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To Habibullah, Jamila, Robert,

Hassib and Mejgan, for their

prayers, courage and love






Prologue



ON ONE LATE AFTERNOON in September 1978, our family driver took me to the detention centre in Baghlan, where my father was imprisoned. My purple velvety trousers were brushing the dust from the unpaved road as we walked to the compound. I was holding the driver’s hand, forcing him to go faster. I wanted to see my father. For a child, whose world consisted of family—parents, a younger brother and a baby sister—not seeing my father for three days was a great deal of missing. I was three months short of being five years old.
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At the prison, all I could see of my father was his face—striped with the lines from the shadow of the metal bars. He looked desolate. I wanted to hug and kiss him. But he was boxed in a small room. A thick wall, iron bars and several policemen stood between us. I was sitting on the ground, pushing my feet against the soil and crying, my trousers disappearing into a cloud of dry dust and hardly looking purple or velvety any more.

I shall never forget the angry voice of my father. “I didn’t raise you to cry on such a day,” he shouted at me. His words shook the compound. I stopped crying. Holding the driver’s hand, I stood embarrassed, head down, listening to my father. At times his voice grew thicker, as if he himself was going to cry, but he paused and continued. “You mustn’t cry,” he said. “You have to be strong and help your mother.” He told me to tell her that he was fine and that they had no reason to keep him imprisoned. He’d be home soon.

“Your ten minutes is up,” a voice announced coldly. There was a silent goodbye as my father shook his head. I had no tears, and my father faded from view.

I walked back to our car with the driver. There was a revolution inside me. I wanted to be strong, to break all those walls and bars and set my father free. I kept fighting the desperate need to burst into tears. My eyes were burning, much like my father’s. But his were inflamed with anger, mine with helplessness. I wanted to arrive home without tears, even though I knew my mother wouldn’t mind. She had shed many of her own tears in the last few days. I heard her cry at night, quietly in her bed.

That night I hated my mother’s sobbing. I wanted to scream at her “Stop it!” But I felt sorry for her. I knew she was crying from the pain of missing my father, and it was not the only thing. I also heard her talking to a friend in the living room as she described how men were verbally abusing her. She spent her days going to various government offices to see if she could obtain my father’s release. The governor of the city had told her she was “too young and beautiful to waste her life with a criminal” who was against the “rightful government.” A police officer had told her “there were plenty of men who would be happy to please” her. The principal of the school where she was teaching said he was going to report my mother to the “higher authorities” if she missed another day of work to follow up on my father’s case. But if she reciprocated his “keen affection,” she would be nominated that year’s best teacher.
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My mother was not nominated any year’s best teacher, and my father was released after nearly five months in prison. “He had a brave lawyer and lots of luck,” as one of his best friends put it. It took me a while to grasp the gravity of my father’s crime in refusing to support the communist government. The full extent of its meaning did not become clear until later in my life. In some ways, to this day, the child in me still asks “Why?” Why was my father, who in his daughter’s view was a kind man and a good medical doctor, locked up away from us? Children see everything through the injustices they’ve suffered. In the perfect world that every child expects, this episode left a crack in the wall of my innocence.
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Escape




Let’s mourn—

Orders come from abroad, like death itself;

The guns are free,

So are the bullets,

And this year is the year of dying young,

The year of departures,

The year of refugees.

Qahar Ausi, 1989




AT DUSK, THE DOWNTOWN Kabul district of Dehe Afghanan is cloaked with grey clouds and grey smoke. The early spring rain has left dirt and water across the paved roads. For over a decade now the highways have not been maintained, and the potholes have become deeper, the city’s drainage system more derelict each year. It’s not cold, but we all hug our arms around our bodies as if shivering from fear. We all walk fast, very fast—hoping to get away from everything and everyone. It’s been ten years since the beginning of the war. Who started it? Who will end it? These days, we are so tired that we wish to forget. But is it possible to forget about war when minute by minute, hour by hour and day by day we feel that something bloody and terrible is about to happen?

The curfew starts at 10:00 every night. But there is another unspoken curfew that is imposed not by the communist government but by fear, a curfew that sets in much earlier. Which is why, at this hour, a cocktail of bicycles, motorbikes, pickup trucks, white-and-blue buses, red-and-orange minibuses and yellow taxis, all overcrowded, are merging into a river of traffic. People flood along the main road between the vehicles to reach the two bus stations. Vendors scream their hearts out in a desperate attempt to sell their apples and beans, spinach and meat. Fabrics are measured and cut at speed, four customers at a time. Even the clouds are racing over my head.

I move with the crowd. Meeting familiar eyes means a nod, stepping on someone’s muddy shoes means a whisper of “sorry,” hitting someone on the shoulder brings a shrug. My only thought is of reaching the bus station. Upon a pedestal a uniformed officer stands with a hand-held stop sign and a whistle, controlling the traffic, his eyes almost invisible beneath the white peak of his hat. I can see only the tip of his nose and his narrow chin. He appears to be smiling, but it could be fatigue. He is dressed in a grey uniform with white collar and cuffs, and black military boots. There used to be streetlights at the intersection, but there are now so many power cuts in the city that we hardly remember them. People are fighting to board the buses, standing in rainwater and dirt so thick they can’t see the ground under their feet. There are few buses left and little fuel. So people stuff themselves into the vehicles, three times as many as the rules permit, hanging from the front and back doors, teenagers climbing through the windows, their bodies still dangling outside the bus when it moves away.

Chaos is normal for us. Fear, anger, panic and waiting—always waiting—is our life. Ten years, and we’ve been watching the gradual deterioration of life, not just seeing it, but living it. To protect ourselves from thieves, we young women have to be ready to nearly throttle a total stranger, to punch his arm, back or face, to shout an obscenity at him. Physical and verbal harassment on the streets is so common that we don’t even talk about it any more. It’s an accepted part of the war.

An empty bus arrives, and we circle like bees around the doors, breathless in our efforts to push them open. Suddenly a massive explosion makes the ground tremble beneath our feet. The shoving and pushing stop. There is silence after the clap of sound. I move my arms and shake my legs to make sure I am in one piece. Thank God! I’m untouched. I begin to hear screams and cries of pain. The explosion, it turns out, was at the bus station across the street, more than a block away. We barge our way towards the doors of the bus. All that matters is the hysterical, unstoppable desire to escape. As the semicircle of people gets larger and more frantic, I hesitate for just a moment, and I’m pushed out. I decide to try the driver’s door, and go to the other side of the bus. Just then, there’s another terrific explosion, followed by a third. I cannot move. The detonations feel closer this time; the ground under my feet shakes even harder. I see things flying through the air. There is more screaming. The bus, moving slowly away, has quickly filled with passengers.

The three explosions were from rockets landing a couple of metres from each other in the bus station. I walk with a few people from this side of the street towards the scene of the explosions. A tide of blood is running over the paved road, over the dirt and mud. I see a purse hanging from one of the bus station’s destination boards and, next to it, a single arm, cut off at the elbow, upside down, blood dripping from fingers moving in the breeze, a sudden terrible goodbye. People are running, crying. An elderly man is trying to comfort a wounded boy buried waist-deep in a mass of body parts, mud and torn clothes. A cart lies on its side, wheels still turning. Hundreds of yellow and green prunes are lying on the road. It’s only now that I begin to smell the blood and flesh, a butcher’s shop of corpses.

I turn around and walk back along the pavement. Something lying in the dirt looks like a single finger. Yes, it is a finger. It has a ring on it. I walk backwards. The sound of people screaming mixes with car horns. The traffic circle is empty. The white peak of the officer’s hat, stained with blood, lies on the muddy ground. I walk faster to get away. How many more rockets may yet land here?

An ambulance arrives. Policemen are pushing the crowd away. I return to my bus stop, where another bus is filling with panic-stricken passengers. We are sheep, our heads down, pushing towards the door. No words, no tears. The conductor, an elderly man, pulls a few people off the packed bus before he hops on. The passengers are mute. There is only the sound of the engine, the windshield wipers and heavy breathing. The driver pulls a folded greasy cloth from under his seat and, while steering the wheel, reaches to clean off the fog that is building on the windshield. I notice a crack in the glass that runs all the way to the top. Someone has tried to patch it with green duct tape. “Tickets, please.” We act as if it’s perfectly normal to see men, women and children in pieces, quite natural to walk through their blood and body parts, then get on a bus for home. “Tickets, please.” The rain washes our memories. How many have just died? No one knows. Given the bleak state of things in Kabul, no one will have the right number. “Tickets, please.” There will be a rough estimate, but the government can’t keep up with the statistics when there are so many rockets and bombs exploding each day. Only the families of those who died—if they still had families—will know who’s lost. For us on the bus, all that matters is to reach home and discover that it was not our friends, not our families who had died.

But I do know someone who was killed on this day in March of 1989. Ibrahim was a classmate in a mathematics course I used to take outside school hours. He was a tall, lean boy, about my age, around sixteen, in grade eleven in one of the boys’ schools. I noticed him because he used to get good grades in our biweekly exams. Girls used to giggle when he and his friends passed by. He was a shy boy who didn’t talk much. But I had seen him a couple of times, and he had nodded his head in a silent “hi,” with just the touch of a smile on his face. I had heard that his family wanted to send him abroad, but death caught him too soon.

