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      ‘Goodbye,’ said the fox to the Little Prince. ‘And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is only with the heart that one can rightly see; what is essential is invisible to the eye.’ 
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        Prologue: The Plane to Kish Island

      

      Here is a typical morning in my life. It happens to be Sunday, 2 July 2006 and it is the day of my son’s seventh birthday party. 

      I arrived back on a plane early this morning from Afghanistan. At Heathrow I am one of the lucky people greeted by a name board: for the first time ever my newspaper has arranged a car to pick me up. London has a grey hung-over gloom and St George’s flags droop forlornly from windows. The driver tells me that England was knocked out of the World Cup by Portugal the night before. Penalties, of course: I needn’t ask. 

      After dropping off my bags at home along with some Starbucks croissants from the airport, and drinking my first decent cup of tea in a month, we drive to Sainsbury’s to buy ham and sliced bread. I have to make ham sandwiches for twenty 7-year-olds. 

      I make twice as many as anyone will eat, buttering slice after slice of bread with great purpose. Then I take them and a cool box of drinks to nearby Palewell Park where we are having a football party. 

      Some of the children at the party are pointing at me and whispering. They have seen me on the news or the front page of the Sunday Times that morning and know that four days ago I was almost killed by Taliban – the ‘baddies’ I hear one of them explain. 

      My mother is there, looking shocked, though I had phoned from Heathrow to warn her before she bought the paper. My husband, who is Portuguese, has said nothing. 

      This, after all, is what I do. 

      It is a sunny afternoon and I throw myself into arranging children’s drinks and ice creams and acting supremely unbothered. I want to keep hugging the blue-eyed birthday boy who I thought I would never see again but I know he will regard that as ‘embarrassment-making’. My phone beeps insistently with text messages – a bizarre mix of horrified concern from those who have seen the story in the paper and jokes about the state of my marriage after the Portugal–England match from those who haven’t. 

      My jeans and long printed smock are covering cuts, bruises, burns and thorns that I will still be picking out in six months. Some of them are infected and in a few days I will go to a local GP who will say, ‘You have been in the wars,’ and I will laugh and let him assume I fell off my bike into a thorn bush. 

      I have spent twenty years living on the edge. I have been pinned down by Russian tanks in a trench in Kandahar, narrowly missed a brick that smashed through my car windscreen on the West Bank, navigated through roadblocks manned by red-eyed drug-crazed boys with Kalashnikovs in West Africa, been kidnapped in the middle of the night by Pakistani intelligence, survived car crashes and emer-gency landings in planes held together by tape, and come under sniper fire in Iraq. All around me people have died. My life, I believe, is charmed. 

      Now I have come as close as possible to being killed. The British paratroopers with whom I was ambushed were so convinced we were about to be ‘rolled up’ that they talked of saving their last bullets for themselves. In that ditch surrounded on all sides by Taliban with mortars, RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) and Kalashnikovs, for the first time I really believed I would die. And I swore if I ever got out I would never go back. 

      Two months later, I will grab the bag with my flak jacket, helmet, medical kit and satellite phone and be back on a plane to Afghanistan. 

      Why do it? Every day I run away from that question. 

      I am not an alcoholic, a heroin addict, or from a broken home. I am a mother of a gorgeous curly-haired boy, wife of a loving husband, daughter of devoted parents, part of a close circle of friends…I have no excuses. 

      I could tell you it’s a search for truth. A hope that by exposing the evils and injustices of the world I can help make it a better place. Sadly, the pen is not that mighty or else the likes of Mugabe would not still be in power. 

      I could tell you that when I was a child I loved to read the poems of Robert Louis Stevenson and turn the sheets hanging on the washing line into doors on to faraway places. One of our neighbours had an apple tree that served just as well as Stevenson’s cherry tree for climbing up and looking ‘abroad on foreign lands’. 

      I could tell you that I felt suffocated by suburbia, living in a place called Carshalton Beeches where the only excitement was to go ‘up the wine bar’ or ‘down the pub’. Adventure was missing the last train from London and having to take a series of night buses from Trafalgar Square. 

      I could tell you that I adored Hemingway and wanted to run with the bulls in Spain, watch big game among the green hills of Africa (though not hunt it), drink mojitos in bars in old Havana and find love behind the lines. 

      I could tell you that once you see others die and evils such as boys turned into killing machines with AK-47s, or families forced to bury stick-limbed girls because they could not afford HIV drugs, one’s own life becomes pretty insignificant. 

      I could tell you that there is nothing more thrilling than getting on a plane to somewhere you have never been, particularly with a name like Bujumbura or Cochabamba. That used to be true but these days endless security queues have spoiled the magic of airports. 

      Maybe the truth lies in Dubai Terminal 2. That’s where you go to catch planes to the bad places. The destination board reads Kabul, Baghdad, Mogadishu and the airlines have names you’ve never heard of like Chelyabinsk Airlines, Don Airlines, Kam Air, Ossetia, Mahan Air and Samara Airlines. These are airlines so dodgy that they are not allowed to land at the proper airport. Many, like Ariana Afghan Airlines or Reem Air of Kyrgyzstan, are on a list banning them from European airspace and describing them as ‘flying coffins’. Their planes are old Tupolevs bought second or third hand from Aeroflot or Air India. 

