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Tony Wheeler was born in England, but grew up in Pakistan, the West Indies and the USA and has kept on travelling ever since. A trek along Asia’s ‘hippy trail’ led him to write the very first Lonely Planet guidebook in 1973 and over the following years Tony has written or contributed substantially to more than 30 Lonely Planet titles. The New York Daily News has described Lonely Planet as ‘the specialists in guiding weird folks to weird places’ and Tony’s continued enthusiasm for the world’s weirder corners took him to the nine countries that feature in this book.
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INTRODUCTION

WHAT MAKES A LAND BAD?

It’s got nothing to do with geography or topography. Rivers don’t invade, deserts don’t become corrupt and, while terrorists may hide out in a country’s mountains and valleys, the land itself will have had nothing to do with why a Bad Land turned to the dark side. My travels through the Bad Lands took me through staggeringly impressive country – from endless desert dunes to snow-capped mountain peaks, from winding rivers to tropical beaches – but always in the background was the nagging realisation that these were countries that had gone wrong and that people, not nature, had made the wrong turns.

So while my travels do include a varied assortment of geographic and cultural marvels, it’s delving into history and politics, much of it very recent, that illuminates how each country achieved Bad Land status. I could not have asked for a better cast of characters – medal-dripping dictator despots, fatally flawed national heroes, heroically doomed reformers, religious fanatics and Nobel Prize winners all played their part in the Bad Land stories. Genghis Khan, Mother Teresa, Osama bin Laden, Lawrence of Arabia and, of course, George W Bush all make appearances. The obsessive pursuit of power can also lead to some decidedly eccentric behaviour; for some Bad Land rulers, dressing up ranks second only to erecting statues and portraits in their personality-cult enthusiasms.


Of course, it’s not just the locals. One country’s terrorists are another country’s freedom fighters, and ill-thought-out measures to discourage terrorists can actually encourage them. We don’t even have to fund them directly – although some very respectable countries have done exactly that. For some countries, turning bad may be all their own work, but equally often outside influences from colonial meddling to big power-proxy struggles have played a disproportionate part in a Bad Land’s sorry situation.

I’ve been travelling for a long time. Although I was born in England, I lived in Pakistan until the age of five and did almost all my high-school years in the USA. I’ve kept on travelling ever since, co-founding Lonely Planet Publications in the early 1970s, writing dozens of travel-related books and maintaining a keen interest in the world’s weirder places. ‘Where’s your favourite place?’ I’m often asked, and my honest answer is, ‘The departure lounge.’

On the ground, walking the streets, you quickly pick up whether a place is safe or dangerous, and often have a far better idea of how well the average person is doing than expert economists can glean from any number of GNP and GDP statistics, or international journalists from meeting with government officials and spokespeople after parachuting into a five-star hotel.

I’m not the only person to feel that way. In an article in the Columbia Journalism Review in 2006, American writer Robert Kaplan commented that ‘In the 1990s, when it was particularly hard to get visas to Iran – and much of the information about that country emerged out of seminars in Washington – the best thing to read on the subject was Iran: A Travel Survival Kit, by David St Vincent, published in the Lonely Planet series.’

How did I choose my Bad Lands?

A country doesn’t even need to be a fully fledged Bad Land to have some bad marks on its scorecard. Even nice little Switzerland has its bad side; if an evil dictator from a real Bad Land wants a place to stash his ill-gotten gains, the Swiss are only too happy to provide a secure, anonymous, no-questions-asked bank vault.

The selection criteria were simple enough: how does a country treat its own citizens? Is it involved in terrorism? Is it a threat to other countries? The Axis of Evil was an obvious starting point. Iran, Iraq and North Korea went straight on to my list. Then I added Burma (Myanmar) because it’s regularly cited as exhibiting appalling examples of human-rights abuses and its military government has kept a Nobel Prize winner locked up because she had the temerity to win an election. Cuba because the USA has been shouting for regime change there for over 50 years with a conspicuous lack of success. Libya because it’s done absolutely everything wrong – oppressed its own citizens, funded and actually organised terrorism, worked on Weapons of Mass Destruction and even invaded a neighbouring state. And got away with it.

Afghanistan joins the list for harbouring the terrorist who can claim to be the biggest single factor in creating the War on Terrorism with which we’re all caught up, whether we want to be or not. Saudi Arabia went in as the place that bred lots of terrorists – and, what’s worse, rich terrorists – by mismanaging things at home. Finally I threw in Albania, not because it’s a Bad Land at all anymore, but simply because it’s a fascinating example of a tiny, peculiar little dictatorship that cut itself off from the outside world at considerable cost to its own people.

So what’s changed in the three years since this book was first published? Remarkably little. Afghanistan still teeters between relative calm in the west and the north, the odd suicide bombing and Taliban attack in Kabul, and a war zone in the south. The Karzai government continues to be less than convincing, but a trickle of tourists still arrives, and these days they even travel all the way across central Afghanistan.

In Burma the military generals make occasional encouraging noises, and then balance sense with nonsense by building a despised new capital city at Nay Pyi Taw in the centre of the country. Meanwhile Aung San Suu Kyi continues to languish under house arrest, another uprising was quashed with ferocity in 2007, and the disastrous Cyclone Nargis in 2008 gave the government the opportunity to prove, yet again, that they can score 10 out of 10 for oppression and economic incompetence, but zero when it comes to providing useful assistance to their people.

In Cuba, Fidel continues to pull the strings from his (long-running) death bed, while Obama promises to change the US’ attitude towards the Caribbean nation, but doesn’t actually do very much. Yet, at least. In Iran, the general population proves, once again, that they want democratic change, and Iranian families head towards a fertility rate comparable to the most advanced Western nations while the Ayatollah continues to believe the calendar is stuck in the medieval era.

In neighbouring Iraq, the British have withdrawn completely and the American troop numbers head in the same direction, while the Iraqi government takes increasing control of its own destiny. Intrepid tourists continue to visit the northern Kurdistan region, but also start to head south to Baghdad and some of the other main attractions of the country. Nevertheless, nobody would claim that Iraq is a safe place to visit; random acts of extreme violence continue to erupt and the jury will be out for a long time yet on whether the 2003 invasion was a good idea. Whether the end result is a step forward or a step back is also yet to be decided.

Libya? Gaddafi continues to prove on a regular basis that he’s as nutty as a fruitcake; in 2010 his latest exploit was to declare a jihad on Switzerland. They weren’t very polite to his equally nutty fifth son Hannibal, were they? Meanwhile in North Korea, Kim Jong-il underlines that there’s more than one crazy out there, alternating between threatening rants and holding out his begging bowl to the same people he’s been menacing. On the other hand there have been some faint signs of the North Korean population realising that their loving father figure isn’t quite as astoundingly competent as he claims – a disastrous demonetisation scheme in 2009 prompted public outrage.


In Saudi Arabia women still can’t get behind the steering wheel, but there have been some minor improvements in general human rights, and the much-hated religious police, the mutawwa, seem to have been reined in just a little. Pushing schoolgirls back into a burning building because they weren’t properly attired to appear on the streets proved to be a little too much for even staunch Islamists to stomach.

So the overall report is minor improvements in some places, a step forward then a step back in others, but no new chapters in the history books. The generals still rule, the dictators still dictate, the crazies are still at the controls; peace has not broken out.

Having completed my Bad Lands travels I ran my Evil Meter™ across the countries. How bad is really bad? The Evil Meter™ decides.

Bad Lands is a tourist account – places to go, places to stay, places to avoid. It is certainly not a Most Dangerous Places. Although I sipped tea in the garden of the British embassy in Kabul while guns rattled outside the walls, mused on whether Pyongyang was real or a movie set and felt distinctly nervous when my taxi driver found himself in a dead-end alley in Kirkuk in Iraq, I’m careful, cautious and have a low tolerance for pain. I had an extraordinarily interesting time visiting my nine Bad Lands. Only in Afghanistan and Iraq was I even slightly concerned for my own safety and I always ate well, slept comfortably, stayed healthy and, as a bonus, made some good friends.

