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Praise for


Peace Meals


“With careful observation, [Badkhen] sees beyond the heartbreaking stories of the families and soldiers, refugees and warlords, she meets. Her eloquent, honest words tell an in-depth history of recent war, and also make known courageous and resourceful people whose actions, or lack thereof, are forced by circumstance.”
 

—Christian Science Monitor
 

“Illuminates the strange, dark history of the past couple of decades—the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and drought-stricken East Africa. Most chapters chronicle her connections with particular individuals . . . each character providing insight into local customs and quirks, but more significantly, illustrates and humanizes regional complexities. Badkhen regularly encounters real danger, but meets it with compassion and graveyard humor . . . the resulting range of events both large and small is both honest and real.”
 

—Publishers Weekly
 

“The philosophical connection is interesting . . . absorbing observations . . . An intriguing premise.”
 

—Kirkus Reviews
 

“Anna is that rare war correspondent with natural writing gifts, an em-pathetic heart, and a sharp eye for the telling detail . . . Her prose nestles inside your head—in near cinematic overtones, and not always comfortably. Your sensibilities, prejudices, and prior opinions are reshuffled.”
 

—Bill Katovsky, author of Embedded: The Media at War in Iraq
 

“Badkhen is the ideal hostess: offering rich, stimulating fare, and leaving her guests wanting more. The weave of food and political realism is constantly thought-provoking, and Badkhen’s point that even in the worst of conditions a meal unites us comes across tenderly and convincingly.”
 

—Richard Wrangham, author of 
 

Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human, and professor of biological anthropology at Harvard
 

“Readers can’t help but pull away feeling that they too have driven along Rweished-Baghdad highway, or grabbed a roadside syrupy jelebi in a Pashtun village with strangers who have instantly won their trust . . . Out of all the eclectic flavours of the nations and cultures [Badkhen] has graced throughout her career, Peace Meals’ most enduring aftertaste is of humanity and dignity in the most inhumane times. That, in the end, leaves readers with plenty food for thought.”
 

—Jordan Times
 

“[A] gritty memoir of Afghanistan and Iraq that focuses not on frontline reportage but on behind-the-scenes kindnesses of local families, many of whom shared their hearths, and their bread, with the foreign journalist. In Peace Meals [Badkhen] uses those simple meals as a window, a graceful way to bear witness to the devastation she was covering. But don’t think that her book is about food. It’s about humanity.”


—Entertainment Weekly




[image: Image]







[image: Image]




[image: Image]
Free Press


A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2010 by Anna Badkhen


Waiting for the Taliban © 2010 by Anna Badkhen was previously published by AmazonEncore.


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Free Press Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, 
New York, NY 10020.


First Free Press trade paperback edition October 2011


FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or 

visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Manufactured in the United States of America


1  5  7  9  10  8  6  4  2


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


ISBN 978-1-4391-6648-2


ISBN 978-1-4391-6650-5 (pbk)
ISBN 978-1-4391-6663-5 (ebook)


Permissions


Grateful acknowledgement is made to the following for permission to reprint previously published material:


Random House: Excerpt from Broccoli and Other Tales of Food and Love by Lara

Vapnyar, copyright © 2008 by Lara Vapnyar. Reprinted by permission. Page 133–4.

Alfred A. Knopf: Excerpt from Imperium by Ryszard Kapuściński, copyright © 1994

by Klara Glowczewska. Reprinted by permission. Page 261.

Koninklijke Brill NV: Excerpt from Annals of the Caliph’s Kitchens

by Ibn Sayyar al Warraq, copyright © 2007 by Koninklijke Brill NV.  


Reprinted by permission. Page 245.


Meir Shalev: Excerpt from Four Meals by Meir Shalev, copyright © 1994

by Meir Shalev. Reprinted by permission. Page xi.


Photographs:


Courtesy of David Filipov: Page 79.
Courtesy of Thorne Anderson: Page 230. 
Courtesy of Kabir Dhanji: Page 263.
Courtesy of Mimi Chakarova: Page 261.
 



To my family, for tolerating my wanderings and my cooking







[image: Image]



Introduction



All the gifts are nothing. Money gets used up.
Clothes you rip up. Toys get broken up. But a good meal,
that stays in your memory. From there it doesn’t get lost
like other gifts. The body it leaves fast, but the
memory slow.


—Meir Shalev, Four Meals


Meir Shalev, Four MA boy spots a piece of shrapnel shaped like a dinosaur tooth on top of a tank berm. He kicks it off the stone wall of the battlement with the tip of his toe, and listens intently and with satisfaction to the sound of metal scraping against rock as the cast-iron nugget falls into the frontline valley of emerald wheat.


A guerrilla fighter hoists his rifle onto his shoulder, shuts his eyes, and sways to a popular tune that crackles through the static on a friend’s transistor radio.


A girl in a hand-me-down dress several sizes too large picks a flower from the spray of scarlet wild poppies stretching skyward on unsteady stems from a crater hollowed out by an air-to-surface missile. She adds the blossom to her braid.


A woman carefully selects the ripest vegetables and the freshest meat for an elaborate meal. A firefight rages outside, and the woman’s family will generously share their dinner with me, an outsider, in the relative safety of their home.


These straightforward acts of humanity in lands of terror, conflict, and seemingly intractable grief reveal the most important lesson I have learned as a war correspondent: there is more to war than the macabre—the white-orange muzzle flashes during a midnight ambush; the men high on adrenaline scanning the desert through the scopes of their machine guns as their forefingers caress the triggers; the scythes of razor-sharp shrapnel whirling through the air like lawn-mower blades spun loose; the tortured and the dead. There are also the myriad brazen, congenial, persistent ways in which life in the most forlorn and violent places on earth shamelessly reasserts itself.


Of those, sharing a meal is one of the most elemental.


This book is more than a collection of memories about war and food: it is a dinner party, to which I am inviting you, a stranger, just as I myself have been invited to so many meals. Like any dinner party, it is an amalgam of recipes, relationships, and shared stories. Friends come into your house, pour the drinks, put food on their plates, sit. One tells a funny joke, and everybody laughs. Another tells about a recent loss, and everyone falls silent for a few beats. Suddenly, a guest picks up a guitar and starts strumming. For a moment at least, the room lightens up. The conversation resumes its flow, from frivolous to tragic to exhilarating. When friends sit down for an intimate meal, you cannot expect to never feel elated or sad.


What you do expect, with any luck, is good food, and good company—and this book has plenty of each. How much you get out of those depends on you. Given that we are both here, sitting down, I like our chances.




PEACE MEALS
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One
Dolma with Ahmad



The wife and daughters of Ahmad Shawkat squatted around a large aluminum basin that wobbled atop the uneven concrete tiles of a sundrenched courtyard in northern Iraq. The black, embroidered abaya* gown cascaded off the older woman’s shoulders, glistening like a sheet of oil. Grape leaves, peeled onions, seeded zucchini, peppers, and eggplants soaked in a pot of water nearby, next to a blue plastic bowl filled with a mixture of minced lamb, rice, and spices. With their heads bowed low to shield their eyes from the white Arabian sun, the women stuffed the vegetables with deft movements and tucked these little bits of dolma into the basin, row after neat row, like a mosaic of food. Mostly, they worked in silence. The only noise came from the blinding sky, where American bombers thundered invisibly high, circling over their targets. It was late March 2003. The war to depose Saddam Hussein was in its second week.


Occasionally, Roa’a, at age twenty the chief inheritor of her father’s quick wit, would whisper something to her mother and sisters and the four would giggle softly at the joke. But the smile did not linger on the face of Ahmad’s wife, Afrah. From time to time, she looked up from the food and squinted at the small, stooping frame of her husband. To make sure that her man was still there, near her.