I can’t bring myself to go to Ibrahim’s funeral. I want to forget about those who die, not remember them. Otherwise my life is going to be dominated by dead people. My mother and father attend lots of funerals: family, friends, neighbours. I admire them for their courage—facing all that misery and pain, listening to each individual’s story of loss. My mother, Jamila, is the one who tells me about Ibrahim. She was attending another wake in the same funeral home when she heard about him and saw his mother and sisters. “The two sisters, one with a baby, were crying,” my mother says. “But his mother was like a wooden stick—dry and silent.”

My mother goes on talking about how many funerals were held in that one place that day. The city’s few funeral homes were built for ordinary times, not for war. The two funeral homes downtown are packed each day, with several services going on at the same time. My father, Habibullah, has only Fridays off from his work as a doctor to visit neighbours and friends to offer his condolences. But my mother, who works half-days as a teacher in one of the local schools, has more time to attend the ceremonies. Dressed in grey, brown or black suits, Jamila arrives home each day from funerals, looking more tired, more upset. Each evening begins with her words “God forbid! No family should go through this.” But God doesn’t forbid—and the Afghan government and its opposition forces, the mujahidin, the “holy warriors,” make sure it is not forbidden. The funerals continue.

 

In the spring of 1989, Kabul is a city under siege. It has been this way for months. The mujahidin have encircled Kabul, launching rocket attacks. The communist government, helplessly holding on to power, responds with counterattacks. The fear of dying is more real than ever. Starvation and mines, rockets and bombs are a sentence of death, a final conviction for the innocent. Explosions are frequent, happening at any time, at any location: marketplaces, bus stations, residential areas, schools, government offices, parks, streets, even graveyards. Nowhere is safe.

 

March 22 marks the beginning of the school year in the city. Streets, buses and sidewalks are crowded with students, teachers and professors. It rained last night, but the sun is out now, spreading a warm glow over the trees and grass. It’s a beautiful day.

I walk with happiness to meet Dyana. She is taller than I am and has whiter skin, brown eyes and dark brown shoulder-length hair. To go to school or to go shopping or just for a walk, we always meet at the bus stop near our homes in the east Kabul district of Taymanie. We greet each other in the same way, saying “Salam” [peace] at the same time, with a handshake and three kisses on the cheek.

We manage to get on a crowded bus. As soon as it starts to move, a rocket passes over our heads. The driver is so scared he hits the brake. The bus shudders to a stop. We are packed and squeezed too closely to fall, but we all lean over each other, struggling to find something to hold on to. From the back, guys shout at the driver, “Move, move. Don’t stop.” A voice says, “It is just a rocket. Why on earth would you stop?” The driver finally steps on the gas and heads on up the road. There is a sigh of relief. We survived this one, but we know there are more to come.

Although we have grown used to these attacks, there is always a moment of panic and confusion when a rocket explodes. A missile is intrusive, impartial in its cruelty, impossible to dismiss or ignore. Each time I hear an incoming missile—the hiss and scream of its flight—I tremble with fear, for my life and for those of my family and friends. Perhaps some of us are better at hiding our fear. But my mother never claims to be brave enough to remain indifferent. No Hollywood lighting expert could capture the paleness of my mother’s face, the quivering of her colourless lips when she hears the rocket fire. She says her heart gets weaker with each explosion, each death and each funeral.

She is not the only one. In a barrage that has lasted months, the missiles come in unprecedented numbers. And so do the casualties, the burned cars and smashed homes. Of course, the war was always real to us, but until now the battles were in the countryside and in other cities. Before this, we used to hear news of the fighting; now we see its victims, bloodied, burned, broken and dead. For years we lived a fantasy war, but now it has invaded our lives. On the streets, inside our buses—even in classrooms—people get into arguments and fistfights quickly. We are losing our collective nerve. The war has come to our homes.

People have been fleeing the country for the past ten years, but the rate seems to have doubled in the last year. For months, every night around our dinner table, we have had this same conversation. We usually have dinner at eight, after my father is back from work. Each night, about midway through the dinner, my mother starts in on the topic. “Zarena-jan brought a set of golden bracelets to school today.” The name of the teacher and the kind of jewellery change every few days. We all listen patiently, knowing where this is going to end. “She said she trusted only the few of us.” And my father always replies, “If you like them, why don’t you buy the bracelets?” At first Jamila is calm. “That’s not the point—it’s not about the jewellery, it’s about our lives.” Then she goes on to list all the people we know who have left the country. We roll our eyes, nodding as she pauses after each name to catch her breath. We know all the names of her fellow teachers and of Dad’s colleagues who’ve escaped or who are about to flee Afghanistan.

By the time the table is being cleared, the conversation becomes more overt, more ferocious.

“So, how long do you think we should stay in this country, in this terrible war?” asks Jamila.

“Forever,” my father replies. “Until only one other person is left in this land, I will remain here.”

Irritated, she says, “What is in this stupid place that keeps you here, putting all our lives at risk, for what?”

“My people, my country, my job. What am I going to do if I go anywhere else? These people, they need me.” He gets up angrily from the table.

There is a Socratic touch to my father’s approach. He always wins my admiration for his persistence. I imagine him in a robe, after his trial, standing in the middle of a crowd, declaring that he is who he is because of Greece. Outside Greece, he is nobody—he’d rather die than run away. He sounds noble, but Habibullah is condemned. He can leave the table, but not the discussion.

“You want us all to starve to death.” My mother follows him to the hallway.

A moment of rage. “Lady!” my father shouts. “Leave me alone—for God’s sake, let us be.” Then the voice of logic prevails. “We are not going to starve.” Habibullah is calmer, sitting in the living room, sipping his tea. “Have a little faith. We are lucky. We have enough food and money.”

In reality, we are among the few fortunate people in Kabul. We are not in danger of starving to death. In barrels stored under our stairs we have more than fifty tons of flour, nearly sixty kilograms of rice and gallons of cooking oil. Even on cold winter days, my father manages to purchase enough wood for the antique steel chimney that heats the living and dining rooms, and enough gas to keep the stoves in our bedrooms running. Each autumn, my father buys a whole sheep that is prepared, smoked and stored for the winter. There are occasions when we don’t have milk or sugar, but that’s because there is nothing in the market to buy. Otherwise, my father will pay any price for anything we need. The fruit and vegetables in the market are not the best quality, but we can afford to buy them. My father shares this food with others and my mother is the first to make sure our maid’s family receive their portion.
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Four months before leaving Afghanistan. Hassib and Nelofer, in the Panje-shah mountains, 1989.

We hear and know all of this, but we also know that, in the absence of security, it doesn’t mean much. It may even expose us to more danger at a time when poverty is driving people to crime. People who dress well—or appear wealthy—are robbed and killed in broad daylight. Wealth doesn’t protect anyone from lawlessness and war. But my mother has a more damning argument.

“What about your son?” she asks.

“What about him?” My father knows what is coming.

“Look how tall he’s grown,” Jamila says. “One of these days, the soldiers will take him away, and he will be forced to join the army. What are you going to do then?” She has scored a point.

“I have enough contacts to guarantee him a safe military service—perhaps as a security guard in the city.” This is what he always says, but we all know it is becoming increasingly difficult to be safe in the city—as a civilian, let alone as a security guard.

Since 1984 the Afghan government has been aggressively conscripting all men between the ages of eighteen and forty into the army. But in the past two years, the situation has grown worse. Under the pretence of the “national emergency,” boys are taken by force from the streets—sometimes from outside their schools—to join the army. Squads of soldiers check the IDs of young boys, but they no longer care about their real ages. If a boy of fourteen appears tall or strong enough, they will take him to their military base. Bringing in a new conscript can earn a soldier a half day off, or a night at home with his family. Young men are on the run and there are few places to hide. Houses are searched, day after day. Unless one is the son of the president or a top intelligence man or a Communist Party member, it is impossible to avoid military service. The sons of the ruling party, of course, go to one of the countries in the Communist bloc to “study.” For the rest, the only escape is to run away from Afghanistan.

Yaghen was a tough boy on our street. Well built, tall and attractive, temperamental and a bit arrogant, he was, perhaps, fifteen—a couple of years older than my brother. They played football and flew kites together until Yaghen was taken by soldiers. That winter, the boys in the street played kite games without him. I saw Yaghen come home one day to visit his mother. His military uniform suited him, from his new crewcut to his neatly tied polished boots. Above his upper lip were the beginnings of a moustache, which made him look more handsome. But he looked smaller.

Three weeks later, Yaghen’s body was brought home in a coffin. Both my parents attended the funeral. It was a Friday. I watched from behind our wall as his uncle and cousins carried the coffin from their shared home for burial. His mother, crying and shouting, would not let go of the wooden box. Some family members were trying to cover her head with her white scarf, which was constantly falling over her shoulders as she writhed in agony. Finally a couple of women pulled her inside the house as the men took away the remains of her son. She went on screaming, calling to him. “Yaghen! Yaghen! How I raised you, my boy,” she shouted in a broken voice. “This wasn’t the time of dying, leaving your mother fearful like this—if only I were going to the grave instead of you.” The coffin was taken away; the wooden door of their home was closed. For the next few hours, there came an occasional sound of grief. By nightfall, I could hear her again, crying. Then it was quiet. Yaghen was gone.

