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To Faith




Every man’s hand is against the other, and all against the stranger.

—Winston S. Churchill

 

 

 

The fruit of patience is sweet.

—Pashto saying
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Jalaluddin Haqqani: Patriarch of the Haqqani family and famed anti-Soviet fighter who is supported by the CIA in the 1980s and who joins the Taliban in the 1990s

Mansoor: Guard who speaks broken English; son of Akhundzada

Mullah Omar: Leader of Taliban movement. Since 2001, he is believed to have been based in the Pakistani city of Quetta. Said to now lead a more moderate Taliban faction known as the Quetta Shura.

Qari: Taliban fighter who carries out kidnapping and later serves as guard

Sharif: Taliban commander whose house serves as a prison

Sirajuddin Haqqani: Son of Jalaluddin Haqqani who succeeded his elderly father as commander of the Haqqani network

Timor Shah: Chief guard, younger brother of Abu Tayyeb

Tahir Luddin: Afghan journalist kidnapped with David

 

Federally Administered Tribal Areas: Mountainous region in northwestern Pakistan—also known as the tribal areas—that is a Taliban and Al Qaeda stronghold

Helmand: Province in southern Afghanistan—also known as “Little America”—that was the focus of the author’s original book project

North and South Waziristan: Regions inside the tribal areas where the author was held captive

 

Frontier Corps: Pakistani-government-funded tribal militia charged with policing the tribal areas

ISI: Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence, the Pakistani military’s top intelligence agency.




PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS AND ORGANIZATIONS—NEW YORK

David McCraw: Assistant general counsel for The New York Times

Mary Jane Mulvihill: Kristen’s mother

Lee Rohde: David’s older brother

Carol Ruffo: David’s mother

Michael Semple: Expert on the region who works on case

 

AISC: American International Security Corporation. Security consultants hired to work on case

Clayton Consultants: The New York Times’ crisis management firm




AUTHORS’ NOTE

This is not a story of triumph. Throughout our case we made numerous mistakes. We wrote this book in the hope of helping readers learn more about Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the American effort there. This book’s central narrative is the seven months when David, Tahir, and Asad were held captive in the tribal areas of Pakistan and Kristen’s effort to bring them home. Woven throughout the narrative are sections of history and analysis that are based on David’s seven years of reporting in Afghanistan and Pakistan since 2001. We also try to explore militancy, faith, and religion’s role as both a positive and negative force.

The second reason we wrote this book is in the hope of helping other kidnap victims and their families avoid the mistakes we made and survive their captivity. Around the world, the number of kidnappings is steadily rising, but governments have failed to develop a coordinated international response. Most hostages survive, but their panicked families frequently empty bank accounts, sell homes, or go into staggering debt to save the lives of their loved ones. We urge governments to develop a more unified approach to kidnapping.

A portion of our earnings from this book will be donated to the FATA Education Foundation, a Pakistani government foundation that provides educational opportunities to the people of Pakistan’s tribal areas, and to  Kiva.org, a nonprofit organization that allows people to lend money via  the Internet to microfinance institutions in developing countries and the United States. We are also working with the Committee to Protect Journalists, a nonprofit press advocacy group, to develop ways to support and assist the families of kidnapped journalists.

For seven months our family negotiated with the kidnappers—directly and through contractors—regarding a potential ransom. No ransom was paid. While David was in captivity, we believed the only way to keep him and his Afghan colleagues alive and encourage the kidnappers to remain in contact was to appear to be willing to pay for their release. In this book, we discuss Kristen’s calls with the kidnappers and the negotiations because they bring home the reality and pressures placed on a kidnap victim’s family. Yet we are not divulging our negotiation strategy or the amounts of money discussed. We believe such disclosures could encourage or complicate future kidnappings.

What follows is a good-faith effort to reconstruct the period in our lives surrounding David’s kidnapping and eventual escape, and its aftermath. David was not able to take notes for the seven months he was in captivity. All descriptions of his experience stem from his memory, supplemented, where possible, by records kept by Kristen, other family members, and colleagues. Direct quotations from his captors are his recollections of what they said and are based on translations from Pashto, the language they spoke. Kristen’s descriptions stem from memory and, where possible, journal entries, e-mails, transcripts, and other records. Undoubtedly, our recollections are incomplete, altered by the passage of time and flawed in places. All of the views expressed in this book are solely those of the authors. Any mistakes in the pages that follow are wholly our own. For safety reasons, certain details, information, and names have been withheld.
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1. Flew from Laskhar Gah, Helmand, to Kabul, Afghanistan: November 9, 2008. 
2. Kidnapped outside Pul-e-Alam, Logar: November 10, 2008. 
3. Held in four different locations in eastern Afghanistan: November 10-17, 2008. Moved by car through Logar, Wardak, Ghazni, and Paktika provinces. 
4. Walked over mountains from Paktika, Afghanistan, into South Waziristan, Pakistan: Night of November 17-18, 2008. 
5. Drove through Wana, South Waziristan, to Miran Shah, North Waziristan:  November 18, 2008. Held prisoner in five different houses in Miran Shah, North Waziristan: November 18, 2008 to mid-March 2009. 
6. Moved from Miran Shah, North Waziristan, to Makeen, South Waziristan:  Mid-March. Held in one house in Makeen until late April 2009. 
7. Moved from Makeen, South Waziristan, to Dosali, North Waziristan:  Late April 2009. Held in one house in Dosali until late May 2009. 
8. Moved from Dosali to Miran Shah, North Waziristan:  Late May 2009-June 19, 2009. Held in two different houses in Miran Shah from late May 2009-June 19, 2009. Escaped night of June 19-20, 2009. 
9. Flown by Pakistani army helicopter from Miran Shah, North Waziristan, to Islamabad, Pakistan: June 20, 2009. 
10. Flown by American military plane from Islamabad, Pakistan, to Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan: June 20, 2009. Flown by private plane from Bagram to Dubai, U.A.E., June 21, 2009. 
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A BLOOD MESSAGE TO OBAMA

