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				For Judy Ewing

				A belated appreciation,
to you and to your late father Pete,
for pointing the way to a career in journalism
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			  Six blocks from what is left of the World Trade Center, the streets are full of crying people. The city is totally shocked. Hundreds of emergency vehicles and paramedics are massing on street corners. Jet-fighters circle Manhattan. A great mushroom cloud hangs overhead. People are on rooftops and in tearful crowds on the pavement. The entire lower end of the island is gridlocked. Car radios are at full blast. Papers that a few minutes ago were on people’s desks now litter the streets and float in the air like a blinding white snowstorm. It is 10.30 a.m. The second tower has collapsed, for a time numbing the city and the world to what the consequences might be.

				Smoke and zero visibility, even six blocks away. Smoke and dust. It’s just like in the movies when a building collapses and all you see is a cloud of dust in the shape of the missing building; only now the streets are more eerie and more tense than the wildest depictions Hollywood might dream up. A great cloud of smoke, dust and building debris belts up Church Street, driven by the force of the explosion. There are more explosions from within the cloud. Hundreds of police and firemen are charging uptown, racing ahead of the explosion as the cloud punches its way after them. I’m running with them—I can feel it behind me.

				Mothers with children are holding bandanas to their faces, trying to get away, evacuating their apartment buildings. Businesses have closed. Every vehicle in the area is covered in a thick layer of dust. Dazed and injured firemen wander the streets aimlessly. I wipe the blood off the stunned face of one of them and take him to a temporary medical post. Dozens of these posts are being set up on street corners as hundreds of paramedical vehicles arrive in the area.

				Later, I get closer, to within two blocks. It is like a moonscape; the dust on the ground is so thick, so heavy. It is almost impossible to breathe—all the emergency services personnel are wearing face masks. They give me one.

				Now there are more explosions. I presume it is the buildings around me. The whole of Manhattan is enveloped in a ghostly cloud of dust. Another explosion goes off—I don’t know what it is. Cars in the street are exploding—have they been booby-trapped? The smoke from the car explosions is black. Everyone walking around this side of town looks like a ghost—covered from head to foot in grey dust.

				Kenny Johannsenn, who works in the World Trade Center, is almost in tears: ‘I was in the number one tower. I was waiting for the elevator in the basement. This is the time of day when the building is most crowded. There are thousands of people because it is shift-change time, and also the subway under the building is pushing peak crowds. The lift door exploded open. There was a man inside, half burnt. His skin was hanging off. I dragged him out of the lift and somebody helped me get him out of the building. The explosion hit the building at about level80. I counted at least seventeen people jumping from that height. What choice did they have? It was either be burnt alive or jump.’

				Mike Derby, 30, was attending an economics conference in the Marriott Hotel, which is part of the World Trade Center. His hands shake as he describes what he saw. ‘A man was giving a boring speech about securities when it happened,’ he tells me. ‘The building shook. I didn’t think much of it, but all the economists in their grey suits started running. They knew it was a terrorist attack. I got out into the street. I watched maybe 30 people jump.It was surreal. The people who jumped didn’t just flop. They were carried, spread-eagled on the wind. I was surprised when the bodies did hit the pavement. I didn’t think they would make so loud a noise. I was looking up at the second tower when the jet came in like a black flash.’

				Now it is more than two hours after the first explosions and—very disturbingly—no injured people are coming out. The ambulances are all lined up but no one is being put into them. Literally thousands of emergency personnel have arrived. All the streets from the World Trade Center up to 17th Street, more than 36 blocks, are bumper to bumper with emergency-services vehicles. And a team of about 400 surgeons, doctors, nurses and volunteers is mustering at Chelsea Piers on 17th Street, setting up an emergency field hospital.

				It is still impossible to see anything. The whole site remains blanketed in a cloud of dust. And smoke. The emergency teams have been told to expect tens of thousands of injured people. But a doctor I speak to says he doesn’t expect many survivors to come out of that mountain of wreckage. The air force continues to circle the city. They are pushing us back uptown. There is another explosion. It doesn’t look good.
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				Almost ten years on, it still doesn’t look good. In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, the sense of crisis was such that it was difficult to anticipate the geopolitical landscape weeks ahead, much less years ahead. But those brave enough to make a prediction would not have expected the world’s pre-eminent military and economic power to be the somewhat diminished world force that it is today.

				President George W. Bush’s first initiative was to go to a war against Afghanistan after the Taliban regime refused to give upOsama bin Laden—the terrorist leader whose Al-Qaeda organisation pulled off what would be called the September 11 attacks.

				But the collapse of the Taliban in a matter of weeks came too easily. If American power was to be projected around the world, the White House rationale went, it needed to vanquish a more substantial enemy—and that enemy, they decided, would be Iraq.

				Huge military and financial resources that might have helped to stabilise Afghanistan were redirected to Iraq, where they were never quite enough for an invasion and occupation that was based on lies and half-truths. The occupation of both countries was badly managed, costing more than a trillion dollars and the combat deaths of more than 7000 troops for the countries that made up the US-led coalitions—most of them American.

				Inflicted on any Western society, the cost of liberation borne by the people of Iraq and Afghanistan would be considered catastrophic. In Iraq, the civilian toll was more than 100,000 according to Iraq Body Count; more than 650,000 according to a more controversial survey by the highly respected Lancet magazine in 2006. In Afghanistan, estimates of the civilian body count exceeded 24,000. Significant infrastructure in Iraq was destroyed in the war of invasion and by subsequent looting and insurgency. On the collapse of central authority in Kabul, Afghanistan quickly fell back on drugs and corruption as warlords and tribal chiefs reasserted their control in the face of a weak and corrupt central government that survived only because Washington propped it up. All of that was a perfect environment for the Taliban and other insurgents to regroup to go on the warpath—with vengeance.

				When both occupations spiralled out of control, American generals coined a new military term—the ‘surge’. This meant doubling down to confront the crisis by pouring in tens of thousands more troops in a bid to quell anarchic violence. In Baghdad there was a fall-off in the blood-letting, but some observers cautioned that the warring parties had merely opted to sit on their hands pending the departure of US troops—particularly as Washington paid them to not fight each other. In Afghanistan, the surge made little lasting impact on a fractured and war-wearysociety.

				Distressingly, nearly a decade on from the terror strikes that prompted the two invasions, neither country has become the model of democracy envisaged by their American architects, and elsewhere in the region there was a renewed sense of crisis.