The following week, another boy’s body was brought home to our street—another conscript. His family lived farther down the road. I didn’t know them, couldn’t recall ever seeing him. But my parents once again paid their respects to the family. They returned with their usual sighs, broken spirits and the same old story. The boy had been taken from the street and sent at once to the front line, and—before his family could even get used to his absence from home—his coffin was brought to them. This was the third death in a month on our street. All were young boys. The son of an elderly woman who lives across from our home was injured. He is home now, recovering from a shrapnel wound. Everyone breathed with relief that he was alive. He gives a little hope to all of us.

 

Our dinner-table argument over leaving the country is gradually shifting. My father, in his nightly monologue, would insist the five of us must remain in Afghanistan. I used to take my father’s side, asking my mother who would free Afghanistan from occupation—who would rebuild it—if we all left. But now Jamila argues about the need to survive, about our future and, more important, our education. The mention of the word “education” disarms Habibullah. “As long as one nail is left in my wall, I will pay for the education of my children,” he says. He wouldn’t object if my brother and I alone went to India to study—a plan my mother has put forward—but my father himself refuses to abandon his country. My mother, however, wants all of us to leave. I’m starting to take her side. Is there any other way out?

About four months earlier, I had tried to find a solution. In the beginning of winter, as soon as the school year ended, I started to stand in a line, not for food or fuel but for passports. If we managed to get passports and make the arrangement to go to India, my father just might be convinced to join us. India was still one of those destinations to which one could travel freely; it was, at least nominally, “non-aligned.” Once there, it was possible to get refugee status and eventually go to a Western country. We needed proper documentation, passports, visas, return tickets—and clearance from the KhAD (Khadamat-i Ittila’at-i Daulati, the State Information Service). It wasn’t easy, but it was worth a try. After all, my mother’s younger sister had recently managed to take her family to India. So I went to join the line. It was my birthday wish the December that I turned sixteen that I would get us all passports so we could leave the country legally.

 

With false IDs and applications for the whole family, I arrived at the passport office early one winter morning. It hadn’t snowed yet, but a cold wind was blowing angrily, moving everything it found in its way. A couple of weeks of preparation had gone into this first visit. I had learned about the procedures and regulations by talking to a family friend who had a high-ranking position in the municipal government. My father respected him because he was a dedicated nationalist but never a member of the Communist Party. Through him, I learned that new laws forbade medical doctors, professors, teachers, nurses, engineers, students and all men of conscription age from obtaining a passport. The Afghan government was doing everything it could to stop professional people from leaving the country. Our false IDs looked as good as the real ones. The only difference was that my mother was marked down as a housewife and my father was listed as a shopkeeper. As for me—newly graduated from high school—I was now a girl without any education. Both my brother and my sister shared this status with me.

Carrying these documents as if they were precious stones, I walked with care. With a heavy heart, I arrived at the big, grey-walled, iron-gated compound. A security guard was standing at the gate, searching all who entered. A series of one-storey buildings had been constructed along the interior walls. I managed to find the door with “Passport Office” painted above it in black. I stepped inside. There was a tiny corridor, dark as a dungeon. The walls hadn’t seen paint in decades. At one end was a room divided by a wooden counter and a thick glass wall, officials on one side, passport applicants on the other. The officials moved between papers and typewriters and heaps of files; they looked like comic, exotic creatures behind the glass. I was told to wait in line in the next room.

When I made it to the counter, I presented the documents to a man with a thick moustache. The officer took the papers, opened a big log book and painstakingly entered each name with the date and time of registry. Then he listed the applications and gave me a piece of paper with a reference number. “Come back next week,” he said. Before I could ask a single question, the next person in the line was pushing in front of the counter. I felt triumphant.

I returned early in the morning the next week. All the way to the passport office, voices in my head competed against each other: they will tell me the documents are fake; they will call me in for questioning about the false IDs; they will tell me to leave and never come back.

It must have been noon by the time I made it to the counter. The officer took the number from my slip of paper and disappeared. Those few minutes felt longer than a day of waiting. He returned with our applications, handed them to me and told me to go and pay in the next room. I couldn’t believe it. I took the papers and joined another line. So far, all was going well. While I waited, I was thinking of how to look innocent. I should try to act more like someone without any education—I shouldn’t sound sophisticated.

Finally, I arrived at the payment counter, where the officer took the applications and examined them carefully. Worried that he might know something I didn’t, I put on a silly smile. He asked me to pay. Then he gave me a form to sign. I pretended I didn’t know how to hold a pen or sign. He gave me a look. “You don’t expect me to believe that you—with your looks and your clothes—have no education,” he said. “Come on!” I looked down, still pretending I didn’t know what he was talking about. Exasperated, he pulled out a small ink pad, forcibly took my hand, pressed my thumb against the soft wet sponge and then pressed it hard onto the form. The purple lines—my fingerprint—looked like a puzzle. “Kid! Don’t lie—no one will believe you,” he said, handing me the papers. “Take them to the next room.” I quickly moved away, my face burning—this was not just embarrassing, it was dangerous. By the time I made it into the next room, all the counters had closed. I couldn’t submit the documents.

I walked home against a bitter wind. There were still some leaves scattered on the sidewalks; it hadn’t yet started to snow. Cars and people went by, seemingly in silence. All I could hear were my own thoughts and my own footsteps on the pavement over the broken leaves. My mind was locked on the documents, the passports—our tickets to freedom.

The following day I submitted the documents without any problems at the proper counter and was told to check back in a week’s time. One week became two. Before the end of the third week, I went to see the family friend who had furnished me with the earlier advice. His workplace was in the same compound, opposite the passport office. The corridor in his building was carpeted, and there were leather-covered seats. Warmth and the smell of burnt wood came from the chimney that stood in a corner. Here, too, there was a lineup. But our family friend, realizing I was there, came out and invited me to his office. A clerk and another man were there too. He got rid of the man, but the clerk was looking through some files in a cabinet. I managed to tell him—between phone calls and the clerk’s questions—about the delay in our applications. He didn’t deal directly with the passport office, he told me. I heard the nervousness in his voice and began to understand that the clerk was a spy. It took me a little while to realize that it would seem very suspicious for our friend to do anything. Helping someone escape the country was not part of his job description as the mayor’s deputy. He could go to prison for it. But the next morning, outside his office, he introduced me to a long-haired man in a striped shirt, a man who was supposed to have good contacts in the passport office. The man in the striped shirt walked me there, made me wait in that dungeon-like corridor, went in with our file number and came back after thirty minutes. “It’s being processed,” he said. “Come back next week.”

And so I did. It was snowing. A crowd had gathered in the yard. A man with a school notebook was standing on a stone in the middle, reading names aloud. Inside, an officer told me that our applications had gone to the KhAD for security clearance. It could take weeks or months to get an answer, he didn’t know. All successfully returned files were listed in the book the man was reading from outside. “You have to wait there to see if your name is on the list,” he said, pointing at the crowd. “We update the book every two days.”

For the next five weeks, I went back every Saturday, Monday and Wednesday to stand in the yard, with hundreds of others, waiting for an officer to arrive and read from that notebook. There were different officers on different days. They stood on one of the steps or on a stone—slightly higher than the crowd—to read the file numbers and names. Being on the list meant you had obtained the KhAD’s approval and would get a passport. It was so cold we could see the officer’s breath, a white vapour that unfolded in the air. As he read, the officer would place one hand in his pocket to warm it up and hold the notebook with the other. Every so often, he switched hands. If he stopped for a moment, the crowd would grow uneasy and urge him to continue. It was a ritual.

We all stood to attention as he read, despite the cold. We kept moving closer and closer to the officer as he turned each page—a thread by which he pulled us towards him. Our cold-battered faces would light up as he began at the top of the page, but our hopes would be extinguished when he reached the bottom. Those who heard their names had to push their way out of the crowd. We returned faithfully, day after day. I listened with such concentration that all I could hear was the officer’s voice, the numbers and the names. The cold gradually became hard to bear. My red winter boots, once fashionable, let in the icy water. There were days when I’d lose all feeling in my toes. It was only when I put my numbed feet in front of the gas stove at home that I would begin to feel the pain. I had a fur coat, which kept me warm. But a few people, including a couple of guards, started to pass close enough to stroke the fur with their elbows or arms. A few times, they poked the soft hair of the coat. After I heard someone call me a “dirty bourgeois,” I stopped wearing it.

 

The cold eased and the snow began to melt. The tree in the yard near the passport office started to bud. The spring wind blew into our open jackets and coats. But those of us who still waited to hear our numbers and names didn’t move an inch as the ritual went on. Each day, the officer started from the top of the list, reading yet again all the names that were not crossed out—meaning no one had claimed the forms. God knows, some names were now months old, and so engraved in our memories that we murmured restlessly, “next, next.” Some of these people must have been dead. Or else they had fled Afghanistan without a passport. But no one said a word; no one knew whether the next person was a spy. We rolled our eyes, but listened attentively.

One day that spring, the family friend told me there was no point in standing there any more. Our applications were being held at the KhAD, he said. It would be better to find some contacts and bribe someone at the KhAD to get them out. He was going to look into it.

