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This book is dedicated to the people of Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and Nepal, who showed me the way, fed me, protected me, housed me and made this walk possible. They were not all saints, though some of them were. A number were greedy, idle, stupid, hypocritical, insensitive, mendacious, ignorant and cruel. Some of them had robbed or killed others; many of them threatened me and begged from me. But never in my twenty-one months of travel did they attempt to kidnap or kill me. I was alone and a stranger, walking in very remote areas; I represented a culture that many of them hated and I was carrying enough money to save or at least transform their lives. In more than five hundred village houses, I was indulged, fed, nursed and protected by people poorer, hungrier, sicker and more vulnerable than myself. Almost every group I met: Sunni Kurds, Shia Hazara, Punjabi Christians, Sikhs, Brahmins of Kedarnath, Garwhal Dalits and Newari Buddhists, gave me hospitality without any thought of reward.


I owe this journey and my life to them.









PREFACE


I’m not good at explaining why I walked across Afghanistan. Perhaps I did it because it was an adventure. But it was the most interesting part of my journey across Asia. The Taliban had banned posters and films, but I arrived six weeks after the Taliban’s departure and saw the Herat arcade hung with posters of the Hindi film star Hrithik Roshan, standing on a cliff at sunset, his bouffant hair ruffled by the evening breeze. In the courtyard where al-Qaeda men had gathered to chat in Urdu, students were waiting to practise their English on war reporters. I found The Man in the Iron Mask amongst a pile of DVDs on a handcart. It had been touched up for the Afghan market so that Leonardo DiCaprio, as Louis XIV in seventeenth-century dress, brandished a Browning 9 mm. Herat – which had been a great medieval market for China, Turkey and Persia – was now selling Chinese alarm clocks, Turkish sunglasses and Iranian apple juice.


It was the beginning of 2002. I had just spent sixteen months walking twenty to twenty-five miles a day across Iran, Pakistan, India and Nepal. I had wanted to walk every step of the way and I had intended to cross Afghanistan a year earlier. But in December 2000 the Iranian government took my visa away. They may have discovered that I had been a British diplomat and become suspicious of my motives. The Taliban then refused to allow me into Afghanistan and the government of Pakistan barred me from Baluchistan. As a result, I had to leave a gap between Iran and the next stage of my journey, which started in Multan in Pakistan and continued in an unbroken line to eastern Nepal.


Just before Christmas 2001, I reached a town in eastern Nepal and heard that the Taliban had fallen. I decided to return by vehicle to Afghanistan and walk from Herat to Kabul and thus connect my walk in Iran with my walk in Pakistan. I chose to walk from Herat to Kabul in a straight line through the central mountains. The normal dog-leg through Kandahar was flatter, easier and free of snow. But it was also longer and controlled in parts by the Taliban.


The country had been at war for twenty-five years; the new government had been in place for only two weeks; there was no electricity between Herat and Kabul, no television and no T-shirts. Villages combined medieval etiquette with new political ideologies. In many houses the only piece of foreign technology was a Kalashnikov, and the only global brand was Islam. All that had made Afghanistan seem backward, peripheral and irrelevant now made it the centre of the world’s attention.









Introduction




The country is quite covered by darkness, so that people outside it cannot see anything in it; and no one dares go in for fear of the darkness. Nevertheless men who live in the country round about say that they can sometimes hear the voices of men, and horses neighing, and cocks crowing, and thereby that some kind of folks live there, but they do not know what kind of folk they are.


– The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, c.1360, Chapter 28












THE NEW CIVIL SERVICE


I watched two men enter the lobby of the Hotel Mowafaq.


Most Afghans seemed to glide up the centre of the lobby staircase with their shawls trailing behind them like Venetian cloaks. But these men wore Western jackets, walked quietly and stayed close to the banister. I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was the hotel manager.


‘Follow them.’ He had never spoken to me before.


‘I’m sorry, no,’ I said. ‘I am busy.’


‘Now. They are from the government.’


I followed him to a room on a floor I didn’t know existed and he told me to take off my shoes and enter alone in my socks. The two men were seated on a heavy black-wood sofa, beside an aluminium spittoon. They were still wearing their shoes. I smiled. They did not. The lace curtains were drawn and there was no electricity in the city; the room was dark.


‘Chi kar mikonid? ’ What are you doing? asked the man in the black suit and collarless Iranian shirt. I expected him to stand and, in the normal way, shake hands and wish me peace. He remained seated.


‘Salaam aleikum,’ Peace be with you, I said and sat down.


‘Waleikum a-salaam. Chi kar mikonid? ’ he repeated quietly, leaning back and running his fat manicured hand along the purple velveteen arm of the sofa. His bouffant hair and goatee were neatly trimmed. I was conscious of not having shaved in eight weeks.


‘I have explained what I am doing many times to His Excellency, Yuzufi, in the Foreign Ministry,’ I said. ‘I was told to meet him again now. I am late.’


A pulse was beating strongly in my neck. I tried to breathe slowly. Neither of us spoke. After a little while, I looked away.


The thinner man drew out a small new radio, said something into it and straightened his stiff jacket over his traditional shirt. I didn’t need to see the shoulder holster. I had already guessed they were members of the Security Service. They did not care what I said or what I thought of them. They had watched people through hidden cameras in bedrooms, in torture cells and on execution grounds. They knew that, however I presented myself, I could be reduced. But why had they decided to question me? In the silence, I heard a car reversing in the courtyard and then the first notes of the call to prayer.