				In Lebanon, there was an uneasy sense that another chapter of civil war loomed; and, to the south, another round of so-called peace talks between the Israelis and Palestinians—sponsored by the Obama White House—collapsed.

				Bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda went to ground in the wilds of nuclear-armed Pakistan, which, despite the pouring in of billions of dollars by Washington, seemed to move closer to the brink of Islamist chaos with the passing of each month. A repeat of the September 11 attacks seemingly was beyond Al-Qaeda’s reach, but its offshoots and wannabes around the world continued to mount smaller yet brutal attacks that were sufficient to wreak havoc locally and to prompt increasingly tighter and more costly security measures in the West.

				As the end of the September 11 decade loomed, introspection was inevitable in Washington and in its allied capitals. The question hanging in the air, replete with the appropriate local expletives, was: ‘How did it all come to this?’

				Then, a bolt from the blue. After years in which their autocratic and dictatorial leaders sold themselves to Washington and the West as partners in a war on terror, getting arms, aid donations and a blind eye to the oppression of their people, hundreds of thousands of protesters turned on the regimes of the Arab world.

				It was complex indeed, but the glimmer of hope was this—instead of opting for Osama bin Laden-style suicide bombs, or spraying bile and invective at the West, they took to the streets of their cities, with their own ‘We the people . . .’ demands for a say in their day-to-day lives and their destiny.
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			  The alleys of crumbling mud brick and fretted timber get narrower as we arrive back in the Stone Age. Climbing a steep hillside, they twist and turn away from the noise of the bazaar—to a dead end where the war widows of Kabul eke out a living. Barefoot and sweating, they squat on a flour-strewn floor, kneading and rolling dough, which they shape and fire as pizza-like loaves of bread for others among the 60,000 war widows who are fringe-dwelling in the Afghan capital.

				There is no power or water. The dusty ceiling is head-high and the whitewashed walls have been blackened by a fire that still burns as a tail-end reminder of the Taliban. Adhering to its strict reading of Islam, the fundamentalist regime barred the widows from working, even as it used their men as cannon fodder. But it relented in a rare concession to humanitarian pressure, agreeing that widows could work to feed other widows.

				Three tumultuous years after the Taliban were driven out by the United States, as balls of dough hurled by the kneaders land with a thump before the rollers, these widows have little time for Kabul’s debate on women’s liberation. Stabbing the dough with her fingers to create the detailed pattern that will decorate the cooked bread, 30-something Shuraya was blunt: ‘Nothing’s changed for me—I still wear a burqa and my boy sells plastic bags in the market to cover the rent hikes in the new Afghanistan.’

				For Kabul’s educated female elite, however, there is change—the dreaded blue burqa is gone, they can go to college and work, and their daughters are welcome at school. And when I visited a city business this week, the receptionist sat beneath a poster-sized copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights—wearing dangling earrings, jeans and a fitted jacket for which, three years ago, she would have been flogged. People stopped to stare as her female boss, with a gorgeous bob-cut and no scarf, drove her own four-wheel drive off the premises.

				The government’s commitment to women is a glass half-full, half-empty argument: only two of President Hamid Karzai’s 30 ministers are women; only about twenty public management posts are filled by women; and 21 per cent of all state employees are female. But there is little joy for the widows and the 90 per cent of Afghan women who are uneducated, especially those who live in the provinces, in a country where most men cry ‘tradition’ to circumvent the fine words of constitutions and treaties.

				Enter Dr Massouda Jalal, a broad-faced, broad-shouldered paediatrician with nerves of steel. She has stared down the warlords, threats of a legal challenge by the government, criticism by the clerics and the public humiliation of her philosophy-professor husband to sign on as the only female candidate in this Saturday’s presidential election. Her campaign office is in a bullet-raked block of flats built by the Russians, and her platform is simple: power for the people. ‘I don’t have military, media or financial power, but I will not be intimidated,’ she said. ‘The people back me—41 per cent of the voters are women—and theyknow that most of the other candidates are criminals, orthe candidates of criminals.’

				Dr Jalal has a following—at the post-invasion national conference to select an interim leader, she ran second to Mr Karzai. But observers here say that her best hope this weekend is to consolidate her role as a low-wattage beacon for the rights ofwomen.

				Dr Jalal has been blocked from appearing on state television, which will not name her, referring to her only as ‘a woman’. She has been barred from campaigning at colleges and, as a woman, she is not allowed to speak at mosques. In desperation, she decided to campaign at the women’s bakeries, which were her idea as a United Nations staffer during the darkness of the Taliban years. Which is why I met a new bakery manager this week—her predecessor was sacked for allowing politics among the loaves.

				The predicament of rural women in Afghanistan is especially dire. This year in Herat, in the far west, there have been more than 80 cases of self-immolation or the attempted murder of women in domestic crises. Rape, often by the warlords’ fighters, is not taken seriously by the police or the judiciary; most provincial girls are forced into marriage anywhere between the ages of ten and sixteen; and often they are traded in settlement of tribal disputes. And on voting day a good proportion of them will be told how to vote.

				Complaining of impunity for violence against women on a vast scale, Amnesty International last year declared that Mr Karzai’s interim regime had proved itself unable to protect women. The organisation cited the case of a woman who was murdered by her father for refusing his choice of husband—attempts by the district governor to have the case prosecuted were frustrated when the alleged killer was given sanctuary by a militia group of which he was a member. Most rural women are not allowed to leave their home without a male chaperone and Amnesty says it was told in discussion groups that divorce is rarely allowed because ‘It is not an Afghan tradition.’

				Activists like Dr Jalal believe that their best argument in a very conservative, religious society is to convince society that all the reforms the activists demand are in the Koran—if it is read properly. Shukria Barakzai, who carried the torch for women as a member of the committee that drafted the new Afghan constitution, agrees. ‘The constitution gives us equal rights and Islam gives us rights in work, business and marriage. But Afghan tradition closes all these doors. Most Afghan men are brutes, sowe have to change their mentality; and we have to educate the women.’

				But, sitting back as she sipped her tea, wearing a pants-suit a few shades paler than burqa blue, she volunteered a very personal story that revealed that even as a member of the educated elite she was not immune from the male Afghan cry of ‘tradition’. ‘This sounds like a joke, but it’s not. Last year, while I was slaving for women’s rights in the constitution, my husband took a second wife without consulting me—which he should have done under Islam. I found out a month after the wedding. For the first twenty minutes I thought I had failed; but then I was happy, because I could feel the pain of the hundreds of thousands of other Afghan women in the same position.’