      The name, Terminal 2, makes it sound as if it is attached to the main airport but in fact it lies a half-hour’s taxi ride away. It seems in another country entirely to that gleaming glass temple to capitalism where Arabs in white dishdash and sunburnt passengers in shorts and miniskirts shop for Rolex watches and Fendi handbags and buy $100 lottery tickets to win a Jaguar X-type. 

      At Terminal 2 there is just one shop and people stock up on Mars Bars, tampons and biscuits, for they don’t know what will be available at the other end. Mostly they are bounty hunters, Afghan money-changers, aid workers, private security guards and journalists. Instead of smart shiny suitcases they have battered kitbags and rucksacks, black plastic crates of survival equipment, or, in the case of the Afghans, large cloth bundles. The ones with briefcases are consultants, being paid thousands of dollars for something called ‘capacity building’, but they will get on a special United Nations plane. Sometimes there are dead bodies being flown back from comfortable exile to be buried in harsh homelands. 

      Most people have grimly resigned expressions, particularly if like me they are flying Ariana. For the airlines of Terminal 2 departure times mean nothing and it is common to turn up day after day before a plane finally arrives. Besides we all know that the Ariana pilots prefer staying in Dubai to piloting their ‘coffins’ back to a destroyed country. We debate with those holding Kam tickets whether it’s safer to fly with an airline that has already crashed or one that always seems about to crash. Passengers that make a fuss and try to find non-existent airline representatives are exposed as newcomers. 

      Some might be committed do-gooders; others are only doing it for money. ‘George Bush has paid off thousands of mortgages,’ says a Scottish ex-para on his way to be a $1,000-a-day security consultant in Afghanistan after a long stint in Iraq. 

      But there are a few that have a look on their face that I recognise. It’s a sort of suburban restlessness. Not in a grass-is-always-greener kind of way: but a search for adventure. 

      These are the people whose eyes light up when they see the name Kish appear on the destination board. Where is that? Kish Island in Iran, someone tells me. It sounds intriguing. I know I will try to go there. It will mean flying Kish Air which last crashed two years ago. 

      Biographers of Alexander the Great used the Greek word pothos to describe his endless yearning to be somewhere else, whether it was to cross the Danube, go to the oracle of Ammon, sail the ocean, see the Persian Gulf or untie the legendary knot at Gordium. 

      I liked that description. But then I read that the longing for something unattainable expressed by pothos could also signify a desire to die. For pothos is also the name for delphiniums, the flowers that Greeks traditionally placed on someone’s tomb. 

      I never set out to be brave or daring or intrepid or any of those labels often attached to the title ‘war correspondent’. What I wanted to be is a storyteller. I have been lucky enough to live in countries in Asia, Latin America, Africa, the Middle East and Europe at a time of huge upheaval when the world was adjusting from the cold war to a whole new war of terrorist attacks and suicide bombs. 

      To me the real story in war is not the bang-bang but the lives of those trying to survive behind the lines. Working for a weekly paper has given me the luxury of time to be able to go behind the lines where other reporters don’t and tell the stories of the forgotten. Sometimes the story behind the article is more interesting than what appeared on the printed page, and where that is so I have tried to include it. 

      This book then is not an attempt to answer the question why, but a record of what I have seen as it is. It is a mixture of memories, articles and impressions jotted in notebooks and diaries. These are my places of hope and despair. 

      
        London, October 2007 
      

      
        
      










      
        
      

      
        Where It Began: Invitation to a Wedding

      

      Pakistan 1987–1989 

      I am lying in bed in Karachi. The air is damp and sticky and I am breathing in the headachy smell of jasmine. White and crimson petals are falling over me. Bollywood film stars, politicians and khans are flitting around like shadow dancers. Delicate henna flowers and blossoms twist across both sides of my hands and over my feet, and fireworks explode into showers of red and white stars in the sky. 

      It is very hot. Several times in the night I had to put my sheet under the cold water tap to cool myself down. 

      In and out of consciousness I drift, peacock colours flashing before my eyes. At the edges of my slumber I am dimly aware of a man shouting and drumming. The sound is growing louder and louder and my henna-painted palms itch until I can resist no longer. I open the curtains and blink at the yellow morning sun over Clifton beach, a sun that at 8 a.m. is already blurred round the edges and throbbing ominously. On the seafront is a tattered monkey in a red fez, banging a drum while its owner jerks a chain round its neck to make it dance. Beyond, a line of camels bobs slowly up and down along the sand and a group of women in long baggy pyjamas are dipping their toes in the Arabian Sea. 

      It is day three of the wedding celebrations of Benazir Bhutto and my life has just changed for ever. 

      Only a few days earlier I was in drizzly Birmingham, blinking back tears as I drove round and round Spaghetti Junction in my electric-blue Morris Marina. I was trying to find the turn-off for the Bullring, the 

      
        
      

      
        [image: ]
      

      most depressing shopping centre in Britain, a hulk of concrete in a web of ring roads. Inside, most of the shops were either closed down or closing down and two local firemen were trying to beat the world record for the number of days wearing gas masks. I was interviewing them for Central TV where I was a trainee reporter. Once the cameraman, sound man and sparks (lights man) had all arrived (separately, so as to each claim mileage allowance), we got under way. The report was supposed to be funny, the firemen’s answers distorted by their masks. However, it was so cold that the camera battery kept seizing up, forcing us to start all over again. By the fifth take even the firemen were looking bored. 