‘Let’s go,’ said the man in the black suit. He told me to walk in front. On the stairs, I passed a waiter to whom I had spoken. He turned away. I was led to a small Japanese car parked on the dirt forecourt. The paintwork of the car was new and it had been washed recently. They told me to sit in the back. There was nothing in the pockets or on the floor of the car. It looked as though the car had just come from the factory. Without saying anything, they turned on to the main boulevard.


It was January 2002. The American-led coalition was ending its bombardment of the Tora Bora complex; Usama Bin Laden and Mullah Muhammad Omar had escaped; operations in Gardez were beginning. The new government taking over from the Taliban had been in place for two weeks. The laws banning television and female education had been dropped; political prisoners had been released, refugees were returning home; some women were coming out without veils. The UN and the US military were running the basic infrastructure and food supplies. There was no frontier guard and I had entered the country without a visa. The Afghan government seemed to me hardly to exist. Yet these men were apparently well established.


The car turned into the Foreign Ministry, and the gate guards saluted and stood back. As I climbed the stairs, I felt that I was moving unnaturally quickly and that the men had noticed this. A secretary showed us into Mr Yuzufi’s office without knocking. For a moment Yuzufi stared at us from behind his desk. Then he stood, straightened his baggy pinstriped jacket, and showed the men to the most senior position in the room. They walked slowly on the linoleum flooring, looking at the furniture Yuzufi had managed to assemble since he had inherited an empty office: the splintered desk, the four mismatched filing cabinets in different shades of olive green, and the stove, which made the room smell strongly of petrol.


The week I had known Yuzufi comprised half his career in the Foreign Ministry. A fortnight earlier he had been in Pakistan. The day before he had given me tea and a boiled sweet, told me he admired my journey, laughed at a photograph of my father in a kilt and discussed Persian poetry. This time he did not greet me but instead sat in a chair facing me and asked, ‘What has happened?’


Before I could reply the man with the goatee cut in, ‘What is this foreigner doing here?’


‘These men are from the Security Service,’ said Yuzufi.


I nodded. I noticed that Yuzufi had clasped his hands together and that his hands, like mine, were trembling slightly.


‘I will translate to make sure you understand what they are asking,’ continued Yuzufi. ‘Tell them your intentions. Exactly as you told me.’


I looked into the eyes of the man on my left. ‘I am planning to walk across Afghanistan. From Herat to Kabul. On foot.’ I was not breathing deeply enough to complete my phrases. I was surprised they didn’t interrupt. ‘I am following in the footsteps of Babur, the first emperor of Mughal India. I want to get away from the roads. Journalists, aid workers and tourists mostly travel by car but I—’


‘There are no tourists,’ said the man in the stiff jacket, who had not yet spoken. ‘You are the first tourist in Afghanistan. It is midwinter: there are three metres of snow on the high passes, there are wolves and this is a war. You will die, I can guarantee. Do you want to die?’


‘Thank you very much for your advice. I note those three points.’ I guessed from his tone that such advice was intended as an order. ‘But I have spoken to the Cabinet,’ I said, misrepresenting a brief meeting with the young secretary to the Minister of Social Welfare. ‘I must do this journey.’


‘Do it in a year’s time,’ said the man in the black suit.


He had taken from Yuzufi the tattered evidence of my walk across South Asia and was examining it: the clipping from the newspaper in western Nepal, ‘Mr Stewart is a pilgrim for peace’; the letter from the Conservator, Second Circle, Forestry Department, Himachal Pradesh, India, ‘Mr Stewart, a Scot, is interested in the environment’; from a District Officer in the Punjab and a Secretary of the Interior in a Himalayan state and a Chief Engineer of the Pakistan Department of Irrigation requesting ‘All Executive Engineers (XENs) on the Lower Bari Doab to assist Mr Stewart, who will be undertaking a journey on foot to research the history of the canal system’.


‘I have explained this,’ I added, ‘to His Excellency the Emir’s son, the Minister of Social Welfare, when he also gave me a letter of introduction.’


‘From His Excellency Mir Wais?’


‘Here.’ I handed over the sheet of headed paper I had received from the Minister’s secretary. ‘Mr Stewart is a medieval antiquary interested in the anthropology of Herat’.


‘But it is not signed.’


‘Mr Yuzufi lost the signed copy.’


Yuzufi, who was staring at the ground, nodded slightly.


The two men talked together for a few minutes. I did not try to follow what they were saying. I noticed, however, that they were using Iranian, not Afghan Persian. This and their clothes and their manner made me think they had spent a great deal of time with the Iranian intelligence services. I had been questioned by the Iranians, who seemed to suspect me of being a spy. I did not want to be questioned by them again.


The man in the stiff jacket said, ‘We will allow him to walk to Chaghcharan. But our gunmen will accompany him all the way.’ Chaghcharan was halfway between Herat and Kabul and about a fortnight into my journey.


The villagers with whom I was hoping to stay would be terrified by a secret police escort. This was presumably the point. But why were they letting me do the journey at all when they could expel me? I wondered if they were looking for money. ‘Thank you so much for your concern for my security,’ I said, ‘but I am quite happy to take the risk. I have walked alone across the other Asian countries without any problems.’


‘You will take the escort,’ said Yuzufi, interrupting for the first time. ‘That is non-negotiable.’


‘But I have introductions to the local commanders. I will be much safer with them than with Heratis.’


‘You will go with our men,’ he repeated.


‘I cannot afford to pay for an escort. I have no money.’


‘We were not expecting any money,’ said the man in the stiff jacket.