“My queen,” Ahmad called out to his wife, tenderly. As if his affectionate words could dismiss the constant fear with which Afrah had grown to live in their twenty-nine years together: that any day they may come for him, take him away, torture him, kill him. That he may not survive this war. That she may never see him again.
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Ahmad Shawkat, a writer and a journalist, had spent so much time in prison, shuttling between solitary cells and torture chambers, that his oldest son, Sindbad, had trained himself to be a tailor so he could support his mother and seven siblings during his father’s frequent arrests. The writer’s run-ins with the Iraqi government had begun in the late 1960s, when the police in Mosul, Ahmad’s ancient hometown, would detain him and forcibly cut his hair, which he had liked to wear long, like the Beatles. Then, in 1980, Iraq launched an eight-year war against Iran; the war would devastate both nations and leave more than a million people killed or maimed. Four years into the fighting, Ahmad criticized the military campaign in an article he somehow had managed to smuggle out of the country and publish in a Saudi Arabian magazine. The Mukhabarat, Iraq’s security police, took him away for a four-month descent into the hell of Saddam’s dungeons. Prison guards burned his back with hot irons. They taped electric wires to his genitals and flicked the switch: On. On. On again.


“This experience was very crude,” Ahmad recalled in the careful, precise English that seemed too elegant to convey the torture. “They had an electric chair that was like a cage. It makes you smaller, like a little ball, and turns you into a bird. I fainted.”


My friend’s frail, middle-aged body was relaxed, his large brown eyes looked calmly at his guests. The women were preparing the dolma for our lunch, but I was no longer hungry. Ahmad must have noticed. Graciously, he waved away his memories.


“After that,” he said, “prison was easy.”


In the early 1990s, Ahmad was imprisoned twice for holding underground poetry readings that had a tendency to turn into political discussions as the night went on. In 1997, the Mukhabarat arrested him again, this time for sneaking thinly veiled criticism of the government into his second collection of short stories. The agents collected the entire thousand-copy-print run from the bazaar in Mosul, piled the books on the ground, and ordered Ahmad to torch them.


Imagine the memories that fire must have rekindled in the ancient Nineveh soil: on these very shores of the biblical Tigris River, in the seventh century before our era, the conquering armies of Babylonians, Medes, and Scythians burned down the vast library of the neo-Assyrian king Ashurbanipal—the first systematically arranged library in the ancient Middle East, a collection of tens of thousands of texts pressed into cuneiform tablets. Some of the clay tablets melted, some fell apart like frass, but many survived—and so today we can read the ancient Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, one of the earliest known written texts.


Paper, on the other hand, simply burns. In less than an hour, Ahmad’s work of many years was gone. The pages and the cardboard bindings became a small mound of black powder, a blemish in the heart of Mosul’s pearl-white marble walls; then the mound, too, crumbled, and the wind swept the ashes under vegetable stalls.


Then the Mukhabarat threw the writer into a rat-infested solitary cell for nine months.


“Even now, I cannot believe that he is out of prison,” Afrah told me. She had finished stuffing the vegetables for dolma and was leaning against the wooden door frame of their rental house, listening to her husband’s stories. I could not tell to which of Ahmad’s six stints in prison she was referring.
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Reporters go to war to tell stories about the human and humanitarian tragedies that otherwise would go largely unnoticed by the rest of the world: concealed by the governments that commit them, eclipsed by the battles that generate them, blurred into irrelevance by the simple fact of their remoteness, or their lack of cable-news appeal. Most of us tell stories about life in places that are inaccessible to our readers. Ahmad told stories about the war his own government secretly but deliberately perpetrated against his own people, and this made his job, and his life, appreciably more dangerous. But he recognized the risks. He was willing to take them. Leaving for war is easy when you have a purpose.


But comforting those who stay behind—that is hard. Our determination to bear witness to some of the world’s most unspeakable cruelties, and to put them into words, will never negate our loved ones’ worries.


I thought of Ahmad’s difficult story, and of that afternoon we spent at his rental house in Irbil, the ancient capital of Kurdistan—the women cooking under the white spring sun; the high-pitched clatter of aluminum bowls in the kitchen; the glow of pride and love in Ahmad’s eyes; the wrinkles of worry on Afrah’s face—as I knelt, some years later, on a red wooden chair at the dining table in my parents’ summerhouse in Russia. My mom and my sister, Sonya, were standing next to me. We were making dolma for dinner and catching up on the year we had spent apart: my son Fyodor’s achievements in school, dad’s work, Sonya’s university, mom’s students, my life in suburban Massachusetts, so far away from the imperial palaces of St. Petersburg, the city of my birth. Our fingers touched as we reached into a large bowl to scoop up some minced lamb and rice stuffing spiced with cumin, sumac, and cinnamon. Three fragrant stacks of pickled grape leaves oozed brine the color of fresh lime onto our cutting boards. I picked a leaf from the stack in front of me, spread it on my board, centered a pinch of stuffing near the base of the leaf, flapped the sides over the meat, rolled the leaf upward into a short, thick tube, placed it gently on the bottom of a giant enameled pot, and repeated the whole process all over again. My mother and sister did the same. I had taught them to make this Middle Eastern dish after I had met Ahmad, and our hands moved swiftly as we told jokes and asked questions, all the while scooping, folding, rolling into each leaf Sonya’s quips, mom’s stories, our love.


Then mom asked about my upcoming trip to Baghdad.


Over the years my mother has learned to hide her worries about my travels to war zones, at least during our phone conversations and email chats. But I am still afraid to look at her when we talk in person about the dangerous places I visit for my work, embarrassed and ashamed to see the worry that my trips cause her. Afraid to see that look on her face. Afrah’s look.


Guilt. Is this what Ahmad felt when he looked at his wife the day she was preparing our lunch?


I told my mother about my travel plans—keeping my eyes low, avoiding her face—and recalled watching Ahmad’s peace overtures to Afrah: the crow’s-feet around his eyes brimming with warmth, his shoulders tilting toward her. I recalled the way she had responded, her eyes running up and down her husband’s slight figure, probing, as though feeling to see that it was really him, not a figment of her imagination. And all the while, her fingers had been moving, kneading, scooping, rolling—the same way my mother’s fingers did as her stomach grabbed at my response. Later, other diners would try to guess the undefined spice that lingered on the tongue like a farewell, but I would know it instantly from that lunch in Irbil: the warm tang of a woman’s melancholy. I also remembered watching Afrah’s fingers. It was the first time I had seen anyone make dolma.


Afrah had spent her lifetime afraid that Saddam’s secret police would come for her husband and steal him away from her forever. Now the invading American troops were about to overthrow Saddam’s regime, but Ahmad was in harm’s way again: as a translator for my husband, Boston Globe reporter David Filipov; my colleague, Michael Goldfarb, a radio journalist for WBUR; and me, on assignment for the San Francisco Chronicle, he was making daily trips to the front lines, where the Kurdish antigovernment fighters calling themselves peshmerga*, or “those facing death,” and armed with handheld grenade launchers and assault rifles, were readying to fight—and be killed by—Iraqi army tanks and field guns.


David and I had crossed into northern Iraq from Iran on March 19, 2003, several hours before President George W. Bush ordered a missile strike at the Baghdad bunker where he believed Saddam Hussein was hiding. On our long drive from the border to Irbil, we passed throngs of families moving in the opposite direction: they were fleeing to the brilliant virescent cliffs of the Hasarost Mountains northeast of the city, where, they believed, they would be safer in case Iraqi soldiers encamped on the west bank of the Great Zab River were to launch a chemical strike against Irbil. Like millions of Americans, these people, too, believed that Saddam had in his possession—and was going to use—weapons of mass destruction. For most of the next three weeks, the war we observed was largely anticlimactic, evocative less of “Shock and Awe” than of World War I: sixty thousand Kurdish fighters in trenches burrowed in neglected fields of winter wheat faced off against one hundred and twenty thousand soldiers of the well-dug-in Iraqi infantry, and waited to be gassed.