David, November 9-10, 2008

On a Sunday afternoon, the Kabul Coffee House and Café is an island of Western culture in Afghanistan’s capital. American and European contractors, aid workers, and consultants sip four-dollar café lattes and cappuccinos. Young, English-speaking Afghan waiters dressed in Western clothes serve chicken quesadillas, fried-egg sandwiches, and cheeseburgers.

I marvel at—and dread—how much Kabul has changed since I first came to the country to cover the fall of the Taliban seven years earlier. A city I grew to know well has become more and more unfamiliar. Kabul has boomed economically and modernized to an extent I never dreamed when joyous Afghans gouged out the eyes of dead Taliban militants in 2001. At the time, Afghans yearned for a moderate and modern nation and an end to decades of meddling from neighboring countries.

Now, the gulf between the wealthy, westernized pockets of the Afghan capital and the grinding insecurity and endemic corruption that dominate most Afghans’ daily lives alarms me. Rivalries between the country’s ethnic groups that ebbed after the fall of the Taliban simmer again. Growing mistrust between Afghans and foreigners worries me as well. The American journalists, diplomats, and aid workers who were welcomed here in 2001 are seen by growing numbers of Afghans as war profiteers who do little to aid their country.

I am in the final stretch of conducting research for a book I am writing  about the failing American attempt to bring stability to the region since 2001. I hope the book will be the culmination of seven years of reporting in Afghanistan and Pakistan for The New York Times. Yet I have become increasingly concerned that I am losing touch with the rapidly deteriorating situation on the ground. After serving as the newspaper’s South Asia bureau co-chief and living in the region from 2002 to 2005, I moved back to New York and joined the newspaper’s investigations unit. Over the last three years, reporting trips sent me back to Afghanistan and Pakistan roughly every six months, but that is a fraction of the time I spent on the ground when based here. During that period, the Taliban have reasserted control over vast swaths of both Afghanistan and Pakistan.

After privately wrestling with the decision for weeks, I have decided I need to interview a Taliban commander for the book to be as rigorous and thorough as possible. The majority of the population in Helmand—the southern Afghan province that is the focus of my book—appears to now support them. But it’s a fraught proposition, one that comes with the kind of extreme risk that I have tried to avoid for years.

Across the table from me at the Kabul Coffee House is Tahir Luddin, an Afghan journalist I met two years ago who works for The Times of London. Burly, boisterous, and confident, Tahir has short brown hair, hazel eyes, a round face, and a thin brown beard. He is a proud Afghan and prefers wearing local clothes to Western ones. We had met in 2006 but never worked together before. Recommended to me by two correspondents from The Times of London, Tahir is known for having good Taliban contacts and the ability to arrange interviews with them.

Tahir explains that his most trusted contact is a Taliban commander who uses the nom de guerre Abu Tayyeb, or “son of Tayyeb.” Abu Tayyeb commands several hundred Taliban fighters in three provinces around Kabul, and has fought against NATO and American troops in Helmand as well. Tahir says he has met him a half dozen times and that Abu Tayyeb has done face-to-face television interviews with two different European journalists without incident. He is aligned with a moderate Taliban faction based in the Pakistani city of Quetta.

“Would you be willing to go to Ghazni?” Tahir asks, referring to a dangerous province that is roughly three hours south of Kabul by car.

Tahir says I could interview Abu Tayyeb there. He could be the final character in the book, I think to myself, a Taliban commander who is the vehicle for describing the hard-line movement’s reemergence. I had tried for the last two weeks to set up an interview with a Taliban fighter in Helmand but had failed. I was not willing to leave the heavily guarded center of the provincial capital. No Taliban were willing to meet me there. Dozens of other journalists and I have been doing phone interviews with Taliban spokesmen for years. Yet it was impossible to verify whom, in fact, you were speaking to over the phone or their claims, which were often blatantly false propaganda screeds. I could briefly meet Abu Tayyeb in person, verify that he was, in fact, a Taliban commander, and then do follow-up interviews by phone.

From New York, it seemed as if a growing number of foreign journalists were safely interviewing the Taliban face-to-face. Over the last two months, interviews with Taliban had appeared in my old newspaper, The Christian Science Monitor, a French magazine, and one of my colleagues had safely interviewed them for my current newspaper’s Sunday magazine. I increasingly worried I was becoming a New York-based journalistic fraud whose book would be superficial and out of date. I felt I had fallen behind reporters based in the region.

At the same time, I knew meeting with the Taliban was perilous. Getting both sides of a story is vital in journalism but hugely dangerous in an armed conflict. In the end, each interview is a judgment call. As we sit in the café, Tahir warns of the danger involved. That spring, an American journalist and a British journalist who ventured into Pakistan’s tribal areas to interview militants were kidnapped in separate incidents, Tahir explains. He says the British journalist’s family sold their home to pay a ransom for his release. The concept of putting my own family through such an ordeal horrifies me. I had also recently read a story in Rolling Stone  by an American journalist who was nearly kidnapped by a rival Taliban faction when he drove to Ghazni to interview a Taliban commander.