				Another presidential candidate, Abdul Latif Pedram, last week called for family law reform to be debated during the campaign, especially the right of men to take multiple wives. But the response included demands by no less a figure than the chief justice that Pedram be struck out—and total silence from the women’s movement. Even Dr Jalal would not buy in, telling me that reform had to be step by step and that education was her priority. ‘Put too much water on the grass and it will die.’

				The women’s movement has made security a key issue and is demanding that the country’s powerful warlords be defanged. Those women who have dared to speak out have been so threatened that Sima Samar, chairperson of the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, now travels with three armed bodyguards. And Malalai Joya, 25, a prominent activist, is in hiding with an armed United Nations bodyguard.

				Dr Jalal, who does wear a loose-fitting scarf but refuses a guard, is undeterred. But a couple of final questions from me seemed to throw her: Did she drive a car? Did she want to? ‘Why would I want to do that? Women don’t drive here; they don’t know how to and I’m too busy.’ But the politician’s survival instinct then kicked in. ‘Besides, presidents don’t drive cars.’
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			  The farmer Zahir Mohamedi lives in the folds of the Foladi Valley. When he wants to forget the past, he retreats to the baked earth of a hilltop threshing floor, on which he and his family have just finished the autumn ritual of separating wheat from chaff. But as the village of Qafela Bashi rises to a smoky Ramadan morning, he agrees to relive the horror of his forced role in the destruction of the colossal Buddhas of Bamiyan. Often this experience comes back in nightmares, and distress darkens the 42-year-old former fighter’s smooth features as he shares with me a rare account of the destruction of the priceless statues that were the legacy of a fabulous fusion of Persian, Greek and Indian art more than 1500 years ago.

				It was 2001 and Mohamedi was one of thirteen Bamiyan men being held prisoner by the fundamentalist Taliban, the Islamic diehards who had wrested control of Afghanistan from its squabbling warlords but ultimately became the pawns of the September 11 mastermind, Osama bin Laden.

				‘They had guns on us all the time,’ the farmer says, staring ahead. ‘They strapped explosives to our backs and made us walk over the hills to the top of the big Buddha. Then they rushed us down and locked us up again. They brought us back up the next day. They tied ropes around our waists and hung bags of explosives from us—red and blue wires were attached to the bags.’

				Mohamedi, who was fifth in the line of conscripted demolition men, shook with fear. ‘But one of them put a pistol to my head and yelled, “You go down on the rope, or I shoot and you’ll fall down.” They slung a steel bar across the niche of the Buddha and dangled us over it as though we were already dead. As we dropped down I saw that drums of explosives were already placed on the Buddha’s shoulders. Our bodies were torn open as we bashed against the stone chest of the statue—one of the prisoners died on the rope. We were ordered to insert the bags among the pigeon nests in the big holes where the Buddha’s arms had been broken off at the elbow. They dragged us back up, tied our hands again and drove us back to our cells. Later we heard a massive explosion.’

				Bamiyan is a place of sublime beauty. Maybe it’s the thin air in the high Hindu Kush, or perhaps it’s my sense of elation at not feeling—after more than three years of post-September 11 reporting—constantly under threat from some of those around me; but the Buddhas’ eye view of this sweeping valley is intoxicating.

				The river flat meets hills that are autumn-brown and so smooth that surely they are tidied each night with a heavenly clothes brush; beyond them, rocky razorbacks wear winter’s first snow as they cut a jagged edge in a sapphire sky. In the middle distance, the crumbled remains of Shahr-e Gholghola—the City of Screams—glow as a golden echo of the marauding Genghis Khan, who destroyed the hilltop citadel in 1221. And cut into the crimson cliffs further out are the decorated fortifications of Shahr-e Zohak, where the Shansabani kings ruled until the thirteenth century.

				The neatness of the valley is extraordinary. Lines of thin golden poplars etch the snow-fed irrigation channels that are the valley’s lifeblood. Tiny figures—men dressed in grey, dun and putty—tread well-worn paths to the bazaar. A family hefting pitchforks works with a circling ox in a threshing tableau from biblical days; and there’s a man heading for the hills—he carries a teapot.

				All that remains of the Bamiyan greatness that drew the luxury-laden caravans of the old Silk Road and the dope-fired Kombis on the hippie trail in the 1970s is a faint outline on the back wall of each niche, a graceful shadow of statues which had stood for centuries as the world’s biggest depictions of theBuddha.

				A treacherous staircase winds up through the pink stone to a platform about 100 metres above the valley floor. It lies behind where the Buddhas’ gilded heads had watched out reassuringly for centuries in the name of a creed that, appropriately enough, preaches detachment from the transient pain of daily life.

				One statue stood at 55 metres; the other at 38 metres. At their finest, the taller was draped in robes of red; the smaller in blue. The vaults above their golden faces were adorned with exquisite renditions of a chariot-borne Sun God and of the Buddha, surrounded by bare-breasted maidens plucking strings.

				Vandalism over the centuries had robbed the Buddhas of their faces and their gilded hands and feet. Afghan warlords had used the space between the legs of the taller as an ammunition dump; and the Taliban used the groin of the shorter for target practice, but the statues still expressed what the historian Nancy Hatch Dupree describes as ‘the embodiment of cosmic man’.

				In the morning sun, the pink wall around the niches is tattooed with black dots. Come closer and they are revealed as the mouths of hundreds of caves that centuries ago were the cells of Buddhist monks and pilgrims. Some are bricked and boarded up, to thwart the looters who have made off with hundreds of exquisite murals from chambers that have been carved like wedding cakes turned inside out. What the vandals have left in some of the caves is tantalising—decorative panels from which dozens of fist-sized Buddhas have been smashed; and the remnants of wall paintings in all the classic colours ofan Afghan carpet.

				Smoke issues from a cave to the right of where the small Buddha stood. It is one of six rock holes on a 40-metre ledge that are home to 22-year-old Mohamed Ali and seventeen members of his extended family . . . along with their chickens and donkeys and a loom on which they weave Afghan rugs, their only source of income.