So my mother and I have given up hope. We have done everything. I waited in the line, we bribed anyone who could get our papers through the KhAD, we even started another set of applications. And now the government has added to its restrictions. Passports with visas, even if originally approved for security clearance, must go back to the KhAD for further verification.

My mother is looking frail. The rockets send her blood pressure through the roof—180/100 or 190/110, as recorded by my father on several occasions. As soon as the rockets start, she reaches for something to hold on to for support. The other day, she grabbed my arm and, for the first time, I could actually feel the vibration from her body as her heart pounded faster and faster.

My father still says he wants to stay as long as the last person remains in this land, albeit with less passion. I know his heart is bleeding too, but he’s stubborn, as unbending as an oak tree. He says his roots are here, right in this city. He says the life of this country is in his blood; the history of his generation lives inside him, its hold too strong to let go. “I cannot leave,” he says over and over again. “I cannot leave.”
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Sleeping with Wolves




My life

Was just a knapsack

That I carried from house to house.

And at the end

It was lost in the narrow old alleyways of the city.

Partaw Naderi, 1990




MY FATHER, HABIBULLAH, was born in Chindawal in September 1938. Part of the old city of Kabul, Chindawal was home to poor and lower-middle-class families. My grandmother, Sobera, had had two miscarriages, so Habibullah’s birth was a relief. The family was surviving on a small income from a kar khona-e shawlbafi (weaving workshop). But life was so difficult that after the birth of a second son, Asadullah, Sobera scarcely had the money to feed and clothe her new baby.

“We were poor and disenchanted,” recalls Habibullah. On good days the family could afford to have tea with bread for breakfast and a watered-down potato soup for lunch or dinner. “We celebrated the day on which my mother could cook a meal of meat or rice as a special occasion.”

My father recognizes himself and this early period of his life in the mirror of Chindawal’s past. The grandson of a merchant involved in the import/export of silk and tea from China and Bokhara in Central Asia, he had heard about his grandfather, Ghulam Hossein, and his financial success, but never saw his money. By early 1900, the Silk Road between China and the Mediterranean had declined as merchants traded more and more by sea. Ghulam Hossein could not make the transition. Upon his death, his depleted estate was taken by the eldest of his three sons, my father’s uncle.

Habibullah’s father, Agha Jan, an unsuccessful businessman, divided his time between Afghanistan and Iran, travelling for both business and pleasure. Few tales of his life ever got passed down, other than the story of his famous sixty-day ride by horse from Kabul to Mashad. The older he grew, the more debts he incurred. His first wife died while giving birth, leaving him with two teenage children—a son and a daughter. He married my grandmother when he was approaching sixty and she was barely thirteen. The only thing he did right was to buy out his two brothers’ shares in the family home to secure it for himself.

The Second World War intensified Afghanistan’s poverty. The Afghan government had declared its neutrality the year after my father was born, in September 1939, following the Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact. But that didn’t stop the Germans from exerting pressure on Afghanistan to provoke unrest in the North-West Frontier Province, along the Afghan/Indian border, by declaring a jihad (holy war) against the British. Although the Afghan government welcomed economic assistance from Germany, and even allowed the Germans to train the Afghan army, it would campaign against neither the Soviets nor the British. The Third Reich offered Afghanistan aircraft, tanks and artillery in return for its support in an anti-British resistance movement in India. Prime Minister Hashim Khan, King Zahir Shah’s uncle, who effectively ran the country on the king’s behalf, turned the Germans down. Neither the king nor the prime minister wanted to risk a Soviet or British invasion of their country.
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Sobera, Habibullah’s mother, shortly before she died in 1979. Agha Jan (Habibullah’s father), late 1950s.

Habibullah didn’t know that a war was engulfing the world until, as a seven-year-old, he heard from an uncle who came by for tea that the United States had dropped an atomic bomb on Japan. For Habibullah, the family workshop, the small yard with its well and its black mulberry tree, were his life. “At the time, I’d accepted poverty, deprivation and inequality as normal,” he told me years later.

In the post-war years, he learned about Europe in school. Indian independence had been achieved in 1948, and a new country called Pakistan was created. Habibullah remembers hearing about the British “defeat” in India while attending the Lycée Habibia, an all-boys school thirty minutes’ walk from home. His shoes were so old and had been repaired so many times that nails stuck out of them, causing his feet to bleed. But ten-year-old Habibullah found a solution. His uncle Moama Qandi, who was employed by the ministry of transportation as a driver, went to work from 6:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M. He wore a pair of shoes during the day and slippers at home. So every day at 6:30 in the morning, after Moama Qandi had gone to work and while the rest of the household was still asleep, Habibullah would sneak into his uncle’s house, quietly put on his uncle’s slippers and walk to school. In the early afternoon, he would return the slippers as discreetly as he’d picked them up, putting his own shoes on before going home. It was several months before the family could spare ten afghanis to buy him a pair of cheap shoes known as charm-e chapa (“upside-down leather”) to relieve him of his agony and subterfuge.

By the time my father was twelve, his father was in his early seventies, and growing weak. At the workshop, where there were three weaving frames—kargas in Dari—Habibullah had to take his father’s place. He had already spent two years learning to fill thread and to weave silk handkerchiefs and turbans. Now he had his own karga, three times his height, the frame standing against the wall with coloured threads running across the board to balls of silk. A square bar called a nourd was as high as his chest. After running the threads horizontally, he had to push the heavy nourd with both hands. For hours he would thread, pull and push on the machine to separate the bundles of silk. His young hands became so tough that a knife could not cut through his skin.

Every day, returning from school, Habibullah would rush into the workshop, leaving just before midnight to finish his homework and sleep before setting off again at six in the morning for school. But he was becoming a professional. In two weeks, he could weave twenty metres of silk, which sold in the market for fifty afghanis a metre. Deducting his expenses of buying the silk thread and paying for it to be dyed, he would be left with three or four hundred afghanis. His stepbrother, Ghafour, who lived on the second floor of the house with his wife and children, was working as a clerk in the ministry of education. His income also helped the family survive. Asadullah, the younger brother, had quit school after grade two. Refusing to learn the weaving trade, he joined a tailor’s shop. But at the end of the day, it was twelve-year-old Habibullah’s income that supported the family and paid for the medical needs of his aging father.

The winter of 1950 was brutal. It snowed heavily. The black mulberry tree, dressed in white, hung over Habibullah’s young mother as she broke the ice around the well. She sat in the snow to wash clothes that, seconds after being hung out to dry, froze into thin cardboard sheets. Sipping lukewarm tea in front of the weaving board and frame, Habibullah would squeeze his toes together to fight off the cold, and pull and push in rhythm, watching his silk fabrics grow, centimetre by centimetre. During school holidays, he could work all day. But the family was still short of money, with debts to pay off from his father’s unsuccessful business ventures. Habibullah didn’t have the money for school clothes and shoes. This time, Sobera took out the very last of her precious things—her Indian bridal shawl—to sell. With the two hundred afghanis she received, she bought him a pair of trousers, a shirt, a jacket and new shoes.

It was his father’s cousin Abdul Ali who encouraged Habibullah to study. A university student, Abdul Ali also wove silk fabric, using the second frame in the workshop, and he talked to young Habibullah about life, education and politics as he wove. Abdul Ali was also part of a young anti-monarchist movement called the Student Union.1

A number of intellectuals demanding political change were raised on what were called “the steps of Chindawal’s pulpits.” The area was a mainly Shia Muslim ghetto and had always been at odds with the governing Sunnis. The rulers of Afghanistan have always been Pushtuns, the majority of whom are Sunni. With a couple of brief exceptions, they have dominated the political landscape of Afghanistan’s modern history. Tajiks, the second-largest ethnic group after Pushtuns, are also Sunni, but they too were disenchanted with the ruling dynasty. However, grievances remained suppressed.

Chindawal was home to the Qizilbash, one of Afghanistan’s prominent Shia ethnic groups, who trace their ancestry to the Iranian armies who came to Afghanistan in the eighteenth century. Several Tajik families also lived there, and shared a common language—Dari—with the Qizilbash.2 Although both Dari and Pushtu were official languages, Dari was the language of the people and the administration in Kabul. The Qizilbash were proud of their literary heritage in a country where few could read. For decades, the Qizilbash provided bookkeepers, secretaries, administrators and teachers to the kingdom, which welcomed their services but not their religious practices.

Shias, who made up about a quarter of the population, faced discrimination. Once a year, during the Arabic month of Muharram, Shias commemorate the massacre of the Prophet Mohammad’s grandson Hussein, his family and his companions in the Iraqi town of Kerbala in 680 A.D. Many Afghan Sunnis saw this anniversary—involving acts of self-flagellation, the re-enactment of the burning of Hussein’s camp, the killing of his eleven-month-old son and the capture of seventy-two members of his family—as bizarre. The Kerbala massacre was the bloody result of a split between the two Muslim groups, following the death of Prophet Mohammad. Since Shiism was, at heart, a protest movement, the government regarded it as a political threat, and had banned Shia religious practices. But Chindawalis continued to observe their rituals, away from the gaze of intolerant rulers. During Muharram, for thirty consecutive days, at sunset, four large stones were placed behind the four gates of Chindawal, with two people guarding each entrance. Some families had their place of worship and rituals in the basement, or rooms that were built halfway into the ground. Others had a hidden door that led to the next house, an escape route in times of trouble, to secure the safety of the Shia preacher and his congregation if the authorities arrived to arrest them. My father’s home had a room in the corner of the yard for worship and religious gatherings, called a takyee khona in Dari, meaning a “house of prayer.” Inside was the alam, a symbolic religious flag banner: a thick wooden stick wrapped and decorated with coloured fabrics, with a model of a human hand in aluminum on the top.