“Ghazni is too far,” I tell Tahir. “I only want to do a Taliban interview in Kabul.”

We part ways and Tahir tells me he will contact another Taliban commander who he believes is in Kabul. He promises to call me later that  night. I leave with a sense of dread. I have long viewed journalists who interview the Taliban as reckless. Yet I find myself contemplating doing something I have resisted for years.

I was imprisoned for ten days in 1995 while covering the war in Bosnia for The Christian Science Monitor. Serb officials arrested me after I discovered the mass graves of Muslim men executed in the Serb-controlled part of Bosnia around the town of Srebrenica. I was freed after my family, friends, and editors put intense pressure on American officials to force the Serbs to release me. War crimes investigators later found that more than 8,000 Muslim men had been executed around the town. My detention in Bosnia was excruciating for my family, and I promised them I would never put them through such an ordeal again. And two months ago, before I left for Afghanistan, I took a momentous step. I married my girlfriend, Kristen Mulvihill.

Kristen is a photo editor at a women’s magazine as well as a painter. Her sunny disposition, determination to see the positive side of everything, and fierce love have created a tranquility in my life. My two years with her in New York left me feeling gradually more at peace and at home. At thirty-nine and forty-one, respectively, Kristen and I are eager to focus more on our personal lives and start a family. To the delight of my ever-patient mother, we married in a small wooden chapel in Maine, a state both of us adore and where we each spent time while growing up. I see our marriage and the book as long-delayed positive steps that will take me away from reporting in war zones and allow me to move into a more stable form of journalism and life.

I am also extremely close to my family. My mother is the most iron willed and loving person I know. She successfully raised four children while having a career as a fashion industry executive. She and my father are divorced but he is dogged, successful, and determined as well. He has built an independent insurance practice and a rich life for himself in Maine, where he loves hiking in the woods, running marathons, and exploring spirituality. My stepparents, Andrea and George, have brought joy to my parents and me for more than two decades.

My older brother, Lee, is president of a small aviation consulting firm and the rock of our family who hides his emotions beneath a calm exterior.  My younger sister, Laura, has soared in recent years, thriving professionally in the human resources field, marrying, and becoming the mother of two children. And my younger brother, Erik, has happily shifted from being a police officer and paramedic to a business operations manager for a helicopter ambulance company. He has also become one of my closest friends. After driving across the country together three years ago, we talk by phone once or twice a week. My stepbrothers, Joel and Dan, have become dear friends with whom I share an avid love for Boston sports teams. I have a tremendous amount to return to.

 

 

My cell phone rings at dusk as I am about to begin an interview. Tahir says the Taliban commander he knows in Kabul despises Americans and refuses to meet me, but Abu Tayyeb is willing to be interviewed tomorrow morning in neighboring Logar Province. We can meet him after a one-hour drive on paved roads in a village near an American military base, he says. Abu Tayyeb needs an immediate answer, he adds. The Taliban have ordered local cell phone companies to shut off service after dark to prevent people from reporting their movements to Afghan and American forces. I ask Tahir if he thinks it is safe. The danger, Tahir says, will be thieves abducting us during the drive itself.

“Nothing is 100 percent,” he tells me. “You only die once.”

I feel my stomach churn. My mind races. My trips to Afghanistan and Pakistan have become an increasing source of tension with Kristen, who has asked me to be gone no longer than three weeks. A few days ago, I extended the trip to four weeks after landing an interview with Afghanistan’s president, Hamid Karzai. I called my father and stepmother and canceled a weekend trip Kristen and I had planned to make with them to his college.

Going to Logar seems safer than Ghazni. If I do the Taliban interview, I can return home with a sense that I have done everything I can to understand the country, get the story, and write the best book possible. The interview is just outside Kabul, I tell myself. I would not be going into the tribal areas of Pakistan, as the kidnapped American and British journalists did. This is safer.

“Yes,” I say to Tahir. “Tell him yes.”

Tahir tells me he will call me later to set a departure time. As a precaution, I ask him for the number of a European journalist who has already interviewed Abu Tayyeb twice with Tahir. In the fall of 2007, the reporter spent two days filming Abu Tayyeb and his men as they trained. In the summer of 2008, the journalist spent an evening with them and filmed an attack on a police post. I call the reporter and they say we should talk in person. We agree to meet at a restaurant later that night.

Privately, I am still not sure I will go. I am having dinner with two close friends, an experienced journalist and a veteran aid worker who have both worked in Afghanistan for years. I plan to ask them if the interview is a crazy idea. I hurriedly finish the interview and meet the journalist and aid worker at a new Italian restaurant frequented by foreigners. Concrete blast walls separate it from the rest of Kabul. When I describe the opportunity to interview a Taliban commander, the aid worker immediately opposes it.

“You just got married,” she says.

“But this is what we do,” the reporter interjects.

Then the reporter expresses their own reservations. The journalist says she has never felt the need to interview the Taliban in person and prefers phone conversations. She recommends that Tahir and I hire a driver to serve as a lookout and end the meeting after no more than an hour.

“I know how you drag out interviews,” the reporter says, teasing me.

