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In memory of my father





TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION


Elie Paul Cohen was a civilian physician in his mid-fifties when the French Army asked him to become an emergency doctor liaison and travel to Afghanistan in order to report on medical techniques used there by British and American doctors.


Dr. Cohen was the man for the job for several reasons. Born and educated in France, he had obtained British citizenship after working in Britain for the National Health Service for ten years, while commuting back to Paris to maintain a part-time medical practice there. He also was an experienced emergency doctor, or urgentiste, which made him perfectly qualified. Here an explanation is in order. In the United States and the UK, the men and women working in ambulances are usually paramedics who are trained to implement diagnostic and lifesaving techniques that will extend a patient’s life until transferred to the hospital. But they have far less medical training than physicians. In France, however, ambulances are staffed by doctors with special training in emergency medicine. With his knowledge of the health care systems of both France and the UK, his ability to speak both languages, and his training in emergency medicine, Dr. Cohen was particularly suited to work alongside British and American colleagues in military medicine.


Once in Afghanistan, Dr. Cohen quickly integrated himself into the routines of Role 3 Hospital at Camp Bastion. However, his position and point of view remained unique. Being a soldier is necessarily a defining experience; becoming a soldier in middle age, when you were anti-militarist in your youth, is an extraordinary, even surreal one. Undertaking a solo mission under those circumstances, Dr. Cohen became the quintessential outsider, an emissary into a very strange and unusual world. That status was reinforced by other factors. First, he was the only Frenchman at Camp Bastion. Also, while going through his training, Dr. Cohen was not attached to any specific unit. Finally, unlike his colleagues, he had worked as a civilian doctor for thirty years and was not a career military man. Thus he brought to the job the perspective of someone who questioned war, and this war in particular, recognizing both its necessity and its heartbreaking futility. It is this outsider point of view that gives Dr. Cohen’s narrative its poignancy and power.


—Jessica Levine





1.
LEAVING FOR AFGHANISTAN


Summer of 2011. Roissy Charles de Gaulle Airport. It’s late afternoon. The airport seems abnormally empty for this time of the year. It’s hot and humid outside. The atmosphere is charged with electricity, like a sky threatening a storm.


I’m standing in front of one of the boarding counters in the group of soldiers I’m traveling with. Like them, I’m wearing a uniform in the colors of the French Army. A cotton T-shirt, a jacket and pants too heavy for the season, printed with multicolored motifs, shades of khaki green and brown evoking foliage that are supposed to help camouflage us. It looks more suitable for wooded or mountainous zones than for the beige of the desert where I’ll be stationed. My green wool socks look like the ones I use when I go climbing high in the mountains. As for shoes, when I found that the ones the army had provided were too stiff, I bought some myself on the advice of a pal in the Special Forces. A soldier walks a lot and has to take care of his feet, so I invested in a pair of Blackwalk shoes that are supple, ventilated, and suitable for mountainous and desert terrain.


My kit is reduced to a strict minimum. A backpack, another bag over my shoulder, packed as lightly as possible because on the ground where I’m going, I’ll have to be mobile. I’m taking extras of everything: two spare T-shirts and three extra pairs of socks, two bath towels, my toiletry bag, my laptop computer and USB sticks loaded with books, music, and movies. I have also packed fingerless shooting gloves, sunglasses, a switchblade knife, and earplugs for when I’ll be in a helicopter. They gave me a gas mask in case of a chemical attack—an unlikely eventuality. As it’s rather bulky, I’ve attached it to the outside of my backpack. I had to cut my hair very short. It’s usually on the long side, so that’s a change for me. For a guy who was an anti-militarist rebel in his youth and has always kept himself apart from groups, I’ve gotten myself into a surreal situation. …


It is 7:30 p.m. as I stand on line for registration. Destination Dushanbe in Tajikistan, a French base in Central Asia and the entryway to Afghanistan. We’re scheduled to make a brief stop in Cyprus beforehand. For some reason that escapes me, we’re leaving from a civilian airport although the plane belongs to the Air Force.


