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  Introduction


  In a previous book, A Million Bullets, an account of the British Army’s battle with the Taliban in Helmand in 2006, I argued in its conclusion that negotiation with the enemy might be a better alternative to fighting them. Ever since – at conferences and literary festivals, in the comment pages of Sunday newspapers, on national radio and television, in private meetings with senior politicians and soldiers, even in testimony to a House of Commons Foreign Affairs Select Committee – I have repeated the axiom that no counter-insurgency in history has concluded without dialogue with the enemy. No one ever contested the assertion. And yet, nine miserable years after the campaign against the Taliban began, there has been no contact between the West or any of its allies and the insurgency’s undisputed leader, Mullah Omar: not so much as a text message.


  This book is written from a deep conviction that we must change tack. The insurgency is still expanding and Afghans have lost confidence in our ability to stem it, as well as in our ability to establish an alternative government in Kabul that is truly worthy of their support. A negotiated settlement with the Taliban looks increasingly like the West’s only way out of the mess.


  Our strategy to date has been dominated by military rather than civilian thinking, and it is failing in large part because we continue to misunderstand the nature of the opposition.


  ‘There are those who are propagating war based on an extreme, perverted view of Islam. Those people are not reconcilable,’ the former British Prime Minister Gordon Brown once remarked.1 Yet if the problem is the ‘perversion’ of Islam – a characterization of their religion, incidentally, that a great many Afghans, not just the Taliban, would dispute – is reconciliation not more likely to be achieved through theological debate rather than military force? The Taliban are the representatives of an ideology as much as they are an army. It follows that we need to win arguments with them, not just battles – and we can’t do that without talking to them. How much, in the end, do we really know about the Taliban and their motives? Not nearly enough, I would suggest. And yet according to Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, the famous ancient Chinese text still taught in Nato staff colleges, ‘know your enemy’ is one of the first precepts of successful warfare.


  In the first part of this book I have traced the origins and history of Mullah Omar’s extraordinary movement from 1994 to the present day, with the aim of demonstrating that the Taliban were never quite the bearded bigots of popular Western imagination. The second part is dedicated to conversations with leading members of the so-called ‘reconciled’ Taliban, who are likely to emerge as key mediators in any peace deal with Omar in the future, and tackles these more immediate questions: what might such a deal look like? What would it mean for Afghanistan and the world, and how can it be achieved?


  A compromise would not necessarily entail the abandonment of the West’s principal goal.


  ‘Let us not forget why we are in Afghanistan,’ the US General David Petraeus said in November 2009. ‘It is to ensure that this country cannot become once again a sanctuary for al-Qaida.’


  Forget, for a moment, democratization, development, reform. They are all optional extras: desirable in themselves, perhaps, but nevertheless means to a greater end. Omar wants the withdrawal of foreign troops and the establishment of Sharia law in his country. In return for a guarantee to keep al-Qaida out of Afghanistan, is it unthinkable now to grant him this wish? Our policymakers assume that Omar could never be trusted to keep al-Qaida out, but how can they be sure when they have never asked him?


  Western troop withdrawal, phased and carefully timetabled, would not mean the abandonment of Afghanistan. On the contrary, the departure of our soldiers should be coordinated with a massive uplift in aid, paid for by savings from the military effort: the civilian-led development programme that we should perhaps have concentrated on in the first place. In February 2010, for the first time, the Pentagon spent more in a month on Afghanistan than it did on Iraq: [image: image]6.7 billion compared to [image: image]5.5 billion, or [image: image]233 million a day.2 This is about three times what the Taliban government, before it was ousted, could afford to spend on civil development in an entire year. How many roads or schools or hospitals could be built with a budget as big as that? Such reconstruction could only happen with the consent of the Taliban, of course; but there is every reason to think that they would give their consent. They did in the past. The Taliban are not against Western aid and development in principle. It is the presence of infidel troops they primarily object to, and when they destroy a newly built school or well or road, it is often because they see these projects – perhaps with some reason – as weapons in a Western counter-insurgency campaign.


  As an organization they have been relentlessly demonized: a byword for extremism, the most infamous religious movement of our times. They were doubtless guilty of many excesses when they were in power. Crucial questions remain about how they would treat the non-Pashtun minority should they return to the political mainstream – particularly the Hazara Shi’ites, the victims of serious persecution in the late 1990s. The footage of public executions carried out in a Kabul football stadium remains hard to comprehend in the West. We are rightly outraged by those insurgents who apparently see nothing wrong in using women and children as human shields on the southern battlefields of today.


  Yet the truth is that the Taliban were never as uniformly wicked as they were routinely made out to be – and nor are they now. The original idea behind their movement was not evil, but noble. Perhaps like all popular revolutions, theirs took off in directions unanticipated by its founders, and much of the idealism that underpinned it became lost. But not, they insist, irrevocably so; and if they are convinced they could do better next time, who are we to say that they are wrong?


  More to the point, the Afghans themselves now seem ready to offer the Taliban a second chance: even some Afghan women.


  ‘I changed my view three years ago when I realized Afghanistan is on its own,’ said Shukria Barakzai, an MP and one of the country’s leading women’s rights campaigners. ‘It’s not that the international community doesn’t support us. They just don’t understand us. The Taliban are part of our population. They have different ideas, but as democrats we have to accept that.’3


  In 1999, Barakzai was beaten by the Taliban’s religious police in Kabul when she went to the doctor’s unaccompanied by her husband. If even she is prepared to consider a compromise with her former tormentors, should not the West be listening?


  The Taliban made some terrible mistakes, and I do not condone them. But I am also certain that we need a better understanding of how and why they made those mistakes before we condemn them. Many worse things have happened to Afghans than the Taliban government of 1996–2001. In the context of Afghanistan’s history of violence and poverty, they may well represent the least of evils. It is not as if the West’s track record in Afghanistan over the last nine years is anything to boast about. Lawlessness, corruption, poppies: the Taliban arguably dealt with all these better than we have since 2001. For all their good intentions and sacrifices, our armed forces have won precious few hearts and minds in Afghanistan, while inadvertently visiting death and destruction on thousands of rural civilians and their communities.


  In the end the Taliban are only people, and surely deserve to be treated as such. I know they are capable of learning from their mistakes and of changing their minds. In private arguments I have heard them do so many times. Besides: if we find their worldview abhorrent, is it not more practical to try to change it through patient argument rather than at the point of a gun? Jaw-jaw is better than war-war, as Churchill once said. Dialogue is more effective as well as more humane than bullets.


  There was a time in the 1990s, often forgotten now, when even America did not consider the Taliban so bad. A Texan oil firm once discussed building a trans-Afghan pipeline with them, openly and with Washington’s blessing. We can and should learn to live with them again; and political reconciliation, currently a kind of adjunct to Western military strategy, must be placed centre stage if there is ever to be peace in the country.


  Finally, a caveat: I have been writing about or reporting from Afghanistan for fourteen years now, but I do not claim to be an expert. In fact, the more I visit this bewildering, intoxicating country, the less I feel I truly understand it. There are certainly many people with a better grasp of its complexities than me. I therefore make no apologies for borrowing from the work of other writers in some sections of this book, while affirming that any mistakes are entirely my own.


  Part I


  1


  The Tank of Islam: Kandahar, 1994


  It seems improbable, given the daily drip of news of British soldiers’ deaths in Afghanistan, but in 1994, the year the Taliban movement was born, that country was a far more dangerous and chaotic place than it is now. The Soviets, who ended their ten-year occupation in 1989, were long gone – and the disparate ethnic and religious leaders who once united to eject the invaders, the famous mujahideen, were now at each other’s throats. In the first six months of 1994, 25,000 civilians were killed in the vicious squabble for control of the capital, Kabul: death and destruction on a scale worse than anything the Afghans had suffered under the Soviets.


  The world’s attention had wandered since 1989, and the renewed carnage was barely noticed abroad. The Cold War was yesterday’s story, and the hottest proxy battlefield of the 1980s seemed an irrelevant backwater. There was in any case much else to preoccupy the West in 1994. Even as President Bill Clinton pulled US troops out of Somalia, he found himself drawn into an intensifying civil war in Bosnia. Boris Yeltsin invaded Chechnya, while Saddam Hussein refused to cooperate with UN weapons inspectors and sent troops to the Kuwaiti border once again. In Rwanda, 800,000 Tutsis were hacked to death by rival Hutus, a massacre that the international community seemed powerless to prevent. The suffering in Kabul was small fry compared to that. For whatever reason, between 1990 and 1996 the UN Security Council did not hold a single debate on Afghanistan.1


  With the collapse of central government, much of the countryside had fallen under the control of rapacious bandits. Life had become particularly difficult for the rural poor – and nowhere more so than in the Pashtun heartlands of southern Afghanistan. Rival gangs of armed men had slung chains across every road around Kandahar city, stopping the traffic to demand a ‘toll’ before it could proceed. It was becoming uneconomical as well as dangerous for farmers even to try to take their crops to market.