      Actually that was a good day. As the most junior person in the Central newsroom, I often spent mornings going through the tabloids checking out stories in our patch and discovering half were not true. Worst of all were the door-knocks. Our area encompassed both the M1 and M6 motorways where young people were often killed in drink-driving accidents and there was nothing harder than knocking on the doors of their families and asking for a photo. 

      So it is that on that December morning in 1987 when I look out on Clifton beach, a huge grin spreads across my face. Later that day, I walk along the promenade to the green-domed shrine to Abdullah Shah Ghazi, an eighth-century mystic regarded as Karachi’s patron saint. There, I pay a few rupees to a man with a scrawny parakeet for it to pick me tarot cards. ‘You will be back within a year,’ he predicts. I manage to get through to the international operator and make a reverse-charge call to the Financial Times in London. They put me through to something called Copy where a very nice lady tells me not to speak so fast. It is my first report as a foreign correspondent. 

      Bhutto the bride 

      Financial Times, 19 December 1987 

      THERE’S A STORY going round Karachi at the moment of a wedding so successful that the gifts had to be carried away in trucks. But over the past few weeks gold cards have been landing on doormats around the world inviting people to a wedding destined to outdo them all. 

      Invitations to the public reception are in such demand that fortunes have been made forging them, while one man in Punjab set himself alight because he could not afford the train fare. 

      The five-star hotels are full; the tailors are working day and night to create visions in spun gold. Like a huge Christmas tree, 70 Clifton Road is festooned with lights. Inside, preparations and festivities have been under way all week. For this is no ordinary wedding. The lights are red, white and green – the colours of the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP). And Pinkie, as the bride is affectionately known, is more familiar as Benazir Bhutto, leader of the opposition People’s Party and daughter of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, the former Prime Minister hanged in 1979. 

      Inside the women’s quarters, the pressure is intense. Weddings are a matter of face here and families will go without food and spend much of their lives in debt to give their daughters a good send-off. The average wage is £50 a month, yet parents spend £100 a time on gold-threaded dresses for the bride’s trousseau that will probably end life as cushion covers. 

      Benazir’s landed family is far from poor and her husband-to-be is from one of the twenty-two families which once owned two-thirds of Pakistan. He has already given her a heart-shaped ring of diamonds and sapphires and sends her roses every day. But the would-be prime minister is locked in a battle with an array of aunties dismayed at her refusal to accept the traditional trousseau from the groom’s family. Instead of the twenty-one to fifty-one sets of clothes usually presented to the bride, Benazir has set the limit at two. As for the gold bangles that brides are supposed to wear all the way up each arm from wrist to elbow, she says she will wear glass. When Auntie Behjat complains this will bring shame on the family, Benazir protests, ‘I am a leader, I must set an example to my people.’ For once her voice is ignored. Every day more and more presents arrive at the gate: embroidered shawls, platters of sweets, fruits and almonds dipped in silver and gold. 

      Benazir is a fanatical perfectionist and her assistants are well aware that the eyes of the world are focused on their efforts. But, they complain, she will keep slipping out to the office when traditionally she should spend this week in purdah – behind a veil and inside four walls and wearing yellow clothes and no make-up so as not to attract the evil eye. ‘I don’t have time for this,’ she protests. 

      Every few minutes another gaggle of cousins arrives from New York, Tehran, London or Bombay, prompting hysterical scenes. This is the first time in years that the entire Bhutto clan has been together (less an errant sister-in-law facing trial in France and Benazir’s estranged brother Murtaza wanted in Pakistan for hijacking a PIA plane). Some have risked imprisonment by returning. 

      Between frantic sewing and talking and preparation of sweetmeats, the time is spent singing and dancing. The girls have been practising for weeks, singing of the bride’s beauty and the groom’s weaknesses, ready for competition with the groom’s family at Thursday’s mehndi or henna celebration. ‘On my beloved’s forehead his hair is shining. Bring, bring, bring the henna which will colour my beloved’s hands,’ they sing. Already there are many hoarse voices. And laughter too, when less traditional lines are added like ‘You must agree that Benazir will serve the nation.’ Every so often the merrymaking is stopped abruptly by a power cut. These prompt speculation that the military dictator General Zia, who hanged Benazir’s father, is reasserting his authority. 

      A multi-coloured marquee has been erected in the garden between the palms and mango trees. Bowers of jasmine and roses lead to a silver tinsel-bedecked stage. On top of this is a mother-of-pearl bench – the wedding stage where Benazir will sit next to Asif and say yes three times to become a married woman. A mirror will then be held in front of them so they can see each other as partners for the first time while sugar is ground over their heads so their lives will be sweet. 

      Are they in love? I wonder. It was an arranged marriage – Benazir’s press statement announcing her engagement began less than enthusiastically: ‘Conscious of my religious obligations and duty to my family, I am pleased to proceed with the marriage proposal accepted by my mother.’ 