				The view is stunning. They have enclosed the yawning cave entrances with walls of mud bricks, doors fashioned with discards from a timber mill and windows of plastic sheeting. Ali’s wife’s one handbag hangs next to her burqa on a spike driven into the moist wall of the cold chamber in which they sleep.

				The drop is 35 metres. But as his tiny children negotiate the edge with the sure-footedness of mountain goats, Ali sits on his haunches and explains: ‘We have nowhere else to go—the Taliban drove us from our village.’

				Surprisingly, he doesn’t elaborate on the brutality of the Taliban assaults in which hundreds of Toyota pick-ups swept through villages and valleys, spraying fire from mounted machine-guns—a crude but effective mujahideen battle tactic borrowed from the civil war in Somalia. Or of the callous mop-ups that followed; before September 11, I interviewed a quaking refugee from this area who had watched as the aged baker in his village had been shoved head first into the burning coals of his bread oven.

				The women of the caves huddle shyly, quietly embroidering handkerchiefs amid a scatter of cooking pots and water cans. Ali recounts how he hid in the mountains as an explosives-laden Taliban convoy pulled up to the Buddhas early in 2001: ‘We watched through binoculars. They started by firing tanks—but they weren’t strong enough.’

				In 1999 the Taliban’s one-eyed leader, Mullah Omar, had declared the Buddhas to be rare ancient monuments. They predated the ninth-century arrival of Islam in the country and as there were no longer any Buddhists to worship them, he exempted them from the Taliban claim that the Koran decrees all idols must be destroyed. But in February 2001, the Mullah did a spectacular backflip. In the face of a wave of international protest, he declared the Buddhas to be ‘shrines of the infidels’ that, along with other non-Islamic shrines in Afghanistan, would be demolished. United Nations officials, attempting to keep ajar what they called Afghanistan’s humanitarian window, had already concluded that Osama bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda had won a bitter power struggle gripping the Taliban. This explains Omar’s radical change of heart.

				The farmer Mohamedi claims to have seen a tall bearded figure in Arab dress among the official party cheering the demolition of the statues. He and his cellmates would conclude that this was none other than Osama bin Laden, whom they recognised from photographs. These claims add to a theory among archaeological and other observers that the destruction of the Buddhas may well have been a first strike in bin Laden’s September 11 master plan.

				Virtually the entire town of Bamiyan had fled, so eyewitness accounts of the destruction of the Buddhas are rare. But the extent of that demonic engineering challenge is revealed when Mohamedi’s account is meshed with reports based on interviews with two other locals who were dragooned into the demolition parties, and with the work of archaeologists attempting to understand the process of destruction.

				First, the ridge above the niches was bombed from the air and then the T-55 tanks were wheeled in. But, like the burning tyres the Taliban teams had attached to the Buddhas’ heads, these war machines only chipped and blackened the surface. Then the Taliban tried packing charges around the base of each statue—but this technique had little effect until they piled an outer circle of sandbags around the explosives, directing the blast up into the monuments. Finally, amid much celebration, they brought down the smaller Buddha. But the larger one seemed to cheat gravity, though its feet were blown away. Willed on by thousands of locals hiding in the mountains, it defiantly held its gaze across the Bamiyan Valley.

				Originally, Zahir Mohamedi had been kept in what had been his Hezb-e Wahdat militia’s headquarters in the heart of the town, away from the statues. But after his first mission tohaul explosives to the ridge above the big Buddha, his captors had locked him in the Bamiyan Hotel, on a 70-metre rise just in front of the Buddhas.

				He remembers: ‘We could see through a window—there was a terrifically powerful explosion and a great cloud of dust. All the officials danced and cheered and ran away. But they came back and most of the big Buddha was still there.’ The next morning, he says, an even bigger party assembled. ‘When we got there, there were 300 or 400 pick-ups with many foreign fighters, and about twenty trucks. We could see that the feet of the big Buddha were gone and when we got to the top again, the head was destroyed.’

				Claims by archaeologists that many of the Afghan Taliban fighters were reluctant to participate in the cultural vandalism add to the view that, essentially, this was a job by the Al-Qaeda foreign fighters who had swarmed to the Afghan jihad. Mohamedi supports this with his observation that few of his captors could speak his language. ‘They kept waving their guns and just pointed, indicating what we should do,’ he recalls.

				Forty-year-old Mirza Hussein identified himself to a French reporter as a prisoner held by the Taliban in one of the nearby caves, who was ordered to stash the explosives that the farmer Mohamedi saw on the shoulders of the bigger Buddha. And Said Qyam told a British reporter that he, too, had dangled on a rope, with orders to stuff explosives into holes that the Taliban had drilled deep into the head of the bigger Buddha.

				Someone had a video camera and the footage now circulates in Kabul: first, the drums of explosives on the shoulders of the Buddha create a fireball that crushes the shoulders and what was left of the head. The footage then cuts to a merciless second detonation, so powerful that it shakes the entire valley and cloaks it in a blanket of smoke and dust as the Buddha’s chest collapses. Mullah Omar, who like Osama bin Laden is still on the run from American pursuit squads, was well pleased. He told a visitor: ‘All we are breaking are stones.’

				At the end of the Foladi Valley is the village of Pai Kotal (which translates literally as ‘end of the road’). Here I found 86-year-old Haji Abdullah, one of the more respected religious authorities in Bamiyan. The old man rises irritably from a mat on which he has been snoozing in the sun at the edge of a field worked by his sons. He declares that, as a Muslim, the fate of the Buddha statues is none of his business. But he ponders, running his ringed fingers through a wispy beard, and then he gives a little ground: ‘They were symbols of tolerance.’

				His 40-year-old son, Mohammed Mousa, is more forthcoming. ‘If they remain destroyed we suffer from the emptiness of the niches . . . Rebuild and maybe we forget the misery of the Taliban who burnt down our village.’

				The Afghan director of the Buddhas’ site, the spiky-haired Modabir Mohamed Nasir, is thoughtful on the fate of the Buddhas, which, in their current sad state, pull only $US300 a month in ticket revenue, compared with as much as $US6 million a year in the past: ‘Rebuilding is an international decision. It would be easy enough with modern technology, but we can’t let it happen. There will be no historical value in what we rebuild. And it’s a part of our history that the Taliban destroyed them; to rebuild would be to cleanse that history.’