  Many of these bandits were minor ex-mujahideen commanders whose salaries had dried up with the ending of the war and who were unwilling, or unable, to disband their hungry followers. Others were merely criminals with an eye to the main chance. By the spring of 1994 it wasn’t just farmers but the international trucking business that was suffering. The bandits laid siege with their chains to the A1 national ring road that intersected the southern provinces, a road that connected Afghanistan’s main trading partners, Iran to the west and Pakistan to the east. There were fifty chains just on the 65-mile drive between Kandahar and the Pakistani border.2 Truckers were paying more in bribes than the value of the goods they were trying to transport. The A1 was a vital artery in the national economy, and now it was all but choked off.


  Some highwaymen, such as Shah Baran, a former officer in the Soviet-backed National Army, were often so stoned on chars, the powerful local cannabis, that they were barely able to function. One traveller recalled his dread as his car approached the chain that designated a Shah Baran checkpoint. The gang of grubby armed men huddled in blankets at the kerbside didn’t move, however. They were too busy puffing from a large chilam. The traveller was too scared to attract their attention. More than fifteen minutes passed before Shah Baran looked up and even noticed the car.3


  Men like these soon graduated from demanding tolls to random acts of murder, or worse. A notorious villain called Saleh, who at times commanded hundreds of men, had taken to stopping intercity bus traffic and abducting any woman he fancied. Two young girls travelling from Herat to Kandahar were later found to have been gang-raped and beaten to death, their naked bodies thrown in a pit behind Saleh’s checkpoint.


  Things were no better in Kandahar city. A bloody turf war had erupted between the main local commanders, Ustad Abdul Haleem, Hajji Ahmad and Mullah Naqib. One battle lasted for six days, turning buildings into rubble and streets into impassable mazes of trenches. Bodies lay scattered everywhere. The air was filled with thick smoke from houses burning out of control, and hundreds of shops were looted. On the sixth day, a Friday, thousands of townspeople gathered after prayers to demonstrate against the violence, but at Kabul Darwaza Square their march through the city came to an abrupt halt when they were confronted by Baru, a former mujahideen commander who had taken up position with a tank.


  Baru was an odious man, corrupt and without conscience. He was notorious for marrying some girl, demanding a large dowry, then divorcing her a month later without returning the family’s money. Nor was his sexual appetite confined to women. Like many mujahideen commanders, Baru kept a teenage catamite, a practice unequivocally forbidden in Islam but which is nevertheless widespread among Afghanistan’s huge fighting community: a status symbol as well as a source of sexual release. The difference in Baru’s case was that the catamite himself was a bandit, effetely waving a Makarov pistol at passing travellers and able to get away with anything, including murder, thanks to his feared patron. A man such as Baru thrived in Kandahar’s present climate. Now, without warning, he fired a shell into the demonstrators, massacring dozens. The Kandaharis had suffered greatly during the Soviet occupation, but this was worse. The period is still remembered as topakiyaan: the time of the men with guns.


  Not all former mujahideen had gone to the bad. Among them was the veteran fighter Mullah Abdul Salam Zaeef, who took up arms against the Russians in 1983 at the age of fifteen. He was ambushed nine times and injured twice in that war; in an attack on Kandahar airport in 1988, he lost fifty of the fifty-eight men under his command. Zaeef was no war-monger by nature but a religious scholar who greatly preferred the Koran to the Kalashnikov. But because a jihad had been formally declared against the Russians in 1979, it became his duty as a Muslim to take up arms against them. He was grateful, indeed overjoyed, to hang up his guns when the invaders were finally ejected.


  The war had slowed rather than interrupted his studies. Now, back at home, he was able to concentrate on them properly again. In 1990 he became a father for the first time. He was forced to take a job digging roads when money became tight, but by 1993 he had found a position as the imam of a tiny village mosque. This quiet life was not to last. The rumble of artillery could often be heard from Kandahar city, thirty miles to the east. Passing travellers or visiting friends brought news of fresh chaos and atrocities there almost every day. A moment came when one of his parishioners, a young man called Abdul Mohammad who was just back from a trip to the city, told him how he had almost been killed by two armed muggers on a motorbike, one of whom he had managed to wrestle to the ground. The attack, shockingly, had happened not in Kandahar but in broad daylight on the road right next to Zaeef’s mosque. Abdul Mohammad was still white and shaking from the experience.


  Zaeef was a peace-loving man whose patience had been tried too much. This was the land of his childhood: he had been born in the village of Zangiabad, barely 20 miles away, and had spent most of his adult life in desperate combat with foreigners bent on subjugating his country and suppressing his religion. A million of his countrymen had died in the national cause, and for what? The Islamic society he had fought so long and hard for was disintegrating before his eyes. Some ex-mujahideen friends of his, Abdul Qudus and Neda Mohammad, were in favour of ambushing and killing the villainous Saleh, but Zaeef advised caution. He knew there were other retired mujahideen commanders who thought and felt as he did: local men alongside whom he had fought for years. Saleh and his kind were powerful; banding together again seemed the best means of standing up to them.


  The networks from the war were still strong among the ex-mujahideen. The anti-Soviet resistance had coalesced around a number of politico-military organizations, or tanzeems, which represented every possible shade of political opinion in Afghanistan’s fragmented society, from the deep religious conservatism of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hizb-i-Islami to the federalism espoused by Abdul Ali Mazari’s Hazara Shi’ite organization, Hizb-i-Wahdat.


  Like many Pashtuns from the conservative south, Zaeef initially fought for a unit loyal to Hizb-i-Islami. But as a man with a religious calling, he also belonged to a separate but overlapping network that, although drawn from a far wider area than the typical tanzeem, was no less tightly knit. Their bond was their faith and, very often, a childhood upbringing in a madrasah: an Islamic seminary, a training school for mullahs. Such men formed the grass roots of the movement that became known as the Taliban.


  Contrary to common perception in the West, the movement did not emerge out of nowhere in the 1990s. ‘Taliban’ was no more than the plural, in Pashto, of talib, the Arabic word for an Islamic student: literally, ‘one who seeks knowledge’. They had been a presence in Afghan village society for as long as there had been madrasahs – which is to say, since the earliest days of Islam. There had once been so many Islamic students at large, indeed, that they had created something of a social problem. A British intelligence report written in 1901 described the ‘talib-ul-ilm’ as ‘men, chiefly young men, who contemplate following the religious profession. They flock to the shrines of the country and attach themselves to some religious leader, ostensibly for religious education. Their number far exceeds those required to fill up vacancies in village mullahships and other ecclesiastic appointments, and they are reduced to seek other means of livelihood. They are at the bottom of all the mischief in the country, the instigators and often the per-petrators of the bulk of the crime. They use their religious status to live free on the people, who are too superstitious to turn them out, even when they destroy the peace of the family circle.’4


  In the 1980s, most madrasah students who fought against the Soviets were assimilated into units controlled by the established tanzeems, although some banded together to form their own platoonsized fighting groups who were described, by both themselves and others, as ‘taliban’ even then. They were easily distinguished by their turbans that were either jet black or snow white, in emulation of the headgear worn by descending angels who, according to the Koran, came to the Prophet’s rescue during one of his battles with the infidel hordes between Mecca and Medina in the founding days of Islam. They were Muslim brothers-in-arms, and their faith made them tough guerrillas who were highly valued by their regular mujahideen colleagues, both for their fighting prowess and for the galvanizing effect that their religious conviction could have on their troops’ morale. At their best, taliban fighters embodied the mujahideen ideal. One mullah specialized in ambushing armoured vehicles by hiding under water in a ditch by the road, breathing from the inner tube of a bicycle tyre. They could and frequently did survive on a handful of dates when supplies ran low, and they faced Afghanistan’s extremes of heat and cold in the same old sandals and shalwar qamiz each day.