Occasionally, the Iraqi forces lobbed mortars and rockets at the Kurds. The shells churned the spring soil, interrupting the serenades of finches that tried to woo their mates in the rolling hills furrowed with foxholes and sparkling blood red with wild poppies. The Kurds, a hardened bunch who sometimes brought their children to the front line, to teach them to like war the way the adults themselves liked it, worked in tandem with about two thousand American special forces and paratroopers—the extent of the allied presence in Northern Iraq at the time. The special forces used the incoming fire to spot Iraqi positions for the F/A-18 Hornets and B-52s, which then dropped bombs on or near Iraqi encampments and mortar pits. The Kurdish guns, for now, were mostly silent.


For Ahmad, traveling with us to the northern front line of the war against Saddam Hussein was a way to watch his country’s history unfold firsthand. For us, his company presented a chance to learn about Iraq. Crouching in trenches filled with trash, bullet casings, and human excrement; cowering in someone’s yard when Iraqi shells bit into the packed earth outside and spewed jagged shards of shrapnel into the air; and shuddering on a potholed road in the back of the mud-spattered Japanese four-wheel drive we had hired, we listened to Ahmad’s well-reasoned observations about war, culture, religion, and society, and admired his astounding composure under fire.


“You see,” Ahmad told us in his deliberate, cultured accent the time we were racing across a tottering bridge that spanned the Great Zab River, “the Iraqi army is quite incompetent because they are mistreated.”


The turbid water to our right spouted upward in opaque funnels where 122-millimeter shells from the Iraqi army’s Soviet-made D30 howitzer slammed into the surface and detonated underwater with muffled explosions, missing our bridge by no more than twenty yards. Sami, our driver, frowned and floored it. David called out, from some misplaced reflex of self-preservation: “Watch out!” I swore, gripped the fake leather of the backseat, and held my breath, ready for our car to plummet into the river.


Ahmad, who was sitting in front, next to Sami, serenely crossed his legs at the knee, turned to face us, and went on to explain, in the voice of someone expostulating on the relative qualities of limited-edition cognacs, that Iraqi recruits were mostly rural teenagers who essentially had been press-ganged into the military, and who now were barely fed and were constantly hazed by their officers.


I recalled Ahmad’s words a few days later in the frontline Kurdish village of Bashira when I interviewed four Iraqi infantry soldiers who had defected to the peshmerga positions the night before, when their fortifications had once again turned into purgatory. American attack helicopters had swept in quietly from downwind, under the cover of a moonless night, and poured lead into their trenches. The wounded screamed amid body parts and clumps of clay. Blood soaked their clothes: whether it was theirs or someone else’s was impossible to tell. The soldiers described living in constant terror: of the American warplanes that rained death almost nightly upon their encampment; of their own officers, who treated them like cannon fodder; of the special execution squads of the Fedayeen Saddam* paramilitary force, which had set up checkpoints just outside the positions of each Iraqi military unit in order to shoot deserters trying to sneak away from the front.


“We had three pieces of bread every day and in the morning we also had soup,” one of the soldiers described his frontline life. He wore no socks inside army boots so old the thick black leather had cracked and his bare feet were showing through; two of his comrades were wearing soft shoes with tassels. “For lunch there was sometimes rice and meat, but often there was no dinner.


“But it was the bombing,” he continued, “that destroyed the morale in our ranks.” He and his friends described the American air strikes as acts of some terrible, merciless god: “It was so bright that night became day.” “It felt like we were in hell.” Two of the soldiers were sixteen years old, the other two in their late teens.


In return for sharing his insights Ahmad asked me questions about life that no man in the Middle East had asked me before or since. Did I think couples should have sex before they get married to see if they are compatible in bed? If men are allowed to have more than one wife, should women be allowed to have more than one husband? Was the institution of marriage even important? What did I think about abortion?


These conversations always took place while I was preoccupied with some news story I was chasing, or was frenetically typing to file by deadline. Now, at Ahmad’s house in Irbil, I had the time at last to listen to the writer and his family describe their life—a leisure newspaper reporters in war zones rarely afford themselves. Two hours after I had watched the Shawkat women roll the lamb and rice into thumb-size cylinders in the courtyard, Roa’a and Afrah served the food on a plastic tablecloth they had spread on the living room floor. Freshly cooked dolma towered in a giant basin over a sea of tomato sauce lava. We sat cross-legged on mattresses, our backs to the wall.


“Like Arabs,” Ahmad, a Kurd, half-joked, apologetically, explaining that his furniture had stayed in his Mosul house.


It was a patronizing remark that Afrah, an Arab, pretended not to notice. Her life on the edge with Ahmad had been full of silent frictions and quick jabs.


Money was always a problem: because the Iraqi government, which controlled most of the country’s economy, had essentially deemed Ahmad an enemy of the state, he had trouble getting work.


Religion was another point of contention. Ahmad, a trained scientist, was decidedly secular. (“I am without,” was how he explained it to me. “I am without, too,” I replied, and we laughed and shook hands: in a country where religion soon was to become a matter of life and death, meeting someone who did not abide by it merited an impromptu handshake.) But Afrah, who had been raised in a Shiite family, had grown more and more religious with each of Ahmad’s arrests. Then Sindbad, whose sewing business consisted mainly of producing embroidered abayas, joined an Islamic society, and Roa’a, Ahmad’s favorite daughter, one day began to wear long skirts in public, instead of jeans, and to cover her hair with a modest head scarf. Ahmad liked to say that he believed faith should be a personal choice. But he talked about his family’s newfound and intensifying religious devotion in a manner that was at once somewhat condescending and a bit nervous. I could sense the tension in the household.


“We must fight in two directions: against Baghdad” (Saddam was still in power) “and against those people who are Islamist radicals,” Ahmad said to me once, stopping short of directly criticizing his loved ones’ beliefs.


Perhaps if Ahmad or Afrah had zoomed in on such disappointments, the memory of one slight would have pulled out the next, and the next—some petty, some not—and their entire marriage would have come unraveled like a ball of yarn. He had risked his life and their freedom too many times; she was too conservative. But for them, letting go of each other would have been equivalent to handing one to the regime: after all, the purpose of Saddam’s dungeons was not so much to hurt the body of the victim as to crush the soul. Letting go of each other would have been surrender. It occurred to me that what had kept this couple together was what has kept together so many couples I had met in extremity—couples who were falling in love as firefights whipped their streets, getting married as warplanes decimated their cities, having babies despite the terrifying uncertainty with which conflicts and privation shrouded their future. What had kept them together was more than love: it was defiance.


After he was released from solitary confinement in 1998, Ahmad fled to the Kurdish-controlled northern Iraq. Iraqi Kurdistan was protected from Saddam’s reach by a no-fly zone set up after the first Gulf War and monitored for breaches by the American and British air forces. By the time Ahmad arrived, the Kurdish region was essentially a quasi-autonomous state, with its own language, its own school and university system, and its own set of laws. Ahmad, a Mosul Kurd with an Arabic last name, aroused suspicion. In the city of Suleimaniyah, the heart of the Kurdish unfulfilled nationalist movement, local officials accused him of being a Mukhabarat spy. He spent two months in a Kurdish jail, until the International Committee of the Red Cross demanded his release.


In the meantime, the Mukhabarat in Mosul arrested his family and put everyone in jail—even the children. Afrah was nine months’ pregnant with the couple’s youngest daughter, Zaynab.