Delayed by traffic, I’ve barely had time to kiss Clara, my partner, who insisted on accompanying me to the airport. A complicated goodbye because, once there, anything can happen. We are both aware of this without spelling it out.


I’m leaving for what the military calls a “theater of operations.” War is like a drama played live on a stage.


“I have to admit, you look good in a soldier’s uniform, Doctor Elie,” she says with her typical tenderness and kind humor. “In fact, you look good in everything. You could wear a dinner jacket and football shorts and you’d still be chic. A real Don Juan!”


“Now you’re pulling my leg!”


Clara is a beautiful brunette with blue eyes unchanged by the passing of years. After having gone to the Beaux-Arts to study painting and decorative arts for interior design, she worked first as a journalist then as a talented artistic director in the luxury industry. Many of my friends envy me for having a partner who’s both smart and sexy. I was finishing my medical studies when we first crossed paths in the cafeteria of the hospital where I worked at the time. She was visiting a family member who was hospitalized in the pulmonology department. I became attached to this young widow and her baby, Paul, whom I would raise as my son.


As often happens, time and life events have made our love more fragile. And then the temptation of a young British woman, Laura, complicated the picture. I’d met her three years earlier, in London, where she was taking a class on pain management that I was teaching at the university. She asked me to be her thesis director. Feeling a mutual attraction, and not wanting to mix my professional and personal lives, I’d refused.


But a couple of years later, Laura passed through Paris and contacted me. Young and pretty, pretending to be sweet and innocent, she did everything to tempt me into an affair. In the tense context of my leaving for Afghanistan and my home situation, I almost crossed the threshold. An ambiguous relationship began between us.


Clara learned about it, of course, when her feminine intuition was confirmed by a text message she happened to discover on my cell phone. After passing through anger and feelings of betrayal, she was led by her natural compassion to forgive me on the condition I broke with Laura. Which I did. My military mission came at a key moment in my story with Clara. This forced parenthesis was a kind of test, at the crossroads of her path and mine.


And here we are, standing in the concourse at Charles de Gaulle airport like a couple of teenagers who can’t bear to part.


“You could have done something else for your vacation besides leaving for war,” she says. “What a weird idea, really, and just like you! Above all, be careful. Paul and I want to see you again.”


“Don’t worry, Clara. You know this whole business is just a product of circumstance.”


“Circumstance that could turn into a cruel destiny, if you die over there. What a crazy story you invented for your parents and your sister to justify your long absence. I wonder if they believed it!”


“It’s to protect them, you know that!” I say. My elderly parents might not be able to handle my going to a war zone.


“In the meantime, I’ll be the one to give them the bad news, if there is any.”


“I’ll come back!”


Watching her leave and disappear at the end of the boarding area, I tell myself that we’re acting out a bad script I can only hope to survive.
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Night begins to fall. After registration, we pass through customs and airport security with civilians bound for other flights. In line, a noncom in his mid-thirties turns to me, smiling. Stocky, with a moustache and a face lined by experience, he belongs to that class of professional military men who have known every kind of country. “Captain,” he says, “you should remove your belt. You don’t need to wear it around your waist with the summer uniform.”


In the army, function and experience prevail over rank. I do as he advises.


“You’re going where in Afghanistan?” he asks me.


“To Camp Bastion, in Helmand Province,” I answer. Helmand is in the south of the country, toward Pakistan and Iran.


“But isn’t that a British zone?”


“That’s right. I’m an emergency doctor. They’re sending me on a liaison mission.”


“I see. Unusual for a doctor in the French Army! That’s a region where the fighting is hard and intense. Have you already been in a war zone, doc?”


“No! You know, I’m not a career military doctor. It’s by coincidence that I’ve ended up in the army.”


“By coincidence!” he answers, smiling. “How can anyone go to war by coincidence? You surely have reasons you can’t share. I hope you at least went through some training?”