				The entrance to Haji Feda’s office compound is a chilling reminder of Afghanistan’s past wars. Set into the high mud walls are solid metal doors that have been sliced from the end of a shipping container—the warlords used to literally fry their prisoners to death by locking them in these steel boxes in the heat of summer. Feda is the secretary of the Hezb-e Wahdat, a political party that has morphed from the militia of the same name that included Zahir Mohamedi in its ranks. Haji Feda seems capable of a politician’s compromise: ‘There is an idea to rebuild just one of them. That would give us a sense of what we had lost, but we’d still have an empty niche to tell the world of this attack on its cultural history.’

				The biggest business name in Bamiyan is Sultan Ali—there is his family’s fuel station, its construction firm, pharmacy and hardware store. Sultan Ali’s handsome 24-year-old brother, Karim, is in charge of hardware. Surrounded by mountains of guns, clocks, glassware, radios, flasks, teapots, shoes, cooking pots, Irish coffee glasses, televisions and meat-mincers, he recalls how the Taliban behaved like duck shooters as they hunted the locals. For him, the Buddhas were a bridge between any people and any god. He tells me: ‘We know that Buddha was not a god, but he was a connection and we have lost that. It was just rock and mud—like Mecca is. But both are places where God sees us.’

				Young Karim and Zahir Mohamedi are the only locals who address the question of guilt—did people do enough to try to save the statues? ‘We believed Mullah Omar’s promises that the statues and our homes would be safe,’ Karim says. ‘Now we are filled with remorse. We should have fought for our town and for the Buddhas.’

				The morning after the final demolition, Mohamedi and his group of prisoners were driven out of Bamiyan, east through the Ghorband Valley. Drained as he ends his story, he says that seven of the twelve disappeared on that drive and that the rest were held separately in rural houses. ‘I was freed in a prisoner exchange and now I stay in my village. I’ve tried a couple of times to find the others—no success,’ he adds.

				Asked about the Buddhas, he becomes the most emotional of all to whom I spoke. ‘I was a witness. As a mujahideen, I was stationed near them—I knew how beautiful they were,’ he says before rhapsodising on the power of the murals in the caves and niches, which he seemed to know in some detail. ‘It upsets me too much. The memories are terrible, but I want people to know what happened—even though I was a part of it. I’m not afraid to tell of the disaster. I’m proud to be able to give this information.’

				Finally, would he rebuild? Mohamedi thinks long and hard, looking out at the remains of an ancient watchtower atop a nearby hill. ‘Maybe if we did, we might get our honour back. We are proud of our history . . .’

				Since the Taliban fell in 2001, much work has been done to stabilise the two great niches, to stop their wounded walls caving in. There are metal trusses and steel slings to hold loose slabs of the conglomerate rock in place, and wire mesh has been draped down the back of each niche. The statues have been reduced to huge piles of rough boulders and sand mixed through with unexploded ordnance that spew from each niche, taunting all the king’s horses and all the king’s men of the archaeological world.

				One of them is the silver-haired Edmund Melzl, a retired German restorer, who is awed by the task: he has never worked on anything bigger or older than an eight-metre-tall, fifteenth-century stone crucifix in Bavaria. He says a final Taliban touch was to lay anti-tank mines on the ground around the Buddhas, to smash to smithereens the boulders that might have survived their fall.

				Melzl has known these Buddhas for 45 years and he’d like to see them put back together. Surely this is an impossible task. The boulders are a crumbling conglomerate rock, a mass of stones of varying sizes, pressed together in clay and mud. But in the nearby mosque that serves as his office, Melzl assures me that geologists can tell the depth at which each rock and bucket of sand should be placed in any reconstruction. He chooses his words carefully: ‘It would be nice to see them rebuilt. There is much documentation from Indian and Japanese restoration projects in the past, but we still can’t say if they can be rebuilt.’

				There is an awe-inspiring moment during my visit to Melzl’s office when he pulls out trays filled with the fragile, layered, surface fragments of the statues that have already been recovered. He hands over a small box: it holds perfectly preserved, 1500-year-old straw, grain and animal hair that helped bind the mud-plaster finish onto the statues. He fingers centuries-old wooden pegs that were driven into the Buddhas to hold the folds of their garments. But for their colouring, these pegs might have been carved yesterday.

				There has never been a restoration project like this. Afghanistan’s President Hamid Karzai has spoken for and against reconstruction—for now, he’s against. The provincial government is all for it, and has the backing of significant archaeological voices in Switzerland, Sri Lanka and China. Experts and governments in Japan, Germany, Italy, Switzerland and France have weighed in as UNESCO does a delicate dance, attempting not to offend locals by spending millions to stabilise the fractured cliff face and nurse piles of rubble in the midst of an ongoing humanitarian crisis.

				In the meantime UNESCO has declared that Bamiyan will be struck from the World Heritage List if there is any attempt to rebuild the Buddhas. This stance is supported by Afghanistan’s foremost archaeologist, Professor Zemaryalaï Tarzi, who is vehemently opposed to what he dismisses as a Walt Disney re-creation. Others argue that the Buddhas must be replaced to provide structural integrity for the niches. Last year, Swiss scientists produced a model of the bigger Buddha, which they say is a basis for rebuilding in new materials. And Mohammed Rahim Ali Yar, a warlord turned local governor, is adamant that he and the locals will rebuild—in concrete, if necessary.

				There is another possible outcome that most locals don’t dare countenance. This is the serious search that is under way for an elusive and huge third Buddha. Such are its reputed beauty and dimensions that, if it were found, the world would still come to Bamiyan without the dubious drawcard of either of the upright statues being rebuilt.

				The challenge is in finding this enormous reclining figure. There are clues are in the fastidious diaries of the seventh-century Chinese scholar, Hiuen-Tsiang. During a pilgrimage to Bamiyan, he wrote: ‘To the east of the city, 12 or 13 li [6 or 6.5 kilometres], there is a palace in which there is a figure of the Buddha lying in a sleeping position, as when he attained nirvana. The figure is in length about [300 metres] or so.’ That is an enormous Buddha. The accuracy of Hiuen-Tsiang’s diary detail has been proved elsewhere, but some archaeologists insist his estimated length has to be an exaggeration.

				Professor Tarzi and Kazuya Yamauchi, a senior researcher with Tokyo’s Centre for the Preservation of Cultural Property, are on the case. Given what is at stake, their reported confidence is breathtaking, though both men are looking in different places and refusing to concede that the other might be right. They will face off next month at a conference in Tokyo. Convened by UNESCO and Japan’s National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, this three-day gathering will bring together more than 30 Afghan and international experts on the Bamiyan Buddhas.