It’s worth reminding ourselves of Benjamin Franklin’s immortal words: ‘They that can give up essential liberty to obtain a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.’ Franklin’s words about foolishly trading short-term expediency against the long-term good followed me on my Bad Lands trails, but so did the Persian poet Hafez. I visited his tomb in Iran, but I also remembered his words in another country where he is held in high esteem, Afghanistan:

Although the road may be dangerous and the final destination far out of sight. There is no route which does not come to an end: do not despair.
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AFGHANISTAN
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I make a pilgrimage straight to Chicken Street. Back in the ‘hippy trail’ era of the late 1960s and early 1970s, this was the Kabul epicentre and Sigi’s restaurant, with its giant chessboard in the courtyard, was one of the prime attractions. I don’t recognise a thing along the reincarnation of this hippy highway, although the shops probably have precisely the same collection of goods – antique weapons, carpets, gemstones and Kashmiri crafts – as they did all those years ago.

‘You could probably kit yourself out in authentically mirrored Afghan hippy gear on Chicken Street 2006’, I think as I round the corner and pass by the Mustafa Hotel. Maureen and I stayed at the Mustafa back in 1972 and, as soon as the Taliban departed, the family that owned the hotel reopened it, barely skipping a beat. The threesome – two young guys and a chick (in hippy-era speak) – tumbling out of the door and hoisting their backpacks on to their shoulders have scarcely missed a beat either. From the baggy trousers to the billowing kaftans, they’re time-warped straight from the Flower Power era.

I cross the road and duck in to the Shah Book Company, the real-life home of Norwegian writer Åsne Seierstad’s bestseller The Bookseller of Kabul.

I’m back in Afghanistan after a 34-year absence.

This ancient land has always been plundered, invaded and fought over, but even the worst acid-propelled bad trip could not have encompassed the chaos and turmoil since my last visit. Back then, the country was enjoying the final months of a long spell of stability, peace and relative progress. A year later, it all started to fall apart. King Mohammed Zahir Shah popped off to Rome on holiday and his cousin Daoud Shah took advantage of his absence to mount a revolution. The king must have thought Rome’s title ‘The Eternal City’ was accurate – his holiday stretched on for 29 years. It was not until 2002, at the age of 87, that he would finally return. During that period Afghanistan suffered almost continuous conflict – the Soviet invasion, civil war, mujaheddin madness, Taliban tyranny, the War on Terror. As I packed my bags for Afghanistan in 2006 a third of the country was ‘racked by violent insurgency’ according to the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, suicide bombings were on the rise, foreign contractors kidnapped, police officers and government officials murdered. The Taliban were resurgent and NATO forces were taking ever more casualties.

There will be little peace and love, and few flowers in our hair this time around.

••••

Situated at the crossroads between Asia and the Middle East, Afghanistan has always been a mosaic of ethnic groups and cultures. Travellers have been lured there for years, attracted by adventure and the thrill of the unknown. In 1972 I arrived in a beat-up old English Mini, having driven across Asia from Europe. Today I fly in from Dubai on a Kam Air 737. I’m staying at the guesthouse of Afghan Logistics, a transport, travel and tourism business run by the Jamshady brothers. The six brothers appear to be perfect Afghan entrepreneurs. Dad had bought and sold cars, an activity that produced zero return during the mujaheddin violence and the subsequent Taliban years.

‘The only way to make money was to be in the army or in a mujaheddin force,’ recalled Mobin, the eldest brother, ‘but when I told my father I wanted to become a soldier he said, “If you want to be a robber or kill people, then go ahead. If that’s not what you want then do something else, but be patient, things will change” ’.

Mobin had left to work as a car mechanic in Tehran, but then the carpet business rebounded during the Taliban era.

‘For a while there was a lot of money in carpets’, Muqim, the second brother, recalled. ‘We had 80 or 90 people working for us, mainly women and children, and once they’d made the carpets we’d export them via Pakistan.’ I had heard rumours that many carpets bearing ‘Made in Pakistan’ labels were actually Afghan products, the tags simply slapped on them to get around restrictions on exports from the Taliban-controlled nation.

‘Then the carpet business collapsed, the Pakistanis stopped it, so I went to Iran’, Mobin explained. ‘And Muqim used the money I sent back to study English.

‘When the Americans arrived, Muqim worked as an interpreter to journalists and NGOs,’ he continued, ‘and we soon realised that as well as interpreters they also wanted vehicles. So I left Tehran, went to Dubai, bought the first of our Land Cruisers and drove it back across Iran and through Afghanistan to Kabul. I had to grow a beard to get through Kandahar. We started our business under our family name until someone pointed out that Jamshady didn’t roll off foreigners’ tongues. So we renamed it something much more catchy: Afghan Logistics.’

I’m staying at their office, which also includes a guesthouse and the compound where they keep their assorted cars and four-wheel drives. It’s in the Shahr-e Naw area, adjacent to the embassy quarter, and the streets are surprisingly neat and tidy. Sure they’re potholed and often falling apart, but they’re also swept clean, even if a lot of the garbage simply goes into the streetside channel known as a jube. Mobin and I set off to look around Kabul, first of all wandering down Chicken Street and Flower Street and then heading off to the bazaar near the river.

There’s plenty of mobile coverage, but my phone can’t roam on the Afghan networks. I buy a SIM card from Roshan. They have the best TV ads, Mobin tells me, and their coverage is good. Unfortunately my phone doesn’t want to know about the Roshan SIM card so we go in search of someone to re-engineer it. Unsuccessfully as it turns out, although a couple of young phone-shop hotshots pull out the appropriate lead to hook my phone up to their computer, surf the net to find the correct protocols to change, and try to download them to my phone. They’re clearly cluey tech-heads even if they can’t make it work. This street is wall-to-wall mobile-phone shops. Mix in the abundant supply of internet cafés and Kabul seems a long way from some sort of medieval outpost.

‘To hell with it’, I decide after the third failure and chuck over another $45 for a handset as well.

••••

The next morning Mobin and I fly off west to Herat, perhaps the most beautiful of Afghanistan’s ancient cities. The road routes are either downright dangerous (via Kandahar) or difficult and possibly dangerous (via Mazar-i Sharif or straight across the middle from Bamiyan via the Minaret of Jam). The Kam Air flight across the country is superb. It’s a crystal-clear day and the mountains, still sprinkled or even thickly coated with snow, look terrific. Afghanistan is a landlocked country largely bordered by Pakistan in the south and east, China in the far east and Iran in the west. To the north Afghanistan is bordered by Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, all formerly parts of the USSR. The largest of the ‘stans’, Borat’s Kazakhstan, lies further to the north.

Herat has been a settlement for over 2500 years and a centre of Persian art and learning. In more recent times it was the scene of a bloody slaughter that provoked the Russian invasion of Afghanistan. Having extended his cousin’s Rome vacation, Daoud Shah, despite his strongman reputation, proved notably ineffective as a ruler and in April 1978 he was killed in a pro-Communist coup, which immediately split into opposing Khalq and Parcham factions. The radical form of Communism the Khalq group tried to impose, and the brutality of their rule, soon had the Afghans up in arms. Less than a year later, in March 1979, Ismail Khan – at that time a captain in the Afghan army, Khan is legendary in modern Herat – mounted a revolt that resulted in the slaughter of Soviet advisers and their families. The Afghan Communist government responded, pulverising the city using Russian-supplied bombers and killing more than 20,000 Heratis, but Khan escaped to the countryside and assembled a rebel army, which was widely supported by the Herat population. It was a portent of the horrors to come. By this time the USSR was trying to rein in the wilder excesses of their Afghan clients and even the Khalq faction had split into opposing groups.