“Yes, but relatively brief, an ‘acculturation,’ as they call it in the army. I spent time in Lorient, with the Marine Commandos, and six weeks in Djibouti. I topped it off with a physical training program with a coach to get back in shape, then I spent time at a shooting club in the Paris area practicing with handguns and assault weapons with help from people in the Special Forces.”


Our conversation continues. I learn that he is, as I suspected, a career military man in the marine infantry, and that in fifteen years he has gone everywhere the French Army is present. Africa, in particular. This is the first time he is leaving for Afghanistan with his fellow soldiers; he’s going to the Bagram area. Our destinies have crossed in this airport and this plane, and they will separate once we arrive in Tajikistan.
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You can feel the tension growing in this group of soldiers leaving for war. Consciously or unconsciously, and depending on their level of experience, they know they are going to live through a dangerous and unusual adventure, one they might not return from. Whether wounded or safe and sound, they will come out having undergone a deep metamorphosis.


While waiting to board, I drink an orange juice in the cafeteria. It gives me the chance to get into a conversation with three technicians in the maintenance crew for the air force. It’s the second time they’ll be serving in Afghanistan. They’re traveling to Kandahar where part of the French Air Force is based. Unlike the noncom of the navy troops, they have never been directly involved in combat.


Once there, I’ll realize that not all soldiers are equally in danger in a war, for their level of exposure depends on their function. A maintenance technician risks his life less than a fighter in the Special Forces. Yet this secondary kind of service is useful and complementary, because an army cannot run without strong logistics. I’ll soon understand the specificity and complexity of deploying troops for the Afghan conflict, a counter-insurgency war without a true front line, where an attack can spring out of anywhere.


After boarding, I find myself in the section of the airplane reserved for officers. The flight crew belongs to the air force. The hostesses are pretty and friendly. In spite of their kind smiles, I read in their eyes, so full of compassion, that our arrival will be a descent into hell. I’m sitting next to three lieutenant colonels. There’s no space to stretch out my legs. And I’m going to have to travel ten to twelve hours in this position. After having greeted my travel companions cordially, I withdraw back into my bubble, concentrating on the objectives of my mission. The atmosphere in the plane is meditative. Before turning off my cell, I send a couple of loving text messages to Clara and Paul.


Suddenly I’m thinking again about Laura. Before authorizing my deployment to Afghanistan, the military intelligence service, called DPSD for Direction de la Protection et de la Sécurité de la Défense,1 inquired into almost all of my contacts going back several years, my own family included, and warned me to be prudent with that woman. Why did they share their doubts about her? I don’t know if they were motivated by some spy-type paranoia or factual evidence, but it’s true that as soon as you start working with the army, the most improbable scenarios can take on meaning. But maybe the DPSD is wrong and the case is simply that she’s not the first student to want to sleep with her professor—a story with no resolution.
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It’s past midnight. The plane will soon take off. Wanting to understand the nature of my mission better, I skim a book about the geopolitics of the Afghan conflict, while listening through headphones to “Over the Rainbow” on my cell, superbly sung by Eva Cassidy. Maybe it’s the song affecting me, but suddenly I have a bizarre feeling, as though I were floating between dream and reality. Little by little, my thoughts drift away from my book and I begin to travel into my past. Memories parade by in my head. …





1 The name of this organization was changed to DRSD for Direction du Renseignement et de la Sécurité de la Défense in October 2016. (Trans. note)





2.
THE TWO ELIES


How did I end up in Central Asia, six thousand kilometers away from home, in the hell of war, in this land of Afghanistan, so harsh and mysterious, almost enchanting? Adding to the strangeness of my situation, I have the impression, perhaps not justifiable, that I am only one of a few Jews serving in the NATO troops, an undesirable, unbelieving infidel in this Islamic so-called res publica, a republic that exists in name only and in its flag.


Here, contrast rules. Cell phones coexist with customs from the Middle Ages. Violence and spirituality commune, as though God and the Devil had met here to come to terms with each other in one of the most seismically active zones of our beautiful planet. From the eternal snows of the Hindu Kush in the north to the infernal desert of the Helmand in the south, nature often proves to be hostile.