I leave dinner early to meet the European journalist at L’Atmosphère, a well-known French restaurant in Kabul that caters to Westerners. As I enter I notice that it recently installed a reinforced door to stop suicide bombers. The reporter, who I have never met before, says deciding to go to the interview is my responsibility. I agree and say I know the risk. They point out that as an American I am more vulnerable than a European. But they also believe that Abu Tayyeb will not kidnap us, and that his objective is to use the media to get across the Taliban’s message.

“I think it is a good chance,” they say.

I drive home with an Afghan journalist I regularly work with in Kabul.  I ask him about the interview. He tells me not to make the trip. There are many criminals, he says, on the road to Logar.

Back at the Times bureau, the power is out, a daily occurrence in Kabul seven years after the American invasion. I had planned to look up other recent interviews with the Taliban but now have no Internet access. I had also wanted to study maps of Logar. All of my colleagues are asleep.

I go up to my bedroom and wrestle with the decision. I put my video camera, a blank notebook, and my passport on the desk. The European journalist has recommended I bring identification to prove who I am. Otherwise, the Taliban will think I am a spy. They said a passport was best. The Taliban see press accreditations from the American government, U.S. military, or NATO as proof of spying.

I tell myself not to be a coward, that the interview is a risk worth taking. Many other journalists have done the same thing. In 2007, at the last minute I had canceled a drive to Kandahar for safety reasons and been embarrassed by it. If we can make it to Abu Tayyeb, I think, we will be safe.

I text Tahir and tell him to pick me up at 7 A.M. tomorrow morning.

As I lie in bed, I call Kristen, as I do every night. I am convinced that if I tell her about the interview she will demand that I not go and I will silently resent her for curtailing my professional life. I also know that if my new wife asks me to cancel the interview, I will abide by her wishes.

I decide not to mention my plans. I am sparing her worry, I tell myself, and sparing the relationship from conflict. I decide I will tell her about the interview after I return to New York.

I have trouble sleeping. My mind drifts to my captivity in Bosnia. I know this is an enormous risk. If anything goes wrong, the results will be catastrophic.

 

 

The next morning, November 10, Tahir arrives fifteen minutes early. The earlier we are on the road, he says, the better our chances of safety. I again tell myself not to be a coward and that other journalists have taken this same risk. I hurriedly put on a pair of boxer shorts my wife gave me on  Valentine’s Day followed by running shorts my sister gave me for my birthday. I dress in Afghan clothes so I will not be spotted as a foreigner during the drive. The boxers are emblazoned with dozens of “I love you” logos. I hope they will bring us good luck.

I leave two notes behind. The first is for one of my colleagues in the bureau. It lists Abu Tayyeb’s name, describes the location of the meeting, and instructs them to call the American Embassy if we do not return by midafternoon. The other is to Kristen if something goes wrong. The note is rushed but I hope that Kristen will never see it.

I walk outside and meet Tahir and Asad Mangal, a friend who Tahir has hired to work as a driver and lookout for the day. Asad is friendly and appears to be in his late twenties. It is a gray, cloudy morning. As we drive away, Tahir suggests that we pray for a safe journey. We do.

I call Kristen. It is roughly 11 P.M. in New York. I am nervous and she can sense it. When she asks me what I’m doing, I panic and respond that I am going to an interview at a ministry in Kabul. I am saving her from worrying, I again tell myself, and allowing her to sleep. I do, in fact, have an interview at a ministry, but it is scheduled for later that day—after the one-hour Taliban interview. Then I will fly to Islamabad in the late afternoon for a week of reporting there. I tell her I will call her after I arrive in Pakistan.

“I love you,” I say.

“I love you too,” she replies.

Clad in Afghan clothes and seated in the back of the car, I cover my face with a scarf to prevent thieves from recognizing me as a foreigner. In the car, I get Abu Tayyeb’s cell phone number from Tahir and send it to my colleague in the bureau in a text message. I tell them to call him if they do not hear from me by early afternoon. If something goes wrong during the drive, Abu Tayyeb and his men will rescue us. Under Afghan tradition, guests are treated with extraordinary honor. If a guest is threatened, it is the host’s duty to shelter and protect him.

During the hour-long drive, I delete all the military, intelligence, and government numbers from my cell phone as a precaution. I worry that the Taliban may check the phone and grow suspicious. I fantasize about the relief I will feel as we drive back to Kabul. After the interview, I will  have completed the most dangerous portion of the reporting needed for the book. I will have done everything I could. I will be able to start a new life with Kristen.

We arrive at the meeting point in a town where farmers and donkeys meander down the road. But none of Abu Tayyeb’s men are here. Tahir calls Abu Tayyeb, who says an American military operation is going on that morning and he had to change the meeting point. He asks what kind of car we are driving, instructs us to drive down the road another mile, and meet his men there. Asad accelerates down the road. About thirty seconds later, our car swerves to the right and abruptly comes to a halt.

I look up. Two bearded Afghan men carrying Kalashnikov assault rifles run toward us shouting commands in Pashto, the local language. Behind them, a car is blocking the road. The gunmen open the front doors of our car, point their rifles at Tahir and Asad, and order them to get in the backseat with me.

One of the gunmen gets behind the wheel of our car and drives down the road. The other sits in the front passenger seat and trains his rifle on us. Tahir shouts at the men in Pashto. I recognize the words “journalists” and “Abu Tayyeb” and nothing else. The man in the front passenger seat shouts something back and waves his gun menacingly. He is small, with dark hair and a short beard. He seems nervous and belligerent.