      But everyone tells me that in arranged marriages you learn to love each other. ‘It’s better because you go in with no preconceptions or expectations,’ say her friends Yasmin, Sanam and Laleh. All her aunties tell me how pleased they are that ‘Bibi’ is finally settling down. 

      The morning before the main celebrations is devoted to beautification. Underneath Mr Bhutto’s powerful portrait, groups of brightly swathed girls sit chattering for hours while intricate henna designs are painstakingly etched on their hands and feet and aromatic oils massaged into their skin. Upstairs Benazir is undergoing the painful process of having all her body hair removed, but there are no screams to be heard above the din down here – this after all is a bride who has endured years in detention by a military regime, including ten months in solitary confinement in Sukkur jail. 

      The police stationed outside number 70 raise their eyes at all the commotion, unable to see a way of extracting baksheesh from the situation. On my first few visits my car was followed in a way Inspector Clouseau would have appreciated but they have given up trying to keep track. 

      For once, though, politics seem forgotten. Even the orange-seller on the corner, usually anxious to explain how the ‘CIA devils’ are destroying the country, is obsessed by the wedding. Rumours abound about who is and who is not coming. David Owen has accepted, and Colonel Gaddafi was never invited, despite stories in the Urdu press that he declined because of domestic problems and has sent a six-seater Cessna as a gift. Benazir assures me she’s seen no sign of it. 

      Of course being Benazir, you couldn’t expect the political to stay out of the wedding altogether. Ten thousand people – many of them PPP workers – are already camped out at the Lyari grounds where a stage and massive speakers have been erected for a public ceremony that has the sound of a party rally to me. 

      Weddings are a time when personality clashes are put aside. Rival leaders of the Movement for the Restoration of Democracy and former leading members of the PPP are here, though no generals have been invited. Many non-political alliances will be forged over the next few days as eagle-eyed aunts and mothers look out for suitable catches. Being tall, fair and holding a British passport qualifies me for many of their shortlists, but unfortunately I cannot claim to be particularly ‘domestically well versed’ and, gin and tonic in hand, I am certainly not a good Muslim… 

      I had spent the previous summer as an intern on the foreign desk of the Financial Times and knew that more than anything I wanted to be a foreign correspondent. 

      The camel corps they called them. Occasionally they would waft in with the smell of the desert or tang of the sea, dressed in crumpled linen suits, their tanned faces making the people in the office look washed-out and grey. They covered wars, revolutions and insurgencies, and spoke on the phone in exotic languages. They were glamorous, rugged, the skin round their eyes all wrinkled from the sun, and they carried battered leather satchels full of notes and foreign newspapers. 

      They were all men and to me they were like gods. 

      The FT in those days was more grandly housed in Bracken House (now a Japanese bank) opposite St Paul’s at the tail end of Fleet Street. It had two neighbouring watering holes – Balls Brothers and the Dolphin – to one of which the gods would sometimes take me. They would order champagne by the bottle which impressed me greatly, and I hung on to their every word. Far from pronouncing on important world issues of the day, mostly they would grouch about the foreign desk rewriting their copy or not giving it its due prominence. How could they complain? They had dream jobs. 

      Occasionally some news event would happen in their part of the world and the phone would ring in the bar. Whoever’s region it was would curse, return to the office, hammer out some words on the typewriter, throw the copy into a wire basket then be back in the bar for another ‘El Stiffo’. 

      I didn’t understand when people did any real work or how the newspaper came out, but I wanted that life. 

      One day I too got to toss a carbon-copied sheet in the basket and see my words magically appear in the next day’s newspaper. Jurek Martin, the foreign editor, had been due to attend a lunch of South Asian politicians. At the last minute he could not go and looked around for someone to send in his place. I was always talking about India where I had spent the previous summer and written a thesis on Kashmir, and through his thick glasses his gaze lighted upon me. At the lunch I sat next to a gentle-voiced man called Bashir from the Pakistan People’s Party – Benazir Bhutto’s party – and he asked me if I would like to interview her. Of course I said yes. She had just announced her engagement and was sitting serenely in her Kensington flat, surrounded by lava lamps and cellophane-wrapped bouquets. The resulting interview was my first big article in a national paper and it would decide my destiny. 

      Throughout my teenage years I had yearned for adventure. My parents had moved from gritty, council estate Morden to leafy Carshalton Beeches so I could go to one of England’s last state grammar schools. Nonsuch High School for Girls liked to boast it had only two rules – Consideration to Others and Always Walk on the Right – but whatever I did I broke them. I was always running along corridors or walking on the wrong side or alerting classmates to flashers by the top field which bordered on to a park. So bored was I that I wrote bloodthirsty stories to shock my teachers and kidnapped the headmistress’s special chair, sending a ransom note demanding 40 million Green Shield stamps or a limb would be amputated every hour. I was endlessly in detention. Kept after school writing lines, I would gaze out of the window conjuring up far-off worlds. 