My father grew up with stories of Chindawal’s oppression. Early preachers of the Shia faith encouraged people to practise taqiya (concealment), which meant they could deny their religion if they feared persecution. At the start of the twentieth century, government agents and spies roamed Chindawal. One day during the month of Muharram, so the story goes, the mayor of Kabul arrived in the area after hearing that, despite a government ban, Shias were still practising their religion. In a meeting with the leaders of the community, he demanded an explanation. They denied the existence of any takyee khona—their code of concealment allowed them to do so. The mayor, acting on intelligence he had received, walked into a tunnel and through a set of interconnected doors, where he found a takyee khona belonging to Khan Shreen Khan, a respected elder. The mayor immediately ordered its destruction. Shreen Khan arrived at the scene as the mayor was leaving. “We ruined your temple,” the mayor said triumphantly. “To purify the place, we’ve ordered a Sunni mosque to be built in its place, and a Sunni imam will make sure you pray properly.”

Stories like these were told and retold in my father’s childhood as a reminder of Chindawal’s minority status and continued suffering. But by the time Habibullah was growing up, the attitude of Chindawalis towards oppression was changing. The culture of concealment and secrecy was disappearing as Shia imams spoke about the need for active involvement in the political life of the country. The seventh-century Imam Hussein, once regarded as a mere victim of oppression, was now promoted as a symbol of resistance to injustice. By the late 1940 s and early 1950 s, Chindawal had become the seat of opposition to the monarchy. It was also emerging as a place of progressive ideas, a centre of religious reform and of university students who were calling for the rule of law, free elections and equality. Similar sentiments were being echoed in other corners of Kabul.

Although it took a while for politics to affect Habibullah’s life, there were new movements he could not ignore. The Student Union was becoming a popular voice of freedom. Underground groups were surfacing with demands for reform. By 1949, about 50 of the 120 seats in the Afghan seventh parliament were occupied by political reformers, liberals and leftists. There was a fragile new culture of religious tolerance. In the remote corner of the workshop, Habibullah heard the news from an excited Abdul Ali, who believed that Chindawal could soon have its own elected representative in Parliament.

Every Wednesday, the Student Union took centre stage at the Kabul Theatre with dramas and musicals about corruption in the country’s administration. At Abdul Ali’s suggestion, young Habibullah attended the Union’s events. At fourteen, he became an enthusiastic spectator. The Union got away with its theatrical critiques until a play overtly criticizing Prime Minister Hashim Khan was staged, and the government shut down both the theatre and the Student Union. But the Union had aroused its audiences, provoked them into a freedom they would not abandon. A more reflective, questioning Habibullah would return to his home in Chindawal, which was itself now a centre of reform in Kabul. In 1953, King Zahir appointed a cousin, Daoud Khan, prime minister. Accusing his predecessor of developing too close a relationship with the West, Daoud launched into a new campaign of political oppression. By then, a group of intellectuals and reformers from Chindawal were already in prison. Daoud crushed all opposition, releasing only those prisoners who promised to abandon politics.

 

In the winter of 1955, just as he was turning eighteen, Habibullah completed his high-school education. He wanted to be a pilot and had even passed the first entry exam for a pilot training course in the southwestern city of Kandahar. But his friend Abdul Ali talked to him of reality: he might succeed in becoming a pilot, but as a member of a minority group he would never be trusted enough to be promoted. His second choice was medicine. He was accepted at the medical college at Kabul University in 1956. Education, including university studies, was provided free of charge by the Afghan government.

Meanwhile, the family home in Chindawal was falling apart. For years now, there had been no money to pay for its repair, and it had sunk gradually into decay. Habibullah had also watched his young mother age through hardship and deprivation, more of a caretaker than a wife to her fading husband.

Habibullah considered his father a kind man but a failure. Too old to walk without a cane, he was white-haired and white-bearded. His deteriorating health, his weakening spirit and eventually his inability to hear or speak were sad. Once a family storyteller who could recite hundreds of verses of poetry, he had become a shadow, waiting in an upstairs room for his own disappearance. One sunrise, when Habibullah went to check on him, he discovered a peaceful, cold and very dead Agha Jan. The family had no written record of his age. But since he had married my grandmother when he was in his late fifties, he must have been eighty when he died.

Soon after Agha Jan’s death, the family sold their house for forty thousand afghanis, which paid the outstanding debts. The remaining few thousand was divided among the three sons, the daughter and the widow. Moama Qandi, the uncle whose slippers Habibullah had secretly worn to school, had already moved to a modern concrete house in the newly developed area of West Kabul, and asked Habibullah and his mother to move in above his garage. On a winter’s day of fresh snow, Habibullah walked for the last time through the empty rooms and the family workshop, paying his last respects to the alam in the takyee khona. He touched the rough trunk of the mulberry tree, tucked his few medical books under his left arm and kissed the thick wooden door of the home before closing it behind him. A few hours earlier, he had helped take his mother and their few belongings—some blankets and cushions, clothing and rusty cooking pots—to his uncle’s house.

His mother was in tears when she left Chindawal, but Habibullah had pride in his heart. Seeing the medical books under his arm, a neighbour gave him some advice. “Words alone won’t feed you, young man—get to work, that’s what I tell my sons.” But Chindawalis are men of words rather than swords, and they like to wear this as a mark of distinction, something for which they are both admired and feared. That’s what they taught from the pulpit of the takyee khonas. Habibullah pushed his books under the cover of his jacket to protect them from the wind and the snow that had started to fall. A shopkeeper, who had loaned the family brown sugar and tea when they had no money to pay, wished him luck.

From a world of misery and grinding work and poverty, from the decaying place of his birth, Habibullah took away with him a new outlook on life. He would often talk, in later life, about social democracy. As far as he was concerned, its roots had been sown in Chindawal. No wonder that later, in the most terrifying period of his life, my father would not want to leave his country; no wonder he resisted the government’s pressure to join the Communist Party. I understood why, when I prepared our false IDs to try to obtain passports, he insisted I write the word “Qizilbash” next to the question in the document about ethnicity. It didn’t make any difference to me which Afghan ethnic origin we adopted, but for my father, being a Qizilbash constituted a unique identity that reconfirmed his connection to his birthplace, Chindawal. He was happier to assume the position of shopkeeper than to give up his origins. For the rest of his life in Kabul, he returned each year at Muharram to his former family home, to their takyee khona, to make donations, to ask about neighbours and friends. He always went on his own, as if it were a date with the past.

 

One person whom my father always visited on special holidays was his uncle Moama Qandi. In the years that followed their departure from Chindawal, Habibullah and his mother continued living above his uncle’s garage. My father calls a story he tells of that time “Sleeping with Wolves”:

In the spring of 1958, when Habibullah was twenty, Moama Qandi was going on a New Year’s Day outing to Mazar-e-Sherif, in northern Afghanistan. March 21, the first day of spring, is celebrated in the Afghan solar calendar as the first day of the New Year. Originally a Zoroastrian tradition, the event has been given an Islamic colouring by attaching it to Ali, the fourth caliph and also the first of the Shia imams. On New Year’s Day, Ali’s banner is raised across the country, celebrated by both Sunnis and Shias. However, the largest and most memorable celebration takes place in Mazar. It is called melie gul-e sorekh—“the picnic of the red flower.”

That year, Habibullah decided to join Moama Qandi on the trip. A few friends came along, and they left Kabul early in the morning. The Salang Pass over the mountains had not yet been built. The old road out of Kabul ran through the Sheber Pass, a treacherous journey the drivers called the “engine killer” because the road over the mountain was high and rough, running along a sheer precipice. But the view, according to Habibullah, was worth the risk. Adventurers at heart, both Moama Qandi and Habibullah liked travelling. The Kabul sky seemed clear when they started their journey in a minibus. Yet, by the time they made it to the top of the pass, a heavy snowfall had blocked parts of the road. A strong wind lifted a mass of snow into the air and hurtled it around like a tornado. An avalanche had stopped their vehicle. So Moama and Habibullah got out of the bus with a couple of rusted shovels, taking turns to try to clear the road. In vain. Moama, who had travelled the road many times, suggested they would be better off spending the night inside the bus and setting off again the next morning. Someone had a few roats—a kind of sweet bread baked especially for the New Year. They shared the roats and melted snow on the engine of the bus to make tea. Then they each curled up on a seat, pulling a jacket, coat or sweater over them to keep warm, and slept.

“Just as I’m dozing off,” recalls Habibullah, “I hear a wailing sound in the distance.” He ignored the noise, assuming it was the wind or a lost animal. “But the sound is growing and getting closer, to the point that I can no longer fall asleep.” As he lifted his head from under his jacket, he noticed that a couple of other friends were also aware of the sound. They looked out. In the dark, they saw two wolves dancing in the snow, perhaps from the excitement of smelling humans. They are playing, Habibullah concluded. No need to worry.