I hope there has been some kind of mistake. I hope the gunmen will call Abu Tayyeb. He will vouch for us and quickly order our release, a scenario that played out with the American journalist who ventured to Ghazni.

Instead, our car hurtles down the road, following a yellow station wagon with more armed men in it. The gunman in the passenger seat shouts more commands. Tahir tells me they want our cell phones and other possessions. “If they find we have a hidden phone,” Tahir says, “they’ll kill us.”

“Tell them we’re journalists,” I say. “Tell them we’re here to interview Abu Tayyeb.”

Tahir translates what I say, and the driver—a bearish, bearded figure—starts laughing. “Who is Abu Tayyeb? I don’t know any Abu Tayyeb,” he says. “I am the commander here.”

The first hints of panic creep into my mind, but I try to rationalize what is happening. The gunmen could be thieves or members of another Taliban faction. I know that what Americans call the Taliban is really a loose alliance of local commanders who often operate independently of one another. “Taliban”—Pashto for “students”—is a label of convenience that disenfranchised villagers, hardened Islamists, and criminals all use.

In an ominous sign, we turn left off the main asphalt road onto a dirt track. If we somehow overpower the gunmen in our car, the men in the station wagon will shoot us. I don’t want to get Asad and Tahir killed. My imprisonment in Bosnia ended safely after ten days. I am hoping our luck is as good here. One of the gunmen says something and Tahir turns to me. “They want to know your nationality,” Tahir says. I hesitate and wonder whether I should say I am Canadian. Being an American is disastrous, but lying is worse. If the gunmen search me, they will discover my passport. If I say I’m Canadian and they later find out I’m American, I will instantly be declared a spy.

“Tell them the truth,” I say to Tahir. “Tell them I’m American.”

Tahir relays my answer and the burly driver beams, raises his fist, and shouts a response in Pashto. Tahir translates it for me: “They say they are going to send a blood message to Obama.”

The driver punches the accelerator and we cross into the open desert. The gunman still aims his Kalashnikov at us. No one speaks. I glance at the bleak landscape outside—reddish soil and black boulders as far as the eye can see. I fear we will be dead within minutes. The longer I look at the gunman in the passenger seat, the more nervous I become. His face shows little emotion. His eyes are dark, flat, and lifeless.

I think of my wife and family and am overcome with shame. An interview that seemed crucial hours ago now seems absurd and reckless. I have needlessly risked the lives of Tahir, Asad, and me. We reach a dry riverbed and the station wagon we are following stops. Our car does the same. “They’re going to kill us,” Tahir whispers. “They’re going to kill us.”

Tahir and Asad are ordered out of the car. Gunmen from the station wagon beat them with their rifle butts and lead them away. A gunman from our car motions for me to get out of the vehicle and take a few steps up a sand-covered hillside. While one guard points his Kalashnikov at me, the  other takes my glasses, notebook, pen, and camera. I am blindfolded, my hands tied behind my back. My heart races. Sweat pours from my skin.

“Habarnigar,” I say, using the word for journalist in Dari, another local language. “Salaam,” I say, using an Arabic expression for peace. The few words I know in Pashto, which is spoken by most Taliban, escape me. I wait for the sound of gunfire. I know I might die but remain oddly calm.

A hand pushes me back toward the car. I am forced to lie down on the backseat. Two gunmen get in and slam the doors shut. The car lurches forward. Tahir and Asad are gone and, I think, probably dead.

As we drive away, Taliban prayers blare out from the radio and my captors laugh with glee. They are clearly elated to have an American captive. I try again. “Habarnigar, salaam.” In response, the guard sitting in the backseat beside me pats me on the shoulder and says a phrase in Pashto that includes the word for American. I can’t tell whether he is gloating over his prize or trying to comfort me.

We drive down what seem dirt roads. Waves of regret, remorse, and humiliation wash over me. I have gotten two Afghans killed in my foolish pursuit of a better book. I have betrayed my wife and family. Even if Tahir and Asad stay alive and we all survive, I will be mocked by my peers as a two-time kidnap victim with a judgment problem.

The car comes to a halt after what seems like a two-hour drive. Guards untie my hands, take off my blindfold, and guide me through the front door of a crude mud-brick home hidden in a ravine. I am put in some type of washroom the size of a closet. After a few minutes, the guards open the door and push Tahir and Asad inside. We stare at one another in relief. About twenty minutes later, a guard opens the door and motions for us to walk into the hallway.

“No shoot,” he says, “no shoot.”

For the first time, I think our lives might be spared. The guard leads us into a living room decorated with maroon carpets and red pillows. A half dozen men sit along two walls of the room, Kalashnikov rifles at their sides. I sob, bow my head, and try to look like a frightened reporter.

The guard motions for me to sit down across from a heavyset man with a patu—a traditional Afghan scarf—wrapped around his face. Sunglasses  cover his eyes, and he wears a cheap black knit winter cap. Embroidered across the front of it is the word “Rock” in English.

“I’m a Taliban commander,” he announces. “My name is Mullah Atiqullah.”

In the months ahead, I will learn that his name means “gift from God.”

 

 

Seven years earlier, in September 2001, I had arrived in Afghanistan with a consuming desire to cover what I thought would be the defining conflict of my generation. On September 11, I had heard a distant explosion, looked out the window of my Brooklyn apartment, and seen a cloud of smoke rise up the side of the World Trade Center’s north tower. After hearing on the radio that both towers had been struck in a terrorist attack, I jumped on the subway to the trade center.