Reflecting this region, the many ethnicities that populate it are tough and inured to hardship, for they have survived poverty, a lack of hygiene, illiteracy, drugs, and a war that has raged for over thirty years. The fighters are resilient, accustomed to precarious living conditions, and familiar with every corner of their mountains and deserts. Modest peasants by day, some of them will turn into formidable warriors at night.


All of this seems so far from what we French call la douce France—sweet France—which is never satisfied with its lot, or the United Kingdom, my second homeland. Yet, in the last century, these two nations also suffered through two world wars. I myself was born in Algeria toward the end of the 1950s, during this former colony’s war for independence. The region had been an Ottoman province for three centuries before becoming a French colony in 1830, then a French département or province in 1848. The French Army, composed mostly of conscripts mobilized to maintain order, became bogged down in a conflict pervaded by a tribal element that is now often forgotten. In certain ways, the Afghan guerillas of today can be compared to those of the FLN, the Algerian National Liberation Front, except that religion wasn’t a factor in the Algerian war for independence as it has been in Afghanistan, where religion is used as an ideological pretext. The Afghan mujahideen, who fought the Soviet forces from 1979 to 1989, were using a name already used by the Algerian fellagha. In Arab, the word mujahideen means resistant or militant.
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I have no memory of Algeria because my family left shortly after my birth. But, in thinking about it again, I realize clearly that war has always, in some subliminal manner, been part of my life. Like many people of my generation, I was raised amid memories of 1914-18 and 1939-45. As a child, I rarely visited a home where a grandfather, father, or uncle hadn’t been mobilized in one of those terribly bloody conflicts. I was viscerally affected by Nazism and the history of the Holocaust. Additionally, there was the creation of the State of Israel and its conflicts with the Arab world.


I don’t have much information about the origins of either my paternal or maternal families. It’s true that over the course of centuries, the Jewish people have often undergone forced migrations, and it’s not easy to retrace the path of each one of them. Ever since the destruction of its kingdom by the Romans two thousand years ago, the Diaspora spread into different areas of the world and has never stopped expanding, from the Middle East to Europe, from Asia to North Africa. Expelled from France, England, and Spain in the Middle Ages, then subjected to pogroms in Russia and to Nazi extermination, the Jews have finally regrouped in the United States and Israel.


A genealogist friend of mind told me that my paternal grandfather, Elie, had ancestors from Palestine who settled in the Maghreb in northwest Africa. The reasons for this move, if it did take place, remain mysterious. The ancestors of my paternal grandmother, Esther, would have arrived in Algeria after having been chased out of Spain at the moment of the Inquisition established by the Catholic Queen Isabella in 1492. On my mother’s side, the family origins of my grandmother, Marie, and my grandfather, Abraham, supposedly go back to Central Europe. Maybe they belonged to those Jews of the Rhine valley who traded with North Africa. The trade routes would then have led them to settle there, but I can’t know for sure. In short, all of this is conjecture. A wandering Jew with universal views, I’m of mixed Oriental Sephardic and Occidental Ashkenazi heritage. As I’ve always preferred being open to the world over staying in the ghetto, this combination suits me.
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In Algeria, we lived facing the Mediterranean, in a little fishing village, at that time called Nemours, located near the Moroccan border. It apparently had this odd name in homage to the French aristocrat, Louis d’Orléans, duc de Nemours. Before the Arabs and the Ottomans, the Romans had called it Ad Fratres. Today it has been rebaptized Ghazaouet. According to the ancients, the countryside was magnificent then, and, as far back as can be remembered, people fished there for sardines and anchovies.


My paternal family formed a clan. Elie, my grandfather, was the patriarch. I bear his name. I’ve always heard that he had a special affection for me. In 1916, he was twenty years old. Recruited into the Deuxième Zouaves—the regiment from the French African colonies—he struggled by the side of his brothers-in-arms in the cold, the mud, the violence, and anguish of the trenches at Verdun and in the north of France. The Great War affected his health. He was lucky enough to return wounded only in the Achilles’ tendon by a shell fragment. He was hit there on November 11, 1918, the last day of the war, at eleven o’clock in the morning, just one hour before the official end of the war.