				The conference organiser, Christian Manhart of UNESCO’s Division of Cultural Heritage, is sceptical about the third Buddha. In a phone interview from his Paris office, he told me: ‘We don’t know if it survived because it is likely to have been made of mud bricks. Everyone is 100 per cent convinced of their theory of where it is. I was at a French workshop and there were three different researchers who refused to bend on their conflicting theories. Tarzi and Yamauchi can’t agree—but I hope they will be collegiate at the Tokyo meeting.’

				For now, back at Bamiyan, Melzl the restorer and his colleagues are packing up to head for Tokyo. Much of the gallery of shelves for recovered statue fragments in Melzl’s office is disappointingly empty, and with this northern summer’s work season about to end, his three-man team is unlikely to achieve their immediate objective—that of clearing both niches of all rubble.

				The restorer potters around the mosque in his socks as his excited colleagues, the curly-headed Greek architect Georgios Toubekis and the lanky German sculptor and art historian Bert Praxenthaler, supervise the activities of a mobile crane that has just taken three days to come over the mountains from Kabul—a distance of a mere 230 kilometres. Afghans working with shovels and wheelbarrows put down their tools to watch—it is the first crane they have seen. A huge boulder is moved into a covered store area, but disaster strikes as the crane manoeuvres a slightly smaller specimen, one which Praxenthaler estimates to weigh 12 tonnes.

				The crane’s arm is not fully extended but the ground under one of its hydraulic supports gives way; it topples precariously and the driver jumps for his life. The 12-tonner crashes into the already positioned bigger boulder, shearing great clumps off both specimens. Exasperated, Praxenthaler exclaims: ‘It would happen when the press is here!’

				The Greek is resigned. ‘Some days this country is magical; on others it’s a nightmare.’ Triage on the big Buddha stops for first aid on the crane-driver’s foot—he twisted it as he landed in the dirt.

				A message from the gods, perhaps?
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			  It was early last year when a Western diplomat finally identified a certain something that seemed to hang in the air during his regular visits to the US embassy in Kabul. It was smugness, he concluded. Sure, his American counterparts in Afghanistan dealt with a crisis a day. But compared with the nightmarish dramas of security, diplomacy and policy endured by their colleagues at the Washington bunker in Baghdad, things were going pretty well. Or were they?

				‘It was in April,’ the observant diplomat recalls. On his fingers he ticks off developments in Afghanistan as seen through American eyes at the time: ‘The US military—doing great. New democratic institutions—getting off the ground. First presidential election—planning well under way. Women’s rights—good things happening there, too. But then somebody said, “Holy shit! Will you look at the drugs mess?”’

				Three years after the US-led invasion of Afghanistan, that mess could wreck George Bush’s hope of ever finding a sure democratic footing in Central Asia. As Afghans went to the polls in October, Bush’s ambassador to Kabul, Zalmay Khalilzad, warned darkly that Afghanistan was on the verge of becoming a ‘narco-state’. The envoy’s alert got little traction; it took a damning report by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime to reveal the extent to which the US-led coalition has failed utterly to contain Afghanistan’s all-important role in a global heroin trade now worth more than $US30 billion a year.

				The issue wasn’t just that drugs were still a mess. In the preceding twelve months they had exploded into a more threatening, more complex mess. The poppy fields of Afghanistan now produce almost 90 per cent of the world’s opium—a stupefying 4200 metric tonnes of high-grade opiates last year alone. Like a rampant cancer, the illicit acreage metastasised across all 32 provinces—up 64 per cent to more than 130,000 hectares. The number of households producing drugs rose by more than a third to 356,000—or one in every ten Afghanis—and, at $US2.8 billion, opium’s contribution to the Afghan GDP was about two-thirds the value of the legal economy.

				In the Iraq crisis, two early US mistakes are cited frequently as the cause of the security disaster that now confronts Bush in Baghdad. These are the failure by the US occupation forces to stop rampant looting and, weeks later, their disbandment of the Iraqi military. Similarly, two early mistakes in Afghanistan are being identified as the cause of a security crisis that many observers now believe is putting Kabul in its own paralysing headlock. These are the failure to tackle drugs from Day One, and the turning of an American blind eye to the activities of the powerful and corrupt warlords running the industry.

				Suddenly the United States is desperate for action. At first glance, all other parties in Kabul are also demanding the abolition of an industry that, in many ways, is a more insidious gift from Afghanistan to the world than terrorism. But there is no agreement on a counter-narcotics strategy, so the debate is a war zone—with diplomats, NGOs and Afghan officials trading insults and abuse while the drug barons make merry in the mountains. A measure of the narco-bitterness is that, with few exceptions, those approached by me would speak only if they were allowed to hide behind the nom de guerre of ‘a Western diplomat’.

				In the allocation of post-Taliban turf in Afghanistan, the Americans fought hard to get responsibility for the remnants of Al-Qaeda and the Taliban; the Italians were given justice; and the Germans, the police force. The British got the poisoned chalice—drugs. Now they are so sick of hearing the word ‘failure’, and of being reminded of Prime Minister Tony Blair’s 2001 pledge to eradicate the scourge of opium along with the Taliban, that they barricade themselves behind a wall of no comment.

				But the reality is that they are being elbowed aside by the Americans, who themselves are split as to how best to approach the task. Their biggest worry is the use of drug revenue to fund terrorism, so Washington makes loud demands for more hectares to be eradicated more quickly. And having so firmly fixed eradication on the agenda, there is anxiety now that the United States is pushing the Afghan authorities to ‘request’ assistance in the form of Colombia-style chemical spraying of opium poppies—and anything else that might grow or breathe nearby.

				Farmers in two villages near Jalalabad told me of their crops wilting within days of their hearing the sound of low-flying aircraft in the night. Their claims have been officially denied, but I have been reliably informed that American officials and others in Kabul are actively debating the need for spraying. The Afghans are divided—President Hamid Karzai has said that he won’t have it, and he has appointed a commission of inquiry to investigate the complaints of the villagers near Jalalabad. But last month one of his senior counter-narcotics officers argued that ‘as a last resort, chemical spray could be useful to frighten people’.