But after a few minutes, they heard a scratching sound. It was very close. My father, curious and impatient, looked out the window. He couldn’t see the wolves any more. They must have gone. Another scratch, and he looked down. The sparkling eyes of a hungry animal shone in the dark as a wolf brushed his furry head and body against the side of the minibus. Startled by the sight of a wolf just below the window where he’d been trying to fall asleep, Habibullah screamed, “Moama Qandi, Moama!”

Moama Qandi, who had been asleep, sprang from the front seat. He saw several sets of terrified eyes: by now everyone was up and staring at him for help. “Wolves!” they cried. Moama Qandi turned the engine on, and the wolves ran away. Everyone sat still for a few minutes, then a cool and calm Moama Qandi turned the engine off, instructing them to try to get some sleep. “They are gone,” he said.

A short time went by. Habibullah was still thinking of the hunting eyes he had seen so close to him when he heard the wolves baying again. Moama Qandi got up, turned the engine on again, switched on the headlights, spat a couple of swear words at the mother wolf and returned to his seat, leaving the lights on. Habibullah could now see the wolves. Their silvery bodies and dangling tails left a trail over the snow as they moved away from the bus. The engine was turned off again once they disappeared into the dark. But they returned. Moama Qandi was worried they would run out of fuel if they kept the engine running all night. Habibullah heard the wolves sniffing, their noses moving over the cold iron of the bus, their claws scratching as far up as their paws could reach. They all pretended they could tolerate the wolves’ closeness, but no one was sleeping now. The tribe of wolves was gathering.

“They are working out how to open the door,” one of the passengers said. “Maybe they’ve left their tools in another car.”

“Do you think we can negotiate a truce if we offer to take them to the cars stuck behind us?” asked another.

“They’ll take your offer and you at the same time,” someone else answered.

The humour was wearing thin.

Moama Qandi turned the bus lights on and off a few more times. “Bastards!” he shouted. “They’re no longer even afraid of the lights.”

The wolves simply waited and returned, tossing and turning in the snow, cheerful and excited, getting closer and closer to the bus again. Each time, the distance they ran away got shorter. What did the wolves think about the weary and terrified eyes staring at them from behind the bus windows? Just before first light, the last of the wolves left. Exhausted, the travellers fell asleep for a couple of hours before the sun was fully up. Each must have had a gurg (wolf) dream.

Nearly two decades later, my father kept a female baby wolf as a pet in our home. Some farmer he’d helped had given it to him as a gift. The wolf, which had no name but Gurg, was a restless creature. Habibullah was captivated by the beauty of the animal because of the night he had spent on top of the Sheber Pass. Our gurg showed great friendship when we fed her and stroked her thick fur. But she grew up fast, faster than we would have liked. In a few months’ time, a larger, stronger cage next to the garage replaced her small wired fence. Soon, we couldn’t feed her with our hands or stroke her any more. It was too dangerous, my father said. He fed her with a spade, putting the meat on the blade and lowering it inside the cage. In a single move, the gurg would grab the meat. Ever more beautiful, she stared at us longingly, tempting us to pat her back. But we kept a distance at my father’s suggestion; once he had nearly lost a piece of his own flesh while feeding her. I loved looking at the mysterious eyes of the gurg, her flat, long nose and furry ears with their sharp sense of hearing. “Gurg, Gurg!” She would look immediately in the direction from which she had been called.

Then the sound of her moaning, once soft and friendly, began to change to longer, louder cries, especially at night. Was she crying for help? Was she sending a message home, to tell her family her whereabouts? Was she talking to us? One day, Habibullah sent her away to the countryside, or so he told us. She would be happy with the rest of her clan. We never saw or heard her again. The gardener planted mint where her cage used to be. I always thought the little green leaves had the shape of her eyes, if not the colour. I missed her dearly. “Were you really afraid of the wolves that cold night?” I asked my father, each time hoping he’d say no.

[image: 40-1]

Habibullah (centre) and his fellow students enjoy time off in Kabul in the 1950s.
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Before the communist takeover. Habibullah (third from left) and friends visiting Bamiyan.

An entire album of pictures in black and white is a testimony to the moments that Habibullah calls the good-time days. There are photos of him with a crowd of laughing faces, all friends from the university, in a swimming pool—jumping into it or climbing out or just sitting on the edges. There is one photo in which everyone is craning his neck to be included in the shot. Habibullah looks malnourished in these pictures. I can count his ribs—that’s how skinny he is. But he’s having a great time. Or do these pictures lie, like so many pictures of peaceful, calm and beautiful Afghanistan?

There is a shot of my father posing for the camera in his sports club jacket, a reminder of his days playing tennis on the university team; another of him in a trilby, with a shadowy background out of a Humphrey Bogart movie. Another shows him on a dance floor with several men and women, knees bent, bodies slightly twisted and necks tilted. It is probably a classmate’s engagement or wedding celebration. In another group shot—the girls in his class sitting, the men standing—everyone is smiling except for Habibullah, who seems to have been caught off guard as he’s saying something. We tease my father. How is it, we ask, that in each shot that includes female classmates he’s almost always close to an attractive woman? “I happened to be very popular,” he replies with mischievous laughter.

[image: 41]

Habibullah at a farewell gathering of Kabul University classmates.

There are a few snapshot reminders of more serious times. One photograph shows my father among his student friends. None of them are smiling; they might even be frightened. My father’s hair is greased back. He is in his late twenties, skinny with a long nose. The picture is witness to an event that Habibullah knows is historic, called “Bloody October.”

 

It would have been an ordinary day in late October 1965 were it not for the two thousand people who had gathered in front of Kabul University’s administration building. Holding banners and placards, they were protesting a government ban on political parties, demanding free elections and the recognition of the Student Union. Habibullah was one of the speakers. Although he had already graduated from the university with a degree in medicine, he was still involved with the Student Union—which was illegal but remained active. For years now, the Union had been his second home, where friendships were put to the test and loyalties formed or betrayed. More to the point, the Union provided a framework within which young Afghan reformers expressed their demands. The government of Muhammad Yousuf, who had replaced Daoud Khan as prime minister, had just held general elections. Yousuf, who like my father was a medical doctor, was the first Tajik to be prime minister, a post usually held by a member of the royal family or one of the other Pushtun tribes. He passed the Afghan constitution of 1964, which gave all Afghan citizens the right to vote. But opposition parties were still not legal. Angry students were calling for the recognition of all political groups, for new elections and for an end to the monarchy.

On the fourth day of demonstrations, an even larger crowd gathered at the university—a mix of liberal, nationalist, socialist, communist and Islamist parties. The administration was becoming more and more nervous as the protesters’ slogans echoed louder across the campus. A contingent of soldiers had been called in to isolate the demonstration and prevent it from spreading to other parts of the city. Around ten in the morning, the students decided to march to the prime minister’s house in the Karte Chor district, a thirty-minute walk from the university. They broke through the army cordon, but found more soldiers blocking the way. So the crowd used side streets to reach a road leading to Dr. Yousuf’s home.

As the crowd grew, the army was ordered to disperse the marchers. First they used tear gas, then gunshots rang out and several people fell to the ground, covered in blood. An ambulance siren brought Habibullah to consciousness. He’d been hit by a bullet that had left a hole in his left ankle. Pressing on the wound with his hands, screaming in pain, he could see his blood dripping onto the road as he tried to leave the scene. A friend helped him to the nearby Aliabad Hospital.

By noon, his wound was dressed and he felt well enough to return to the university to find out what had happened to the others. He found a few of the organizers, who told him that four people, including two students, had been killed and several others wounded. Some of the organizers were already trying to inform the families of the deaths of their loved ones. Others wanted to continue the protest. After a short meeting, they decided that the crowd should divide into small groups, walk casually along a trail that runs across the Sakhi Mountain and thus reach the king’s palace. An exhausted Habibullah returned home at dusk, hoping to hide his injury from his distraught mother.

That night, as a result of the protests, Dr. Yousuf resigned his post as prime minister. The king appointed Hashim Maiwandwal as his replacement, but the riots continued for days, and Maiwandwal finally sent a message that he would come to the university to meet with the demonstrators. The crowds were now dressed in black to mourn the four dead; those who had no black clothes were asked to wear a black scarf or armband. At 10:00 A.M., Maiwandwal and his entourage of military officers and guards walked to the podium to deliver his speech. He had just started to speak when Habibullah—in the front of the crowd—took a black scarf from his classmate Soraya, limped towards the prime minister and hung the scarf around his neck. There was uproar and applause. My father told Maiwandwal that he should show a little respect for their mourning, and then walked away from the podium, leaving a stunned prime minister and his nervous guards behind. In his speech, Maiwandwal told the students that he “understood” their concerns. Of course, he asked them to end their protests, and Habibullah concluded to himself that the new leader was making more promises than he could fulfill.