Like him, many men from the colonies, coming from different cultures and faiths, bravely fought for France, the mother country that often betrayed them. What remains of all of it?


In my grandfather’s case, fragile health, a military cross, and memories that marked him deeply. When he returned, he married Esther before leaving for yet another war, this time in Rif, Morocco. They would have nine children, three of whom would die young, probably from infectious diseases. Six others would remain, two girls and four boys, including my father, Lucien. In order to feed his family, my grandfather learned the tailor’s trade and opened a shop. My father, as an adolescent, followed in his footsteps.


Two of my grandfather’s sons would be mobilized during the Algerian war. Sensing that the winds were changing and that the situation of the French in Algeria had become difficult, the entire clan left and settled in Paris shortly after my birth. My grandfather Elie must have been deeply marked by these events, for he died shortly afterwards, and the family he had cemented together soon burst apart. I’d just reached my first birthday. I never really knew him. As for pictures of him, I’ve only seen two. In one of them, on his veteran’s card, he must be thirty years old. The other was taken shortly before his death. Both young and old, he has the same gaze, reflecting the depth of his soul which, in spite of life’s wounding, was able to remain intact until the end.


I’ve often thought about him these past years and felt his benevolent presence. At first, I didn’t know why. At present, I understand a little better. What a strange similarity exists between us, the two Elies. He who had already associated with the British during World War I, and I, deployed today by their side, in a world war of a third kind. History works in cycles of eternal return.


Visibly impressed by the British, he often spoke to my father of their legendary composure, of how they continued to shave in the trenches while the bombs fell around them, as if nothing special were happening. He had a deep respect for them that he surely transmitted to me, because when I became an adult, I went so far as to settle in the United Kingdom and obtain British citizenship.


The extreme situation I’ve landed in at present has clearly brought us closer together. This transgenerational thread plays a key role in the unexpected trial I’m going through. Bit by bit, an interior dialogue has taken hold inside me, almost as though I were a medium and my grandfather were guiding me. I have the bizarre impression that his invisible, almost paranormal presence is protecting me. It helps me avoid traps and make good choices. Maybe this sensation is only imaginary, but its effect on me is positive. When I find myself deployed with the French and British forces in another war, it helps me backtrack along Ariadne’s thread, in order to understand how I’ve reached this point.


If I’m here today, it’s because I have a double debt to pay to both my grandfather and the army. When I was twenty, I was anti-militarist and avoided military service. If my grandfather Elie, whose loyalty to France was absolute, had been alive at the time, he would have been furious and disappointed with me. Would I have acted as I did if he’d been there to witness my rebellion? Perhaps I would have all the same. My very nature and my education probably also have something to do with it. Ironically, I’m in the army now.


Insecurity, ambivalence, and adaptability have marked my life from the beginning. As soon as I was born, I was uprooted by war and forced to leave my place of birth, Algeria, in order to head for my country, France. There my family had to start over from scratch. This exodus and our arrival in Paris was a kind of immigration, because at the beginning, the way others looked at us made us doubt that we belonged to the national community. We were French, but we had arrived from North Africa. Then finally life resumed its course, and we progressively interiorized the social codes and culture of our new milieu.


Transplanted to the streets of Paris, far from the blue of the Mediterranean and the perfumes of North Africa, I always felt close to the weak and the foreign, like those populations that are today displaced by war and poverty. Their no man’s land has always been mine, too.