  Among the people Zaeef went to consult in 1994 about standing up to Saleh and his like was one Mullah Mohammad Omar, a former fighter born in the neighbouring province of Uruzgan to the north, but who was now living at Sangisar, a village community 25 miles west of Kandahar. In the 1980s Sangisar was home to an important mujahideen base, and both Omar and Zaeef had taken part in a desperate battle with the Soviets in the district in 1988, the type of close combat where they had picked up live grenades and tossed them back at their assailants. Zaeef was 20 metres from Omar when their position was attacked by MiG fighter jets. Omar, looking around the corner of a wall, was struck by shrapnel from a bomb – a wound that would later prove terminal to his sight in one eye.


  That same night, even as Omar was bandaging himself up, Zaeef recalled how the defenders celebrated the success of their resistance with an attan, a physically intense Pashtun war-dance performed to the beat of a double-headed drum called a dhol. The men gathered in a large circle, leaping and spinning faster and faster and firing their guns in the air. It was, according to Zaeef, ‘a marvellous party . . . May God be praised! What a brotherhood we had among the mujahideen! We weren’t concerned with the world or with our lives; our intentions were pure and every one of us was ready to die as a martyr. When I look back on the love and respect that we had for each other, it sometimes seems like a dream.’


  Omar had returned to the Sangisar base after the war, and converted it into a madrasah where he now preached and taught. He was a pious, conservative man with a reputation as a courageous but taciturn military commander. He was something of a southern Pashtun archetype in this respect. He kept himself to himself and avoided the petty politics and self-advancing turf wars that preoccupied some of his peers. As a consequence he had never been a very prominent figure in the Jihad, but he was also a clean slate, a man who had no enemies because he had crossed no one in the past, and no scores to settle on his own behalf. In the view of Zaeef and others, this was precisely the kind of man that the reconstituted band of veterans now needed as a leader. Memories are long everywhere in Afghanistan, but nowhere more so than among the Pashtuns, who traditionally put great emphasis on badal, the obligation to seek revenge.1


  Omar’s wife had just given birth to a son when Zaeef went to see his old comrade. His friends and the local imams had all gathered there for the traditional celebration ceremony – lengthy recitations from the Koran – and Zaeef and two other mullahs who had accompanied him joined in. After supper, they took Omar to a separate room to talk business. The plan they proposed to him was beguilingly simple: the disarmament of the people in two provincial districts west of Kandahar – Maiwand and Panjwayi – and the establishment there of Sharia law, as articulated by the Prophet Mohammed in the early seventh century.


  ‘We told him that he had been proposed as a leader who could implement our plan,’ Zaeef recalled in his autobiography. ‘He took a few moments to think after we had spoken, and then said nothing for some time. This was one of Mullah Omar’s common habits, and he never changed this . . . Finally he said that he agreed with our plan and that something needed to be done. “But, I cannot accept the leadership position,” he said . . . “Why did you not accept it yourself?”’


  Zaeef understood Omar’s misgivings, for the job would certainly be a dangerous one.


  ‘He asked us what guarantees he could have that everyone wouldn’t just abandon him if things became tough. We assured him that all those involved were true taliban and mujahideen.’


  He was persuaded eventually. Others had come to see him, asking for the same thing.


  ‘In the end everything that happens depends on God,’ he said.


  Within six weeks of the first discussion about killing Saleh, some forty or fifty people gathered in Sangisar at a small, crumbling mud-brick building known as the White Mosque to discuss the foundation of what became known as ‘the Taliban’. Omar agreed to be their commander and took a solemn oath of allegiance, a beyat, from all those present. No mission statement was drawn up, no articles of association written down. There didn’t seem any need. No name for the movement was ever discussed, either: taliban was simply what Omar and his followers were. The term in its present sense, with a definite article and a capital T, was probably coined by the BBC Pashto service, which aired a report about the Sangisar meeting twenty-four hours after it happened. It was never clear how the BBC learned about the meeting, since no press release was ever issued, nor any interview given. No one, least of all Omar, ever suspected that ‘the Taliban’ would one day become a kind of global brand name.


  Very soon afterwards the Taliban set up their own checkpoint near the village of Hawz-i-Mudat on the main road west of Kandahar. They had a few weapons but almost no money. Zaeef donated 10,000 Afghanis, which was all he had: enough, as he said, ‘to buy lunch for ten people in a good restaurant in Kabul’. The group’s sole means of transport was an old Russian motorbike with no exhaust pipe, a machine that could be heard coming from miles away, and which they nicknamed ‘the Tank of Islam’. The movement would have folded almost before it had begun were it not for the extraordinary support of the locals. Scores of villagers came out to see the new checkpoint for themselves. They provided bread and milk and, crucially, volunteers. Within a few days the movement had over 400 new members. Money was soon no longer a problem either, thanks to donations from businessmen, particularly truck-company operators whose livelihoods depended on being able to use the road without hindrance. One man appeared at the checkpoint dragging a sack that contained 90 million Afghanis. Zaeef did not ask where such an enormous sum had come from.


  The Talibs began by moving against the nearest checkpoints up and down the road. The first was operated by an ex-mujahideen commander called Daru Khan, who fled after a short firefight. The next three bandits, Yaqut, Bismillah and Pir Mohammed, fled without any resistance at all. The fifth, Saleh, fought back at first but then also ran away, and was caught in a secondary ambush. So it went on – and with every victory, the Taliban’s ranks swelled with fresh volunteers. The justice they meted out was as harsh as it was swift. Some bandits were lynched, their bodies left dangling from gibbets at the side of the road with money stuffed into their mouths to serve both as a symbol of their crime and a warning to others.


  To begin with, the Taliban’s ambitions stretched no further than the two districts nearest their original checkpoint, Maiwand and Panjwayi. But on 12 October, some 200 of them hid themselves in trucks and drove into the centre of Spin Boldak on the border of Pakistan, 60 miles east of Kandahar. Jumping out in front of the police station, they took control of the town in fifteen minutes. This takeover was significant. Spin Boldak was a customs post in the lucrative international trucking trade. It had been garrisoned by Mullah Akhtar Jan, a Hizb-i-Islami militiaman loyal to Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, one of the top three mujahideen leaders and, until four months previously, the Prime Minister. Akhtar Jan escaped but, in a development that boded ill for the power-brokers in Kabul, many of his men now switched sides and joined the Taliban.


  The local strongmen around Kandahar could see which way the wind was blowing. Switching allegiance to the stronger side was common practice in Afghanistan, a survival tactic learned over centuries in a region where war and internecine violence are the norm. When Mullah Naqib came over to their side, unexpectedly handing over his base at Hindu Kotai on the outskirts of Kandahar city, there no longer seemed any limit to what the Taliban might achieve. Naqib was the leader of the influential Alikozai tribe and perhaps the most respected warlord in the region with an impressive reputation from Soviet times. More to the point, the warehouses at Hindu Kotai were full of heavy weaponry, including tanks. Kandahar city fell on 5 November after four days of fighting that cost fifty lives.


  By now the entire country was talking about the Taliban phenomenon. News of them had spread to Pakistan, too: on 1 January 1995, 3,000 volunteers for the cause arrived from Peshawar. Ordinary Afghans tended to speak in a whisper about these turbanned avengers. Some felt repulsion at their methods, but most felt relief that here, at last, was a group who looked like they might restore some semblance of social order. The proof of the public’s hunger for this was in the speed of the Taliban’s success. By February 1995, just four months after setting up a single rural checkpoint, this mullahs’ revolt had become a national movement that controlled nine of the country’s thirty provinces.


  


  1 The English proverb, ‘Revenge is a dish best served cold’, is a direct translation of a Pashto one that was imported into British phraseology in the nineteenth century.


  2


  The Army of Orphans: Peshawar, 1996


  My first encounter with the Taliban was not in Afghanistan but in Peshawar in Pakistan, in August 1996. They were big news by then, for Omar’s troops had captured half the country and were poised to take Kabul – although my original reason for being in the region was more prosaic. I was a 29-year-old freelancer, broke and scrabbling for work as usual. So when the Sunday Express showed an interest in a piece about Jemima Goldsmith, the English It-girl who had just married the cricketing star Imran Khan – and offered to pay for a trip to Lahore if I could secure an interview with her – I grabbed the opportunity.


  This part of the trip didn’t go well. I had no introduction to either of the Khans, who turned out to be in no mood to talk to the press after a honeymoon embarrassingly spoiled by a paparazzo with a telephoto lens. Their home in Lahore was a virtual fortress. I spent two tedious days loitering outside, trying to persuade a gang of chowkidar, or watchmen, to pass a message to their employers – and then admitted defeat.