				The Pentagon also doesn’t want to damage the deals it has with the drug kingpins who are supposed to be helping in their search for the elusive Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar—the fugitive leaders, respectively, of Al-Qaeda and the Taliban. So, while the US military makes all the right noises about doing its bit in the war against drugs, the reality lies in a comment by the Pentagon’s chief policy adviser, Douglas Feith, to the Washington Post: ‘The key to success is not turning this into an American military mission. It’s the Afghan government trying to enforce its own laws and what we’re interested in doing is building up their capacity so they can do it.’

				The British have been more measured, because their response to the crisis in Afghanistan is driven by what to do about the junkies of London and Luton. They drafted the ten-year counter-narcotics plan that the Afghans follow, but now the United States is demanding ‘real’ results as early as one to two years from now. Any sense of civility in the Washington–London debate went out the window early last year during a US congressional hearing provocatively titled ‘Afghanistan: Are the British Counter-narcotics Efforts Going Wobbly?’ During the hearing, Robert Charles, a senior state department anti-narcotics official, asked if the British had become squeamish, before promising a ‘very aggressive, very proactive’ US campaign which would show that if ‘the penalties are high enough, the [farmers] will not grow heroin poppies. We need to show the people that we are serious.’ And in doing so, the livelihoods, indeed the lives, of thousands of Afghans come into play.

				The range of tactics that might be used against Afghan opium is not in dispute—harass the smugglers and heroin refiners, eradication, alternative livelihoods and a muscular judicial system. But the disagreements flare over the order in which, and the weight with which, each should be applied to get sustainable long-term results. The British tended towards alternative crops and livelihoods; key American voices—but not all—have become champions of eradication. And, despite all their pious words, the Afghans sometimes seem to be paying lip service to everything as they try to figure out which option will give them a better long-term return—the drugs or the donors.

				Some diplomats in Kabul worry that opium’s economic horsepower is not understood outside the country, despite the fact that its 2002–03 earnings were $US4.8 billion, 70 per cent more than the $US2.8 billion paid to Afghanistan in foreign aid in the same two years. One of them directed me to a September assessment of the Afghan economy by the World Bank: ‘A reduction in opium production would have very significant macroeconomic implications . . . a $US1 billion shock for the economy; adversely affect government revenue . . . reduction in imports . . . reduced foreign exchange inflows . . . the equivalent of a credit crunch . . . a real depreciation of the currency . . . and deflation due to lower demand for goods.’ The diplomat concluded, ‘That’s a recipe fordisaster.’

				Opium is the currency in much of rural Afghanistan. Loans to farmers that used to be advanced in cash now come as opium (the quantity repaid takes into account price fluctuations), and those who default on opium loans are jailed. Government teachers in remote areas are said to be paid in raw opium; there is a chunk in some brides’ dowries; and, in many bazaars, traders accept tiny amounts of the drug in exchange for a household’s winter supplies of tea and sugar.

				There is a whole class of Afghan businessmen for whom opium is just another commodity to be traded—electronics one week; drugs or firewood the next. Their dirty dollars fund burgeoning imports and are laundered through a ferocious construction boom in Kabul and elsewhere. Office towers, hotels and the very aptly named ‘narco-villas’ are rising in the best streets in the best suburbs.

				Assessing opium’s performance, the report by the World Bank notes in its po-faced way: ‘Afghanistan now has a strong comparative advantage . . . durable commodity . . . commands a high price . . . guaranteed market . . . credit and other inputs available . . . non-perishable . . . easy to transport . . . market organisation is excellent . . . ample potential for further increased production . . . more closely resembles a competitive market than a criminal cartel . . . constitutes an enormous injection of income into Afghanistan’s battered rural economy.’

				Just as Brent crude is traded in London and pork bellies in Chicago, opium futures are sold in Jalalabad and Kandahar, with impoverished farmers selling their output at ridiculous discounts long before the harvest so they can feed their families through winter. Growers have taken to using satellite phones to monitor weather conditions and crop quality so that they can pitch their own pricing and acreage accordingly; smugglers are equipping themselves with night-vision goggles and bullet-proof vests. In Dushanbe, capital of neighbouring Tajikistan, anti-narcotics agents complain of brazen new marketing—heroin in smart packages showing a map of Afghanistan and an arrow driving up into the former Soviet republics to the north to indicate the source and the intended market. In some cases, even the name and address of the processing laboratory is provided.

				As a cottage industry, opium is cheaper to extract than gold; it is moved around the world more easily than oil. And the returns are exceptional—some diplomats attribute a significant strengthening of the afghani against the US dollar in August to the rate at which narco-dollars were flooding into the country at the time.

				The World Bank uses measured language in its Afghanistan report. It tends to suggest rather than recommend; it uses phrases like ‘The government might like to . . .’ instead of ‘Kabul must . . .’ But when addressing the fast-narrowing US focus on eradication as a long-term solution to the opium crisis, it talks straight: ‘A key lesson [from other countries] is that eradication alone will not work and is likely to become counterproductive.’

				The bank warns that farmers will be forced to grow more opium, not less; they will simply move to remote areas, as they did in Colombia; and that there will be even more violence and insecurity, as there was in Peru, Bolivia and Colombia. And the bank sides with the NGO argument that the plight of poor growers must be considered and that success in the fight against opium will probably take decades, not years. It warns: ‘Abrupt shrinkage of the opium economy or falling opium prices without new means of livelihood would significantly worsen rural poverty.’

				In the gentlest possible way, the report then shreds the Karzai government’s drugs strategy as a lot of good intentions that are overly ambitious but under-resourced. Instead, it urges the pursuit of the kingpins over impoverished farmers, and enduring alternative livelihoods ahead of eradication.

				There are no easy answers in this debate. In post-Taliban Afghanistan, circumstances have conspired massively against authority and good sense. Farm-gate opium prices skyrocketed in 2001, on the back of market manipulation by the Taliban, and held near a dizzying $US300 a kilogram for three consecutive harvests. This year they have tumbled, but the return to farmers is still twelve times better than what they would earn growingwheat.

				An added wrinkle is that grain prices have plummeted in the same three years—so the bazaars are filled with plentiful supplies of cheap grain, much of it trucked in by the likes of the World Food Programme. A country that was virtually self-sufficient in cereals last year now has its hand out to the world for about half of its cereal needs this year, even as its farmers forgo sowing legal grain so that their best land is free to produce the majority of the world’s opium—illegally.