My sister and I grew up in the working-class areas of Paris, where we went to school and learned the values of the French Republic—liberty, equality, brotherhood—alongside the immigrant children of the time. The kids came from Spanish, Italian, and Portuguese families or they had parents from Maghreb, called pieds-noirs (black feet) for those French born in Algeria before its independence. In spite of the tensions and the occasional fights, all of us boys and girls mostly adapted to the system. I should add, however, that in Europe in the Sixties, extremism, fundamentalism, racism, and anti-Semitism, although they existed, did not govern thinking the way they do today, when immigration and terrorism have increased the scope and intensity of these problems. As the end of World War II and its atrocities still felt close, few people in Western societies dared to call into question the right to difference that everyone speaks about at present.


Mixed in with the insecurity caused by our uprooting and the adaptability needed for successful integration, there was ambivalence about which group I belonged to. Here my Jewish roots complicated the picture. As a child, I felt I was from neither Algeria nor France. Matters weren’t helped by the conversations among the adults in my family around me, my father, mother, uncles and aunts, still traumatized by World War II, the Holocaust, and the recent events in Algeria that had just taken their lives apart in a deep way. Doubt about everything took root in me when I was little, and I initially took refuge in what my immediate environment offered me—Judaism and Israel. Later, as an adolescent, I gradually detached myself from these havens, in order to replace them with other interests, such as sports, music, poetry, and girls, of course.


At home, we remained united when confronted with difficulties. My father was employed by the RATP, the Paris Métro system. In Algeria, he had served in the French Navy before starting to fish for anchovies and sardines on trawlers, at night, by lamplight. From being a sailor on the Mediterranean to a ticket puncher under the streets of Paris—what a nosedive!


His modest pay was enough to put dinner on the table. It should be added that my mother, Raymonde, could make a feast out of not much. Intellectual by nature and a hairdresser by economic necessity, she hardly practiced this trade that she was forced to learn, and she dedicated herself almost completely to our education. Take a father, a mother, and their two children, put them in a tiny apartment, add a lot of love and sacrifice, stir gently over a low fire for several years, and with a little luck you’ll get a family that more or less stays the course.


When it came to doing stupid things, however, I did my share. I was a difficult adolescent, a rebel who hung out in the streets with my buddies or, later on, in the cafés near my high school. My mother would come to get me and drag me back home in the days I was still young enough for her to do so. I realize now that she was in the right because some of my pals from the period spent years of their lives in prison or have already died as a result of addiction to hard drugs.


Fortunately, I was lucky enough to meet extraordinary educators. Intuitively, I knew not to cross the fateful red line on the other side of which lay the land of no return. A very strong survival instinct guided me and guides me still along the front zones of Afghanistan, where I’ve been deployed. The army must know this, since it was the one to sentence me to the galleys. People have often told me I was playing Russian roulette. Personally, I don’t think so, or if so, only because I had to. Necessity creating its own reality.


If I’m a survivor, I also owe it to sports and music. These two provided axes that have marked out my life’s path and have enabled me to meet remarkable beings. In spite of their meager means, my parents always saw to developing our talents. As soon as I learned to walk, whenever I saw a piano, I’d make sure to go tap on it. My father noticed my attraction to this instrument. He himself was crazy about Louis Armstrong.


At home, we listened to records in mono on an old, light gray Teppaz. All kinds got played: jazz, classical, and pop. I can still see myself at four years old, sitting on the ground, leaning over the turntable, playing Edith Piaf singing “L’Homme à la moto” over and over again, or the introduction of Tchaikovsky’s Concerto n°1, interpreted by Giörgy Cziffra on piano. I was literally fascinated, as though hypnotized by the voice of this tremendous singer and the famous melody in the first measures of Tchaikovsky’s magnificent piece of music.


When I was almost seven, my parents enrolled me in a conservatoire municipal, a music school for kids and teenagers, to study music theory and then piano. I knocked around as a dilettante for a few years. For one thing, we didn’t have a piano at home for lack of space. I’d practice on paper keyboards or occasionally on a neighbor’s instrument. When I began grammar school, my father finally bought us a study piano with a tilting keyboard, perfect for our tiny lodgings. Everything changed at that point. A new dynamic started, I could finally give music form on my own instrument. The pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. And I would soon make an acquaintance that would be decisive for my life.
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