In December 1979 the USSR, exasperated with the chaos developing and fearful that it would spread across the border to their Central Asian republics, arrived in force and the real trouble started. It was an occupation that would last 10 years and cost countless lives.

All the things I remember from the last visit – the Masjid-e Jami (or Blue Mosque), the four magnificently askew minarets of Baiqari’s long-lost madrasah, and the even more dangerously leaning minaret in Gowhar Shad’s Musalla Complex – look better than ever. Herat even one-ups my last visit thanks to the Citadel, aka The Ark, which was off-limits back then. Now this ancient fortress is spookily empty and open with amazing views across the city from its collection of towers and lookouts. It’s a fine sunset finale to a fine day in Afghanistan’s western metropolis.

I’ve come to Herat mainly because I want to continue on to central Afghanistan to see the Minaret of Jam, and the next morning it’s entirely appropriate that I should be heading there in a Toyota Hilux. In the cities the Toyota Corolla is the vehicle. Vast numbers of them have turned up in Afghanistan since the Taliban’s departure, but once you’re outside the cities Afghan roads require a sturdy four-wheel drive. In the immediate aftermath of the American-led invasion in 2001, it quickly became clear that the Hilux was the Taliban transport of choice. Back at headquarters pricier Toyota Land Cruisers were the top wheels (Osama bin Laden had a fleet of them), but, as one commentator noted, at a local level the country was run by anybody with ‘a beard, a gun, a Toyota Hilux and at least a little authority’.

The ubiquitous presence of the Hilux prompted Toyota to deny that it had been supplying them, although Wade Hoyt, a Toyota spokesman in New York, noted that ‘it shows that the Taliban are looking for the same qualities as any truck buyer: durability and reliability’ (John F Burns, the New York Times, 23 November 2001). In Australia popular Toyota TV ads, ending with a freeze-frame of the owners jumping for joy beside their wheels, were spoofed with an imitation ad showing a group of gun-toting beards and their burka-clad partners airborne beside a Hilux, which has just emerged unscathed from the best the US Air Force could throw at it. As the supply of Taliban targets began to run low, even a Hilux was worth getting in your bombsights.

Motorcycles have flooded in to post-Taliban Afghanistan in even greater numbers than cars, most of them Chinese clones of popular Japanese brands. Since there are no Chinese motorcycle brands worth coveting, any name seems to be slapped on the two-wheelers as they roll off the assembly lines. As well as real Hondas you could ride a Hond, Handa or Hondie. Or if you want something geographically appropriate, try a Pamir, Caspian or Great Kabul. And if you simply can’t get enough of Toyotas, why not ride a Corolla or a Land Cruiser?

Despite the comforts of my Hilux, the road to Jam is seriously hard work. The first 150 kilometres through Obey and Chisht-e-Sharif are quite feasible even for a regular car. We see plenty of Corollas. Then the road deteriorates and our hardy four-wheel drive starts to come into its own. Occasionally the needle reaches 40 kilometres per hour, but 15 kilometres per hour seems the appropriate average speed. The trip takes 15 hours, but however tough the travel there’s always someone doing it even harder. We cruise by a minibus packed with 16 people who’ve been going two hours longer than us already and the back-seat passengers have a couple of goats across their knees.

There’s plenty to see along the way. A wide, flat valley dotted with villages for the first few hours; stops at chaikhana, traditional Afghan teahouses, for breakfast and lunch; a long-abandoned caravanserai and a decaying fortress; the beautiful ancient gombad (domes) at Chisht-e-Sharif; and finally a series of pretty little villages wedged into corners of canyons and valleys.

It’s dark by the time we arrive at the guesthouse directly beneath the great minaret so my first sight of Afghanistan’s first World Heritage Site is in the morning. The Statue of Liberty, Eiffel Tower, Taj Mahal and Sydney Opera House get thousands of visitors every day. The Minaret of Jam has to wait until late May for the year’s first arrival: I am 2006’s first foreign tourist!

Hidden away at the junction of two rivers and beneath towering canyon walls, the minaret is big, beautiful and mysterious. Although it dates back to the late 12th century it’s so remote that it wasn’t discovered by the outside world until 1943 and not visited and properly described until 1957. Until recently the Qutb Minar in Delhi was the only minaret that stood taller and, apart from its Pisa-like lean, the Minaret of Jam is remarkably well preserved. Yet why here and for what purpose? If it was a minaret, where was the mosque? And if it was a victory tower, like the Qutb Minar, why build it so far from any habitation? Recent research has indicated that this may have been the site of the lost city of Firuzkoh, destroyed by Genghis Khan when he smashed his way through the region.

We spend a day exploring the area around the minaret, climbing the surrounding hills for views from above, crossing the Hari Rud river on a flying fox to check the view from the other side, and finally climbing the spiral stairway inside the minaret. We lounge back at the top of the stairs admiring the views and sipping tea, which our driver, Abdul Ghani Ahsan, has thoughtfully toted up to the top. Even the climb is something of a mystery. There are two separate stairways, clockwise and anticlockwise, but they disappear below ground level. To get to the stairs you have to clamber through a head-high hole in the side of the minaret. This is clearly something for future archaeologists to investigate. The Lonely Planet Foundation helped to fund the Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project.

••••

We depart at 3am for the long drive back to Herat. I’m beginning to realise there’s a curious do-it-yourself nature to chaikhana dining. From dawn onwards as we drive through each village, Mobin leans out the window and calls out to passing shops and stallholders, ‘Any eggs?’ The answer is always ‘No’, but clearly it’s going to be eggs for breakfast if at all possible. At 7.30am, four hours and 60 kilometres from Jam, we stop at a chaikhana and Mobin tells the owner to ‘get bread and send a boy down to the village to look for eggs. It doesn’t matter what they cost, I’ll pay’.

Inside, Mobin immediately spots a pile of potatoes heaped on the floor, demands a knife and sits on the ground to peel them. A frying pan also appears, but the gas cylinder produces so feeble a flame that Mobin heads into the kitchen to produce his fry-up (the eggs have arrived) on a wood fire. There are enough flies in the chaikhana to make an outback Aussie feel comfortably at home. Fifteen minutes later we’re tucking into fried potatoes, eggs and tomatoes.

The next day it’s a total mystery what time the flight back to Kabul leaves. At first there’s a rumour it will be at 10am or 11am. Later that stretches to 3pm. We depart for the airport at 1.30pm and sit on the floor of a dusty room full of flies until 2.45pm when somebody turns up and takes over the desk and chair, which are the only furniture in the small building. It appears the only reason we’ve been here is for a preliminary ticket check, but Mobin is clearly a master of this process and has seated himself right by the desk so that we’re straight through. Quite what good that does us is unclear since we now find ourselves sitting outside the same building with more dust, although fewer flies. Getting there first does give us chairs to sit on until 3.30pm when the signal is given to leave this compound and head for the airport terminal. We recruit a young lad to wheelbarrow our bags the couple of hundred metres. He’s so small that there’s no way he can push the barrow even without our bags in it, so Mobin takes over and tells him to spend the money we pay him on education.

The terminal is grey, gloomy and windowless, and the only aircraft outside is a Spanish Air Force Hercules that soon departs. There is some flying still going on, however. Two swallows have attached their nests to the terminal ceiling and frantic chirping from the baby birds announces that a parent has flown in through the terminal entrance or exit door, executed a skilful turn around the whirling ceiling fan, deposited something tasty into an open beak and headed straight out again, whisking through somebody’s hair (or turban or burka) if they happen to be standing in the doorway.