Over dolma, I listened to stories about Ahmad’s arrests; about Sindbad the Tailor (Ahmad had named his firstborn after Mosul’s famous seafaring son; that their professions ended up rhyming in English was, of course, a coincidence); about how Zaynab had been born in a Mosul jail while Ahmad was in Suleimaniyah; and about how, because of her birth, the Mukhabarat released Ahmad’s family ten days after they had been arrested, and ordered them into exile in Kurdistan.


“Go look for your father,” the secret police agents told Afrah and her children after they had loaded them into a military truck, driven them to the border with Kurdistan, and dumped them in a fallow wheat field, by the side of the road. Three months later, Ahmad found his wife and children at a hostel in Irbil.


The last article Ahmad had written while Saddam was still in power came out in July 2002. A Syrian newspaper published it. The headline left little about Ahmad’s political beliefs to readers’ imagination: he had titled the article “We Have to Get Rid of Saddam’s Regime Before We Get Rid of His Weapons of Mass Destruction.” Three days after it came out, Ahmad decided to travel to Jordan. For that he needed to leave Kurdistan and cross the swath of Iraq controlled by Saddam. It’s hard to say what he was hoping for: A miracle? An adventure? The Mukhabarat was waiting for him. He was arrested and imprisoned for four months, until November, when Hussein amnestied all prisoners. Some thought the dictator did it in an effort to appease Western critics of his repressive regime, draining the potential American invasion of international support even further; others figured he was just trying to amass as many armed men as he could before the United States attacked.


Either way, that was the last of Ahmad’s brushes with Saddam’s law. Iraqi forces were retreating, and the Americans were pushing up from Kuwait. The steam from the dolma filled the room with a zesty aroma. For the first time since the war had begun, we relaxed.
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The B-52 Stratofortress long-range bomber that circled the clear sky above the Shawkats’ house in Irbil that sunny afternoon glided so high we could not see it, but during my time in Afghanistan in 2001 and 2002 I had learned to recognize the rumble of the subsonic plane, and anticipate what came next: a succession of explosions so powerful the tomato sauce rippled in the basin with the dolma. The Americans were dropping five-hundred-pound bombs on Mosul, fifty miles to the west, the way they had been doing almost every day since the war had begun. Each of these bombs, which are sometimes called “dumb bombs” because they are simply released from the airplane, without any modern computer technology to guide them, carries about two hundred pounds of explosives, has a blast radius of some forty feet, and, when it hits the ground, leaves a crater fifteen feet deep. Coalition forces targeted Mosul because it was believed that a senior cadre of Saddam’s top security and intelligence personnel had sought refuge there. Ahmad’s two married daughters, Rasaq and Sana, were living in Mosul. My friend did not know whether they were still alive. The phones in Rasaq’s and Sana’s houses, like the landlines of everybody else in Mosul, had stopped working when the war began. Cellular phones, which are harder to track and monitor than landline telephones, were banned in Saddam’s Iraq. Afrah and Ahmad did not speak about their oldest daughters, but I knew that each bomb that fell on Mosul tore a fifteen-foot crater through their hearts.


Ahmad preferred to speak of the invasion as an opportunity, a door opening toward a different, better Iraq. But neither he nor his dissident friends were rushing to help the American and allied forces push that door open. One of these friends, a former Iraqi army colonel, recalled the last time he had seen images of Baghdad in flames and American tanks rolling up the Iraqi desert: twelve years earlier, when another American president, George H. W. Bush, had been fighting Saddam’s troops and had encouraged the Iraqi opposition to seize the moment and rise up against the oppressive rule. The colonel had heeded the call then—but the American-led forces had suddenly declared a cease-fire, abruptly withdrawing their support for the popular uprising. The Iraqi government cracked down on the rebels, hard. Tens of thousands were killed. The colonel spent the next year in a solitary prison cell; the Mukhabarat forced his wife to divorce him, confiscated his house in Mosul, and, after he was released from prison, exiled him to Kurdistan.


“We have lost confidence in American help,” the man told me, flicking through satellite television channels in Ahmad’s living room. All channels showed the same picture. On the screen, like twelve years earlier, black smoke billowed once again from torched oil wells near the southern port city of Basra.


But every day, as the American air assault pushed the front line farther and farther north toward Baghdad, and al Jazeera and CNN reported from battlefields closer and closer to the capital, Ahmad became more inspired. On March 31, when we sat down for dolma at his house, Ahmad was talking about his plans for Iraq after the war.


When this war is over, Ahmad said, many scars would have to heal before his country became whole again. He saw a role for himself in post-Hussein Iraq: he would publish his opinions, helping steer his country toward a respectful, democratic society in which everyone had the right to speak his or her mind.


“I will be a point of light,” he said, taking a line from Forty-one’s inaugural address. We ate and listened to the bombing: each bite an explosion of spicy heat in our mouths. Plates rattled with every blast. Roa’a came in with coffee, steeping the room in the scent of cardamom.
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Nine days later, American marines helped pull down the statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad’s Firdos Square. In Irbil, hordes of young Kurdish men drove through city streets, firing celebratory rounds in the air and waving the bright yellow flags of the Kurdish Democratic Party (and also, rather incongruously, one flag depicting a bare-armed Sylvester Stallone as Rocky on a background of the Stars and Stripes). The Mukhabarat functionaries who had persecuted Ahmad lost their jobs; some of them were arrested, a few assassinated in a spate of reprisal killings, others went into hiding. Ahmad visited Mosul and learned that his older daughters, Rasaq and Sana, had survived the bombings. Across the country, other Iraqis were checking on their loved ones, too: relatives excavated acres of barren land to unearth the remains of some of the estimated three million people the Baath Party* had executed since it had come to power in 1968. For months, fields all over the country were filled with hundreds of wailing men, women, and children who mingled among skeletal remains, rusted crutches, and scraps of rotting clothing, searching for their parents, siblings, children, spouses. Hot desert wind blew tufts of human hair against their bare ankles.


With freedom, almost immediately, came mayhem. In the north, foreshadowing the ethnic and sectarian violence that would debilitate Iraq for years, the country’s ethnic Kurds began to redraw the map of Iraqi Kurdistan, with a vengeance. With the help of armed peshmerga fighters they started to expel Arabic families from towns and villages where Kurds had lived decades ago, before Hussein had forcibly replaced them with Arabs from the south of the country in his drive to ethnically cleanse northern Iraq. Hussein had called the campaign al Anfal, or “the Spoils,” after a chapter in the Koran on the rules of military conduct that permit Muslim armies to destroy and take the wealth of “unbelievers.” Al Anfal had claimed more than a hundred thousand lives in mass executions, nighttime arrests, and anonymous burials (many graves of the killed Kurds were marked in Arabic, as part of an effort to erase all traces of the Kurdish culture). Three million Kurds were evicted from their homes. The highlight of the campaign was the 1988 attack on the Kurdish town of Halabja. Iraqi bombers dropped mustard gas and nerve gas on the town, killing about five thousand people, mostly civilians, in two days.


“All these years we have been waiting,” a peshmerga fighter named Jamal Star Ahmed, a tall man with a bushy black beard who kept a wide, flat knife tucked into his cummerbund and six hand grenades hung from his belt, had told me during one of my visits to his frontline trench a week and a half before the fall of Baghdad. “We hope to return to our home soon.”


I had thought it to be an expression of longing. It turned out to have been a warning. Now the Kurds were claiming what they said had been taken away from them. The Arabs, who had no place else to go, were resisting. In Mosul, which is kerfed almost in half by the Tigris River, Arabs mounted red, white, and black Iraqi flags on street corners and rooftops on the west bank; on the east bank, Kurds flew their yellow colors from storefronts and Russian-made jeeps. Crossing the river became akin to crossing a border between two warring states.