‘This is non-negotiable,’ repeated Yuzufi. His broad knee was now jigging up and down. ‘If you refuse this you will be expelled from the country. They want to know how many of their gunmen you are taking.’


‘If it is compulsory, one.’


‘Two . . . with weapons,’ said the man in the dark suit, ‘and you will leave tomorrow.’


The two men stood up and left the room. They said goodbye to Yuzufi but not to me.









TANKS INTO STICKS


Back outside Yuzufi’s office, I bought some jam-rings from a glass box in a pastry shop. The men who had just interviewed me were not new to their jobs. The reactions of the hotel staff implied that they were well known in Herat. They had probably worked for the KGB-trained KHAD. But I was disturbed that they were already functioning so effectively within the two-week-old administration and I wondered how they had found me. I ate all thirty biscuits quickly, dropping crumbs on my shawl, walking in the dust below the kerb. My boots kicked over the tracks of donkeys, tyres and other men’s shoes. I was worried that these men would not allow me to walk. I felt trapped. I wanted to be moving again and to see the places between Herat and Kabul.


Herat that morning looked like an Iranian shanty town. Everything had been constructed hurriedly and recently. On the flat roofs of half-finished shopping arcades, bare girders clustered like dead insect legs, and the walls were the same colour as the sand-drifts by the kerb. This was the architecture of political Islam, representing its combination of Marxism and puritan theology with drab Soviet brick. Most of the men were dressed like provincial Iranians, in dirt-speckled black or faded brown. I did not like the city. To fill time I went to the bazaar to get a walking stick.


I had carried the ideal walking stick through Pakistan. It was five feet long and made of polished bamboo with an iron top and bottom; I had walked with it for nine months but had not brought it into Afghanistan. It was called a ‘dang’ and Jats, a farming caste from the Punjab, used to carry them, partly for self-protection, until the middle of the twentieth century. Many people in both the Pakistani and Indian Punjab still had their grandfathers’ sticks in their houses. Young men liked to play with my stick, spinning it around their bodies, bringing the base down in an accelerating arc on the heads of imaginary opponents. One man told me that his great-grandfather had killed the last lion in the Punjab with his dang. I liked walking with my dang: striking the ground on every fourth step gave a rhythm to my movement. It was useful when I was climbing and it took the weight off my left knee. But no one else carried them now except the riot police. The word ‘dang’ had an archaic flavour and people laughed when I used it.


Afghan students were sitting near a giant medieval bronze cauldron in the Herat Friday Mosque, staring at the jagged Ghorid script on the colonnade.


I asked one of the students where I could buy a heavy walking stick.


He giggled. ‘Like an old man?’


‘Like an old man.’


‘But you are young. Why do you need a stick?’


‘Because I am walking to Kabul.’


‘Take a bus.’ They all laughed.


‘Or a plane . . .’ said another. They laughed more.


‘So you’ve no idea where I could buy a walking stick.’


‘Nowhere here. We have cars in Afghanistan.’


‘Where do your old men get their walking sticks?’


‘They make them.’


I continued beneath the remaining vaulted sections of the old covered bazaar, which Robert Byron watched being mostly demolished in 1933. I wasn’t sure what to call the stick. It certainly seemed a waste of time to use the Punjabi word dang, in a place where people spoke Persian. But whatever word I used, people denied having heard of anything like it, so I asked where I could find a broom-handle and was directed to a wheelwright’s store. Against his shop wall, surrounded by baskets of henna and dried apricots, were dozens of pine poles. They were much heavier than the bamboo I had carried in the Punjab, but there was no bamboo to be found in the bazaar. I chose one that was five feet long, reasonably straight and well balanced in the centre.


Now I needed the iron. I followed a cloud of dark smoke down the main street and found a blacksmith with scorch-marked cheeks working a bright red furnace. In south Asia, a blacksmith would have been a low-caste man, an untouchable. But this man, Haji Ramzun, had visited Mecca and was respected among his peers. I explained my walk and what I wanted done to the pole. He offered to stick a section of rusty pipe to the bottom and a large nut to the top, paint them both sky blue and charge me for six days’ work. I walked on.


I turned off Piaz Furushi, which meant ‘Onion Street’ but was filled with sellers of rugs and gold, and entered a courtyard. A donkey lay asleep in the centre of the square. Five men were sitting on rugs sharing their lunch. I sketched the design of the stick and one of the men, Wakil Ama, said he could help. He led me to the anvil fixed to the rough wooden planks of his shed. A crowd of young boys gathered to watch him. He took a sheet of green metal salvaged from a Russian armoured personnel carrier, and cut off a triangular piece on a small guillotine. Then he bent this into a cone and welded the seam; plunged it in water; pierced a hole; forced the piece over the wood; hammered a nail through the hole and cut off the nail head. He worked quickly and in silence. Then he paused. The point was sharp and it was more a spear than a stick.


I explained that in Pakistan my stick had a round top not a pointed one. He shrugged. I asked if he had any metal balls.


‘No.’


‘Does anyone else?’


‘Hussein might,’ said one of the older spectators.


There was much chattering and then everyone looked at me.


‘Well?’ I asked.


‘We have no ball,’ said Wakil Ama.


‘How about Hussein?’ I suggested.


Wakil Ama shrugged again. ‘Hussein might.’


‘Can someone lead me there? I’ll go there now.’


Wakil Ama shouted at a young boy, telling him to guide me. The boy ran off, giggling, forcing me to run after him. We raced through a dark covered arch into a large courtyard, turned down another street and stopped at a junk shop. On the pavement was a battered tin tray containing the face of a cheap alarm clock, a shell case from an anti-aircraft round and a lead ball.