At 4.15pm there’s a sudden surge for the boarding gate, just a narrow channel fenced in with wire. Perhaps 30 seconds later a dozen or so female passengers appear from some hidden location and are escorted straight out on to the tarmac. Another 30 seconds passes and the Kam Air flight from Mazar-i Sharif touches down. Now we go through security, which, as in Kabul, is haphazardly hopeless. My nail clippers and a pair of tweezers were confiscated from my wash kit in Kabul, but my Swiss Army knife was overlooked. In fact I’d intended all three items to be in my checked-in bag, except it was never checked in. This time two AA batteries get confiscated and the Swiss Army knife is again overlooked. While it’s being overlooked, the batteries roll on to the floor so I quickly pocket them.

At 4.45pm we finally board and any pushing to the front turns out to be pointless because they reverse the queue and board the last guy in the line first. The burkas are already all aboard. I still score a window and, just like the Kabul–Herat flight, the views are terrific. For the first 20 minutes we follow the road to Jam exactly, the trip that had taken us nearly as many hours by car. My GPS tells me we pass just eight kilometres north of the lonely minaret.

Mohammed, sitting next to me, could almost be a poster boy for the new Afghanistan. After 21 years as a refugee in Quetta, Pakistan, moving there as a young child, he returned to Afghanistan just three years ago to work as a techie with Roshan, my mobile phone company. He agrees with me that relations with Pakistan are touchy, but underlines, as so many others have done, that Afghanis owe a huge debt to their neighbour. Pakistan and Iran both took in huge numbers of Afghan refugees fleeing the fighting and hardships of the 1980s and 1990s.

The Soviets occupied Afghanistan for virtually the whole of the 1980s without ever bringing the countryside under effective control. They were opposed by a feral assortment of mujaheddin – ‘strugglers’ – all armed to a greater or lesser extent by the USA, who saw the Afghan turmoil as an opportunity to weaken the USSR. President Reagan praised the mujaheddin as freedom fighters and even the movie Rambo III portrayed them as heroic, but all these wild bunches were equally likely to squabble with each other if they weren’t fighting the Russians. When Mikhail Gorbachev took over in 1985, getting out of Afghanistan was high on his agenda. In February 1989 the last Russian troops withdrew, but the US and its allies lost interest in Afghanistan and did little to help rebuild the war-ravaged country or influence events there. The CIA had fulfilled its intention of ‘fighting the Soviets to the last Afghan’; now the place could be forgotten. The USSR continued to support President Najibullah (formerly the head of the secret service, Khad), but without the support of the Soviet forces his pro-Communist government steadily lost ground to the guerrilla forces. Anyone with any sense had long since fled over the borders.

‘My education was all in Pakistan’, Mohammed explains in flawless English. ‘We all have to be thankful for the help they have given us.

‘Roshan only started in 2003, but already we have built 500 communications towers and provide coverage in 28 centres. And we have eight lakh subscribers,’ he continues, proving his English came courtesy of the subcontinent, where a lakh is 100,000.

The Kam Air 737 seems to have had a previous life in Latin America. I should Mantenga Abrochado el Cinturon, it says on my tray-back, which also tells me that my Chaleco Salvavidas can be found Bajo su Asiento. Where else?

••••

Kabul has seen more than its fair share of bloodshed over the years. The huge quantities of arms left with the Kabul government by the Russians and supplied to the mujaheddin by the Americans allowed the opposing groups to inflict severe damage on the city.

Remarkably the Russian departure did not lead to an immediate mujaheddin takeover. The mujaheddin skill at harassing the Soviets did not translate into the ability to mount a campaign against an entrenched force, and Najibullah hung on in Kabul for three years until the Cold War ended and Ahmad Shah Massoud and Abdul Rashid Dostum’s Northern Alliance, a military-political coalition of various Afghan groups, took the city in April 1992. The fall of Kabul still did not bring peace. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who for years had been the major recipient of the American arms aid funnelled through Pakistan to the mujaheddin, had established himself outside Kabul and ‘Rocketing Kabul’ became part of the vocabulary as he rained missiles upon the city. Then in 1994 Dostum decided to switch sides and join Hekmatyar against his former comrade Massoud. In that year 10,000 people were killed in Kabul.

Meanwhile in the south, a new group had developed – the Taliban. A talib is a student. Taliban is simply the plural. In late 1994 I remember first hearing of this ‘student army’ rising up around Kandahar and marching on Kabul, determined to defeat the ruthless mujaheddin who only seemed to stop looting and raping to switch sides and start the whole process over again.

The Taliban sought to impose a strict interpretation of Islamic Sharia law and the population faced massive freedom restrictions and human rights violations. Women were banned from jobs and girls forbidden to attend schools or universities. Those who resisted were punished. Communists were systematically eradicated, as was eventually the majority of the opium production. The Taliban took Kabul in 1996 and Najibullah, reluctant to escape from the city with Massoud’s retreating forces, was hauled out of the UN compound, beaten, castrated, shot and hung from a lamppost. The Taliban destroyed dozens of statues and figures in the city’s once-magnificent museum, which had already been comprehensively looted during the mujaheddin era.

••••

By the end of 2000 the Taliban had captured 95 per cent of the country, aside from the opposition Northern Alliance strongholds in the northeast, but more crises were developing. A terrible drought was exacerbating already severe food shortages. The Taliban government seemed more concerned about enforcing their religious strictures and continuing their battles with the remaining mujaheddin of the Northern Alliance than grappling with the problem of feeding the Afghan population. That, they seemed to feel, could be left to the UN and NGOs, while at the same time they made the work of those organisations steadily more difficult.

As the Taliban’s international support, apart from Pakistan, shrivelled up completely, the power and influence of the Arab-financed extremists of Al-Qaeda became steadily more significant. Osama bin Laden had been a prominent mujaheddin organiser and financier, funnelling money, arms and Muslim fighters from around the world into Afghanistan.

In January 2001 the UN Security Council tightened the screws on the Taliban and demanded the extradition of Osama bin Laden. Pakistan found itself in the difficult position of agreeing to enforce the UN sanctions and at the same time wanting to look after its Afghan clients. Not all was going well for the Taliban, however. Ahmad Shah Massoud, the charismatic leader of the Northern Alliance, had visited Europe to rally support while Abdul Rashid Dostum had received support from Turkey and had led his Uzbek men against the Taliban. In the west Ismail Khan, the Herat strongman (remember him?), had established a new base with Iranian support. In April the last vestige of moderation within the Taliban ranks disappeared when the deputy leader died of cancer in Karachi. More strictures were placed on humanitarian workers and in May, in a move seemingly modelled on Nazi Germany, Hindus were required to wear yellow badges.

In August UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan pushed for more carrots and sticks to be used on the Taliban while at the same time pointing out that the numbers of Islamic radicals in Afghanistan, the majority of them Arabs, had reached record levels. The summer offensive against the forces of the Northern Alliance included 10,000 non-Afghans in the 25,000-strong Taliban force and it was these non-Afghans who often inflicted the greatest cruelty on the local population, particularly the unfortunate Shiite Hazaras.

By this time Afghans made up the world’s largest number of refugees, the drought continued without a break and the UN’s World Food Programme was faced with feeding 5.5 million people, up from 3.8 million just a year previously. August was also the month when Australia put up the ‘no entry’ sign for 438 mainly Afghan refugees picked up from a sinking Indonesian boat by the Norwegian container ship Tampa.

In short, by the beginning of September 2001 Afghanistan was an unholy mess, and took another step towards disaster with the assassination of Massoud on 9 September. It’s theorised that the suicide killing, using a booby-trapped video camera, was planned and executed by Al-Qaeda, knowing that the September 11 attacks were only hours away and that disposing of the Taliban’s number-one opponent would ensure the opposition’s support when the inevitable American reaction hit. Now all it took was four aircraft hijacks.