Everywhere, looters ransacked museums and torched office buildings. Firefights raged in alleyways and on wide boulevards. The Mukhabarat jail, in which Ahmad had been tortured, was set ablaze. One day, dinars plastered the square in front of the Iraqi national bank like confetti. Men and boys were dashing about, zigzagging in traffic, raking up the banknotes and stuffing them into their shirts. Their sudden riches did not seem to make them happy. Their faces wore grimaces of anger.


“Freedom’s untidy,” Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld famously said then, dismissing the street violence and looting that were erupting all over Iraq. Just a phase, he said. “Stuff happens.”


Ahmad disagreed.


“Our real war is just starting,” he warned, “and it may be more difficult than the military one.”


Ahmad had dreamed of returning to Mosul as soon as it became free of Saddam’s rule, but the city was too dangerous to move to with his family. He did rent an office in Mosul, and launched a weekly magazine he called Bilattijah, which, in Arabic, means “without direction.” The name contained two references at once—to Ahmad’s vision that with Saddam out of power, it was too early to tell which direction Iraq as a nation was going to take; and to the fact that, at last, no one was dictating to Ahmad what he could or could not write.


Neither lasted long. As summer turned to fall, clerics moved to fill the power vacuum in the country, inspiring calls for Iraq to become an Islamic state. Ahmad wrote editorials criticizing religious extremism, the lack of a U.S. plan for a post-Saddam Iraq, and the Baath Party supporters still clinging to power. He started receiving death threats.


“He had integrity,” Roa’a later would tell Reporters Without Borders. “Of course, his freedom of thought did not please everyone.”
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The Shawkats, like many Middle Eastern families, stuffed everything: onions, zucchini, peppers. When I make dolma I skip most of the vegetables and wrap the rice and lamb mixture in grape leaves—in the States you can usually get them, canned, in the Greek section of a local supermarket. Stuffing dolma is a lengthy, repetitive process, a good time to socialize if someone is doing it with you, or to reminisce if you are doing it alone. The monotony of slicing, kneading, and wrapping is a healing process, a therapy, reliving the heartache of war-ravaged destinations and relieving it. In a quiet Massachusetts suburb, at a friend’s apartment in New Jersey, or in my parents’ kitchen in Russia, I can share these memories with my family and friends in a way that everyone can appreciate and enjoy: by cooking.


Here is a memory I save for last, after I have rolled up the final grape leaf and am moving about the kitchen pouring tomato sauce and water into the dolma pot. I turn my back to everyone else in the room, and this way the memory stays private and doesn’t burden my mother and sister, who are preparing the dish with me. This way dolma—the perfect communal dish, my favorite party food, a meal I make in such quantities that there are always leftovers to pick at for at least a couple of days after the guests are gone—forever remains my personal tribute to Ahmad Shawkat.


Six months after our dolma lunch in Irbil, I got an email from Michael Goldfarb. Michael had spent much more time with Ahmad than I ever had, and the two men had become so close that in one interview Michael had described Ahmad as almost a brother; two years later, Michael’s book, Ahmad’s War, Ahmad’s Peace, paid a warm tribute to this friendship. The email was brief. On October 28, 2003, Ahmad went up to the roof of his magazine office in Mosul to make a phone call from his satellite handset. Two men followed him there and shot him dead. He was fifty-two.
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My sorrow, when it comes to Ahmad, is not that I could not be there when he died. I could not have saved him. He had spent his whole life putting his life on the line for the Iraq he believed in. In the real Iraq, that amounted to a death sentence. My regret about Ahmad is the same regret I feel about most of the people with whom I have become close in war zones: that our friendship was so brief.


Together, we had survived such terrible, turbulent times. One would think that when you live through the horrors of war with someone, you would at least remain good friends. As one American battalion commander in Iraq said to me once about the men alongside whom he had fought, “People who go through this, they’re a small fraternity.”


But I am a war correspondent. I come to report a story, and while I work, I entrust my life to complete strangers. For a spell, we become friends, we become family. We share the food we eat and, often, the floor we sleep on. We are ready to die for one another. But when the story is over, I move on to the next assignment, knowing that I may never see or hear from these people again. Many of my war zone friends carry on with their lives in places with no Internet, no reliable telephone network, and barely any electricity, and there is no way for us to communicate after I leave. Although they have played crucial roles in my life, I will never again play any role in theirs. And because they live amid the world’s worst conflicts, often the worst happens.


Sometimes we manage to keep in touch sporadically. The American boys who for weeks in 2005 in Iraq shared with me their army-issue meals, their menthol cigarettes, their water, and their heartbreak in an armored humvee* with a faulty air conditioner—once, on my thirtieth birthday, it choked all of us with sour Freon fumes—write me occasionally. Shatha, who worked for me as a translator in Baghdad in the spring, summer, and fall of 2003, emails once every few weeks; her friend and another former interpreter of mine, Thanaa, writes a few times a year. I don’t know what became of Wahid, who translated for me in Afghanistan in 2001 and 2002: when we knew each other, Afghanistan had no email, no cell phones, and no mail service. Najibullah, the exquisitely unhinged gunman who in 2001 fogged my van with heady hashish smoke in the forbidding gorges of the Hindu Kush—where are you now? Even if email had existed back then, it would not have helped us stay connected. You were illiterate.


Before he died, Ahmad and I did not keep in touch. Once, after Ahmad was killed, I got a note from Roa’s, but when I responded, she never wrote back.


My sorrow, when it comes to Ahmad, is not that I could not be there when he died. It is that I did not have a chance to know him better when he was alive. What I do have left of our brief friendship is this recipe for dolma.
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Dolma


Stuffed Grape Leaves


Serves about 8


When dolma is ready, the rice inside the grape leaves puffs up, making the leaves taut like the skin on a drum. Each bite reveals layers of taste: the velvety sourness of the tomato sauce on the outside of the leaves; the briny, rough shell of the leaves themselves; and then, inside, the garlicky, sweet, lingering heat of ground lamb, rice, and spices. Dolma may take up to 2 hours to simmer before it is done, but once prepared, it takes only a couple of minutes to heat up in the microwave. It is a perfect dish to bring to potlucks. (For vegetarian dolma, substitute 2 additional cups of rice and some extra fresh herbs for the lamb.)


For the dolma:


Long-grain rice, preferably basmati, about 2½ cups (the same volume as the lamb)


2 pounds minced lamb


2 cloves garlic, crushed


1 large onion, finely diced


1 bunch parsley or cilantro or both


Pinch each of salt, black pepper, ground cumin, ground allspice, ground cardamom, dried thyme, and ground coriander


1 tablespoon ground sumac (sumac is a crimson spice you can get in most Middle Eastern groceries. If you can’t find it, use the juice of 1 lemon.)


Two 15.2-ounce jars grape leaves in brine


Oil, for the bottom of the cooking pot


One 28-ounce can peeled, diced tomatoes


For the sauce:


1½ cups plain kefir or nonfat yogurt


1 tablespoon olive oil


1 teaspoon salt


1 tablespoon minced fresh mint (or dill)


1. Rinse the rice and mix with the lamb, garlic, onion, herbs, and spices.


2. Drain the grape leaves. Take a leaf and spread it on your work surface so that the stem end is closest to you. Discard the stem. Place a small dollop (the size of a 5.56-caliber bullet from a Kalashnikov rifle, or approximately half a pinkie) of the rice mixture onto the leaf, near the stem end. Fold the sides of the leaf over the filling, then roll the leaf up, tucking the ends in fairly tightly but not too tightly, because the rice will expand during cooking.


3. Place the stuffed leaf, seam side down, on the lightly oiled bottom of a large pot. Repeat the process with the remaining leaves and filling, arranging the dolma snugly in the pot. Shape any leftover filling into small meatballs and place those on top of the dolma. Pour the diced tomatoes on top of the dolma and add 1 to 1½ cups water; most of the dolma should be submerged.