      I suppose it didn’t help that I spent most of my teens trapped inside a body brace. A visit to the hospital for a broken little finger led to a general check which revealed that I had scoliosis, curvature of the spine. I was lucky – the Boston brace made of foam-lined plastic had just been invented and was far less uncomfortable and obtrusive than the old Milwaukee, a leather-and-iron contraption with chin pad. Even so, for an adolescent girl starting to be conscious of her appearance, wearing a back brace twenty-three hours a day was not easy. From the ages of 13 to 18 my life revolved around hospitals where men in white coats scratched their heads as they applied compasses and protractors to X-rays of my contorted spine. The only good part was getting out of hockey. 

      Despite the school I missed and the trouble I got into when I was there, I was lucky enough to win a place at Oxford. No one in my family had ever been to university and I applied to University College on the basis that it was on the high street between a bank and a pub. Oxford seemed terribly elitist and I hadn’t thought I wanted to go until, driving home from the interview with my dad, I looked back through the gap in the Chilterns and saw the sun setting over the dreaming spires. 

      At Oxford the world seemed full of possibility. Being dragged along by a friend to a cheese and wine party hosted by the university newspaper Cherwell eventually led to me becoming editor. I loathed the smell of the Dyson Perrins organic labs and swapped chemistry for PPE – philosophy, politics and economics. My mum was horrified, unable to imagine what kind of job might require a knowledge of Descartes or Kant. She was not reassured when she saw me writing essays on topics such as ‘Can Sheep Have Religious Beliefs?’ and ‘Can a Geranium Have a Point of View?’ 

      After graduating, my summer at the FT was followed by a job at Central TV. I was one of two trainees, both female, in a newsroom full of male reporters and editors. Most of them had worked their way up through local newspapers and radio and were not at all keen on the idea of graduate trainees, particularly ones from Oxford who smoked white-tipped Cartier cigarettes. My fellow trainee Ronke was a glamorous single mother who had already spent a few years in local radio and we eyed each other like tomcats marking out territory before ending up best friends. 

      I had only been there a few months when the large gold-inscribed invitation to Benazir’s wedding landed on my mat. 

      After that introduction to Pakistan I knew I could not go back to my job covering local news in Birmingham. I went to see the FT and got a vague agreement that they would rent me a Tandy word processor and pay for whatever they published. I bought a bucket-shop flight to Lahore and packed everything I imagined I would need to be a foreign correspondent, including a tape of Mahler’s Fifth, a jumbo bag of wine gums, a lucky pink rabbit and a bottle of Chanel No. 5 that my boyfriend’s mum had got at trade price. I could hardly carry the suitcase. 

      The foreign editors I had spoken to in London had all expressed more interest in Russian-occupied Afghanistan than Pakistan, so I headed for the border town of Peshawar in Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province. The place names alone promised Kipling-like adventure. In my case was a copy of Kim and I liked the idea of following in the footsteps of the little boy who had been sitting drumming his heels astride the Zamzamma gun on the Lahore Mall when a yellow-faced lama in a dingy robe appeared and lured him to the Frontier region. 

      A minibus service called the Flying Coach plied up and down the Grand Trunk Road from Rawalpindi to Peshawar and I was the only foreigner on board. Green parakeets were flying back home in their droves and the dusk-time sky was streaked with apricot and purple as we turned off by Peshawar fort and arrived in the Old City. Immediately I was surrounded by people trying to sell me everything from Chinese hairgrips to onyx chess sets. It was here, among the leaning wood-framed houses and narrow alleys piled high with spices and brass pots, that Mahbub Ali, the wily horse trader, entrusted Kim with secret letters revealing the plots of Central Asian emirs. 

      I had my own pack of letters from a Pakistani friend in London but no idea where I was going so let a rickshaw take me to Greens Hotel. This turned out to be where the arms dealers hung out. My first night there someone tried to sell me a multi-barrel rocket launcher. My small room was already inhabited by shiny brown cockroaches and the mattress was so thin that the broken springs jabbed into my skinny frame. But out of the window I could see the dark serrated ridges of the Khyber Pass silhouetted against the sky and that was all that mattered. 

      Everything in Pakistan seemed to be about who you knew. My unpromising-looking letters from London would open all sorts of doors. One of them led to me being befriended by the Arbabs, a family so well connected they even had roads named after them. The old man Fateh Khan Arbab told me bloodcurdling stories about the Pathan tribes and their Pashtunwali honour code that gave protection to strangers, whoever they might be, and demanded an eye for an eye for any offence. It was he who arranged for me to go and spend a day with a tribal chief in his fort on the Khyber Pass. I took my friend Tanya who was visiting me on holiday from her high-powered advertising job. 

      Malik Nadyer Khan Afridi was a small dapper man in his fifties wearing an oversize overcoat and astrakhan hat and carrying a large black furled umbrella. He looked like someone’s harmless grandfather, or at least would have done were it not for the seven Kalashnikov-toting heavies who followed him everywhere. In fact he was chief of the Zakakhels, a sub-tribe of the Afridis, guardians of the Khyber Pass. So renowned are they for their ferocity that it was said during colonial times that if you found a snake and an Afridi in your bedroom you should kill the Afridi first. 