  Fortunately there was another story to pursue, although it was nothing the Sunday Express would be very interested in: a general election had just been called in Pakistan. Imran Khan, indeed, was contesting it with his own newly founded political party, the Tehrik-i-Insaf, or Movement for Justice, although he never got very far with it. The front-runners were Benazir Bhutto, leader of the left-of-centre Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), who had unexpectedly been sacked from the prime ministership following allegations of corruption; and her main challenger, the Pakistan Muslim League’s Nawaz Sharif.


  I spent an extraordinary fortnight following these two around on the campaign trail. Bhutto was an electrifying orator. She was indignant at the accusations of corruption and outraged at her removal by the President, Farooq Leghari. At one point I found myself standing behind her on an open-air platform in Lahore as she whipped up a crowd of a couple of thousand, imperious and magnetically beautiful, her trademark silk headscarf billowing, somehow glacially cool in the sweltering summer sun. I assumed her self-confidence was dynastic. The Bhuttos were Pakistan’s version of the Kennedys, a political family blessed with talent, tainted by scandal, cursed by assassination. Both her brothers were killed in suspicious circumstances; her father Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who served as both President and Prime Minister, was hanged by a political rival in 1979.


  It was Nawaz Sharif, though, who won the 1996 election. With his curly hair poking from beneath a Western-style pale flat cap, he looked disconcertingly like the singer Paul Simon. One day I secured a place on his helicopter for a campaign tour of the Punjab. It was a lordly way to see the country. We clattered low over vast dusty plains that shimmered in the heat. A sparsely inhabited land, I thought at first: not many votes to be had among the goatherds here. But the villages out here were all towns; by European standards, large towns. We visited four or five of them and they all seemed to pop up out of nowhere.


  Some were clearly expecting the visit: we would land and be led to a stage in some makeshift football stadium that was already packed with thousands of people, all roaring their approval. The Punjab had long been the Pakistan Muslim League’s heartland. Elsewhere the pilot would circle the town two or three times before landing, a technique that drew the inhabitants to their doorways and windows, pointing and clapping in anticipation of a big event. These were not places where helicopters appeared every day. In one town a crowd of several hundred suddenly swarmed on to our intended landing zone, a cricket pitch. We hovered over a sea of upturned faces, and watched their expressions turning from excitement to doubt and then horror as the machine dropped relentlessly lower. I glanced across at Nawaz Sharif, but his face was a mask of indifference. Only at the last possible moment did the crowd part and scatter, abandoning bits of shopping, a sandal or two, a bicycle with a wheel still spinning.


  The day as a whole was a strange experience, thrilling and dispiriting at the same time. From the porthole of the helicopter it was hard not to view the people of Pakistan as a seething, barely controlled mass, permanently teetering on the edge of a Malthusian catastrophe. The population was in fact growing exponentially – and it still is. Since 1996 their numbers have risen by 50 million, to 176 million. By 2020 the figure is predicted to be 220 million, or about six times the number who lived here in 1950. It seemed improbable that any political system could bring order to such a society, let alone democracy. It wasn’t just that the swelling population meant the voice of the people was forever being diluted. In 1996 about two-thirds of Pakistanis were illiterate, obliging politicians to campaign with pictures rather than slogans. Sharif’s symbol was a lion, Bhutto’s an arrow. It seemed to me that the raw enthusiasm that greeted Sharif in Punjab had less to do with his policies than with tribalism. It was politics in its crudest form.


  Beyond the campaign hoopla, Pakistanis had reason to feel deeply disillusioned with their government in Islamabad. The politicians who claimed to represent them were serial abusers of the power entrusted to them. Nawaz Sharif was no better than Benazir Bhutto, for he too had been sacked from the prime ministership for corruption, three years earlier in 1993. When polling day finally came in February 1997, voter turn-out was around 30 per cent: close to a record low for Pakistan and a statistic that told its own story.


  After all this my trip to Peshawar was almost an afterthought. I had British friends who lived and worked there for the aid agency Oxfam, and I was looking forward to staying with them. Peshawar today is a dangerous place, plagued by suicide bombers and officially off-limits to foreign journalists, but it was different then. It was still possible to wander the maze of bazaars for hours, shopping for carpets and jewellery and trinkets like any tourist. After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan the city, close to the border at the eastern end of the famous Khyber Pass, became what the author Peter Bergen called ‘an Asian Casablanca, awash in spies, journalists, aid workers and refugees’, and it still had that edge to it. It remained the principal gateway to Afghanistan for Westerners, since there were no direct international flights to Kabul in those days. The foreign aid community was consequently huge. Some of the wide, leafy streets of University Town, the district they favoured just west of the city centre, seemed to contain nothing but NGO offices. After work the foreigners descended on the American Club, where they swapped special coupons for beers and hamburgers and, in the summer months, partied late into the night beside the club’s most popular asset: a swimming pool, well shielded from the prying eyes of an easily offended public.


  Peshawar was a Pashto-speaking city, and quite unlike any other in Pakistan. It had been a commercial and cultural hub for the Pashtuns since ancient times, a major crossroads on the Silk Road between China and Rome, and they still regard it as ‘theirs’. The fact that it lies within modern Pakistan is considered by many as an accident of recent history, a blip in the natural order of things. The 1,600-mile Durand Line, as the Afghan–Pakistan border is known, is named after Sir Mortimer Durand, the Foreign Secretary of British India who delineated it only in 1893. The border is not just ‘porous’, as Nato’s hard-pressed commanders still describe it. In the Pashtun mind, it is non-existent: a line drawn on a map long ago by foreigners who did not consult them on the splitting in half of their ancestral homeland.


  There was little discussion of the Pakistani elections at the American Club in Peshawar that August. Instead the bar was buzzing with talk about events over the border. In Kandahar that spring, the Taliban leadership had met with a thousand religious leaders and elders to discuss policy. It ended on 4 April with a call for a new jihad against President Burhanuddin Rabbani’s government in Kabul.


  To cement his position as leader, Mullah Omar had a brilliant idea. In a green-marbled shrine near the centre of Kandahar lies one of Islam’s most sacred relics: a plain brown cloak said to have belonged to the Prophet Mohammed himself. This ancient garment is stored in the centre of a series of locked boxes, like the tiniest in a set of Babushka dolls, and is traditionally taken out only in times of crisis; the last time had been in 1935 when a special religious service was held to counter an epidemic of cholera. At the head of a crowd of some 1,200 followers, Omar now went to the shrine, ordered the cloak to be taken out again, and climbed to the building’s roof where he held it up for all to see. The crowd below was duly transfixed. They began to chant deliriously, declaring Omar ‘Amir ul-Mu’mineen’ – the Commander of the Faithful. Then they snatched off their turbans and hurled them at the cloak in the hope that their headgear might come into contact with it. There were so many turbans in the air that for a moment Omar almost disappeared beneath them.


  It was an inspired piece of political and religious drama. The title of Amir ul-Mu’mineen had not been adopted by anyone in Afghanistan since 1834, when the ruler Dost Mohammed declared jihad against the Sikhs. By associating himself so directly with the Prophet, Omar was asking to be called the commander not just of Afghanistan’s faithful, but of Muslims everywhere. For Pashtuns, there was additional meaning in the gesture. Omar was also associating himself with Ahmad Shah Durrani, whose mausoleum the shrine abuts and who acquired the cloak from the Amir of Buhkara in 1768. Durrani, still popularly known as ‘Baba’, the Father of Afghanistan, once ruled from Kandahar a Pashtun empire that stretched as far as Delhi.


  ‘In his time,’ according to the ornate lapis lazuli inscription that runs around the roof of his mausoleum, ‘from the awe of his glory and greatness, the lioness nourished the stag with her milk. From all sides in the ear of his enemies there arrived a thousand reproofs from the tongue of his dagger.’1


  The whole fantastic episode was filmed by the veteran cameraman Peter Jouvenal, who happened to be in Kandahar that day looking for footage to use in a BBC Newsnight programme. It remains one of the very few pieces of footage of Omar in existence, and the programme that resulted was an award-winning one. Jouvenal was 150 yards away in the back of a Toyota van that had been brought to an unscripted halt by the dense crowd around the shrine. The driver, his fixer and his Taliban minder were sitting in the front. Photographing Omar was strictly forbidden, even then, but with all eyes fixed ahead Jouvenal was able to shoot the scene through the van window, peering surreptitiously through the viewfinder set at a right-angle to the camera on his lap. Omar did not put the cloak on but held it up gingerly, and for no more than a minute or so – which was only sensible considering the garment’s great antiquity. It was quite a windy day, according to Jouvenal, who couldn’t help wondering how different history might have been if the cloak had disintegrated in Omar’s hands. He had one other wicked thought: the chanting and the turban-throwing seemed to him to amount to idolatry, a sin in Islam that the Taliban were later notoriously keen to eradicate from Afghan society.