••••

I wake up from a weird dream about staying in somebody’s home, inadvertently leaving a door unlocked and getting robbed. In the middle of a discussion about how this happened the burglar alarm suddenly goes off, except it isn’t a wailing siren, clanging bell or shrieking scream; it’s just a very loud voice repeatedly enunciating: ALARM, ALARM, ALARM. It’s so loud I wake up with a start, in time to hear the last ‘Allah Akbar’ boom out from a nearby minaret in the muezzin’s pre-dawn call to prayer. I was getting up soon anyway. This morning Mobin and I are off to the Bamiyan Valley in central Afghanistan, the centre of the Hazarajat, the homeland of the country’s Shiite Hazaras.


To my eternal regret we didn’t visit Bamiyan back in 1972. My diary reveals that we decided the transport alternatives were either too expensive – ‘US$15 round trip’ – or too difficult – ‘12 hours from 3am on the local bus’. Now the giant Buddhas, which looked out over the beautiful valley from their hillside niches, are gone, destroyed by the Taliban. An ancient reclining Buddha image in Ghazni also fell to the Taliban’s iconoclastic urges.

In retrospect the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas in March 2001 seems like an omen of what was to come in New York six months later. The Taliban leader, Mullah Omar, had promised to protect them. Now he reversed course, an indication it was Osama bin Laden and the Arab fundamentalists who were in control, according to Nancy Hatch Dupree, the American author of An Historical Guide to Afghanistan, first published back in 1970 and still the classic guide to the country. ‘It was the hardliners’ way of saying: “We have won. We call the shots. We don’t give a damn”’, Dupree explained.

The destruction of the Buddhas seems to me like the perfect example of religious intolerance: ‘Our religion is the only correct religion. You’re an infidel; we’re going to treat your religion with zero respect. Get fucked.’ Angry Muslims (anger is something Islam seems to do very well), however, had been working Bamiyan over long before the Taliban arrived on the scene. Faces of Buddha images had been hacked off centuries ago.

Unfortunately Islam is far from the only religion to play these games. Knocking your temple down to build my temple right on top of it seems to be a game most religions like to play. It was certainly a favourite with Christian missionaries in the Pacific. Once they’d stopped those lascivious hip-shaking dances and covered up the grass skirts and bare boobs with nice Mother Hubbard dresses, their favourite activity was flattening Polynesian temples and building churches on top. Christianity has also included bouts of iconoclasm. The 16th-century Reformation in Europe featured plenty of destruction of ‘graven images’.

The route to Bamiyan is not unlike the road from Herat to Jam. A rough and rugged road that took just 6½ hours back in the 1970s (according to Dupree) today takes us 11 hours. There’s plenty to see along the way. Villages surrounded by green fields and walled orchards pop up regularly, just like on the Jam route, but there are also regular kala (fortified houses) and ancient caravanserais. Dupree’s guidebook faithfully notes these ancient markers, but they’ve since been joined by much more recent Russian tanks looking as if their crews just parked them by the roadside and walked away. Once a tank has stopped it’s clearly all but impossible to shift. We stop for lunch at a very busy chaikhana in Ghorband. From our seat on the upstairs balcony I can see two tanks abandoned right in the middle of the village.

Next morning I gaze up at the empty Buddha niches looking reproachfully out on the valley, but what a beautiful valley it is and there’s plenty of interest apart from the missing Buddhas. Everything around Bamiyan reminds me of somewhere else. The valley itself takes me back to Ladakh, the Tibetan region of north India. There are the same gently folded hills, beautifully shadowed in early and late light, with lines of poplar trees providing a green contrast to the grey-brown earth. Then in the background are the snowy peaks. There’s also a touch of Turkey: the caves that dot the hillsides, not just around the niches for the great Buddha images but all around the valley, have a definite flavour of Goreme, the Anatolian area of troglodyte dwellings. When we head out to Band-e Amir, the recollections turn to Tibet – the rolling, utterly treeless sweep of country, still with mountains on the horizon, but also with that Tibetan habit of diverting off on a totally new road route every now and then.

Overtaking a slow-moving truck is rarely a problem. You just take the other fork when the road divides and a kilometre later the roads rejoin and the truck is behind you. Plus there’s an Ethiopian interlude every now and then – Russian tanks from the Soviet era are seen, abandoned by the roadside, just as often as in that African nation.

The Hazara people of the Bamiyan region were among the first to rise up against the Russian invaders and they succeeded in driving the Russians out of the Hazarajat region by 1981. The unfortunate Hazaras have always done it tough. Physically they look quite different to the other Afghan tribes. They’re said to be descendants of Genghis Khan’s Mongolian followers who remained behind after his destructive invasion from 1220. Furthermore they’re the Shiite minority among the country’s Sunni Muslims and as a result they’ve always been looked down upon and discriminated against by the other Afghan groups. Khaled Hosseini’s bestseller The Kite Runner revolves around the Hazaras’ unfortunate position in Afghan society and in particular the mistreatment they suffered at the hands of the Taliban. It was only in September 1998 that the Taliban finally captured Bamiyan, only to lose it again less than a year later. They finally regained it in 2000 and underlined their control by destroying the Buddhas and massacring large numbers of Hazaras, people they looked upon as little better than nonbelievers.

From Bamiyan it’s only a couple of hours along a much better road to the beautiful lakes of Band-e Amir where we’re suddenly in the American southwest with soaring pinnacles and plunging canyons, but a surreal southwest because of those otherworldly blue lakes. Writers are keen to announce that no description can ever prepare you for the sheer beauty of these lakes and they’re right. Like so many visitors in the past I am awestruck by the incredible blue of the main lake – Band-i-Haibat, the ‘Dam of Awe’. The lake has created its own dam over the years with the sulphur deposits now rising to more than 10 metres high and continuing to build up as the water spills over the edge. There’s a touch of Australia in the language – in Australian English a dam means not just the device to hold back the water, but also the water behind the dam.

Also awestruck by the lake are François and Arnaud, two French motorcyclists who have arrived overland from Europe intending to continue to Vietnam. It’s great to see some tourists rediscovering the country. There’s also a small group of Japanese tourists, led by feisty Michiko Suzuki, who has spent three years in the country and complains that the Japanese government, like the Australian one, contends that the whole country is a no-go zone. She’s irate about this. ‘My name is black in Japan’, she says. She manages to get adventurous tour groups like this together anyway, even if the government doesn’t like it. ‘The Taiwanese are the only people who come here and aren’t worried about it’, she continues.

There’s much more traffic on the way back to Kabul than there was on the way out. The road seems to be crowded with goats, sheep, donkeys and even camels, quite apart from vehicles. There’s a disproportionate number of the standard UN vehicles, white Toyota Land Cruisers, out and about today and, as always with the UN, travelling way too fast.

‘They don’t own them’, comments Mobin. ‘If the drivers owned the vehicles, they wouldn’t drive like that.’

A surprising number of the Afghan minibuses and Corollas seem to be driven by 10-year-olds, barely able to see over the steering wheel and looking even younger among their grey-bearded, turbaned passengers.

Coming down the hill from the Shibar Pass, we stop to photograph a particularly nicely situated abandoned tank, its gun barrel blocking part of the road. To my amazement the tank commander suddenly pops his head up from the hatch. Has a left-behind Russian been waiting all these years? More likely it’s the donkey herder taking a break from the wind while his scatter of hee-haws graze up the hill.

Just before we reach the sealed Kabul–Mazar road, just north of Charikar, there are a string of car-wash guys waiting to hose the dust off before you get back on the tarmac for 60 Afs, about US$1.20, plus a good tip. Every car seems to stop for this pre-big-city service.