We returned to the forge. Wakil Ama took the ball, grunted and welded it to the point of the stick. Then he plunged it into water and wound another strip of tank metal around the base. The metal was dull and sharp barnacles of welding slip hung on the seams, but I now had a strong, well-balanced stick, weighing about three pounds. Wakil Ama smiled at the result. He accepted payment only reluctantly, leaving me to choose the amount. Then he offered me some tea.


As I walked out an old man with a bushy white beard looked at the stick.


‘You’re carrying it for the wolves, I presume,’ he said.


‘And the humans.’


He nodded.


‘What do you call this type of stick?’ I asked.


‘A dang,’ he said.


[image: A sketch of the profile of an old man wearing a turban and a jacket.]
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WHETHER ON THE SHORES OF ASIA


I had told the Security Service I was crossing Afghanistan in the footsteps of Babur, the first Emperor of Mughal India, but this was misleading. Initially I had decided to walk the central route from Herat to Kabul because it was shorter and because the Taliban were still fighting on the main southern route. I was starting in January because I did not want to wait five months for the snow to clear. It was only after I had made my decision that I discovered Babur had also travelled the central route on foot in January and recorded the journey in his diary.


I wasn’t keen to read Babur’s diary. I did not like medieval texts, with their references to faded theologies and forgotten viziers. I wanted to focus on modern Afghanistan, not its history, and I couldn’t see the relevance of a man who was a contemporary of the Aztecs.


The beginning of Babur’s diary was as bad as I had anticipated:




Ush is situated to the South-East of Andejan, but more to the east and distant from Andejan four farsangs by the road . . . The mother of Yunus Khan was either the daughter or the granddaughter of Sheikh Nur-ed-din Beg, who was one of the Amirs of Kipchak and had been brought forward by Taimur Beg.





As I read, however, the geography and the genealogy receded and a narrative emerged. Babur was born in 1483 as the prince of a poor, remote kingdom in Uzbekistan. By the time he was twenty he had lost all his land in Central Asia and was hiding in the mountains with a few followers, most of whom were on foot and armed only with clubs, but at twenty-two he had recovered and conquered Kabul. That year he visited Herat, then the most civilized city in the Islamic world. He returned from Herat to Kabul on the central route, almost dying in the snow on the way. Then he pressed east to conquer Delhi and found the Mughal dynasty. He died the ruler of one of the largest and wealthiest empires in the world.


He tells this adventure story with impressive modesty. What he did was very dangerous, but he never draws attention to this. Instead, he focuses on the people he meets and uses portraits of individuals to suggest a whole society. He pays more attention to his contemporary world than to legends or ancient history and he is a careful observer. He mentions hangovers and agricultural techniques, poetry and economics, pederasty and garden design with the sense of humour and experience of a man who has fought, travelled and governed. He does not embroider anecdotes to make them neater, funnier, more personal or more symbolic. Unlike most travel writers, he is honest.


At times, it seems that the only thing missing from his story is himself. He never explains what drives him to live this extraordinary life and take these kinds of risks. He does not describe his emotions, and as a result he can seem distant and the episodes of his life, repetitive. Confronted by dead bodies or people trying to kill him, he writes in increasingly dispassionate and impersonal prose. But this restraint only emphasizes the extraordinary nature of his experiences. This is his attempt to defend Akhsi at the age of twenty-one:




My horse was wounded by an arrow. He bolted and sprung aside throwing me on the ground in the middle of the enemy. I got to my feet and fired a single shot and my attendant Kahil, who was on a bad horse, dismounted and handed it to me . . . I said to Ibrahim Beg, ‘What is to be done now?’ Perhaps because he was slightly wounded or because he was frightened he didn’t give me a very distinct answer . . . A man shot an arrow at me, which struck me under the arm, piercing and breaking two plates of my Kalmuk armour. I shot an arrow back at him and then struck a passing horseman on his temples with the point of my sword . . . I had about twenty arrows left. I wondered whether to dismount and keep my ground as long as my arrows lasted but I decided to head for the hill.





Babur is tolerant and kind to his friends, but tough, ambitious and hard on himself. His admiration for courage, religiosity and intelligence is implicit in even the shortest passage of his diaries. This is his description of his older companion called Qasim, ‘the Divider’, with whom he crossed Afghanistan:




He had distinguished himself by his gallant use of his scimitar. He was a pious, religious, faithful Muslim and carefully abstained from all doubtful meats. His judgements and talents were uncommonly good. He was facetious. He could neither read nor write but he had an ingenious and elegant turn of wit.





Babur does not conceal his own impoverished origins, his defeats, embarrassments and unrequited love. He is aware of his absurdities, his self-delusion and his weaknesses without entirely forgiving himself. He boasts of his poetry, but not of his courage or resourcefulness. He is sceptical of authority and religion, and takes little for granted about the world or himself.