      ‘Foreigners are not allowed beyond this point,’ reads the sign as one passes between the two stone turrets of the Khyber Gate. Behind us we left the green plains of Peshawar, and ahead lay a dry stony land in washed-out hues of grey and beige. The pass is about twenty-five miles long and it took a while to climb in my little blue Suzuki car, weighed down by two sulky Pathan tribal guards, in long black tunics and clutching Kalashnikovs, squashed into the back seat. Just as in Kipling’s day, Peshawar still had a deputy commissioner and he had only granted us a permit on condition we took the guards for our protection. I had picked up enough Pashto to realise they were discussing how much two healthy young Englishwomen would fetch on the open market. 

      The way starts wide and flat, bounded by low stony hills, then snakes up to the British-built Shahgai Fort, now home to the Khyber Rifles, where visitors to this day are still greeted by bagpipers. From there it plunges down through a gorge so narrow that at times the cliff walls overhead almost seem to touch. Small stone forts dot the mountain tops and the cliff walls are decorated with pennants from regiments that have served in the Khyber Rifles. Along the valley bottom were concrete ‘dragon’s teeth’ laid down in World War II by the British fearing a German tank invasion of the subcontinent. 

      For it was the history, more than the scenery, that stirred the blood. Images crowded my head of armies of conquerors such as Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane and Babur, the first Mogul Emperor, with their cavalcades of elephants or camels. All had marched through this pass seeking the great prize of India. Each had to fight with the Afridis. 

      This was also the land of the Great Game, where British officers played the tribes off against each other, and Russia and Britain vied for control of India. The British first marched up the Khyber Pass in 1839, on their way to the first Anglo-Afghan war, which was to end in disaster three years later with the massacre of every soldier save the lone Dr William Brydon, spared to tell the story. They returned in 1878 and again were forced by the Afghans to withdraw. Each time, they lost hundreds of men fighting their way through the Afridi-held Khyber territory. 

      We saw no women on the way up and all the men we passed were armed. I wondered if their taste for British blood had dulled over the years. 

      We were starving by the time we got to the fort and devoured the plates of yellow cake and spicy samosas that were brought out, washed down with warm Russian champagne served in pint glasses. Then two men appeared with skewers the length of swords bearing roasted pieces of freshly slaughtered sheep. 

      After we had eaten our fill the malik rang a little bell. ‘Now we will have lunch,’ he said. 

      Tanya and I looked at each other in horror. He led us through to a wood-panelled room with a long table laden with plates of food. 

      ‘If I have to eat any more, I’ll cry!’ hissed Tanya. 

      I was unsympathetic. The malik’s eyes glinted pistol-grey as he bit into the skewered lamb and bloody juices ran down his chin. 

      ‘We’ll have to eat it or he’ll kill us,’ I replied. 

      I had been in Pakistan long enough by then to be adept at playing with food and taking many small helpings. But Tanya was seated alongside the malik with no place to hide her plate, on to which he piled more and more. The conversation moved on to Afghanistan; his tribe, like many Pathans, was split along both sides of the border. Afghanistan’s then President Najibullah was known as the Ox for his strength, but the malik was disparaging. ‘He used to clean my shoes,’ he said. But he waxed lyrical about the country which he described as a land of milk and honey where pomegranates shone like giant rubies and peaches grew to the size of footballs. 

      ‘I would love to go there,’ said Tanya. 

      ‘Why not?’ he replied. 

      Why not? Well, there was the small matter of its being under Soviet occupation. 
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      Not a problem. He rang his little bell to summon some gunmen. 

      Woozy from our second bottle of Russian champagne, we piled into his jeep and drove though Landikotal bazaar where men in shacks either side of the road were selling opium in goatskins. The sudden putter of machine-gun fire made us jump. 

      ‘What are they doing?’ asked Tanya. 

      ‘Shooting each other,’ replied one of the malik’s henchmen. 

      Finally we got to the Afghan border at Torkham and its long-abandoned Customs house. Two hours later it was blown up by a Scud missile. We would tell everyone afterwards we had a narrow escape. 

      Smuggler’s paradise  

      Financial Times, 3 September 1988 

      Khyber Pass 

      LAST WEEK I HAD DINNER with a smuggler. The directions, which sounded bizarre, were precise: the sixth fort on the left after the English grammar school for young ladies, halfway up the Khyber Pass. 

      As I waited for the huge door to open and swallow me up, I could not help noticing the anti-aircraft gun mounted on one of the four watchtowers. Over warm Russian champagne, my host explained that his family had a long-standing feud with another tribe since his cousin had abducted one of their women. The score on revenge killings was now four all. 

      It seemed reasonable. Only that morning, my friend Amjad, the regional manager of an agricultural credit bank, had told me about the difficulties of ensuring that field officers were not posted to areas where they might be shot as part of a feud. 

      Feuds and smuggling are a way of life in the tribal areas of Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province, but the spillover of sophisticated weaponry and Soviet booty from Afghanistan has heightened the stakes. My smuggler friend complained wistfully: ‘It was far more fun in the old days when enemies often had to be stalked for years with a Lee-Enfield. Now, with Kalashnikovs and rocket launchers, whole families can be wiped out in minutes.’ 

      Often, they are. Shootouts in which eight to ten people are killed rate only an inside paragraph in the local press. 