••••


My third and final excursion from Kabul is up to Mazar-i Sharif, the northern centre close to the border with the northern ‘stans’, which were once part of the USSR. Back in 1972 Maureen and I drove across Afghanistan entering from Iran to Herat, looping south to the current no-go zone of Kandahar, heading north to Kabul and then turning east to cross the Khyber Pass into Pakistan. We never went to Mazar.

Mazar may be peaceful today, but the Taliban takeover of the northern metropolis was a microcosm of the entire country’s quarter-century of absurd infighting and treachery. It was a ‘bloody drama of betrayals, counter-betrayals and inter-ethnic bloodshed which was astounding even by Afghan standards’ according to Ahmed Rashid’s seminal book Taliban.

In 1997 the Taliban controlled their southern redoubt of Kandahar, the western centre of Herat and the recently captured capital, Kabul. Ahmad Shah Massoud was marginalised, driven back to his final stronghold in the Panjshir Valley. If the Taliban could capture Mazar-i Sharif, they had effective control of the whole country. The capture, however, required the defeat of the ruthless Uzbek leader Abdul Rashid Dostum, the strongest of Afghan strongmen. Dostum had managed to keep Mazar clear of the turmoil that had devastated so much of the country, but he had a weak point – his second-in-command, Malik Pahlawan.

Defeating Dostum was, for the Taliban, simply a matter of bribing Malik to switch sides. It’s only about 50 kilometres from Mazar to the Uzbekistan border and Dostum managed to escape, although Ismail Khan, the Herat commander who had been cooperating with Dostum, ended up in the Taliban’s hands. Malik quickly found that his deal with the Taliban was really a Taliban takeover, not some joint power-sharing, and within two weeks the whole deal unravelled. Mazar included a substantial Hazara population as well as its Uzbek majority and the Shiite Hazara rose in revolt and slaughtered the Taliban invaders and their Pakistani supporters. Naturally Malik took this opportunity to renege on his recent deal and also went on the attack.


The Taliban survivors fled south only to find that Massoud had taken this opportunity to venture out of the Panjshir Valley to blow up the southern entrance to the Salang Tunnel, which links northern and southern Afghanistan, thus trapping the terrified Taliban forces in the north. Meanwhile the Hazara also rose up from their Bamiyan Valley stronghold and the straightforward capture of Mazar instead turned into a disastrous rout.

Nevertheless a strong Taliban force remained in the north and less than four months later they resumed their attack on Mazar. Of course, this was the signal for Uzbek supporters of Dostum and Malik to start fighting each other as well as the Pashtun Talibans, and at this point Dostum reappeared on the scene from exile in Turkey. Apart from battling with his untrustworthy former supporter Malik, he now found himself fighting to regain the city not from the Taliban, but from the Hazaras, who had established themselves in the city during the chaos.

The Taliban fled south for a second time, taking the opportunity to conduct the occasional massacre of Hazaras as they went, and the Uzbeks added a new definition to the term ‘containerisation’. Taliban captives were herded into shipping containers in the desert where, under the fierce summer sun, they died from either asphyxiation or simply roasting to death. It was difficult to tell from their blackened corpses how they had died. Dostum and Khan are both major forces in the Afghanistan government today.

••••

It’s just over 400 kilometres to Mazar and time-wise a good part of it is getting clear of Kabul. The dusty, potholed back roads to Jam and Bamiyan might be slow, hard going and crowded, but well-kept roads like this one are seriously scary. Drivers regularly pull out to overtake against oncoming traffic, confident that it will pull on to the shoulder to let them through. Sometimes a faster overtaker passes a slower overtaker and on occasions somebody else will simultaneously overtake on the inside, putting four vehicles abreast on a single lane. The signature Afghan overtaking technique is the ‘approaching a speed bump’ manoeuvre. As one vehicle slows for one of the far-too-frequent speed bumps, another vehicle pulls out but then also has to slow down to a near stop. Since it’s quite likely that somebody is trying the same trick in the opposite direction the end result is total gridlock with two other cars also occupying the whole road width. Speed bumps are often made by simply draping a Russian tank track across the road.

Once we’re through the Salang Tunnel, the four-kilometre-long tunnel built with Russian aid back in the late 1950s and early ’60s, we zip along at 100 kilometres per hour. There’s still snow around the tunnel exit on the northern side. We stop beside the Doshakh bridge, where the melting water from the mountains rushes past a meadow lined with a cluster of chaikhana set up to cater to the passing traffic. Unhappily the whole site is rapidly submerging under a blizzard of soft-drink cans, plastic bags and other assorted garbage. I don’t say anything about it, but Mobin is so annoyed he goes off to lecture the owner of the main chaikhana.

Mazar has a single major attraction, the Shrine of Hazrat Ali. Ali is the Prophet Mohammed’s son-in-law and a main player in the great split between Shiite and Sunni Muslims. The Shiites believe he is the true successor to the prophet; the Sunnis disagree. Both sides do, generally, agree that Ali is buried in Najaf in Iraq, but somehow an alternative theory developed that he’s here in Mazar in Afghanistan. Either way it’s an important site, beautiful and peaceful in the evening glow and home to a famous flock of white pigeons.

The Hotel Farhat in Mazar has ‘old Soviet character’, according to the guidebook. It’s also packed full of huge overstuffed furniture and features the sagging carpet-on-top-of-carpet on the stairs, which seems to be a design norm in Afghan hotels with pretensions. My room also has neatly folded sheets on the bed in case I feel like making it, two suitcase-like containers with blankets in case the temperature drops, and an air-con unit, which might prove more useful. Sitting on a chair beside the bed is a big metal box with instrument dials. A cable snakes out of it in one direction and another cable coils all over one side of the room before disappearing, who knows where? Heart monitor? No, it’s a voltage stabiliser for the air-con.

We dine in the Bahaar Restaurant, which is liberally decorated with nicely misspelled calendars from the Kefayar Hotel & Weeding Centre. Presumably after the ceremony the couple can get down to some serious maintenance of the vegetable patch. Back at the hotel it’s late and quiet. All the guests’ shoes are scattered around just inside the entrance to the building.

The next morning we drive to neighbouring Balkh, the region’s other big attraction. Today it’s just a village, but it was a great Buddhist centre two millennia ago and already dubbed ‘the mother of cities’ when Islam arrived on the scene. Genghis Khan put an end to that and when Marco Polo stopped by, there were only ruins to impress him. The remains of the city’s great mud walls still stretch for 10 kilometres.

The ancient Masjid-e No Gombad once had nine domes, or gombad, and is crying out for an archaeological investigation. The intricately moulded stucco columns, which once supported the domes, disappear into the ground for half their height. What lies beneath the surface?

The tomb of Rabi’a Balkhi in the circular park in the centre of modern Balkh is a potent reminder of the hidden half of Afghanistan. Her poetry proves that Afghanistan’s women do have a voice and that love can still exist, even in such a male-dominated society. Rabi’a Balkhi fell in love with her slave, was imprisoned here and committed suicide by slashing her wrists, writing her final poem on her prison walls with her own blood. I’m about to stroll to the shade of a tree to check my guidebook’s description of this event when Mobin warns me off.


‘Don’t go that way. There is woman’, he says in a tone reminiscent of those old nautical maps with their ‘here be monsters’ notations at the edges. Two women are indeed sitting under the tree and it reminds me that several times Mobin has taken care to steer me away from approaching too close to the forbidden half of this country.

••••

We’re off early the next morning, heading south for a small pilgrimage up the Panjshir Valley, Massoud’s power base and final retreat. First, though, there’s a short side-trip. So many wonderful places in this world meet all our expectations while failing to surprise us. We’ve had so many previews, seen so many photographs, glimpsed them as backgrounds in so many movies, read about them so many times that there’s no unexpected shock. We know what to expect.