Nevertheless, although the diaries changed my view of fifteenth-century Asia, they had little relevance to modern Afghanistan. Babur was a medieval man. His world view was formed by his being a direct royal descendant of Genghis Khan and Tamburlaine, by his contact with fifteenth-century Persian culture and Islam and by his never having travelled west of Herat. The flamboyant culture he describes in Herat in 1504 has no equivalent in the modern city with its shabby cement walls, illegal DVDs and atmosphere of provincial convention:




Herat was a refined city, in which every means of heightening pleasure and gaiety was possessed in perfection; in which all the incentives and apparatus of enjoyment were combined with an invitation to indulgence . . . Hussein Mirza [the ruler] dressed in gay-coloured red and green wool. On festival days he put on a small turban tied in three folds, broad and showy and having placed a plume nodding over it went in this style to prayers . . . He had a turn for poetry . . . He was fond as a child of keeping butting rams and of amusing himself with flying pigeons and cock-fighting . . . He was addicted to wine and debauchery. He created a court, which abounded with eminent men of unrivalled accomplishments, each of whom made it his aim and ambition to carry to the highest perfection the art to which he devoted himself.


There were kebabs of fowl, and of goose, and indeed dishes of every kind . . . When the wine began to take effect, a man began to dance, and he danced excessively well . . . then another sang but in a dreadfully loud, rough, disagreeable tone . . . the cup-bearers in waiting began to supply all who were of the party with pure wine, which they quaffed as if it had been the water of life.1





Almost every activity that Babur describes – gambling, dancing, colourful clothing, debauchery, singing and alcohol – was illegal under the Taliban and remained illegal or discouraged under Ismail Khan’s new government.


Babur decided to leave Herat after only twenty days in the city despite his cousins’ pleas that he defend them against an Uzbek warlord. Babur claims that he left because his winter quarters were inadequate, but since he was staying in the palace of the wealthiest and most cultivated man in the city, this is unlikely. It is more likely that he and his illiterate chancellor Qasim, with their provincial origins, were intimidated by the sophisticated court society. Qasim had only narrowly prevented Babur from committing a dangerous faux pas in the audience chamber, and from drinking alcohol for the first time. Qasim may have wanted to take his protégé away before he was further corrupted or humiliated. Their new kingdom of Kabul was, moreover, also under threat, and Babur was often restless. Whatever the determining factor, Babur must have felt strongly about leaving the city. He left in the middle of winter and that is a very bad time to travel along the central route.









Part One




Herat . . . The policeman at the cross-roads with a whistling fit to scare the Chicago underworld


– Robert Byron, The Road to Oxiana, 1933


Herat . . . The police directing a thin trickle of automobiles with whistles and ill-tempered gestures like referees


– Eric Newby, A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush, 1952


Herat . . . A small lonely policeman in the centre of a vast deserted square, directing two donkeys and a bicycle with a majesty and ferocity more appropriate to the Champs Elysées


– Peter Levi, The Light Garden of the Angel King, 1970
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CHICAGO AND PARIS


On my last morning in Herat, I was reluctant to get out of bed. It was cold despite my Nepali sleeping bag, and I knew it would be colder in the mountains ahead. I put on my walking clothes: a long shalwar kemis shirt, baggy trousers and a Chitrali cap, with a brown patu blanket wrapped around my shoulders. I went into the dining room for breakfast. Foreigners were forbidden to stay in any hotel other than the Mowafaq, perhaps, I now thought, to make it easier for the Security Service to monitor us. War reporters had occupied most of the tables in the previous week, and I had spent a lot of time with them. I noticed that Matt McAllester and Moises Saman, whom I liked, had not yet appeared. They had been drinking Turkmen champagne the night before in the UN bar to celebrate Moises’s birthday.


Television France 2 had brought their own cafetière and a packet of Lavazza coffee and sent to the bazaar for fresh juice. The day before, I had heard them talking about Chinese motifs on a shrine, the similarity between the minarets and factory chimneys and the soldiers that chased them from the Bala Hissar fort. Now they were discussing whether to visit the hand-blown glass shop or the refugee camp. One of them was pointing out of the window at the traffic policeman. These things had attracted the attention of foreigners in Herat for seventy years. I had read five different travel writers on the traffic policemen. Their peaked hats and whistles struck visitors as particularly incongruous amongst the tumult of the Afghan bazaar. I wanted to write about them myself.


I sat beside Alex, the Telegraph correspondent, whom I had met in Jakarta, and Vaughan Smith, who had been a Grenadier Guards’ officer before he became a freelance cameraman. He had been filming in Afghanistan for a decade.


‘Are you leaving this morning?’ asked Vaughan.


‘I hope so.’


‘And you are really going to walk to Kabul through Ghor?’


‘Yes.’


Vaughan smiled. ‘Good luck,’ he said and gave me his fried eggs. I ate six eggs to stock up on protein. Then I took up my stick and pack, said goodbye and walked into the street. A strong, cold wind was blowing the sand into the air and I had to squint.


On the street corner, I watched men unloading tablecloths from China and Iranian flip-flops marked ‘Nike by Ralph Lauren’. From Tabriz a truck had brought the goods through a fog of diesel fumes down the multi-lane highway that the Iranian government still called the Silk Road. This was the route that Alexander the Great took in pursuit of a Persian rival. The Persian had fled up the central route into the mountains and Alexander, instead of following him, had taken the safer Kandahar route to Kabul. I watched a fruit wrapper from Isfahan, flying in Alexander’s footsteps. I followed the Persian, and came upon a man with a prosthetic leg, whom I had met before.


[image: A sketch of a shisha.]


‘Shoma Ghor miravid ?’ (Are you going to the province of Ghor?) he shouted.


‘Yes.’


‘Shoma be ghabr miravid ’ (You are going to your grave), he replied. I shook his hand and walked on as he repeated the pun to himself ‘Ghor miyayid . . . ghabr miyayid ’ and laughed.