  Omar’s rooftop theatrics achieved their goal. Nine months earlier, in November 1995, the Taliban’s first assault on Kabul had been repulsed despite the supporting fire of some 400 tanks. This was the first significant setback Omar’s troops had suffered on the battlefield, and the Kandahar gathering provided just the morale boost his troops now needed. The spring and summer of 1996 saw some dazzling military successes in eastern and western Afghanistan. The keys to the Taliban’s early success in Kandahar had been surprise and speed: old guerrilla skills learned in mujahideen times but abandoned by many commanders as the country sank into civil war, and static trench warfare around the urban strongholds became the norm. Replicating their tactics in the south, the Taliban now developed a version of Blitzkrieg, with lightly armed fighters travelling in fast fleets of Toyota Hi-Lux trucks. And when this didn’t work they used bribery, usually to equally good effect.


  The Taliban soon renewed their attack on the capital, this time with barrages of rockets. In June, President Rabbani formed a hasty alliance with his main political rival, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who was appointed Prime Minister for a second time. In return, thousands of Hekmatyar’s Hizb-i-Islami troops were brought in to stiffen the defence. They were experienced and well-equipped fighters who, it was assumed, were itching to avenge previous humiliations at the hands of the Taliban back in Spin Boldak and elsewhere. In the American Club, therefore, there were some who predicted that Hizb-i-Islami would prove too great an obstacle for the zealots from the south, and that the assault on the capital would fail once again.


  Pakistan’s role in the war to their west was obscure. It certainly wasn’t a public election issue on the campaign trail in Islamabad and Lahore, where the talk had all been about the economy and political corruption. On the other hand, it was widely suspected that the Taliban were being supported in their revolution by the ISI, Pakistan’s mighty Inter Service Intelligence wing and, it was inferred, by the government too. Two years previously, after all, Benazir’s Pashtun Interior Minister, General Nasirullah Babar, had publicly referred to the Taliban as ‘our boys’.2 Nevertheless, Benazir evaded the question when I asked her about Pakistan’s relationship with the Taliban, saying only that she was ‘monitoring events in Afghanistan closely’ and that we ‘would all have to wait to see what happened’. I took this to mean that support for the Taliban was, at most, a small and possibly experimental covert operation orchestrated by the ISI. It was also clear that she considered it no business of foreign journalists to pry into sensitive matters of national security. So I was surprised to discover that the Taliban were not just lurking in the refugee camps outside Peshawar, as I expected, but were operating quite openly in the city centre. They had even opened an office recently on the Old Bara Road in University Town.


  Their appearance in Peshawar had sent a frisson through the foreign aid community, particularly its female members. An Australian aid worker I met described how a black-turbanned young man had squared up to her the previous week as she came out of a bakery opposite their new office. He hadn’t said anything, but stared and deliberately blocked her way when she tried to step around him on the pavement. His meaning was clear: there were to be no unveiled women in their street. Many similar stories were doing the rounds in University Town that summer, when Western outrage at the Taliban’s misogyny in general would reach new peaks. It was widely suspected that their office’s location, highly visible and in the heart of the NGO district, had been chosen for its symbolic value as much as for any practical reason. Western NGOs were in practice responsible for all social welfare in Afghanistan in those chaotic days, so this was taken by some as a direct challenge to that status quo, as if to say: ‘We’ll be running Afghanistan our way now.’


  Were they serious? One morning I borrowed an interpreter from the Oxfam office and went to the Old Bara Road to find out. The Taliban office was small and dilapidated: a hastily converted shop, I guessed. Three or four men with beards and black turbans squatted by the entrance watching the passers-by in the street, like so many perching crows. They rose and followed me inside, where another half-dozen men loitered. It was hard to make out what their purpose here was, for there appeared to be no work going on. There was one desk with a telephone on it but no other obvious office equipment, no paperwork, computers or even typewriters. I glimpsed a rack of Kalashnikovs locked behind a grille in a cupboard in a corner, but otherwise the atmosphere was strangely like that of an underworked East London minicab office.


  My interpreter and I were shown to some grubby floor cushions. Tea was brought and eventually their leader appeared. His name, he said, was Amruddin; like nearly all the men here, he was from Kandahar. He was a young man with a straggly beard, clad head to toe in black and outwardly indistinguishable from the others – until you looked at his eyes. These shone with the light of religious conviction so intense that you sensed at once that he needed no other badge of authority. Their clarity was startlingly emphasized – italicized, perhaps – by dashes of thick black kohl painted on the lids beneath. He sat down cross-legged on the carpet, and the others all copied him until they had formed a semi-circle around us, silent and expectant, like schoolboys waiting for a story from their teacher. I supposed that as former madrasah students, they gathered this way almost by default.


  Despite his transcendent piety, Amruddin was evidently not a senior figure. He took a long time to answer my questions, and when he did it tended to be with the shortest of platitudes. I came away with the impression that he understood almost as little as I did about what they were really doing in Peshawar. The ostensible reason was to ‘help our Afghan brothers’ still living in the refugee camps that surrounded the city: ‘The religious duty of every Muslim,’ he said.


  I asked if their mission was supported by the Pakistan government.


  ‘The Pakistanis are our brothers – they are Muslims like us.’


  ‘And the ISI – are they also your brothers? Are they giving you money and weapons for your fight against Kabul?’


  ‘The ISI are Muslims too.’


  ‘But you are trying to impose Sharia law in Afghanistan. Not everyone wants that in your country. Is it what the ISI wants?’


  ‘We have imposed nothing but peace on the people of Afghanistan,’ he replied. ‘Our success is due only to the fact that the people want us to succeed.’


  Amruddin’s words were polite, yet the crowd round about him were increasingly unnerving. Their initial curiosity about who I was and what I might want had given way to barely suppressed impatience. Our encounter was not going to be a long one. They were young men, all of them, and there was an almost bovine quality to their stares, a passive-aggressive hauteur that I could not quite fathom. I wondered if I was being subtly mocked. I had no beard then, which must have seemed freakish to them. They were foot soldiers in their movement, simple people who I was sure had seen few if any Westerners before coming to Peshawar. For my part it was the first time I had seen men wearing eye-liner – actors and drag queens excepted. It was only much later that I realized how common the practice was among Pashtuns, and that wearing it was not necessarily an exercise in male vanity.2 Only one thing was clear to me: they believed with total certainty that they were the coming power in the region – and that the West had better watch out. But what were they really doing here in Peshawar?


  Pakistan’s corrupt political climate had more to do with their presence than the foreign aid community imagined. In times of political weakness it was the leaders of the enormous armed forces – the seventh largest in the world – who had always stepped up to fill the void of leadership. The generals saw themselves as the guardians of the nation: its soul, its backbone, its only real source of moral fibre – and their country’s body politic was undoubtedly lacking that in the mid-1990s. In 1999, Pakistan was to experience its third military coup in half a century when General Pervez Musharraf seized power from Nawaz Sharif. The Taliban could only have opened an office in Peshawar with the permission and collusion of the ISI.


  The department had grown powerful during the 1980s, when they functioned as the CIA’s main conduit for dollars destined for the mujahideen. Peshawar was the nerve centre of an enormous support operation. The ISI did not just provide arms to the insurgents over the border, they also trained them how to use them: perhaps as many as 95,000 fighters over the decade. Out of the seven main mujahideen groups, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hizb-i-Islami was the one they most favoured, though all of them benefited from ISI largesse at one time or another, including many future Taliban – even Mullah Omar. The ISI had carried on supporting Hekmatyar after the Soviet retreat, hoping that he would establish a friendly and stable regime to their west, but by 1994 it was becoming all too obvious that their protégé had failed. As a consequence, the ISI had switched horses to an organization that appeared to have a much better chance of restoring stability: the Taliban.