Every once in a while we suddenly find ourselves looking at something for which there has been no advance warning. Something that has had no book-cover portraits nor even the odd black-and-white photograph on some museum wall. Something like Takht-e-Rustam, only a few kilometres off the Kabul–Mazar road at Samangan, a Buddhist complex featuring a cave monastery and a rock-cut stupa. It’s the stupa that really blows me away. I thought I knew my way around the stupas of Asia, but I have never even seen a photograph of this two-millennium-old rock dome. Here’s something too solid for even the Taliban to damage. Clearly it has similarities to the temples of Ajanta and Ellora in India, also cut out of solid rock, or even the cave temples of Petra in Jordan, but the place it really reminds me of is Lalibela in Ethiopia, where you also can stand at surface level and look down at the marvel at your feet.

We pause for lunch again at the beautiful Doshakh bridge collection of chaikhana. There’s no sign of anything happening about the trash situation. At the other side of the Salang Tunnel we diverge up the Panjshir Valley to visit the tomb (a grand mausoleum is under construction) of Ahmad Shah Massoud, the ‘Hero of Afghanistan’, the ‘Lion of Panjshir’. Massoud kept the Russians at bay and guarded the only region of Afghanistan not to fall to the Taliban until, just two days before September 11, he was assassinated by Taliban suicide bombers.

Back in Kabul that night we’re accompanied at dinner by Mobin’s small-screen obsession. It seems Mobin has a number of obsessions, starting with photography. His little digital camera works overtime and he gets good results. In part it may be because people are so enthusiastic about getting photographed. Mobin will haul a farmer out of the field and run him through a hundred poses as if Mobin was a fashion photographer and the hapless labourer was a high-fashion model.

Then there’s food: ‘We must have vegetables’ has been a regular announcement. A bag of salad ingredients rides around in the back of the car and if the chaikhana can’t provide a suitable salad Mobin will provide it for them, preparing it as well if necessary.

Genghis Khan – aka Jenghiz or Chenghiz in these parts – is a definite obsession. We run into him on a regular basis. Old Genghis was in a particularly destructive mood when he swept through Afghanistan, and Shahr-e Gholghola, the ‘City of Screams’ in the Bamiyan Valley, is a pretty good example of his handiwork. The screams came from the city’s inhabitants as Genghis slaughtered every man, woman and child. Mobin totes around an Afghan history book (two volumes), which he dips into periodically.

‘If I meet him after I die, I will kill him’ is a typical Mobin pronouncement about Genghis.

Finally there’s Indian soap opera. After two weeks in Afghanistan I’m beginning to suffer from Bollywood overkill. Every hotel lobby or restaurant I step into has a television tuned to India, picking up either Bollywood movies, Bollywood soap operas or Bollywood MTV-style music videos. The music videos feature the usual sashaying around, sultry looks and sexy moves, but without ever getting too explicit. Anything too raunchy goes fast-forward or out of focus, but the Taliban ban on music and dancing has clearly resulted in a pent-up demand that all of Afghanistan is working overtime to service.

‘Nobody wants to watch anything from Pakistan,’ Mobin explains, ‘but Iran is OK.’ The Iranian passion for torch singers may generate lots of cassette sales in the bazaar, but it’s not going to work as a video clip. A filmy sari works much better than an all-encompassing chador and when it comes to dancing Bollywood’s a clear winner.

‘My Mother-in-Law was a Bride’ is the Hindi-to-Dari-to-English translation of the soap that has Mobin in thrall. Most of Afghanistan as well it seems, from the number of times I catch the theme tune and see the (rapidly becoming familiar) characters casting anxious/angry/passionate/perplexed looks at each other. Over dinner at the guesthouse this soap, with the actors’ Hindi dubbed in to Dari, was always the focus of attention.

‘This programme is perfect for Afghanistan’, Muqim explains. ‘Exactly the same concerns face people in Kabul’, he continues, explaining that the pretty young woman arguing with her husband was complaining that he wasn’t making enough money to buy her sufficient jewellery.

‘I can’t sleep if I don’t have a lot of jewellery’, she whines.

Once her husband had mooched out she snatches up the phone to complain to her mother as well.

‘There’s no air-conditioning in the apartment and I have to fix my own breakfast’, she wails. ‘How can I live like this?’

‘Get a life’, her mother wisely responds.

‘We have four TV networks now’, Mobin observes. ‘Guess how many we had under the Taliban?

‘Zero.’

••••


I have a final visit in Kabul – the OMAR (Organisation for Mine Clearance and Afghan Rehabilitation) Land Mine Museum. Most of the operation is indeed devoted to mines and clearing them, but as well as those most horrific weapons of often very minor destruction, the museum has all sorts of military equipment. It’s a gruesome little collection of warped ingenuity, a bastard marriage of neat design and ugly practicality.

Don’t those stylish Italians turn out smart little pressure-sensitive mines, perfectly packaged to take a child’s legs off? The Russian mine packing a thousand pieces of rusty iron – ‘chopped rod’ – around the seven kilos of explosive is nowhere near as elegant, but it’s guaranteed to make a real mess of anybody nearby when it goes off. Some of the nastier examples include the ‘bounding mines’, which, when triggered, jump a metre or so into the air before exploding, high enough to take your legs off at thigh level or a child’s head off her neck.

Have I been getting too blasé about this country? Emerging from the hotel in Mazar, Mobin ducks down to look under the wheel arches.

‘Checking for bombs?’ I enquire.

‘I don’t know how good the security is at this hotel’, he announces. ‘I’m pretty sure they’re OK, but I tell our drivers they must always check their cars.’

He doesn’t mean the water and oil levels.

‘If they put a bomb under your car, it will usually be close to the fuel tank.’

Mobin is almost annoyingly protective. He always manages to manoeuvre himself between me and oncoming traffic as we cross roads. Getting across the road always entails a game of chicken with the drivers. There are no pedestrian paths and very few traffic lights. Indeed, were there any traffic lights at all? He isn’t happy about my heading out on to the streets alone.

‘Relax,’ I feel like saying, ‘I can look after myself.’ I don’t say it, though, and it’s not a problem. I’m quite happy to go along with being shadowed.


On that final full day in Kabul my tranquil attitude finally gets a wake-up call.

I drop round to the British embassy to talk to a contact there and, after an interesting discussion while lazing back in the warm sunshine on the embassy’s patch of grass – sipping tea in a traditionally English fashion – I head back to the separate arrivals building, hand in my visitor pass, retrieve my passport and phone Mobin. The guesthouse is only a kilometre or two away and he said he’d zip round to pick me up as soon as I call.

I can’t get through. The lines are congested or there’s some sort of problem with the connection. I sit down, wait a few minutes and call again. Still no luck. Five minutes later I’m about to try again when my embassy contact reappears to announce that something is happening out on the streets and the embassy is being locked down. We wander back by the dining area, grab another cup of tea and retire to the garden again. The British embassy has a lot of guys around with security written all over them, in appearance if not words. The Land Cruisers are armoured and so are some of these guys. Gradually the rumours start to percolate and the very first one is pretty close to the truth: there’s been a car accident between a foreigner and an Afghani. Somebody, presumably the Afghani, has been killed and there’s trouble.

Soon alternative rumours pop up. It’s been a collision between an American army vehicle and one or more cars and when the crowd became threatening the Americans fired into the crowd. Or they didn’t and the angry reaction to the accident is simply the resentment already seething from a recent raid in the south, which – choose your standard report – got a lot of Taliban bad guys or got a lot of innocent civilians. Quite possibly both. A sudden burst of gunfire coming from just outside the embassy wall confirms that whatever is happening is more than just a rumour.