As Maiwandwal made his way out of the crowd, he passed my father. Pausing, he took Habibullah’s hand, held it and then shook it. Was the gesture intended to show that the prime minister was a man of peace who felt genuine admiration for the courage of a young man? A few days later, Habibullah was informed by the state health ministry that he was to be posted to a town outside Kabul as a trainee doctor. Maiwandwal may well have thought he’d saved the young man from ruining his career, but Habibullah saw it differently. He believed he had been made to pay the price for his action by being ditched in a backwater. He packed a bag, said goodbye to his mother and left for the small hospital in Katawaz, in southeastern Khost province. Decades later, during the 1980 s, Khost became one of the mujahidin strongholds against the communist government, the place where Osama bin Laden built his military camps. At the time, Habibullah couldn’t have imagined that Katawaz would one day be a bloody battleground. He promised his mother he would visit her as frequently as possible. Sobera convinced herself it was better to watch Habibullah leave than to lose him to a prison cell.

 

Katawaz was about three hours’ drive from Kabul. With a few books, a white coat, his medical equipment and empty pockets, Habibullah found himself in a predominantly Pushtu-speaking Sunni town where doctors were a new phenomenon. The news of his arrival soon spread. The mayor invited him to his home for dinner, and then the tribal leader in the area invited him to be his guest. Though hardly an experienced physician, he cured a few people, which made him popular. He had, they said, a “good healing hand.” Over time, he became familiar with the customs and traditions of the town, some more challenging than he’d expected.

“My wife is sick,” said a tall, broad-shouldered young man, standing in front of Habibullah’s desk. “Can you help us?”

“Bring her in,” he replied.

Confused, the young man asked, “Bring her where?”

“To the examination room.” Habibullah pointed towards a curtain. A small room with a bed and table and basic medical equipment, the examination room was an extension of Habibullah’s office, separated by a set of beige curtains.

“Here?” the man asked. Assuming he had failed to communicate properly in Pushtu, Habibullah called in the young male secretary who usually sat at a desk just outside his office, with a registry book and a cup of green tea. “Can you ask this man to call his wife into the examination room? He says she’s ill.”

There was a fast conversation outside. Then the secretary turned to my father. “Sir—he says his wife is at home.”

“Well, ask him to bring her, then,” exclaimed Habibullah.

“He cannot bring her, sir,” the secretary tried to explain.

“Does he live far away? Is she too ill to be moved?”

“He’ll not bring her.” Pause. “She is very ill.” Longer pause. “And you cannot visit her—that’s it, sir,” said the secretary.

“But why not?” asked Habibullah. “If she is ill and needs help, then I must go and see her at their home.”

“You’re a doctor, right?” asked the young man.

“Yes, I’m a doctor.”

“Then cure her,” came the reply.

“But how can I help her if I don’t know what is wrong with her?” asked Habibullah, frustrated.

“I can tell you what she suffers from,” said the young man with pride.

“I have to examine the patient before I can suggest any prescription,” replied Habibullah.

“You’re a doctor,” the young man kept repeating. “They told me in the village that you can heal patients. How come you cannot heal my wife?”

For the next half hour, Habibullah reasoned with the young man, using up every word of Pushtu he’d learned in school, both of them losing their patience. No man other than himself, the young husband insisted, was allowed to see his wife.

Finally, Habibullah and his secretary persuaded the young man to take Habibullah to see the patient. The three men walked up to a ramshackle village, just outside the town. As they arrived at the door of his clay hut, the young man was clearly troubled. Caught between the need to help his wife and the pressure of tribal traditions, he asked Habibullah if talking to the patient from behind a pourda (a curtain) would suffice. Habibullah insisted that if she was in pain, he must examine her.

Habibullah and the secretary waited in the barren yard until finally the young man opened the door and invited Habibullah inside. The room had no air circulation, and not much light. A slim body lay in a corner, with knees pulled up to her stomach. She was covered with several blankets. She’d been unwell for months now, said the young husband. They had tried homemade remedies, but for the last two weeks there had been a steady deterioration in her health.

After more negotiations, the husband agreed to let Habibullah carry out a physical examination. He asked her a few questions, and in a weak, frail voice she answered. The examination took place with her face covered the entire time, which was the compromise that the young man had made. No one would see her face, but the doctor could examine her body. A contradiction, thought Habibullah, but he managed to diagnose the patient. She had an advanced form of malaria.
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In the beginning, Habibullah was not terribly sensitive to what he termed the “cultural backwardness of the place.” Slowly, however, he began to understand things better. In his mind, it could be blamed on decades of failed leadership, on self-serving kings who either brutally abused ordinary people with extreme reform projects or totally ignored them, but did little to address their needs. He discovered that these people were not so much against change as suspicious of how it would be implemented. They listened to the mullah, the religious leader in the community, who had spiritual but not political power. The mullah, however, was economically dependent on the few influential tribal leaders, who were in turn paid by the government for their services to the king. This cycle of reciprocity served the rulers and their acolytes rather than the poor and deprived. The closer Habibullah looked, the more he found fault with the government and its policies.

One afternoon, as he was walking with the secretary in the hospital yard, he noticed the young husband whose wife he’d visited. Habibullah smiled, remembering the difficulty with which they had convinced the man to let him examine his wife. “I have some trees and bushes, a cow and several chickens,” the young man now offered. “I’d like to present them to you as a gift for what you did for my wife.” Habibullah assured him that he didn’t want any of his belongings. Two days later, the husband returned with an embroidered handkerchief and a small ball of fresh butter. “A gift from my wife,” he said.

Slowly, it became acceptable in this otherwise very conservative town and its surrounding villages to let Habibullah examine female patients, even without their faces covered. They made an exception for the doctor when it was needed, attaching a spiritual context to his work. He must be a faithful, spiritual man to have Allah’s help in curing the patients. He was therefore an agent of God on earth, someone who had been given the miracle of curing the sick. Soon, he was welcomed in every household.

 

A year later, the Student Union in Kabul was planning a rally to mark the first anniversary of the deaths of those killed in the October 24 demonstrations. The Union and other groups were still seeking legal recognition and wished to remind the government of its promises. Habibullah wanted to help organize the protest, and took ten days off work in Katawaz, ostensibly to visit his family in Kabul. He was one of the speakers at the rally, where he passionately attacked the government’s repressive policies and demanded an impartial investigation into the army’s killing of the four.

By this time, there were a number of new and independent newspapers in Kabul, and the forces of opposition seemed stronger. They didn’t speak with one voice, though. The Islamist parties blamed the country’s problems on the lack of Muslim values; corruption was caused by people who forgot their religion. The leftists claimed the government was a tool of the aristocracy. The papers, almost all nationalist and anti-monarchist, were either Pushtun, Tajik, Marxist, Maoist or Islamist, separated by the politics of language and religious sect. According to Habibullah, the king could hold a symbolic role as head of state but the majority of Kabulis wanted a freely elected parliament and national assembly. Yet the entire opposition was a clique of the educated elite, with little support outside Kabul. The leaders knew each other—they had been classmates at school or university—but they were few in number, a fatal weakness.

Habibullah favoured the social democrats. Mainly brought up on the ideas of the takyee khonas in Chindawal, he wanted the religious men to help form a government—but not a theocracy. How you could bind all these contradictory forces together was a mystery, but Habibullah, like the rest of the opposition, concentrated on getting the government to recognize the parties so that they could participate in a democracy. Years later, he would remember those days with an almost naive affection: “There was a real belief that we were going to make a difference, that we could change things for the better. The eradication of poverty, equal treatment, elections—can you imagine it? This was hope for us.”

On the evening after he spoke at the rally, Habibullah arrived home to find eight police officers waiting for him at his uncle’s door. “Are you Dr. Pazira?” one of them asked. Habibullah could see his mother’s face—full of fear—staring at him from the window of their room. “You must come with us.” One of the policemen showed Habibullah a piece of paper. It was always the same in Afghanistan. A policeman claiming to represent the government, which claims to represent the people, a piece of paper and a prison cell. After twenty-four hours in custody, his stepbrother, Ghafour, secured bail. After he was released, he received a letter signed by the interior minister, Satar Sholezee, dismissing him from his work as a trainee doctor at the hospital in Katawaz.

For months, Habibullah waited and waited, under surveillance by the government, restricted in his movements and activities, without work. He spent most of his time reading, occasionally meeting the religious reformer Isma’il Balkhi and other friends, though with caution, since he did not want to further complicate his situation. For hours he would sit in his room above the garage, watching the street, the carts pulled by donkeys, carrying sheets of steel and iron, fruit and vegetables. Sometimes he would see his mother buying a bundle of leeks or radishes from a cart in front of the house. He absorbed his mother’s silence as he waited for his trial.

It turned out to be a remarkable affair. In his opening speech, the government lawyer accused Habibullah of “disrupting social order” and of provoking a crowd whose actions resulted in the deaths of four innocent people. So now it was Habibullah—not the government—who was to be held responsible for the deaths. My father was charged with treason and the government requested the death sentence. Habibullah was not surprised, but he was now a desperately worried man. He turned to Isma’il Balkhi for help. Balkhi, in turn, introduced Habibullah to a legal scholar called Talib Kandahari, who helped him prepare a defence. With the courage of a Thomas More—though with none of More’s knowledge and wisdom—Habibullah decided to defend himself.