      He insisted that ‘an eye for an eye’ was an ‘excellent’ system. The previous week he had burned down his best friend’s fort after the man’s son had stolen a car. Now the son had apologised and my friend was helping him rebuild it. 

      It is not just for security reasons that tribal smugglers like my host dwell in forts. Inside the high mud walls were piles of Soviet refrigerators and microwaves, smuggled from Kabul. 

      Prices of smuggled Russian goods have undercut the once-popular Japanese items by so much that these are now rarely seen in Pakistan’s bazaars. Few homes are without a Soviet air conditioner. And despite the Islamic prohibition on alcohol, a roaring trade is done in the Russian vodka known fondly as ‘Gorbachev’. 

      In the smugglers’ bazaar just outside Peshawar, you can buy anything from Chinese toilet paper to Bulgarian beer, Scotch whisky to Mothercare baby lotion, Black Sea caviar to Marks & Spencer mumsy knickers. Indeed, smuggling has become a complex business. No longer can a self-respecting operator rely on a few mules laden with Afghan cigarettes. These days, garishly painted government trucks fight it out on the highway between Kabul and Peshawar, piled high with all sorts of luxury goods. 

      Several resistance commanders inside Afghanistan have struck deals with the Kabul regime not to block off the road so that they can continue to levy ‘taxes’ on such vehicles. And some of the heaviest infighting between resistance groups has been on the main route between Kabul and the Soviet Union, which each group wants to control so it can hijack trucks full of goodies destined for Russian officers in the capital. 

      Similarly, many of the weapons given to Afghan commanders are sold off in frontier arms markets en route. 

      Aid organisations such as the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) take smuggling so seriously they are hesitant about sending mules to Afghanistan to replace the estimated half a million oxen killed there in the war. Last year, a consignment of Texas mules intended to be used by the Afghan resistance fighters were swapped for 

       

      
        [image: ]
      

      scrawnier Pakistani specimens long before reaching their destination. 

      It is not always easy being a smuggler despite the high returns – my friend would not deal in anything that gave him less than a 500 per cent profit. Ironically, his main complaint is over the widespread corruption, which means he must pay many bribes. As a practising Muslim with a weakness for alcohol, he claims most of his countrymen are hypocrites. ‘Ten years ago,’ he says, ‘each village had a tiny mosque with a handful of people praying. Now, there are mosques everywhere full of prostrate people, yet corruption is far worse.’ 

      A sizeable portion of the smuggler’s takings is earmarked for Customs officials who turn a blind eye. Being a Customs man has become highly lucrative; in a recent survey at Karachi University, the majority of students listed it as their most sought-after career. 

      The other major consideration for aspiring smugglers is the difficulty in turning black money into white. My host has, among other things, an estate in the United States, a yacht in the south of France and a Swiss bank account. If he gets stuck with too much cash, he legitimises some by buying winning government lottery tickets at several times their surrender value. 

      Pakistan was an astonishingly hospitable place where it was easy to get passed on from one friend to another, catching a lift from one or sleeping on cushions on the floor of another. Like this, I managed to travel all the way south to the old city of Mojendaro then far north up the Karakoram Highway for the world’s highest polo match between Chitral and Gilgit, up among the peaks of the Hindu Kush. I camped on a green plateau between two lakes that for much of the year is cut off by snow. 

      But its most intriguing place lay at its western extreme. Baluchistan was Pakistan’s most backward province, bordering Afghanistan and Iran and stretching down to the Arabian Sea. It was a strange toffee-colour land of arid desert and rugged mountains that roasted in summer and shivered in snowy winters, and where men with black-rimmed eyes and jewel-studded high-heeled sandals walked hand in hand in the bazaar. Foreigners rarely went there, though I did once see one of those double-decker overland buses that had come all the way from Marble Arch. 

      Although it was one and a half times the size of England, Baluchistan had just 4 million people and had been completely neglected until the Russian invasion of neighbouring Afghanistan in 1979 made it strategically important. 

      Not only was it huge and hard to defend but extremely tribal. In years to come it would be the perfect sanctuary for Taliban launching raids across the border into Helmand and Kandahar. 

      Where medieval ways die hard  

      Financial Times, 5 August 1989 

      THE 14-YEAR-OLD BOY looked a bit confused by it all. A week earlier, he had been sitting in uniform in his public school reciting English verbs. Now, bedecked with shawls and an elaborate headdress, he was sitting on a gaily decorated stage and being crowned sardar, the most powerful man in the 20,000-strong Tareen tribe. 
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      Tribal chiefs in flowing turbans whose daring raids on the British had made them his childhood heroes had arrived from all over Baluchistan for the coronation. Most agreed the boy would be the last of the sardars. His grandfather had died the previous week and his father, in delicate health, passed the title to his oldest son. From now on Mohammad Qaddafi Khan Tareen will control the destinies of the 20,000 Tareens. On his say they live, die, prosper or starve. 

      The celebratory lunch for a mere 5,000 resembled the court of Henry VIII with row upon row of chiefs sitting cross-legged and munching great hunks of meat, tossing the bones carelessly over their shoulders. Some 172 sheep and 18 cows had been slaughtered for the occasion and an entire room was piled high with 10,000 pieces of naan, flat unleavened bread. 