By this time the news is coming through on the TV: scenes of Hummers racing by angry rock-hurling crowds, a government office and something else – a restaurant? a hotel? – being attacked, a car on fire. The angry crowds are moving towards the parliament building in the south of the city. The embassy quarter, where I’m holed up, is in the north, but then the TV reports say that they’re moving north towards the city centre, looting as they go. A hot new rumour suggests that the German embassy, virtually next door to us, is under attack. Obviously the American embassy is being threatened, but it appears the military are keeping the protesters well away from that tasty target.

We have lunch and talk some more. None of my embassy contact’s afternoon appointments are going to turn up so I don’t have to feel guilty about stealing his time. Barbara Stapleton, a European Union representative, is also marooned at the embassy and unable to phone out to find out what’s happening. We were both in Cambodia in 1993, at the time of the first post–Pol Pot elections, and we swap tales about that sad but lovely country.

I mention Frank Zappa’s definition of what it takes to be a country: ‘You can’t be a real country unless you have a beer and an airline – it helps if you have a football team, or some nuclear weapons, but at least you need a beer’, and we show our age by remembering some classic rock concerts at the old Rainbow Theatre in London. Barbara recalls a Bob Marley concert where the mood turned uglier and uglier as the crowd waited for the reggae master to finally come on stage. And then it turned completely as the audience linked arms for another dose of redemption.

We also talk about the drug situation. The British are about to commit more troops to policing the Taliban-controlled Helmand province, site of much of Afghanistan’s huge opium production. The Taliban did clamp down on opium production when they were in power, but that policy was reversed once they were out of power. Not only does the money from opium support the Taliban and spread violence, it also causes huge problems all the way from poppy field to some junkie’s veins in New York or London. Naturally some leaks out along the way so Pakistan, the old Russian Central Asian republics and Iran all face increasing problems with drug addiction and all the crime, corruption and carnage it brings. Russian journalist Artyom Borovik pointed out in The Hidden War, his fine account of the Soviet war in Afghanistan, that money to support the mujaheddin didn’t only come from the CIA; plenty of Western junkies were also doing their unintentional best to support capitalism’s war with Communism.

We’re told we can stay the night at the embassy if necessary and we both joke that in places like this you should always bring your toothbrush along. Things aren’t so friendly out on the streets and when Barbara can finally get a call out it’s to hear that the Care International offices, opposite her own, have been attacked and set on fire. A few minutes later her phone rings. It’s not her driver, who has been caught on the other side of a police roadblock, but a driver she used to have, simply phoning up to check she’s all right.

Reports of what happened have now become fairly clear. A US military convoy crashed into a number of cars, possibly accidentally, possibly due to some sort of mechanical failure. It’s irrelevant. In this situation you’re guilty, whatever the cause. Some of the total of 11 deaths are a direct consequence of the accident; others result from gunfire from the convoy personnel, the Afghan military or the police. That’s hardly relevant either. Amusingly, an American embassy spokesman announces that everybody has been moved to a secure location within their heavily fortified building.

Round at the British embassy we’re still sitting out in the garden.

Despite the events outside, my embassy contact still thinks there are reasons to be confident about Afghanistan’s future. President Karzai has been successful at co-opting the warlords, weaning them away from their fiefdoms and installing them in some important-sounding (and possibly even actually important) roles in Kabul. Abdul Rashid Dostum has been lured away from Mazar and Ismail Khan from Herat. Could Khan possibly be persuaded to give up Herat for the title of Minister of Energy? Turned out he could.

‘People worry about simply ignoring the damage these guys did,’ muses another of my fellow embassy captives, ‘but they were successful warlords not only because they were ruthless, but also because they were good administrators. Afghanistan needs good administrators.’

Finally my phone rings and Mobin announces he’s coming round to collect me. I’ve been trying to call him and Muqim regularly, but without success. I’ve been at the embassy for six hours.

Ten minutes later we’re cruising through quiet although not deserted streets. There are plenty of police and Afghan military, but no coalition personnel, at every junction. We’re turned back as we approach the guesthouse, but Mobin nonchalantly cruises down one-way Chicken Street in the wrong direction and we’re soon home. Surprisingly, apart from one burnt-out car and a scattering of broken glass at a handful of shops and police boxes or their close brethren, the security boxes, which stand at the entrances to secured compounds, there’s no sign of damage. Most shops are shuttered, but the Italian restaurant Popolano, just round the corner from the guesthouse, looks like it’s planning to open for business this evening.

The next morning it’s pretty clear that everything is unclear. I’ve watched the local TV (Tolo TV is all over town talking to people) and scanned the websites from CNN to BBC World, the Guardian in the UK to the Age back in Melbourne (where riots in Dili, East Timor, have so focused Australian media interest that there’s no chance of Kabul, Afghanistan, scoring a column inch).

Mobin’s morning report probably sums it up pretty well.

‘It was a military convoy coming in to the city from the Shomali Valley’, he reports. ‘They were driving too fast [ah, just like the UN] and they had already hit a bus and another car before they arrived in the city. It was accident-accident-accident.’

This had a ring of truth to it. The Guardian’s website had talked of simmering anger due to aggressive driving tactics and the US defence that this style of driving is ‘necessary for security’.

I could picture where the accident had happened. ‘Was it coming down the hill into the city, where the dual highway ends at the big roundabout where we’ve fuelled up and where all the taxis and buses pick up passengers?’ I ask.

‘Right’, confirmed Mobin. ‘The truck ran right over a taxi [I’d seen the flattened vehicle on TV] and hit a whole line of cars. They killed four people and injured many others.’

Which is where the confusion starts. It’s pretty clear on day one that seven or eight people were killed (the number later rose to 11), but was it one, or four, in the initial accident? And were the rest killed by panicked Americans (they only fired over the crowds, an American spokesman declared) or by panicked Afghans? As usual it’s irrelevant. What’s relevant is that the anger is out there and it’s driven by all sorts of things – government corruption and government inefficiency, and the fact that plenty of international money sloshes around yet so much of it goes to the peacekeepers and NGOs and so little trickles down to the Afghan people.

The aggressive driving certainly doesn’t improve things. ‘And it would help a lot if they jumped out and provided medical assistance after an accident instead of pointing guns at people’, suggests Rodney Cocks, an Australian UN worker I meet on the flight home.

••••

My enforced stay at the British embassy means I never get to the Kabul Museum and Mobin deems the lookout point we’d planned to climb to on our last morning at least temporarily unsafe.

Perhaps there is one little find I can make in my final hours in Kabul. I’ll go looking for the Titanic. The movie Titanic – released in 1997, directed by James Cameron and starring Kate Winslet and Leonardo DiCaprio in a steamy romance among the icebergs – was a huge hit worldwide including in Afghanistan. The Taliban were in power and, of course, movies were banned, but nothing prevents videos reaching their audience and Titanic-the-movie soon morphed into Titanic-the-wedding-cake. Titanic after Titanic, impressive confections of cake and icing sugar, sailed out of Kabul bakeries into the dusty heat of the Afghan summer.

‘People identified with the film’, Mobin explained as we went in search of a Titanic bakery. ‘They liked the story, the young couple searching for love, not directed by their parents. The people on the ship were facing disaster, just like Afghanistan. They looked at the Titanic, but they thought of Afghanistan. They wanted a wedding cake that symbolised not only love, but also our country’s problems. It made you realise that we were not the only people in the world who were unhappy.’

Fashions come and go and the Titanic has clearly sailed away. There are no Titanic cakes in sight.

‘They are no longer popular,’ explains one wedding cake baker, ‘but there is a photograph of a Titanic cake in my photo album.’ He pulls a dishevelled album out from under the counter, but there are no Titanics in sight.

‘It must be in the other album’, he explains, hauling an even more time-worn album from its hiding place.

Again there are no Titanics. How long before Afghanistan can shake off its Titanic status and sail into iceberg-free seas?

Return to beginning of chapter
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