elsewhere, were converted forcibly to Islam by King Abdur Rahman in the final years of the nineteenth century. Mystery still hangs over their origins like a cloud in one of their high narrow valleys; it is generally agreed they are the most ancient of the country’s inhabitants, protected over the ages by the sheer remoteness of their mountain communities.
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