  Quite when the ISI switched horses is still hotly debated. Some Afghans believe the revolt was an ISI-sponsored project from the very start. Others say that it was as spontaneous and home-grown as Mullah Zaeef claimed, and that the ISI did not become involved until later when the odds on the Taliban succeeding had shortened to a near certainty. Either way, their approval of the movement was implicit in the mere existence of the Taliban’s Old Bara Road office in August 1996.


  ISI sympathy for the Taliban cause was not in itself surprising. The relationships forged on the training grounds in the heat of the Soviet war were not easily dismantled. Indeed, the former ISI chief Lieutenant-General Hamid Gul, who headed the department from 1987 to 1989, is known in Pakistan as ‘the father of the Taliban’ and remains openly supportive of their cause to this day. He heads a generation of ISI officers who continue to make a distinction between Omar’s organization and the so-called ‘Pakistani Taliban’, who are bent on the overthrow of the Islamabad government: a goal never shared by Mullah Omar, whose ambitions have always been confined to his own country. Omar was among those trained by ‘Colonel Imam’, the nom-de-guerre of Brigadier Amir Sultan Tarar, who had in turn been taught his guerrilla skills by US Special Forces on a course at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. He still remembers his former protégé with fondness. Now sixty-five and living in retirement in Rawalpindi, the garrison town that abuts Islamabad, Tarar told a British reporter in January 2010 that Omar was ‘a good man. He is for his country, not for any mischief.’3


  If certain military hearts were with the Taliban in 1996, so were many minds, for there were some sound strategic reasons for backing them. The first of these was that Pakistan was still hosting at least 1.4 million refugees from the Soviet war.4 A source of growing social tension in the border areas, these Afghans were understandably reluctant to return to a country of lawless violence. With their promise of restoring stability, the Taliban appeared to offer the best chance of luring them home again.


  The second reason was to do with India. Since 1947 Pakistan has fought no fewer than four wars with its vastly stronger southern neighbour, most of them centred on the disputed territory of Kashmir. India was a Pakistani obsession, the prism through which all military strategy was and is still seen. The ISI was convinced that India sought to encircle them by seeking power and influence in Afghanistan. This fear was not wholly without foundation. India does take a close interest in Afghanistan, spending [image: image]1 billion in direct aid there in 2009 alone. Helping an overtly Sunni Muslim – and Pashtun – regime into power in Kabul promised to eliminate the encirclement threat once and for all. The policy was part of what Pakistan’s generals call ‘strategic depth’ which, at its most literal, offers somewhere for their forces to fall back upon in the event of an Indian invasion, a mountainous hinterland ideal for conducting a prolonged guerrilla resistance campaign.


  This was always a high-risk strategy. It was popularly said that the ISI had given birth to a tiger when they created the Taliban; the question was, did they have that tiger by the head or by the tail? The Islamic revolution the ISI sponsored was supposed to be confined to Afghanistan, but it ended up spreading to the Pakistani side of the porous Durand Line. The ISI could not have anticipated al-Qaida’s attack on New York, or the subsequent US invasion of Afghanistan, or the resulting displacement of al-Qaida into Pakistani territory. Forced to deal with this domestic terrorist threat, from 2004 the Pakistani Army found itself drawn into a vicious counter-insurgency of its own.3 If anyone today enjoys ‘strategic depth’ in the region it is the Afghan Taliban in north-west Pakistan, not the other way round: a classic case of the biter, bit. In April 2010, as if to underline that point, Omar’s former trainer Colonel Imam was briefly kidnapped while travelling in the border areas by members of a formerly unheard-of militant organization, the Asian Tigers, who were reportedly hoping for a high-level prisoner exchange; one of his travelling companions, the ex-ISI agent Khalid Khawaja, was murdered before Colonel Imam was released.


  But all this was unimaginable in the summer of 1996. Few in Peshawar had even heard of al-Qaida then, let alone the Pakistani Taliban – a phrase unknown before 2002 when the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, the umbrella movement of the Pakistani Taliban, was founded. Instead, naturally, the bar-chatter was all about Mullah Omar. His movement was on the cusp of taking over the whole of Afghanistan. How would the international community deal with his strange new regime – and vice versa?


  The mainstream development community’s politically correct, gender-aligned culture couldn’t have been more starkly opposed to the Taliban worldview. The West’s initial response to the Taliban was shaped – hijacked, almost – by outrage over their treatment of girls and women. Unicef, the United Nations Children’s Fund, led the charge in November 1995 when it cancelled all its education programmes in areas under Taliban control, arguing that the Taliban’s insistence on segregated classrooms was a violation of schoolchildren’s human rights. The burqa was becoming a potent new international symbol of female oppression, and a string of powerful American women began to speak out against it: Barbara Bush, Madeleine Albright, Hillary Clinton. Mavis Leno, wife of NBC’s top-rated nightly news-show anchor Jay Leno, donated [image: image]100,000 to an anti-Taliban lobbying campaign.


  But among some aid workers there was a whispered, alternative view that intrigued me. Stuart Worsley, for instance, a programme director with Care International who had begun working in Afghanistan in early 1991, thought the Taliban represented an opportunity for greater cooperation with the West.


  ‘There is a big difference between what the Taliban say and what they actually do,’ he told me. ‘Some of the edicts that come out of the madrasahs are pure Monty Python, and very often the guys on the ground choose not to enforce them.’


  He had been all over Taliban-held Afghanistan, and observed that women were not always automatically beaten for showing their faces. Nor, he said, was the education of girls over the age of eight universally banned, as had almost constantly been reported. In their rush to demonize the Mullahs, in other words, it seemed the West was guilty of greatly oversimplifying what was going on.


  The key to the Taliban’s astonishing recent success, Worsley thought, was that they generally sought to govern by consensus – imposition being a tactic that seldom worked in Afghanistan, as the Russians found to their cost. He recalled that in the eastern town of Ghazni recently, the populace had complained about a Taliban proposal to convert a local school into a madrasah. The Talibs had immediately backed down.


  ‘The enforcement of rules usually depends on local tradition,’ he said.


  For the NGOs, developments over the border were far from negative in practice. It was true that the rights of girls and women were being trampled on, which was unacceptable to anyone who believed those rights to be universal and absolute. Yet at the same time, even female aid workers admitted that the Taliban had dramatically improved security in many rural districts. The mullahs were not against foreign development projects per se. In many areas, indeed, they actively encouraged the foreigners and their work. It was therefore possible now for aid workers to travel to the remotest villages, in some cases for the first time in years, without fear of rape, murder, or having their expensive 4x4 vehicles stolen at gunpoint.


  Worsley was effectively agreeing with Amruddin’s claim that the Taliban had ‘imposed nothing but peace’. The Afghans were exhausted by war; he confirmed that their enthusiasm for the order and security brought by the Taliban was largely genuine. Talking to Afghan shopkeepers and others in the markets of downtown Peshawar over the previous days, I had come to much the same conclusion. Most striking was an encounter with a taxi-driver called Mahmud Amin, a former Hizb-i-Islami supporter who said he had once worked as a driver for the party leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar himself. These days, however, Amin was defiantly pro-Taliban.


  ‘All Afghans are – except for some educated Kabulis who still think like the communists.’


  Amin lived in Nasir Bagh, an Afghan refugee camp of 100,000 on the edge of Peshawar. He said he intended to return to Afghanistan as soon as the Taliban had unequivocally conquered the country, an outcome of which he and apparently everyone else in Nasir Bagh had little doubt. The harshness of the edicts streaming from Kandahar was a small price to pay for the improvements in security the Taliban had brought about.


  ‘They were quite right to ban music,’ he said. ‘People had learned some very bad habits.’


  He went on to define two kinds of music: the kind where men play instruments and women dance, which was ‘disgraceful’, and the kind where men play and young boys dance: ‘That’s perfectly OK.’


  This was a weird inversion of Western norms, but I was beginning to grasp that it wasn’t the Taliban who had invented it. Their strange attitude towards boys, towards sex, towards cosmetics, even, was part of a tradition far older than what the West had labelled ‘Islamic extremism’. It was in fact as much to do with the ancient culture of the Pashtuns as with Islam; and the Taliban creed was a grass-roots marriage of both. An enlightened handful of aid workers in Peshawar, Stuart Worsley among them, understood almost instinctively that in the long run it would be more productive – at least in terms of furthering the work of the development agencies – to work with the Taliban rather than against them, because they were part of the grain of society.