On the day of the next stage of his trial, Habibullah and his mother left the house at the same time. He headed downtown, to the courthouse. Sobera walked to the Shrine of Sakhi, not far from home. Habibullah arrived in court wearing his best clothes, with his head full of arguments for his defence. His mother arrived at the shrine’s door with two small candles and many prayers. Court was called to order, the charges were read again and a fearful Habibullah took the stand. “I’m not guilty.” He heard those words echo across the courtroom. There was silence. Sobera lit the candles, said all her prayers but was afraid to go home. She sat huddled against the turquoise-tiled wall in a corner of the shrine, too weak to move, too sad to cry, too tired to fall asleep. She stared in silence at the clock above the donation box. Men, women and children passed her, all with their own requests to God. At midday, she finally worked up the courage to take a last turn around the holy flag banner. She kissed the copies of the Quran and made her way towards the door, repeating her prayers. All this she was to tell her son later.

In the courtroom, Habibullah had run out of breath, simply insisting that “Article 38 is obsolete in the face of the 1964 constitution.”

Article 38 had been passed into law during the early years of Zahir Shah’s rule as a direct response to the 1933 killing of his father, Nadir Shah, at the hands of a student. Anyone who was educated with government funding and who spoke or acted against the government would face execution. Since the government provided all education, the law ensured that no student could oppose the monarchy. The student who had shot Nadir Shah, during a school parade, was a young boy named Kholid. He was taken into custody, but Nadir Shah’s family and supporters wanted to execute him in style. So Kholid died in stages, with the executioner hacking off body parts one by one in the same order in which Kholid had admitted using them to shoot the king. First was the eye that he’d aimed the shot with; it was gouged out. Then the finger that had pulled the trigger was cut off. Then the hand that had held the pistol. He was slaughtered bit by bit.

The bloody, painful execution was designed to discourage people from ever attempting other assassinations, and set a horrific precedent for official cruelty. Many had done worse in history—but could this be forgiven in the twentieth century? Even the guilty deserved human dignity, Habibullah told the court. What were future generations supposed to learn from this brutality?

The prosecution in Habibullah’s trial had turned to Article 38 in the hope of silencing opposition. “But the new constitution annulled all previous constitutions and their laws, including Article 38,” Habibullah argued. He had merely exercised his constitutional right to express his criticism of the government in a legal public forum, a civil protest. Uproar filled the court. The judge agreed that Article 38 could not be used in his case, and gave the government time to prepare for a second trial.

Habibullah took a long walk home, thinking about the fate of Kholid, the other people who had been involved in the plot to assassinate Nadir Shah, and how far the country had come under the new constitution. He discovered his mother at the door, still murmuring prayers. He had never told her that the government was seeking his death. It was better that she didn’t know.

A new government lawyer was appointed. Sayed Ibrahim Noseri was a young man with little court experience but a lot of ambition. In his opening speech at the second trial, he argued that Habibullah Pazira was an ordinary criminal involved in acts of public unrest that had resulted in the deaths of four people. He requested a seven-year prison term. A more confident Habibullah snapped back that the young lawyer was presupposing his guilt by calling him a criminal in front of the judge. A defendant was innocent unless proven guilty in a court of law, he said. “In his enthusiasm to see me behind bars, he’s already sent me there.” Noseri was forced to restart his prosecution.

On the last day of the trial, the court decided that Habibullah was guilty and should be fined three hundred afghanis. My stubborn father claimed he was not guilty. The supreme court of justice had not yet been established, but a government-appointed committee of three ministers and two judges could review the case and announce their own decision. Thus, Habibullah went on to confront the ministers of justice, the interior and health. He insisted that he had acted within his constitutional rights, but realized this would not convince the committee. “If you think I’m guilty for criticizing the government, then so be it. But in the spirit of democracy that your government is claiming to promote, can it be that bad to set a single criminal free after years of unjustly executing, imprisoning and fining hundreds of innocent people for crimes they never committed?” After a short discussion, the committee announced that Habibullah was free to go. All charges had been dropped. He could return to work.

Good fortune, the force of logic, the right historical moment, courage or his mother’s prayers—what saved my father? A year after he was freed—he was working as a fully qualified doctor at the Mastorat Hospital in Kabul—the Afghan parliament approved the legalization of political parties. But since King Zahir Shah refused to sign them into law, the reforms never came into force. To protect his throne and dynasty, the king destroyed the dreams of a generation. Refusing to give his people their rights had perverted the natural course of justice, redirecting his country’s history. His denial set in motion the forces of unrest. Did it help sow the seeds of the violence, extremism and hatred that came to harvest years later? That same year, 1967, the export of natural gas from northern Afghanistan began, through a ninety-seven-kilometre pipeline to the Soviet Union. The strengthening of Soviet-Afghan relations came only a few years after Zahir Shah’s first visit to the United States. The Soviet and American governments continued their friendship with the king.

 

Not long after his trial, Habibullah travelled with some friends and classmates to the Bamiyan Valley to explore Afghan historic sights. They had dreams of a bright future, and were members of a new professional class that believed in respect and dignity for all Afghans. They travelled in a pickup from Kabul to Bamiyan, where they walked in the valley at the feet of the two giant Buddhas. A few pictures in my father’s album bring that day to life: a group of cheerful young men picnicking on the mountaintop. They are sitting in a circle, with one man playing a harmonium. In one photograph, taken from a distance, the group is on top of one of the Buddha statues, part of the mountain visible in the background. In another, they are happy faces in front of the high cliff where the statues were carved between the first and the fifth centuries. The tribes of the Hazara, who lived in the caves under the feet of the Buddhas, are nowhere to be seen in these enthusiastic pictures, since Habibullah and his friends wanted to mark their presence at the site, not document the lives of the inhabitants. They were there not to celebrate the past but to rejoice in the future, the newly won tolerance and respect for their generation.

When, in the spring of 2001, the Taliban announced that they would destroy the Buddhas, Habibullah searched his album for those few snapshots of the past. And on the day when tons of explosives brought the great and ancient Buddhas crashing to the ground, debasing both history and culture, Habibullah arrived home with two enlarged photos in his hand. The first shows him and a friend, Hashim Askeryar, in front of the statues. The second is a picture of the giant Buddha in full, from a distance and out of focus, as if it is disappearing into the clouds. Enlarging the photos provided a kind of emotional relief for my father, who now lives thousands of kilometres away, in Canada. Is engraving the past in the form of enlarged photos all that’s left of the future he once dreamed about?
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Hashim and Habibullah at the giant Buddha statue in Bamiyan.
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ON A HOT SUMMER DAY in 2002, I find myself heading towards Chindawal, where my father grew up. The paved roads of the new city run through old Kabul as if a knife has cut through the place in five different directions. The district of Chindawal, once a closed circle and society, now chopped up, lies violated and dismantled, spread open under the midday sun before me, long forgotten by the architect of its disfiguration. Someone may have intended to resurrect the old city, but the plan, if one ever existed, didn’t succeed.

On the side of the paved road, I walk into an opening that looks like an abandoned alleyway. A little girl, playing with the collar of her dress, stares at me with dark, curious eyes. A boy, slightly taller, steps out of hiding, tucking something into the pocket of his trousers. A female voice echoes in the darkness: “Don’t forget to bring yak desta gandana, yak paw chaka [a bundle of leeks, a few grams of pressed yogurt], and don’t be too long.” He runs past the little girl; then, playing the caring-older-brother role, he stops to wait for her to catch up. He holds her hand and they turn onto the paved road, walking out of my sight. I walk a little farther and see the wooden frame of a tunnel. This is where the voice was coming from. Two steps into the tunnel, I encounter a pond with just a few centimetres of dry bank on either side. Mosquitoes and flies dance above the water. With my scarf pressed to my nose, I squeeze by, leaning against the mud wall; it is home to spiders’ webs. Standing on dry ground again, I notice ancient wooden doors sunk halfway into the earth.

When I emerge from the tunnel, actually a covered alleyway, I’m in a different world: clay houses, heavy wooden doors—some with engravings, others with dark steel circular or rectangular ornaments hanging on them—traditional door knockers. The upper storeys have thick oak and pine window frames and cracked glass that hasn’t been cleaned in decades. I pass a small mosque with a minaret painted blue and white. Near the entrance, a circular bar of rusted iron runs as a security barrier around an ancient tree. From its few lower branches hang pieces of green and red fabric. Not too far from the mosque is a bakery, a wooden structure with a large window and a ledge that hangs over the pavement. On the ledge are a few loaves of thin non-e kosa bread.

Once a city within the city, Chindawal is now like a bandage over an old wound. Its basements, underground rooms, interconnected houses, covered alleyways, heavy doors and mud walls are still intact. But there is no sign of the four infamous gates that once shut it off from the outside world, or the fierce, desert-like spirit of its activists that once enraged the government—the spirit I’ve witnessed in my father. Poor, overcrowded, rundown, it’s not a place in which I’d choose to grow up. But I find the house where he lived, a patched-up building with clay and straw walls, looking much as it did in his youth. The lonely black mulberry tree has been cut down; its neatly sawed stump, rooted in the ground, is all that is left. But the well still provides water, and still there is the takyee khona in the corner room where Habibullah’s family and neighbours would gather to worship and celebrate. The alam is there too, with its coloured fabric and its silver hand. A candle stands next to it, with a match for visitors to light it when they offer prayers.
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