HUMA


When I reached his office, Yuzufi stood, smiled, fastened his double-breasted jacket very slowly and came round his large desk to embrace me. As I sat down, a dozen people barged through the door. I recognized them from the hotel: Wall Street Journal, Guardian, Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, but none of them acknowledged me. Young Kabuli translators in pleated leather jackets and baggy trousers formed their train. As they approached Yuzufi’s desk, they spoke over the top of each other in English: ‘Can we see him?’ ‘Can we make an appointment to see him?’ ‘But His Excellency said . . .’, ‘There is no higher authority’, ‘With no letter?’ ‘What happens if?’ And as though it were a comic opera, Yuzufi’s deep bass voice broke in, in harmony: ‘It is not known . . . Worry not . . . All will be fine . . .’


The journalists were demanding access to a Taliban prisoner. Yuzufi was promising to look into it. This overture had been rehearsed many times. Some of the journalists had been in town for a fortnight without getting inside the jail. Now, confronted by Yuzufi’s patient obfuscation, they snapped at their translators who, being far from Kabul, were almost as confused as the journalists. Finally, Yuzufi still talking, they all wheeled around and flowed out without saying goodbye, leaving only me and the row of peasants by the door.


Yuzufi smiled. He was meant to be searching for the letters of introduction, which I had acquired with trouble in Kabul. I waited for him to say that he had found them. He didn’t. Instead, he said, ‘I was thinking about you last night, Rory. You are like a medieval walking dervish.’


He compared me to Attar, who lived in the twelfth century under the dynasty of Ghor. When Genghis Khan invaded, Attar was killed for making a joke and Rumi, whom Attar had held as a baby, walked to Turkey to found the whirling dervishes.


‘What you will see on your walk,’ he continued, ‘is that we are one country today just as we were in the twelfth century under the Ghorids, in Attar’s day.’


I smiled. Whereas the new governor was learning the jargon of a post-modern state, Yuzufi had an older view of an Afghanistan with a single national identity, natural frontiers, and ambassadors and a culture defined by medieval poetry. The Security Service saw my walk only as a journey to the edge of Ismail Khan’s terrain. The Hazara area was as foreign to them as Iran. But for Yuzufi my walk was a journey across a united country. Perhaps this was why he was one of the only people who thought the walk possible.


‘I,’ Yuzufi sighed, ‘would love to come with you, but I am like the birds that refused to join the sacred quest.’ Then he quoted some poetry that may have been Attar’s description of the birds’ excuses for staying at home:




The owl loves its nest in the ruins,


The Huma revels in making kings,


The falcon will not leave the King’s hand,


And the wagtail pleads weakness.2





Finally a soldier marched in and, holding his right hand to his chest, said, ‘Salaam aleikum. Chetor hastid? Jan-e-shoma jur ast? Khub hastid? Sahat-e-shoma khub ast? Be khair hastid? Jur hastid? Khane kheirat ast? Zinde bashi.’


Which in Dari, the Afghan dialect of Persian, means, ‘Peace be with you. How are you? Is your soul healthy? Are you well? Are you well? Are you healthy? Are you fine? Is your household flourishing? Long life to you.’ Or: ‘Hello.’


He was a small man in his mid-forties with bandy legs, a wispy chestnut-brown beard and pinched purple cheeks. In a webbing pouch he carried a military radio, his link to headquarters; a pen, suggesting he was literate; a packet of pills, showing he could afford antibiotics; and a roll of pink toilet paper, a more subtle status indicator.


Yuzufi did not stand up to greet him but he moved three files on his heavy wooden desk and replied with his nine greetings. Against the far wall of the office four Afghan villagers sat uncomfortably straight on plastic chairs, their rubber galoshes planted squarely on the linoleum. Beneath frayed shalwar pyjama trousers, their narrow brown ankles were covered with white hairline cracks and scars. They had been waiting for hours to speak to Yuzufi.


‘I am Seyyed Qasim,’ continued the soldier, emphasizing the title ‘Seyyed ’, meaning descendant of the Prophet, ‘from the Department for Intelligence and Security.’


‘Indeed. Seyyed Qasim, I am His Excellency Yuzufi,’ Seyyed Yuzufi, who was also a seyyed, replied. ‘This is His Excellency Rory, our only tourist, standing by, ready for you to walk with him.’


My escort did not glance in my direction.


‘Salaam aleikum,’ I said.


‘Waleikum a-salaam,’ the small man replied. He turned back to Yuzufi. ‘Well, Your Excellency, we have a Land Cruiser outside.’


‘Please understand,’ I interrupted, ‘I am walking to Chaghcharan.’


‘To Chaghcharan? No.’ Seyyed Qasim stood straight and made firm statements, but he did not seem comfortable in this office. He kept looking around the room. His eyes were small and blue, his eyelids puffy.


‘Not just to Chaghcharan,’ said Yuzufi, ‘to Kabul.’


‘He will be killed. What is this foreigner trying to do?’


‘I am a professor of history,’ I said.


Qasim squinted at my shabby clothes and frowned.


The door swung open and a younger soldier marched in and saluted. He was about six feet tall – nearly seven inches taller than Qasim – and much broader than Qasim in the shoulders. Unusually for an Afghan who came from a rural area, he had shaved off his beard, leaving a drooping moustache, which gave him the air of a Mexican bandit. Visible in his webbing were five spare magazines, three grenades, a packet of cigarettes and again a bundle of pink toilet paper. Qasim introduced him as Abdul Haq.