  The racial origin of the Pashtuns is still hotly debated by genealogists. They have almost certainly occupied Afghanistan for longer than any other of the country’s peoples; the Greek historian Herodotus referred in the fifth century BC to a race of ‘Pactyans’ who had lived in the Kandahar area for five hundred years even then. Some scholars believe Pashtuns have ancient Greek ancestry. Another popular and persistent theory is that they are descended from one of the lost tribes of Israel who were scattered by the Assyrians in the eighth century BC. With their large and frequently hooked noses, many Pashtuns certainly resemble the Jewish archetype. The idea is taken seriously enough that, in early 2010, a team of geneticists from the Institute of Technology in Haifa began studying blood samples taken from members of the Pashtun Afridi tribe in a bid to demonstrate a link. The effect on the Muslim world if the scientists succeed can only be guessed at.


  Pashtun warriors had banded together for military purposes since at least the thirteenth century, when they conquered much of northern India, but they were not politically united until the early eighteenth century, when the Kandahar-based Hotaki dynasty rebelled against the Persian Empire. They remained in control for the following three hundred years, a period when almost every ruler of Afghanistan was a Pashtun. Other races were regarded as interlopers, and therefore as intrinsically inferior. The Dari-speaking Tajiks – Dari is a dialect of Farsi – remain forever associated with the Persians whose rule the Pashtuns had rejected. The Turkic-speaking Uzbeks were merely settled nomads from the Asian plains to the north. The Hazaras, who today account for perhaps 9 per cent of the population, were particularly discriminated against. With their pronounced Asiatic features they were said to be descended from the Mongol army of Genghis Khan who invaded in the thirteenth century. In the nineteenth century, a camel’s life was set at six times that of a Hazara, while a Pashtun’s life was worth 1,000 camels.5


  The Pashtuns were the undisputed overlords, and their legendary past continues to play to their strong sense that Afghanistan is their land by right. Between the seventh and nineteenth centuries, after all, the term ‘Afghan’ – a Persian corruption of the Sanskritic ‘Ashvaka’, the name of a tribe who lived in the Hindu Kush during the Iron Age – was used interchangeably with the word ‘Pashtun’. ‘Afghanistan’ in its modern sense only came into use in 1919; before then, the country was known by the British as the specifically Pashtun ‘Kingdom of Kabul’.


  Today there are some 42 million Pashtuns, 25 million of whom live in north-west Pakistan, making up around 15 per cent of that country’s population. The remaining 17 million live mainly in the south and east of Afghanistan, accounting for perhaps 42 per cent of the total there6 – the largest single ethnic group, and well ahead of the next most numerous people, the Tajiks, who account for 27 per cent.


  Unlike the country’s other inhabitants the Pashtuns remain a defiantly tribal society, divided into about sixty major tribes incorporating more than 400 sub-clans. They are proud of their status as the largest tribal society in the world, and this is key to understanding both them and the Taliban movement they spawned. The Pashtuns principally define themselves by the unique Indo-Iranian language they speak – Pashto – and by a strict adherence to their ancient tribal customs, which are collectively known as the Pashtunwali, the famous ‘way of the Pashtuns’, an honour-based behavioural code that still regulates all social intercourse. It is by keeping to this code that the Pashtuns have ensured the homogeneity of their society for so long.


  ‘Customs are subtle chains with which the primitive man tries to keep intact the pattern of his society,’ observed the poet Ghani Khan, one of the twentieth century’s most famous Pashtun poets, in 1947. ‘They are his school and radio, prime minister and preacher . . . [A Pashtun] knows his customs before he knows how to eat. It is bred in him. It is mixed in his bones and works in his liver. He does not have to go to a learned man in a wig to know the law against which he sinned. He knows it as soon as he does it. He is his own judge and jailer. His ancestors have seen to it that it is so.’


  Ghani Khan noted that Pashtuns have thousands of customs – for death, birth, marriage, love, hate and war – all of which are ultimately geared to a common purpose: the protection of the integrity of the tribe. It is every Pashtun’s duty to defend his tribe’s Zan, Zar, Zameen: women, gold and land. Many Taliban beliefs are rooted in this tribal imperative. For example, the strict sexual propriety of women that they insist upon is a modern interpretation of the ancient custom that prescribed death for elopement or adultery – part of what Ghani Khan called ‘a subtle system of selective breeding’.


  ‘[The Pashtun] must breed well if he is to breed fighters,’ he wrote. ‘The potential mother of the man of tomorrow is the greatest treasure of the tribe and is guarded jealously. He does his duty by his people. He will play true to his blood even if he breaks his heart and his neck in the bargain. He will walk to the gallows with proud steps with his hands covered with the blood of his wife or sister. And the admiring eyes of his people will follow him, as they always do those who pay with their life for a principle.’


  Treating extramarital relations with such extreme intolerance not only kept the tribal gene pool pure but also preserved sexual health: an important consideration in an era when there was no cure for syphilis. The system, Ghani Khan acknowledged, was ‘hard and brutal, but it works . . . Death to him who dares to risk the health of his tribe. It is treachery and sabotage which you also punish with death.’


  The teachings of Islam often overlapped with such traditional Pashtun thinking, and the Taliban had clearly assimilated elements of both in the formulation of their ideology. Working out which was which was evidently going to be of critical importance to those foreign aid workers who hoped to go on working in Afghanistan; for on 11 September 1996, the Taliban captured the eastern stronghold city of Jalalabad – the gateway to Kabul.


  Reinforcements for the defence of the city had been promised by the Tajik leader Ahmed Shah Massoud, but he arrived too late. The opium-dealing governor of Jalalabad, Hajji Abdul Qadir, fled to Pakistan, and the remaining garrison surrendered without a fight just two days later. Massoud hurried to block the pass leading to Kabul, taking up position 30 miles east of the capital in the small market town of Sarobi, whose approaches he heavily mined. The Taliban, led by Mullah Bor Jan, simply drove one vehicle after another at a fixed point in the eastern defences until a path through the minefield had been cleared. And each vehicle, according to the rumours in Peshawar, was manned not just by a single brave driver but by a crowd of up to thirty men, all waving flags and singing to Allah – such was their fervour for martyrdom and a passage to Paradise.


  This was something new, even in a country as devoutly Muslim as Afghanistan. The mujahideen had often given their lives for the jihadist cause in the 1980s, but never so wantonly. There was no tradition of martyrdom for its own sake in Afghanistan; when self-destruction was called for in the campaign against the Soviets, it generally had a point. In pure military terms, moreover, the Sarobi assault seemed the craziest waste of manpower.


  Two weeks later, on the night of 26 September, Kabul finally fell. The American Bar pundits were wrong: the seasoned fighters of Hizb-i-Islami could not match or cope with this level of religious zeal, and nor could any other mujahideen militia. With the exception of the north, the country now belonged to the Taliban. A new era had begun. But any quiet optimism that a Taliban government would bring a better Afghan future was quickly qualified, if not quashed. On the 27th, the Taliban breached every diplomatic protocol when they entered the United Nations compound in Kabul, where Mohammed Najibullah, the Soviet-era President, had been sheltering since 1992. In a grisly echo of their earlier tactics in the south, and to widespread international condemnation, Najibullah was tortured, castrated, and hanged from a lamp-post outside with his genitals stuffed in his mouth.


  It was a terrible moment of truth for the world. The Taliban, a movement founded on a noble pledge to establish peace and justice for Afghanistan, had just demonstrated that it was also capable of the worst kind of savagery.


  ‘It had to happen,’ said Mullah Mohammad Rabbani, appointed the same day by Omar as the head of a six-man council charged with running the capital. ‘He killed so many Islamic people and was against Islam and his crimes were so obvious. He was a communist.’


  The world sucked through its teeth at this paradox. How could anyone behave with such callous disregard for the conventions of the civilized world, for other cultures, for human life itself?


  In later years, apologists for the Taliban would argue that Najibullah’s murder had never been a part of their plans for the takeover, and that it was Pakistan who had insisted on his elimination. This was because Najibullah was a close ally of India, where his wife and children had taken up sanctuary in 1992. It is sometimes alleged that Abdul Razaq, the Taliban mullah who led the five-man hit squad into the UN compound, was acting on the direct orders of the ISI. But this still did not explain the Taliban’s extraordinary blindness to the value of human life which, as their battles for Sarobi and elsewhere showed, included their own.