4. Cover and simmer over low or medium heat for about 1½ hours, or until the rice is completely done. (Sacrifice one to check.)


5. In the meantime, whisk together all the ingredients for the sauce. Serve the dolma hot, with the sauce on the side.


* Abaya—a loose, long coat some Muslim women wear. It covers the whole body except for hands, neck, and head. Anabaya is often black, and is usually worn with a head scarf that covers the hair, hijab, or most of the face, niqab.


* Peshmerga—a term ethnic Kurds use for Kurdish fighters (both men and women). When the United States invaded Iraq in 2003, peshmerga rebels in northern Iraq faced off against Iraqi forces.


* Fedayeen Saddam—literally, “Saddam’s Martyrs,” during the rule of Saddam Hussein, a feared Iraqi paramilitary organization that numbered between eighteen and forty thousand men. The Fedayeen operated almost entirely outside the law, and included a special unit known as the Death Squadron, whose members (they usually wore black uniforms and ski masks) performed political executions of suspected dissidents and their family members, often in the homes of the victims.


* Baath Party—an Arab socialist party formed in Damascus, Syria, in the 1940s (the first official party congress took place in 1947). In Iraq, the Baath Party came to power through coups in 1963 and 1968. From 1968 it remained the ruling party until the American invasion in 2003, and played a role similar to the Communist Party in the Soviet Union. If you were Iraqi, and you wanted any sort of government job—even teaching math at a public school—you pretty much had to join the Baath Party, since otherwise you would have been suspected of being disloyal.


* Humvee—the preferred way of calling HMMWV: high mobility multipurpose wheeled vehicle, a military jeep. In the beginning of the war in Iraq, American troops rode around in canvas-topped humvees, often with the tops down. By 2005, most humvees in Iraq were armored. By 2008, even the armored kind were considered too vulnerable to use in the country.
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Two
Dreaming of Lettuce


My introduction to war went like this: at three o’clock one moonless autumn morning, I crossed the Pyandzh River into Afghanistan on a dirty, rusty platform that ferried people and things (and sometimes tanks) across the water with the help of a thunderously loud rope-tow contraption.


David and I were traveling together. We were loaded with sleeping bags, laptops, some clothes, a satellite phone, and a first-aid kit that included syringes and disinfected gauze. It was completely dark—either because Northern Alliance* fighters were trying to keep our crossing a secret from the Taliban or, most plausibly, because there was no electricity in that part of the country, ever. The rope tow, like many things that moved in Afghanistan, sputtered along on dirty, watered-down diesel.


Invisible gunmen ushered us up a steep bank and helped us drag our duffel bags into a tiny stone booth illuminated by a sole, hissing gas lamp. There, three bearded, armed men in flat paqul hats of boiled wool leafed roughly through our passports and scribbled something in Dari, the Persian dialect spoken in northern Afghanistan, next to the visa stamps. The visa stamps were messy and uneven, like imprints of something a middle school student had cut out of cork in art class. We had obtained the visas in Tajikistan’s capital, Dushanbe. They were issued by the opposition, not the Taliban government, which at the time was still in power in most of the country. They were, therefore, valid only in the northeastern sliver of Afghanistan controlled by the Northern Alliance. Technically, we were in the country illegally.


Our combined knowledge of Afghanistan was limited to half-forgotten high school history lessons, scarce recent news reports, and whatever we had read in a borrowed Lonely Planet Guide to Central Asia.


The Afghanistan chapter in that 576-page book was nine pages long. Wars—first the revolution; then the decade-long insurgency against the Soviet Union, funded largely by the CIA (and facilitated significantly by Osama bin Laden); then internal fighting among local warlords, followed by the hostilities between the Taliban government and the anti-Soviet rebels who, now that there were no more Soviets to fight, opposed the strict Islamic regime—had rendered the country pretty much off-limits to casual travelers and researchers. The Taliban’s general distrust of most foreign visitors, particularly Westerners, also didn’t help. A significant chunk of the nine-page chapter in the guidebook was dedicated to travel warnings and information about political unrest and abundant land mines.


The “When to Go” box advised, bluntly: “Don’t go.”


It was October 17, 2001, and I was a freelance reporter based in Moscow, Russia. After the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, President Bush demanded that the Taliban hand over the terrorist mastermind Osama bin Laden and other top leaders of his al Qaeda network, or else. The Taliban refused, and on October 7, 2001, the United States commenced the bombing of Afghanistan. On the ground, American military planners were relying on a motley coalition of about fifteen thousand ragtag fighters who traded precious stones and opium for rocket launchers, helicopters, tanks, and ammunition from Russia; mistrusted each other; and were united by a single common goal: to oust the Taliban. The San Francisco Chronicle asked me to cover the ground war. I went.


When David and I got off the ferry, we knew we were in the friendly, if uncouth, hands of the Northern Alliance—but we did not know how far their territory stretched to the south or west, or where, exactly, the front line lay. The front line tended to move every few months, and thus was not marked on any map—particularly not on the map I had purchased in a Moscow bookstore before the trip. This one had been drawn by some bygone topographers during the Soviet occupation a decade and a half earlier, and showed only a fraction of the country’s towns, and none of its villages. (While maps produced in the United States tended to place North America smack in the middle of the world, Soviet maps tended to leave things out, and often distorted distances on purpose, lest the charts fall into enemy hands.)


In a mix of English, Russian, Dari, and sign language, the Afghan guerrilla border guards instructed us to climb into a Russian-made jeep and explained that it would take us to our hotel for two hundred dollars. Although we had no idea where exactly that hotel was, or how far, the price appeared a bit much. But the jeep was the only car around, so bargaining seemed inappropriate. Plus, we knew not a single word of Dari. We got into the backseat, behind the driver and a teenage boy weighed down with a Kalashnikov* rifle as big as the boy himself, and took off into the night.


We drove through the desert. There was no road. There was no suspension. There were also no rocks, no trees, no stars—absolutely no landmarks, as far as I could see, by which to tell direction in the black flatness. I whispered to David that I hoped we didn’t drive into a minefield. David, who had been reporting from war zones for years, whispered back that he hoped we didn’t drive into an ambush.


Just then, the driver slammed on the brakes, grabbed the Kalashnikov from the teenage gunman, jumped out of the car, and ran off, out of the small circle of light cast by the car’s headlights, firing shots into the hostile, dark unknown.


I thought of the children. I guess that’s what mothers do when they sense trouble. Fyodor, my four-year-old son, was staying with my parents in St. Petersburg, Russia. Alex, my five-year-old stepson, was in Massachusetts, with David’s mother. Good, I thought: the children are safe. In the rank cabin of the jeep, abandoned by the driver who had our only gun, I squeezed David’s hand, too afraid to hear whether the driver’s shots were being returned.


As suddenly as he had left the car, the driver reappeared in the headlights, unscathed. No Taliban fighters surrounded him. Instead, in an outstretched hand, he was carrying a dead gray fox. He hurled the animal into the backseat, between us, climbed into the jeep, and, without a word, floored the accelerator.


For twenty minutes, we drove in absolute silence as the fox next to us grew cold. Then, the seemingly infinite desert in the headlights abruptly became a stucco wall: we had arrived at the guesthouse for foreign reporters run by the Northern Alliance, clearly in the middle of nowhere. (The town, Khojabahauddin, was not on any map we ever owned, Soviet or otherwise, and thus got routinely misspelled many creative ways in reporters’ datelines; David once drew his own map, photographed it, and emailed the digital image to Boston so that his editors knew where we were.) We grabbed our duffel bags, paid the hunter-driver and the underage gunman, and they drove off. And the fox?