Ten minutes later, I walked out of a deserted subway exit and found myself standing four blocks from the two burning towers. Ten full stories appeared to be ablaze. I scribbled a few words in my notebook: “smoke from something on the ground. Debris all over the ground.” I walked closer and ran into Sherry Day, another reporter from the paper, and scribbled more notes: “Debris cascading. People snapping pictures. Smoke rising.”

I heard a sharp crack and what sounded, oddly, like a waterfall. Somewhere above us, thousands of panes of glass shattered as the south tower buckled. Looking up, I saw the top half of the skyscraper begin slowly plummeting toward the ground. I grabbed Sherry’s hand and we sprinted away from the tower as a roar filled our ears. I felt her hand pull away and turned back to see what had happened. She was gone and a thick cloud of dust—like a giant wall—surged up the street.

I ran around a corner and down a flight of stairs into a subway station, the dust engulfed me and the world turned white. A few feet away, a woman began screaming. After several moments, we took each other’s hand, walked upstairs, and emerged into what we thought was the street. We could see nothing in front of us. Finally, a gust of wind revealed a speck of blue in the sky to our right. I told her to walk in that direction and she disappeared.

I tried to find Sherry. White dust covered cars, buildings, and streets. Car alarms wailed. Pieces of office paper cascaded to the ground like oversize snowflakes. Filled with a vague idea of somehow helping survivors, I walked toward the towers. The story—any story—no longer mattered. I simply wanted to help. As I walked, I realized I had no medical or rescue skills to offer. I felt like a vulture with a notebook. A man appeared on the street covered head to toe in dust. I asked him, “Is there anything I can do?” He replied, “There’s nothing anybody can do.”

Over the next two weeks, the heroism of thousands of volunteers from New York and across the country amazed me. I found Sherry and learned she was unhurt and had run into a store. Still nagged by my sense of helplessness that morning, I considered joining the military or becoming a paramedic. Two weeks after the attack, editors asked me to go to Afghanistan and I leapt at the chance. I had covered religious extremism in the Balkans and thought my stories could investigate, examine, and expose militant Islam. With thousands dead in my home city, I also hoped my journalism might somehow help prevent future attacks.

On September 25, 2001, a rickety, Soviet-built helicopter operated by the Northern Alliance—the ragtag Afghan anti-Taliban group—dropped me and several other journalists in the Panjshir Valley, one of the few areas in the country the alliance controlled.

On the ground, the epic scale of what the United States faced in Afghanistan was humbling. Dozens of burnt-out Soviet tanks lined the valley, a maze of mountains and ravines that seemed to epitomize Afghanistan’s reputation as a geographic and cultural fortress. With billions in aid from the United States in the 1980s, the Afghan “mujahideen”—an Arabic term that means “strugglers” or “fighters for justice”—had defeated the Soviets and fulfilled the mountainous country’s reputation for repelling foreign armies and humbling empires.

In the 1990s, civil war had erupted with India, Pakistan, and Iran backing the Northern Alliance and Pakistan backing Taliban fighters from the south. When I arrived in 2001, the Taliban and their foreign militant allies controlled roughly 90 percent of the country. The depth of the country’s poverty was staggering. Most towns had no paved roads or electricity. Farmers used oxen and wooden plows to till their fields. Twenty  years of conflict had shattered government and social structures. Afghanistan was the world’s fifth poorest nation. Fifty-five percent of men and 85 percent of women were illiterate. The average life expectancy was forty-three.

When the Taliban front lines collapsed under heavy American bombing in early November, exuberant young Afghans thronged Kabul’s streets and hailed the fall of the Taliban. They devoured cellular phones, computers, and any other means of access to the outside world. Girls flocked to school and women relished basic freedoms. After twenty-four years of Soviet occupation, civil war, and brutal Taliban rule, Afghans welcomed stability, moderation, and foreigners. On December 22, 2001, I watched Afghan men weep with joy as Hamid Karzai was sworn in as the country’s interim leader. Hope filled the hall and the city. The Taliban appeared vanquished.

Like other foreigners, I was beguiled by Afghans, their bravery and sense of honor. I wanted to follow what unfolded in the country over the long term and answer a central question: how can religious extremism be countered?

I had been intermittently covering religious and ethnic conflict for the past fourteen years. I covered the war in Bosnia for The Christian Science Monitor in the mid-1990s and after joining The New York Times in 1996 reported on religious conflict in Israel-Palestine, Kosovo, Indonesia, and Nigeria. After covering the fall of the Taliban in 2001, I served as the newspaper’s South Asia bureau chief from 2002 to 2005, reporting on sectarian tensions in India, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh as well. The vast majority of my time, though, was spent reporting in Pakistan and Afghanistan.

I visited Helmand Province in southern Afghanistan for the first time in 2004 while reporting a story on Charles Grader, the last American to head the U.S. Agency for International Development, or USAID, mission in Kabul before the 1979 Soviet invasion. A quarter century later, Grader had returned to Kabul at the age of seventy-two to manage an agricultural development program. We drove into Lashkar Gah, Helmand’s provincial capital, and he raved about how the town had changed since the 1970s. Stores brimmed with food, household goods, and televisions.

“Look at that construction!” Grader shouted as we drove down through the city trailed by a half dozen Afghan security guards. “Look at the tractors!”