Yuzufi, who had been skimming two files, now looked up and spoke to them at length. Turning to me he added, ‘I have told these two that you have met His Excellency the Emir, Ismail Khan, and that he wished you luck on your journey. They are to do what you instruct and you will record their bad behaviour. Your walk starts now.’ He stood up from behind his desk and gravely enfolded my hand. ‘Record me in your book. As the Persian poet says: “Man’s life is brief and transitory, Literature endures forever.”’


He smiled. ‘Good luck, Marco Polo.’









FARE FORWARD


We walked down the corridor and pushed through the crowds still waiting to present petitions to the governor. When we reached the street, rather than turning west to the hotel, we turned east towards the desert and the mountains. The sun had come out, casting a harsh clear light over the sand-caked brick and sharpening the shadows of tired men pushing handcarts. As we walked, I adjusted the straps of my pack and wondered what I had forgotten to buy and would therefore have to do without for the next two months. I felt the familiar unevenness in the inner sole of my left boot, stretched my toes and paced out. My companions were carrying only automatic rifles and sleeping bags, and had no food or warm clothing.


I felt a little ludicrous in my Afghan clothes, shrugging my shoulders under the weight of the pack. Qasim, the older man, was wearing neatly pressed camouflage trousers, made for someone much larger. He had gathered the loose waist in pleats beneath his belt, but the thigh pockets reached his mid-calf. Although he was the senior man, Qasim seemed much less comfortable than Abdul Haq. He kept his red, pockmarked face down, his eyes flickering nervously as though he were waiting for something to erupt from the pavement. Abdul Haq had an upright stance and looked very tall beside Qasim. He took two paces for every three of Qasim’s.


Nobody on the street even glanced at us and neither Qasim nor Abdul Haq looked at me. They didn’t speak English. I guessed that they had only an uncertain idea of the walk ahead, that they had not dealt with a foreigner before and that they were relatively junior. Since their uniforms looked as though they had just been unpacked from an American consignment, I also assumed they were new to their jobs. But they handled their weapons comfortably. We walked side by side, or almost, for the street was crowded, and Abdul Haq stopped a couple of times to adjust the circular magazine on his Kalashnikov. The sand on the rough asphalt became thicker and the crowds thinned.


I looked into the blank eyes of a crow sitting on a wall. Beneath it an antique shop’s wares were displayed on a tray. Beside a nineteenth-century Gardener teapot and two Lee Enfields with splintering stocks were a tile from the Musalla complex, a Gandharan head of a Buddha and a mythical bird shaped in clay: objects from Babur’s Herat and the civilizations of Bamiyan and Ghor baldly presented in the dust for trinket hunters. I doubted the seller cared any more for them than did the crow. We passed biscuit shops and pharmacists and dustcaked fruit in boxes and the last petrol station.


[image: A sketch of a fragment of an ancient vase from Ghor with circles, triangles and motifs depicting eyes, squiggly lines and sticks.]
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Finally, Abdul Haq looked at me with his dark eyes and asked, ‘You’re not a journalist, are you?’


‘No.’


‘A pity, otherwise you could write a story about us.’


At the edge of the city, we sat on a table in the street to eat lunch. We had a choice of eggs, bread and yoghurt. I had had enough eggs for the day. Qasim pulled his small legs up underneath him, carefully took my bowl of yoghurt, stuck in his small finger, and licked it before handing the bowl to me. It seemed he was showing his concern for his guest by checking for poison. Poisoning was common in medieval courts. Babur once disembowelled a cook for it. Qasim’s gesture, however, was a piece of conventional manners. He was not expecting me to be poisoned. I thanked him and smiled. For the first time, he smiled back.


Opposite our food stall stood elaborate medieval mud towers, built to house pigeons because their droppings fertilized the vineyards. The Taliban had burned the vineyards and banned the keeping of birds. The ornate balconies of the towers were crumbling and pigeonless. In the past, the pigeons were kept for pleasure too. Like Hussein Mirza, the fifteenth-century ruler of Herat, Babur’s father owned pigeons that were trained to somersault in the air. When his city was being invaded and he was on the verge of defeat, he went up to his pigeon tower, which stood on a cliff. Babur writes that the land slipped, the cliff collapsed and ‘the pigeons and my father took flight to the next world ’.


After lunch, we walked on. At the outskirts of town, we passed one of the traditional junctions for the Silk Road, where the caravan route turned north to China or south to India: the route taken by the hippies in the 1970s. We continued east. I was just beginning to feel that I had left Herat and started on my journey. Then a jeep clattered up and stopped beside us. It was David from the Los Angeles Times, who had run out of stories and wanted to know if he could interview me.


I liked David. He had allowed me to use his satellite phone to call my parents. This was a privilege, for there would be no phone in the next six weeks of walking. Now he asked me why I was walking across Afghanistan.


I told him that Afghanistan was the missing section of my walk, the place in between the deserts and the Himalayas, between Persian, Hellenic and Hindu culture, between Islam and Buddhism, between mystical and militant Islam. I wanted to see where these cultures merged into one another or touched the global world.


I talked about how I had been walking one afternoon in Scotland and thought: why don’t I just keep going. There was, I said, a magic in leaving a line of footprints stretching behind me across Asia.


He asked me whether I thought what I was doing was dangerous. I had never found a way to answer that question without sounding awkward, insincere or ridiculous. ‘Surely you can understand,’ I said, ‘the stillness of that man, Qasim. The Prussian blue sky – this air. It feels like a gift. Everything,’ I said, warming to my theme, ‘suddenly makes sense. I feel I have been preparing for this all my life.’