“Tomorrow’s dinner,” David said, foreshadowing our protein-rich, vitamin-poor diet for the next few weeks.


I had been in a war zone for less than two hours, and already food had begun to shape the course of my war corresponding.
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This bizarre episode, our welcome to Afghanistan, taught me three things about war.


One: that situations you think are dangerous often turn out to be trivial—like that time on the front line when three Northern Alliance commanders in plastic flip-flops instructed me to hide from Taliban bullets behind the crumbling clay wall of a dilapidated farmhouse, and then, half an hour later, invited me for a leisurely cup of very sweet tea and a cigarette in front of the very same wall (the Taliban, I gathered, were also on their lunchtime break).


Similarly, two: that whenever you think you are safe you are, in fact, in precipitous danger, like that time when the bodyguards I had hired to protect me from highway bandits tried to rob me at gunpoint one sunny December afternoon.


And three: war is for meat-eating men with guns. Get your lettuce someplace else.


Actually, number three isn’t strictly true. Since that first trip to Afghanistan, I have eaten wonderful vegetables in conflict zones: Iraq’s succulent scarlet tomatoes that taste like sunshine; Georgia’s colorful pkhali, a fragrant paste made from vegetables ground with walnuts and garlic. In Indian Kashmir, garlicky dishes made with eggplant and potatoes drummed upon my tastebuds like tabla players at a wedding. Stuffy cafés in the crowded camps of the Gaza Strip served delectable fattoush salad and baba ghanouj, the creamy eggplant dip. Afghanistan, too, as it turned out after we had finally made it out of Khojabahauddin and got to our first real market town, had all sorts of vegetables.


I should reword number three as follows: in a war zone, no one can guarantee that your next meal will be something you want. No one can guarantee that your next meal will be there when you are hungry. No one can guarantee that you will live to have a next meal at all. So you eat what you find: salad, meat, yesterday’s rice, stale bread. Having hungered, and eaten, in a dozen conflict zones, I now understand why that Afghan driver near the border was ready to forget all about his human cargo when his dinner so fortuitously happened to run across the road.


Food delivers nourishment, and it also delivers comfort. When David and I met, in Moscow, he often ate at the Starlite Diner, a stylized eatery a few blocks from the Kremlin screaming with brightly colored, kitschy Americana: its chocolate milk shakes and overpriced French fries reminded him of the food he used to eat with his dad, when they would step ashore after a day of sailing past the drumlins of Boston Harbor. In Somalia, Spanish, Canadian, and British medics working for Médecins Sans Frontières* hired a local chef who could make lasagna: their reward at the end of a long and heart-scraping day trying to save malnourished babies from dying of tuberculosis in an anarchic war zone. They would take their Italian meals at a long, communal table, with a tossed green salad on the side. Todd Wood, the commander of an American infantry battalion in Tikrit, Saddam Hussein’s tribal hometown, dined almost exclusively on corn dogs, burgers, and Jell-O at his army base mess hall, hungry for something—anything—that reminded him of home.


Wherever I went, at the end of the day I often ate with the people I wrote about. Over these meals, I would talk to my hosts and fellow diners about their lives and tell them about mine. The food we shared helped me open the door into the lives of strangers, and our simple conversations that accompanied this most ordinary act of eating brought us closer together: friends despite cultural and linguistic barriers, hosts despite the lack of conditions for hospitality. People I would never forget despite the lack of any way to contact most of them ever again. People like Ahmad Shawkat.


Or like Mahbuhbullah, the farmer and businessman whose two-story house of clay, straw, and donkey dung in the small northern Afghan town of Dasht-e-Qal’eh for a while became my home.
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Like many Afghan men, Mahbuhbullah had one name, two wives, and many lively children who had inherited their father’s quick smile. He had a handful of shaggy chicken in different shades of brown, a couple of dairy cows, and the highest measure of wealth in the impoverished northern Afghanistan: his own hand-drawn well. Each morning before dawn one of Mahbuhbullah’s preteen daughters would lower an empty bucket on a rope into that well, then crank the metal handle of a wooden spool until the bucket came back up brimming with cold water. With that water, Mahbuhbullah’s wives nurtured his vegetable patch. As it turned out, the harvest of turnips and pumpkins that grew in that patch would be directly responsible for the San Francisco Chronicle’s war coverage in the first weeks of the U.S.-led campaign to remove the Taliban from power.


Each afternoon, Mahbuhbullah’s sons would bring out an old daybed frame of dark wood polished by weather and rain, large as a stage, and set it next to the well. The farmer’s friends would arrive and sit cross-legged on that bed, smoking cigarettes and listening to the war on BBC Persian, broadcasting on an old transistor radio. The actual fighting took place within earshot of Mahbuhbullah’s compound: every few hours, a B-52 would dump the contents of its bomb bay above the frontline that snaked through abandoned fields of rice and winter wheat a few miles away. But I think my host and his friends preferred to hear about the war on the radio because that made the violence seem more distant.


Mahbuhbullah’s life had not always been this languid and orderly. In the 1980s, during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, Mahbuhbullah had been a low-level army commander. He had served under the Communist regime of President Mohammad Najibullah.


Before the Kremlin had appointed him to rule the country, President Najibullah had headed Afghanistan’s KGB-style secret police, KhAD, notorious for torturing and killing suspected and real dissidents it detained. For that, he was not well liked. After the Soviet Union pulled out of Afghanistan in 1989, it was clear that Najibullah’s unpopular rule would crumble and his officers would face retribution from the incensed citizens. But hard Afghan fighters make poor losers. In the honor code of many a tough Afghan warrior, being on the losing side is a sign of weakness, not befitting a man. So Mahbuhbullah switched sides and joined the antigovernment militia of General Abdul Rashid Dostum.*


Dostum himself was one of Afghanistan’s most notorious turncoats. At one point, the general, too, had fought in President Najibullah’s army. His enemies had been the U.S.-backed, anti-Soviet fighters, who called themselves mujahedin** or “holy warriors,” and who had included among their ranks bin Laden—at the time, a young Saudi man with powerful connections.


When it became apparent that Najibullah’s days in power were numbered, Dostum, an ethnic Uzbek, joined forces with Ahmad Shah Massoud***, a mujahedin warlord and an ethnic Tajik—and the future leader of the Northern Alliance. In 1992, with the help of foot soldiers like Mahbuhbullah, the mujahedin took control of Kabul.


After that, tribal and ethnic rivalries between different mujahedin factions disintegrated into four years of fratricidal fighting for control of the capital. Weakened by the battles that leveled entire sections of Kabul, the warlords were easily overrun by the better organized and ideologically driven Taliban gunmen, who in 1996 swept to power and installed a strict rule based on a very conservative interpretation of Sunni Islam. Seeing no honor or holiness in becoming dead, and continuing their tradition of wartime flexibility, mujahedin commanders—Dostum among them—fled the capital. They would from now on direct their fight against the Taliban.


(As for the deposed Najibullah, the Taliban tracked down the former president, who had been hiding at a United Nations compound, castrated him, dragged him behind a jeep, shot him, and then strung his dead body on a noose from a post in the center of the nation’s capital. Perhaps those warlords who switched sides and fled the battlefield before their side lost were on to something, after all.)


Before all that grotesque violence took place, however, the serene Mahbuhbullah realized that military exploits were not for him. In 1992, he left Dostum’s gang to pursue a slightly more lucrative avocation. By the time I met him, this burly man with a bushy beard and a bear hug had become a successful booze smuggler and tomb raider.
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Mahbuhbullah made half his money running vodka from the post-Soviet Tajikistan into northern Afghanistan. His clients were a small group of unemployed former engineers and officers who had studied in Moscow and Volgograd during the Soviet occupation and had developed a fondness for the drink that was forbidden in their own Islamic state. I never found out who sold Mahbuhbullah the vodka, or what he paid for it—or, for that matter, how much he sold it for; he preferred to keep his business dealings private. Although his undertaking was clearly unsavory from the point of view of the Koran, Mahbuhbullah faithfully observed the five-times-a-day prayer, and fasting on Ramadan*—whether to atone for his sins, or out of habit.