				In hindsight, some of Britain’s early attempts to curb the crop did have a John Cleese touch to them. First, they tried to take a leaf from the book of the European Community and offered as much as $US1500 a hectare for growers not to plant opium. This scheme was abandoned because farmers saw it as an incentive to plant bigger crops in the belief they would get the current harvest and a British payout the following season. Next, local governors were paid hundreds of thousands of dollars to eradicate poppy crops and compensate the growers. But most were accused of pocketing the money and enlisting local labour to ‘eradicate’ crops that were either diseased or had already been harvested. Videos of these sham exercises were sent to Kabul to verify that eradication had taken place.

				Haji Din Mohammed, governor of Nangarhar province, is one of those whom farmers accuse of withholding their compensation. But at his office in Jalalabad, with a look of sweet innocence, he points the finger of blame elsewhere: ‘The growers were promised they’d be paid, but nothing happened. So they don’t believe their government and they don’t trust the international community. But is the world really serious? You can’t just come along, eradicate a few jeribs [five of these make a hectare] and send a video to NBC!’

				After the dismal failure of the first three years, a deep sense of frustration is discernible among the thousands of foreign diplomats, soldiers, economists, anthropologists, agronomists and other specialists as they strive ineffectually to achieve what the Taliban’s Mullah Omar did in a five-line fatwa that took him only a minute to write and a single growing season to enforce. Fearful that limited foreign aid would be cut further in the year 2000, he ordered that no opium be planted. It was a cynical but effective exercise. None was planted, but the Taliban was sitting on huge inventories from bumper crops the preceding two years and, because of its widely publicised ban on growing poppies, prices jumped tenfold.

				When Omar issued his edict, Afghan poppy growers complied because they understood too well the Taliban practice of getting its way by execution and amputation. By contrast, growers today are fearless of the foreign-backed authority in Kabul and they have not been deterred in the slightest by armed US patrols roaming their villages in search of bin Laden and the Taliban. Hearing conflicting messages from international and national authorities, the growers ignore new fatwas from the mosques while traders, laboratory operators, smugglers and the drug lords laugh in the face of authorities who regularly submit to them.

				Searching for a well-placed ‘Western diplomat’ who might make sense of where this debate was going, I find a tweed-jacketed expatriate who is among the best placed to observe the cut and thrust in Kabul. Deeply troubled by the growing American fixation on crop eradication—and even more so by the failed efforts to draft an attack plan that could win the support of all—he resorts to a technical term: ‘It’s an absolute shit fight.’

				‘The Afghan power circle is too vicious and way too strong to do just eradication.’ Without naming Washington, he goes on: ‘There’s a naive short-term approach that eradication means eradication—it doesn’t. When Pakistan and Iran “eradicated” poppy cultivation, all they did was force it over the border into Afghanistan; if you eradicate in one province, it’ll simply move into the adjacent province. This whole country is in play and the warlords and drug lords have the funds, the force and the incentive to make sure that they keep the national state just as they like it—weak and insecure.’

				This man is of the view that any assault on drugs has to be pragmatic because, despite inordinate pressure on the Kabul government to be seen to be doing something, the reality is that its capacity to act is greatly limited.

				‘I think a lot of people are being very naive,’ he says. ‘For how long do you reckon Kabul can sustain such a campaign and, in particular, establish alternative livelihoods for the growers? Wouldn’t they get a lot more mileage if they went after the ten biggest dealers instead of bashing down the crops of 1000 poor farmers? You have to understand, opium is a coping mechanism for the poor—but it doesn’t mean they’re getting rich.’ He finds more to worry about in what lies ahead: ‘The industry has not been criminalised, as it has in Latin America—but if we start driving people out, what sort of hard core will remain and will that mean even greater insecurity? If you eradicate, who’ll control the opium and heroin inventories? What will happen to prices—and will the net result be any different?’

				The coming months should reveal how serious Afghanistan’s newly elected president is about confronting the opium crisis. Hamid Karzai’s dependence on warlords and drug barons in the three years between the US invasion and Afghanistan’s 9 October presidential election made nonsense of his pious rhetoric. His election commitment to end corruption prompted wan smiles in the expatriate salons of Kabul, but another ‘Western diplomat’, a man known to have an intimate knowledge of the formulation of US policy and tactics, is confident: ‘If Karzai acts as he says he will, he has a real chance of pulling this off. The warlords are so deeply involved and we know who most of the major players are, so it’ll serve a lot of purposes if he can take them head-on. The growth in drugs has been exponential, so we face a watershed year . . . Karzai does, too.

				‘Provincial governors, people in the cabinet and in the bureaucracy are up to their necks in drugs.’ Asked to name names, he snaps, ‘Everyone is corrupt. Pick any name you like . . . but there’s a list of particular names that I expect the Americans will make a lot of noise about if Karzai includes any of them in his new cabinet.’

				Asked about a warlord triangle that dominates public life in Jalalabad—as well as the provincial governor, Haji Din Mohammed, it includes his son Zahir and Hazarat Ali, the governor’s security supremo—the diplomat says simply, ‘Big-time crooks.’ What do the Americans make of Hazarat Ali, who took them for a ride to the tune of millions in the 2001 search for bin Laden? ‘Some of them say he’s a bad guy, but he’s our bad guy.’

				Yet, when Ahmed Shah Himat, Jalalabad’s remarkably relaxed police chief, is asked about high-level miscreants, he is deadpan: ‘We don’t have warlords in our area and we haven’t found anyone from the government involved in opium.’

				Staunch allies of Karzai, one a minister and the other a provincial governor, have been named as big-time drug dealers. Even his politically active brother, Ahmed Wali Karzai, has beenlinked to the trade. Both US and Afghan authorities havebeen accused of merely going through the motions of arresting big drug players. In the northern province of Balkh there was a ruckus in July when the police chief busted a local warlord for drug trafficking—but it was the warlord, not the policeman, who was later appointed provincial governor.

				Citing half-a-dozen such cases, the Afghanistan scholar Barnett Rubin observed in an October paper published by New York University’s Centre on International Cooperation: ‘Most of the [warlords] had worked closely with the US; several of them appeared on television with Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. When members of the US cabinet meet publicly with commanders tied to traffickers while the US orders the destruction of the poppy crops of poor farmers, Afghans can only conclude that the US commitment to counter-narcotics is not genuine.’
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