      There may be no more such occasions. Each of Baluchistan’s tribes is ruled by a sardar whose authority until recently was rarely questioned. But with development bringing roads and exposure to the outside world, the sardars seem to be losing power. ‘We are becoming figureheads like the Queen of England,’ said one. They will not go without a fight, though. 

      The heyday of the sardars was during the days of the Raj. When the British took over the region in 1846 they followed a policy known as ‘masterly inactivity’. This meant dividing it into settled areas that were British-governed; an independent state known as Kalat ruled by a khan; and tribal zones which British administrators were forbidden to enter. But the tribes relied on continually looting and raiding the settled areas, knowing the British were powerless to follow them. 

      Matters came to a head in 1867 when 1,500 armed raiders struck at the frontier district of Dera Ghazi Khan in Punjab. Britain’s Deputy Commissioner there, Robert Sandemann, raised a force of local tribesmen and drove them off, killing 120 and taking 200 prisoners. Later he concluded a treaty under which the sardars promised not to raid his district. To discourage looting he provided the tribesmen with employment. By 1877 inter-tribal warfare had almost stopped. 

      After Indian independence in 1947, the Baluch – along with the Khan of Kalat – were reluctant to become part of the newly created Pakistan. But, in 1948, the army moved in to ‘persuade’ them. At first they were allowed to keep their old tribal ways but, in 1958, President Ayub ordered the surrender of unlicensed firearms. 

      The furious Baluch, feeling their identity under threat, refused to give up the weapons that are part of their dress, and revolted. Many sardars were imprisoned. There was a second rebellion from 1973–7; some 80,000 Pakistani soldiers were sent in, razing villages, while the Baluch People’s Liberation Front attacked army convoys. Leaders of the rebels were arrested and thousands were killed. After General Zia imposed martial law in 1977, the jailed leaders were released and went into exile. 

      All that changed with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. With Baluchistan’s strategic location between Iran, Afghanistan and the Arabian Sea, the West feared a Russian push, supported by disgruntled tribesmen, and began pouring so much aid into the province that, by last year, it amounted to $1,000 per head. According to a top Baluch official: ‘All usual restrictions were relaxed to give us far more aid than we could absorb. We could not provide enough proposals but the World Bank even gave $40 million for irrigation schemes they have never seen.’ 

      But leading sardars were determined to prevent the spread of education and communications, knowing that bringing their tribesmen into contact with the outside world could weaken their base further. Even today in these areas, a radio is a novelty and inhabitants are governed by medieval laws. Criminals are tried by walking across burning coals; if their feet burn, they are guilty. 

      The tribal system is weakening nonetheless and more and more sardars are realising that the only way to retain support is to bring in development themselves. Perhaps the most progressive are the Magsis, whose area – like 64 per cent of Baluchistan – is still under tribal laws, with no police or government. 

      In the 1930s, the Magsi chief made education compulsory and built the area’s first school, imposing jail sentences on fathers who failed to send their sons there. According to Tariq Magsi, one of the present sardar’s family: ‘Now, there are more educated Magsis than uneducated. Many have gone abroad, there are 25,000 working in the Gulf, and many have government jobs.’ 

      Even in the Magsi lands, however, tribal customs still reign supreme. Tariq Magsi says the big problem is killings caused by feuds over women, land, guns and cattle. Blood must be avenged by blood – if the offender is absent, then his nearest relation is slain; if he is from a different tribe, then a section of that tribe must be killed. With the influx of sophisticated arms from Afghanistan, there can be hundreds of deaths. 

      Most influential of all the sardars is Nawab Bugti* who is known as the Tiger of the Baluch. With his striking demeanour and white handlebar moustache, he has been described as looking like Sean Connery playing a tribal chief. An Oxford graduate, he talks in a clipped public school accent quite matter-of-factly about killing his first man at the age of 12. ‘Two years ago,’ he said, ‘I sorted out a feud in which 250 people had died in thirty years and people kept cutting each other’s ears off.’ 

      Today, even he has come round to allowing developments that he blocked in the past. The discovery of Asia’s largest gas field at Sui, in the Bugti area, brought money into the district, making the tribesmen less bound to old allegiances. But when the government tried to carry out a development programme, the bulldozers were seized and the workers chased out of the province. Nawab Bugti takes the line that if there is any development to be done, he is the one to do it. 

      Although tribesmen still fall at their feet and rush to touch the hems of their shirts, today’s generation of sardars has little desire to return to the ways of the past when they were mini-gods. Now they are more likely to be watching Michael Jackson videos and eating French fries than slaying foes in the mountains. ‘We are the pragmatic sardars,’ says one. 

      I had long dreamt of writing a novel, always scribbling ideas in notebooks, thinking once I had saved up enough money from my articles, I would rent a garret somewhere. But in Pakistan it had become clear to me that real life was often far stranger than fiction. Everyone I met seemed to have a story. Besides, I was growing addicted to journalism. 

      
        * A new armed struggle was launched by the Baluch in 2004 and Bugti was shot dead by the Pakistan army in August 2006. 
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