His business had taught him a peculiar, albeit limited, Russian vocabulary, which he proudly tried out on me from time to time. A blissful smile would gleam on his friendly moon of a face that floated atop his heavy torso like an acaulescent flower as he hesitated over the diphthongs and said to me: “Yob’ tvoyu mat’.” I would smile back, unable to bring myself to tell my host that what he was saying meant not “welcome” but “fuck your mother.”


The rest of Mahbuhbullah’s income came from digging up and fencing 2,300-year-old artifacts from the abandoned ruins of Alexandria Oxiana, a town that Alexander the Great—that Alexander the Great, one of the many leaders who, over the centuries, had briefly and fatefully invaded this unruly land—had built, not far from where Mahbuhbullah now lived, for Roxanne, the emperor’s Afghan trophy wife (literally: he married her after defeating her dad). Afghans had rechristened the town, poetically, Ai Khanum, or “Lady Moon.”


Flamingos and garden gnomes being unavailable in northern Afghanistan at the time, Mahbuhbullah had arranged fragments of Corinthian columns in his compound as yard sculptures. A giant, marble lion’s head served as a doorstop for his gate of sheet metal, which he had painted green to ward off evil spirits. Zamzama, Mahbuhbullah’s boisterous five-year-old daughter who liked to ride around her dad’s vegetable patch on my hip, wore around her neck a thread of ancient turquoise beads that once may have belonged to Roxanne herself.


In a way, our looter was saving the ancient treasures from certain destruction. War inspires art but cares little for it. Nomadic invaders had sacked and burned Ai Khanum—with its citadel, temples, palace, and gymnasium—in the second century before our era; more than twenty-one hundred years later, Afghanistan still showed little regard for historic artifacts. The Taliban government had pronounced all non-Islamic art to be idolatry, and had famously demolished, in the rusty mountain face of Bamyan, two of the world’s tallest standing statues of Buddha. In Ai Khanum, shepherds let their herds scamper up and down what remained of the crumbling walls of the ancient city, partially excavated by European archaeologists in the 1960s. Anti-Taliban fighters used column remnants for target practice.


But Afghanistan’s most lucrative export was opium, not artifacts. Mahbuhbullah’s antique business was not exactly thriving. He needed other sources of income to feed his dairy cows, maintain his well, and tend his vegetable patch.


Then, on September 11, 2001, terrorists attacked the United States. Less than a month later, American long-range bombers began to rain “dumb bombs” upon Taliban positions near Mahbuhbullah’s house, and foreign journalists loaded with American dollars poured into his part of Afghanistan. An adroit businessman, Mahbuhbullah was happy to supplement his income by renting out his guest room for forty bucks a night. The room typically slept four: David; Wahid the translator; the driver, Ghulam Sahib; and me.


Mahbuhbullah’s large farmhouse was just two miles from Mount Qal’eh-Kata, an arid knoll on the front line where the Taliban and the Northern Alliance showered each other every day with 7.62-millimeter rounds fired from Soviet-made machine guns and sniper rifles. Whenever American bombers would pummel the Taliban positions on Qal’eh-Kata, Mahbuhbullah’s house would shake. His younger children, Zamzama and two-year-old Zayeed, would scream in panic: their fear of jets had begun after a Taliban plane bombed their own town a year earlier, killing four hundred people. His older kids would root for the American planes the way, in peacetime, they would have rooted for their favorite soccer team. They would scuttle up the stucco walls of his compound and cheer, tracing the course of the planes with their fingers and chanting: “Tayora, tayora!”—“A plane, a plane!”


David and I became Mahbuhbullah’s first customers. The setup was convenient for us, two reporters on assignment to write about the American-led war. From the flat roof of the house, we could see explosions rip through the cloudless western sky. We had the front-row view of the front line.


[image: Image]


I was twenty-six. I had been born into the perfunctory managed economy of the Soviet Union, and became an adult in post–Soviet Russia, where obtaining fresh, quality food required bulling through a crowd of disgruntled, battle-hardened shoppers who would rather trample you than allow you into their midst. I started working as a reporter at the age of twenty, writing about crime and human rights for the St. Petersburg Times of Russia, a biweekly newspaper in my hometown. Although the paper was published in English, in the mid-nineties it was the only local muckraker, respected and feared by the city’s politicians and businessmen. We worked for a pittance—in my salad days at the Times, my monthly paycheck peaked at six hundred dollars—and for glory. Security police had tapped my home phone. I worked insane hours to bring down the crooks, and celebrated each thinly veiled threat from government officials as though it were a badge of honor.


Fyodor was born when I was twenty-one. Until 2000, I was raising him and supporting a talented but unemployed artist boyfriend. We lived on red beans, pickled herring, and homemade bread (the boyfriend supplemented his diet with abundant booze). I bulled my way through the hallways of the local police headquarters and legislators’ offices, and I bulled my way through life with a baby on my hip and a cigarette in my teeth, like a modern-day Amazon.


By 2001, I had broken up with the boyfriend, and Fyodor and I were living in Moscow, alone. I was working at the Moscow Times; the English-language daily paid me enough to go out for sushi from time to time. I met David, who was the Boston Globe’s correspondent in Russia, and we moved in together. I left the Times and started freelancing for American newspapers and magazines; David and I traveled together to the periphery of combat in the Caucasus, where the collapse of the Soviet Union a decade earlier still reverberated in separatist and ethnic conflicts. I sold a few stories to the San Francisco Chronicle. The paper’s request, after President Bush announced the beginning of his “war on terror,” that I report for them from Afghanistan—and the dizzying offer of a retainer of fifty thousand dollars a year—was validation of that work.
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“Her eloquent, honest words tell an in-depth history of recent war, and also
make known courageous and resourceful people.” —Christian Science Monitor

“[A] gritty memoir of Afghanistan and Iraq that focuses not on frontline
reportage but on behind-the-scenes kindnesses of local families, many of
whom shared their hearths, and their bread, with the foreign journalist. In
Peace Meals [Badkhen] uses those simple meals as a window, a graceful
way to bear witness to the devastation she was covering. But don’t think
that her book is about food. It’s about humanity.—Entertainment Weekly

ravel books bring you places. War books bring you tragedy. In Peace
Meals, war reporter Anna Badkhen brings us not only an unsparing and
intimate history of some of the last decade’s most vicious conflicts but
also the most human elements that transcend the dehumanizing realities of war:
the people, the compassion they scraped from catastrophe, and the food they ate.
Making palpable the day-to-day life during conflicts and catastrophes, Badkhen
describes not just the shocking violence but also the beauty of events that take
place even during wartime: the spring flowers that bloom in the crater hollowed by
an air-to-surface missile, the lapidary sanctuary of a twelfth-century palace
besieged by a modern battle, or a meal a tight-knit family shares as a firefight rages
outside. Throughout Badkhen’s stories, punctuated by recipes from the meals she
shared with the people she encountered, emerges the most important lesson she has
observed in conflict zones from Afghanistan to Chechnya: that war can kill our
friends and decimate our towns, but it cannot destroy our inherent decency, gener-
osity, and kindness—that which makes us human.
ANNA BADKHEN has been writingabout conflicts since 2001 for 7he New

York Times, The New Republic, Foreign Policy, The Boston Globe, and other publica-
tions. She lives in Philadelphia.
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