But he wrote none of this down. Instead, while Loomis, his photographer, shot pictures of me from a ditch, he apparently scribbled, ‘20 –27 miles a day every day – living on bread – “the hunger belt”. Babur loses men and horses in the snow. One change of clothes. Thin with a wispy beard.’ When Loomis gave me a plastic-wrapped handwarmer, I tried to explain that the physical side didn’t matter to me, that it was more a way of looking at Afghanistan and being by myself.


Loomis nodded. ‘Have you read Into the Wild . . . that book about the wealthy young American who headed off into the Alaskan wilderness to find himself and then died on his own in the snow . . . It’s a great piece of journalism.’


They returned to Herat and we continued. Abdul Haq pushed his baseball cap onto the back of his head, smoothed down his long Mexican moustache, shrugged to throw his American camouflage jacket back on his shoulders, and moved five yards in front of me, leaning so far forward that he was forced to walk quickly just to stay on his feet. A cloud of apricot sand billowed around his boots. It mingled with the grey smoke trailing from his cigarette, which he hid by his thigh in the traditional pose of a soldier smoking on duty. Beside me, Qasim took smaller, pedantic steps, bringing his heel down sharply on the edge of the road.


Our shadows lengthened on the gravel: Abdul Haq’s the largest, Qasim’s the smallest, mine with a hunchback formed by my pack. The desert grew around us and the three of us diminished in size. I kept thinking of David’s article as a distorted obituary, and it took some time for my muscles to warm and to settle me into the familiar rhythm of another day’s walk. When I caught up with him, Abdul Haq flashed a smile, stuck the barrel of his rifle into the sand and performed a miniature pole vault, shouting ‘Allah-u-Akbar ’ (God is Great) as he landed. Qasim scowled at the younger man. I wondered how much control he had over his deputy.


I was used, apart from my weeks in the Maoist areas of western Nepal, to walking in relatively peaceful areas. Although I walked about forty kilometres every day, I met few people and the scenery, at five kilometres an hour, changed very slowly. I was accustomed to concentrating on details: the great shisham trees in the Punjab, leopard tracks in the lowland jungle, the pale green brahma flowers of the Himalayas. I recorded all the objects in village guest rooms. I examined battery-chicken farms and truck stops in Iran; in Nepal I watched men ploughing with white oxen, flails striking the threshing floor and the clouds of chaff in the sun. I recorded people’s experiences as manual labourers in Saudi Arabia and their conspiracy theories about America. I tried to uncover traces of ancient history along the Indian–Nepali border, following a line of battered stones carved with cavalry and the sun god, which was, I thought, an ancient imperial Malla footpath.3


Suddenly there was an explosion, the ground trembled under our feet and acrid black smoke rolled from the field on our left. I had not imagined how loud a landmine could be. The others didn’t turn their heads.


We were in a gravel desert stretching bare to low hills on either side. There were no trees to deliver variety of height and colour. The gravel and sand would not alter with the seasons. In the Iranian desert, there would have been marks in the soil made by the plough, vertical lines formed by pylons, drab eagles on electricity wires and scraps of plastic bag. Because of the drought and the poverty in Afghanistan even such bland signs of human occupation were missing.


But the road was flat, the day was cool, my feet were comfortable and my pack didn’t feel too heavy. The pace of my legs began to transform the rhythm of my breathing and of my thinking although I still felt unusually nervous. I wondered whether after fifteen months of walking across Asia, my luck was running out. I had promised my mother that this would be my last journey and that if I made it safely to Kabul, I would come home.


I began to take longer and faster strides, half racing along the dirt track. My anxiety faded and I revelled in the movement of my muscles, remembering that in forty days the walk might be over. I had left the offices and interviews in Herat behind and I was once again pushing east. I watched the pebbles flashing past beneath me and felt that with the strike of each heel step I was marking Afghanistan. I wanted to touch as much as possible of the country with my feet. I remembered why I had once thought of walking right around the world.


After two hours, we arrived at a bazaar, Herat Sha’ede, consisting of a short line of mud shops on either side of the mud road, eight kilometres outside Herat.


‘Here,’ said Qasim, ‘is our night’s halt.’


‘But there are three hours of daylight left. We can do another fifteen kilometres.’


‘Ahead is only the desert. We must stop here for the night. We can cross the desert tomorrow.’


At this pace I wouldn’t reach Kabul in six months. But I had no map with which to contradict him and I didn’t want to start an argument on the first day so I reluctantly agreed. Qasim handed his sleeping bag to Abdul Haq, tugged a crease out of his camouflage jacket, and turned towards a mud house. I followed him. We took off our boots on the threshold, stooped beneath the arch and entered a dark room. I could just make out twenty men in camouflage uniforms, sitting on the carpet. They all stood to greet Qasim. I pushed clumsily through the crowd with my pack, laid it in the corner, and then went through the formal greetings: ‘Salaam aleikum. Chetor hastid? Be khair hastid? Bakheir hastid . . .’ and sat and drank tea with them. It was an infuriatingly short day and I hoped to get rid of my companions soon.


When the men began to chat, I took Qasim aside and put two hundred dollars into his hand, asking him to use it to buy our food. This was six months’ wages for some Afghans, but I wanted to keep Qasim on my side. I told him I would give him some more as soon as he let me continue alone. He said nothing, but he folded the bills and put them in his breast pocket. Then a squinting, dark-faced man with a patchy beard pushed into the room. He was even smaller than Qasim and was introduced to me as Qasim’s brother-in-law Aziz. Qasim told me that Aziz wanted to walk with us. We were now to be a group of four.
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