  Their particular interpretation of Islam provided only part of the answer. The Taliban were also the product of their country’s experience of modern industrial warfare, which was surely unique. The human cost of the decade-long Soviet occupation alone was staggering. Out of a population of perhaps 15 million in 1989, over a million were killed, over four million were wounded, and five million were turned into refugees. Because there had been no real peace in Afghanistan since the 1970s, no Afghan under the age of twenty-one in 1996 had any memory of peacetime at all. For this brutalized generation, displacement, poverty and violent, premature death had all become the perverted norm.


  Just as significantly, a large number of the Taliban’s foot soldiers were orphans: a class of people with special resonance in Islam, since the Prophet himself had lost both his parents and grandparents by the age of eight; he was raised by an uncle named, appropriately enough, Abu Talib. Millions of Afghan children lost their parents as well as their homes in the 1980s. The ancient ties of family, village and tribe that might have swept these orphans up in the past were in many cases permanently fractured. There are few actual orphanages in this part of the world, either in Afghanistan or in the frontier regions of Pakistan where most refugees ended up. Something had to be done with these children, and a common solution – at least for the boys, since girls were generally excluded from the possibility – was to send them as wards into an Islamic madrasah, which was often the only institution beyond the extended family prepared to take them in.


  The madrasah system was the incubator of the Taliban movement. In the majority of the big madrasahs in Pakistan, the curriculum follows the Deobandi school of thought, which takes its name from a still-flourishing religious college established in the town of Deoband in Uttar Pradesh, northern India, in 1866. The Deobandis are dedicated to the propagation of Sunni Islam, an expansionist programme founded without apology on the learning of the Koran by rote. At 80,000 words the Koran is about a tenth of the length of the Bible, although memorizing even this much takes years of dedicated work – particularly since the text must be studied in its original language, a poetic and elliptical seventh-century Arabic. (Although the Koran has been translated into almost every language on the planet, convenient local versions are rejected by most Islamic scholars, and certainly by the Deobandis. Muslims believe that the text of the Koran was handed down to Mohammed directly from Allah. It follows that translations must be inferior – perhaps dangerously so – because no human scholar can match the perfection of holy writ.)


  The key to memorizing anything substantial is mental discipline, which the Deobandis foster through the iron regulation of all personal behaviour. Some madrasah children are brought up with a strictness that makes the London workhouses described by Dickens look like luxury hotels. Children as young as four are made to study in exchange for their daily bread, and they do not eat if they fail in their task. In some cases they are chained to their lecterns. These Asian Oliver Twists are taught almost no other subject, and they are kept at it for as long as there is daylight to study by, chanting and rocking back and forth on their crossed legs in long serried ranks on the floor. There is no privacy and precious little free time. Every activity is prescribed. Since 1900 the Deobandis have issued nearly a quarter of a million fatwa, or edicts, governing the minutiae of daily life: more than any other Islamic school of thought in the world. Drawn either directly from the Koran or from the hadith, the body of interpreted ‘sayings’ of the Prophet, these regulations are themselves considered the will of Allah. Any child breaking the rules can expect to be beaten or, possibly worse, thrown on to the streets to fend for himself.


  By the mid-1990s the orphan boys of the decade before had grown into joyless young men of fighting age. They were tough and disciplined and there were many, many of them.4 Despite the decades of war, Afghanistan’s population is growing just as fast as Pakistan’s: 8 million in 1950, 20 million in 2000, close to 30 million today.7 The Koranic knowledge of this lost generation may have been unparalleled, but they were also ignorant and deeply suspicious of everything that lay beyond the madrasah walls – including, and perhaps particularly, women. How could it be otherwise, when they had been segregated according to gender all their lives and taught nothing but Scripture? Raised without the love of parents or family, and cut loose from the traditional tempering influence of their tribal communities, there was nothing and no one to counter-balance the inevitably skewed view of the world engendered by such an education. No wonder they sometimes fought like religious automatons. The Taliban were the world’s first Army of Orphans.


  Madrasahs have gained an evil reputation in the West, where they are often derided as insidious ‘mullah factories’ that do nothing but propagate terrorism. Their image was certainly not helped by an incident in 2007, when the pro-Taliban imam of Islamabad’s Red Mosque called for a suicide-bombing jihad against the government. A lengthy siege of the mosque-and-madrasah complex by the Pakistani Army ended with the deaths of hundreds of students. The link between some religious schools and the Taliban is not contested. The immense Dar-u-Uloom Haqqania madrasah near Peshawar, for instance, is sometimes called ‘the Harvard of the Taliban movement’. In 1998, notoriously, its headmaster Sami ul-Haq shut the college down and sent the entire student body – as many as eight thousand young men – over the border as troop reinforcements for the Taliban.


  The size of colleges like Haqqania is not typical. A madrasah is traditionally a small annex to a mosque, a place for the discussion of the Koran’s finer points outside the hours of formal worship. Most madrasahs, and almost all of those in Afghanistan, remain small. But in Pakistan in the last twenty-five years, many madrasahs have become much larger than the mosques they used to service. Religious education, often generously subsidized by Arabian petro-dollars, has become a very big business. The number of madrasahs in Pakistan has outpaced even that country’s exploding population, and continues to soar. In 1947 there were just 137 of them. These days they number in the thousands, a development that the West perhaps understandably views with suspicion and alarm. In 2006 Islamabad alone had 127 madrasahs, with a new one opening every week.8


  And yet to criticize the madrasah system as a whole is to strike at one of the foundations of Islam, a faith to which religious education has been crucial for almost 1,200 years. Western policymakers have sometimes struggled to understand that the vast majority of madrasahs are not sinister breeding grounds for terrorists. The oldest madrasah in the world, the Jami’at al-Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, has been operating benignly – and continuously – since it was established in 859; and even the students at Haqqania are encouraged to play cricket.


  In 2002, soon after the Taliban were defeated, the then US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld embarked on a victory tour of his newly conquered territory. He arrived at the northern town of Mazar-i-Sharif in a giant C-17 transport aircraft with an entourage of Secret Service men and, according to a British SAS officer stationed in the city and who witnessed it, ‘a brilliant double dressed in a conspicuous Macintosh’, who emerged and waited at the top of the aircraft steps while the real Rumsfeld was hustled off the aircraft by another exit.


  The SAS officer was then detailed to escort the American around the city.


  ‘He had these dead, cold doll’s eyes, and he kept asking questions about madrasahs,’ he recalled. ‘He wanted to know where the nearest one to our base was. I had to tell him that we didn’t know of a single madrasah in Mazar, which is a liberal, multi-ethnic city, not a Pashtun one . . . I doubt there’s a madrasah within 150 miles of the place.’


  Rumsfeld’s armoured motorcade passed the famous Blue Mosque in the city centre: the shrine of the Prophet’s son-in-law Hazrat Ali from which Mazar-i-Sharif, the ‘Tomb of the Exalted’, takes its name. Rumsfeld jabbed a thumb at it and turned to the SAS officer once again.


  ‘Is that a madrasah?’ he wanted to know.


  This was not quite the silly question it appeared. The shrine does have a small ‘house of learning’ attached to it. But it is also an integral part of the whole blue-tiled complex, a national monument that appears on the backs of banknotes. To call it a ‘madrasah’ in the sense that Rumsfeld meant it was a bit like describing the Chapter House at Westminster Abbey as a bomb factory.


  ‘No, sir,’ replied the exasperated SAS officer drily – perhaps a little too drily. ‘That is the fourth holiest shrine in the whole of Islam.’


  ‘Young man,’ Rumsfeld snapped, ‘may I remind you that you are a junior officer in the British Army – while I am the United States Secretary of Defense?’


  


  2 Kohl, the Arabic word for stibnite, a naturally occurring sulphide of antimony, has been used throughout the Middle East since ancient Egyptian times at least in order to improve the vision of the wearer. The custom is mentioned by Pliny the Elder as well as in the Old Testament. The Prophet himself advocated smearing each eye with it three times before going to bed every night, according to the hadith.


  3 To date, more than 3,000 Pakistani soldiers and policemen and some 12,000 militants have been killed, while an estimated 7,000 civilians have died and a further 3.4 million of them have been displaced. (Source: South Asia Intelligence Review.)


  4 Afghanistan is an extraordinarily young nation anyway: in 2000 the average age was just sixteen, compared to thirty-eight in Europe. (Source: The Times, 3 July 2009, Richard Ehrman, ‘The Forces of Democracy Can’t Beat the Power of Demography’.)
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