Lashkar Gah had fascinated me ever since. The town was built by American engineers as part of one of the largest foreign development projects in United States history. For thirty-three years, from 1946 to 1979, a massive American Cold War program tried to wean Afghans from Soviet influence.

In a bleak stretch of Afghan desert that resembled the surface of Mars, several dozen families from states like Montana and Wisconsin lived in suburban tract homes with one-car garages, green lawns and backyard barbecues. The Americans constructed a new provincial capital, two earthen dams, 1,200 miles of gravel roads, and 300 miles of irrigation canals. They promised to make 350,000 acres of desert bloom and create an Afghan version of the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Depression-era hydroelectric system that spans five American states.

In 1960, the British historian Arnold J. Toynbee visited Lashkar Gah and declared it “a piece of America inserted into the Afghan landscape.” The American-designed town was an “ultramodern world of workshops and offices,” Toynbee wrote in a memoir of his journey. Afghans called it “Little America.”

Laid out in a neat square grid, Lashkar Gah during the Cold War was a sweltering, dust-covered settlement of 15,000 residents perched above the swirling brown waters of the Helmand River, according to books and reports from the time. It had a four-lane, pine-tree-lined Main Street, a new hotel with a swimming pool and tennis court, and southern Afghanistan’s only coeducational high school. Downtown, a movie theater played the latest Indian films. The province and its massive development project was even a setting of a James Michener novel. After traveling through Afghanistan in the 1950s, Michener wrote Caravans, a 1963 novel that described local Afghan disappointment with an expensive foreign aid project that failed to meet their high expectations.

Toynbee, Michener, and other foreign visitors were enthralled by the Pashtuns, a fiercely independent ethnic group of 40 million people that predominate in Helmand, southern Afghanistan, and northwestern Pakistan.  Their ancient system of governance is Pashtunwali, a 5,000-year-old tribal code of honor that governs all aspects of a Pashtun’s life. Under Pashtunwali, all Pashtuns must display hospitality toward guests, give asylum to anyone in distress, exact revenge on those who injure or insult them, protect the honor of women, and always display unflinching bravery, loyalty, and trust in God.

In rural villages, conservative Pashtun tribal elders tended to be devoutly religious, opposed to central government rule, and suspicious of foreigners. In the large cities and towns, an educated Pashtun elite generally supported modernization of the country.

In “Little America” of the 1960s and 1970s, educated Pashtun moderates dominated. During Christmas and Ramadan in Lashkar Gah, Pashtuns and Americans invited one another to each other’s homes to celebrate their respective religious holidays. Americans who worked in Lashkar Gah at the time told me Pashtuns were shockingly poor and isolated, yet dignified, generous, and welcoming.

David Champagne, a Peace Corps volunteer from Chicago, taught English at the high school in Lashkar Gah from 1968 to 1971. He recalled an experimental school where Afghan and American teachers worked together to train a new generation of Afghan leaders and technocrats. Champagne tried to infuse his students—particularly girls—with a sense that they could achieve anything through hard work. The school’s goal was to instill an ethos that Afghanistan could develop into a prosperous country through slow, painstaking education and government reform efforts over many years. “There was a certain amount of realism and optimism,” Champagne told me. “People thought they could help people with technology. Make the deserts bloom.”

The grand American project, though, never achieved the agricultural production promised. It consumed vast amounts of American and Afghan finances and took three times longer to complete than planned. Arriving with Grader in 2004, I found that the American-built suburban tract homes still stood, but their Afghan occupants had built walls around them, a sign of the gulf between American and Afghan notions of privacy.

I learned that “Little America” was one chapter in a century-long effort by the Pashtun elite to modernize the country, all with mixed results. In many ways, Afghan history followed a cycle of Kabul-based, elite-backed reform movements provoking violent opposition from the country’s conservative rural tribes.

Yet whenever I began to write off the American Cold War project, other experiences gave me pause. Pashtun farmer after farmer told me “Americans built Helmand.” I met scores of Pashtuns who had attended the experimental American-funded high school in Lashkar Gah in the 1960s and 1970s. Thirty years later, they warmly recalled the names of David Champagne and their American teachers, often with tears in their eyes. Dozens had become senior government officials or doctors, engineers, and teachers.

In particular, the sophistication and bravery of one man and one woman from the classes of 1972 and 1974 intrigued me. After the fall of the Taliban, Muhammad Hussein Andiwal became the provincial police chief and Fowzea Olomi became the head of women’s affairs in Helmand. They insisted that “Little America” was ripe for another American-backed renaissance.

For my book, I planned to chronicle Fowzea’s and Andiwal’s efforts to modernize Helmand after 2001. On the day before we drove to our ill-fated Taliban interview, I had met in Kabul with Andiwal, who had been recently fired from his job as Helmand’s police chief. Despite the presence of 8,000 British and American troops, the Taliban had gained control of most of the province. Andiwal blamed the British and the British blamed the Afghans. I began to wonder who was telling the truth and if there were any heroes in Helmand.

Twelve hours after interviewing Andiwal, I lay in the back of the car bound and blindfolded. A dynamic that has always existed in journalism had escalated in Iraq and Afghanistan. In an intensifying race to the bottom, the reporter who took the greatest risk often received the highest acclaim. In Bosnia, a desire to expose injustice had primarily driven me, followed by competitiveness and ambition. In Afghanistan, competitiveness and ambition had gotten the best of me. I had lost my way.

As my Taliban captors blared prayers over the car radio and celebrated the capture of their quarry, a new meaning enveloped the sweeping question I had grandly posed to myself in 2001: how can religious extremism be curbed? My life and the lives of Tahir and Asad now hinged on whether we could find a way to placate our captors, gain their sympathy, and stop them from killing us. As I lay powerless in the backseat, the question was simple: how do we survive?

 

 

Our kidnapper, Atiqullah, eyes me suspiciously in the living room of the house where Tahir, Asad, and I have been taken. Roughly two hours have passed since we were kidnapped. I still do not know which Taliban faction has abducted us or who Atiqullah is.

A large man with short dark hair protruding from the sides of his cap, Atiqullah appears self-assured. He speaks calmly and confidently, and is in clear command of his men. He offers me back the eyeglasses his gunmen had taken from me and tells me to stop sobbing, a tactic that had eased the suspicions of my captors in Bosnia. Weeping is a great shame, he explains, and it upsets him and his men to see it. Later, I will learn that the Taliban consider crying to be a sign of guilt. If a person is innocent, he does not fear death, because he knows God will save him.

“You will be treated well,” he assures me, citing Islam’s mandate that prisoners not be harmed. “I understand foreigners get sick. You will be given bottled water. If you need to see a doctor, you will see a doctor.”

“Whatever we eat,” he adds, “you will eat.”

His beliefs appear to be a combination of Pashtunwali and fundamentalist Islam. Gracious treatment of guests is a Pashtun hallmark. Deep suspicion of nonbelievers is an excess of radical Islam. Since the Taliban emerged in the early 1990s, religiously conservative rural Pashtuns have been their base of support.

With Tahir translating, I try to convince him to release us. I tell him that we were invited to Logar Province to interview Abu Tayyeb and hear the Taliban’s side of the story. We are journalists, I say, and I served as The New York Times’ South Asia bureau co-chief from 2002 to 2005. I  describe the articles I wrote in Bosnia exposing the mass executions of 8,000 Muslims. I tell him Christians there imprisoned me when they caught me at a mass gravesite and accused me of being pro-Muslim. I tell him I had won the Pulitzer Prize and a half dozen other journalism awards for helping expose the massacres.

I hope I am convincing him that I am an independent journalist. I hope I am convincing him that the United States is not a monolith and some Americans defend Muslims and are rewarded for it. For years, I have thought that if the Taliban ever kidnap me, my work in Bosnia would protect me. I would be investigated online, declared a friend of Islam, and, I hoped, released.

Finally, I take off my wedding ring, show him the engraving of my wife’s name on the inner band, and explain that we were married only two months ago. Tears roll down my cheeks again and I beg him to free us. The melodrama is intentional. I have read that a captive’s best chance of survival is getting their captor to see them as a human being. I hope my display of emotion will help us.

Atiqullah grows angry, orders me to stop crying, and tells me I will see my wife again. But he denies our requests to call Abu Tayyeb or a Taliban spokesman Tahir knows. He says he controls our fate now.

He hands me back my notebook and pen and orders me to start writing. American soldiers routinely disgrace Afghan women and men, he says. They force women to stand before them without their burqas, the head-to-toe veils that conservative Pashtun villagers believe protect a woman’s honor. They search homes without permission and force Afghan men to lie on the ground, placing boots on their heads and pushing their faces into the dirt. He views the United States as a malevolent occupier.

Atiqullah produces one of our cell phones and announces that he wants to call the Times bureau in Kabul. I give him the number and he briefly speaks with one of the newspaper’s Afghan reporters. He hands me the phone. One of my colleagues from the paper’s Kabul bureau is on the line. I say that we have been taken prisoner by the Taliban.

“What can we do?” my colleague asks. “What can we do?”

Atiqullah demands the phone back before I can answer. My colleague—one of the bravest reporters I know—sounds unnerved.

Atiqullah turns off the phone, removes the battery, and announces that we will move that night for security reasons. My heart sinks. I hoped that we would somehow be allowed to contact Abu Tayyeb, the commander we had arranged to interview, and be freed before nightfall. Now, as we wait in the house, I know that my colleague will be calling my family and editors at any minute to inform them that I have been kidnapped.

After praying, our captors serve us a traditional Afghan dinner of rice and flatbread. After sunset, they blindfold us, load us into cars, and drive us into the darkness.

Atiqullah is at the wheel. A man who has been introduced to us as “Akhundzada,” Atiqullah’s “intelligence chief,” sits in the passenger seat with a scarf over his face as well. I am seated in the backseat between Tahir and Asad. Roughly thirty minutes into a jarring drive down dirt roads, Atiqullah allows me to take off my blindfold. We traverse a barren, moonlit desert landscape of dust-covered plains and treeless hills. I recognize nothing. We could be anywhere in Afghanistan.

With Tahir again translating, I ask for permission to speak and offer to answer any questions Atiqullah might have. He assails Israel and accuses the United States of being a greedy colonial power bent on stealing the Muslim world’s resources. He is doctrinaire, but we are not being beaten or abused.

After a roughly two-hour drive, we arrive in a remote village where Atiqullah says we will spend the night with his guards. He is leaving and will return the following day. His men lead us into a small, one-room dirt house. A half dozen of us—three guards and three prisoners—lie down on the floor under musty-smelling blankets. I think of my wife and family. By now, they must know.
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