
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Title Page

Dedication

Foreword by Mike Atherton

Map

Introduction

1 The Incredible Journey

2 Grand Designs

3 The First Team

4 A Giant Step

5 World Cup Dream

6 Praying for Rain

7 Hero of Afghanistan

8 Back in Perspective

9 A New Approach

10 A Golden Day

11 Rubbing Shoulders

12 Phoenix from the Flames

13 The World Cup Dream Comes True

14 On the World Stage

Afterword

The Road to the World Cup: Match Results and Scorecards

Player Profiles

Picture Section

Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Book

Against a backdrop of war and poverty, Out of the Ashes traces the true story of the Afghanistan cricket team and their extraordinary attempt to join the world's elite cricketing nations.

Seven years ago, in a country which still does not have a real cricket pitch, there was no national team. But a group of young Afghan men, exiled by war, learnt to play in the smashed concrete of refugee camps and have risen from obscurity to the groomed grass pitches of international cricket and the brink of sporting stardom. That this devastated nation should be able to field a cricket team at all, let alone one as successful as this, is an unbelievable achievement.

Far from being bogged down in cricket jargon, this tale of a gang of dedicated, charismatic, occasionally exasperating young men is one that will move and inspire everyone. Witty, touching and nail-biting to the end, Out of the Ashes is a compelling story of triumph over adversity.


About the Author

Between 2005 and 2008, Tim Albone was based in Afghanistan where he wrote for The Times and Sunday Times. He has also reported from Iraq, Pakistan, Yemen, Ethiopia and India.

In 2008 he was shortlisted for the Bayeux Calvados award for war correspondents.

Out of the Ashes, the film, premiered at the Edinburgh International Film Festival, also won the Special Jury Prize at the Peace and Sport Awards in Monaco and it was shown on the BBC in February 2011.

Out of the Ashes is Tim’s first book.
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To Dad, I miss you.

To Mum, Charlie, Liz and Victoria, I love you.


Foreword

THE BEST BOOKS about sport are, of course, about more than just sport and Out of the Ashes fits perfectly into this genre. It is, in turn, a story about despair, initially, and then hope; about dreams that, by any standards, appear impossible and about how the drive, dedication and, occasionally, the downright madness of one man on a mission can inspire others.

The game through which these dreams are achieved is cricket and on the sub-continent, I suppose, it could only be cricket. But elsewhere there have been similar stories of how sport, especially, has the capacity to carry disadvantaged people far beyond the limitations imposed by others. The sporting success of African Americans, pre the Civil Rights movement, being a perfect example.

Afghanistan summons up pictures of bombs and devastation, of invasions and repression, but in even the most depressed places a sort of normality exists; people find ways of carrying on and work hard to recreate the kinds of activities that mark us out as creative human beings. For Taj Malik, a man who the Australians would definitely describe as a ‘tragic’, this normality involved cricket.

I wasn’t surprised reading about the latent enthusiasm for cricket in Afghanistan. After all, it is just over the border from Pakistan, where some of the most outrageously gifted cricketers of the modern game have come from, sprouting up from the most unlikely circumstances and often with minimal facilities save a tape-ball and god-given talent.

More than that, on my last tour as an England player in 2000 we had travelled along the Khyber Pass, where we were able to look upon Kabul before the latest devastation rained down. On our way back, we stopped in at a roadside bazaar and wandering through the shops, we were amazed at the level of recognition that these mountain people had of English cricketers from far away. Taj Malik was clearly onto a good thing.

Malik is the central character in this tale, the man who had the dream initially of producing, firstly, a cricket team but not just any old cricket team; a team that might make the world sit up and take notice. With no money, no facilities and no infrastructure and out of an annihilated country, he did just that. Malik’s dream of reaching the World Cup proper didn’t quite come off, but Afghanistan did reach the finals of the World Twenty20 competition, which, in many ways, suits the ‘smaller’ cricketing nations much better.

This is the story of that journey. It is a story that illuminates a level of the game that is often hidden from view. One of the policies of the International Cricket Council in the last few years has been to try and broaden cricket’s narrow base. Currently, there are a handful of full Test-playing nations, most of whom are concentrated in an area that is rife with violence and corruption. It makes for a vulnerable game that is international only in name.

The flowering of cricket in Afghanistan, then, is not just important from the perspective of giving meaning, hope and a focus to a people and a country that has suffered appallingly, it is part of a wider narrative of cricket striving for a truly international voice. China, America – you name it – cricket is attempting to put down roots. Why not? It is, after all, a wonderful game. Just ask Taj Malik and his players what it has done for them.

Mike Atherton
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Introduction

I remember the email clearly. It came from my editor at The Times in October 2005, asking me if I’d do a piece on the Afghan cricket team. Cricket, I thought, in this place? It seemed ridiculous but I was assured that The Economist had just done a piece on cricket in Afghanistan so it must be true. In fact, England were due to play a Test in neighbouring Pakistan (in the days when it was still safe enough for international teams to travel there), so it would make a timely piece. I was just starting out and desperate for work. An email from an editor offering me work (rather than me pleading for it) was a welcome turnaround.

I’d arrived in Afghanistan in August 2005, having left my job on a local paper in Somerset, with designs on becoming a foreign correspondent. I ended up staying for over two and a half years and writing for The Times and The Sunday Times, amongst others. The cricket piece was just one of the many I wrote, but something struck a chord.

The two and a half years I spent in Afghanistan were the most amazing, exciting, terrifying, exhilarating years of my life. I had been caught in a roadside bomb while travelling with Canadian troops, chased by a mob who, according to Tahir, my giggling translator, wanted to skin me alive, was shot at while on an army patrol with British troops and almost fell off the side of a cliff when the car I was driving in skidded on ice and performed a 360-degree turn on a single track road. I lived in a house where electricity came on for an hour or two every few days, where the pipes froze in winter and heating was a wood-burning stove in the corner of the room. My guard (who also doubled as a gardener and handyman) was in his seventies and grew his own hashish in the garden, where he chain-smoked.

In Afghanistan I also drank more cups of green tea than I imagined possible, laughed more than I had ever laughed before, hiked in the mountains on the border with China for two weeks with Yaks and – after some gentle persuasion from the blonde, female French photographer I was travelling with – got some American soldiers to let me fire an automatic grenade launcher at a bare hillside (I have to confess it was great fun!).

Afghanistan got under my skin. I, like so many others, fell in love with the place. When I left at the end of 2007, I had a few months off in India but decided I wanted to make a documentary on the country I had fallen for. I was fed up of writing about war and death, the country was so much more than that. I wanted to do a film that showed the other side of the country. The beauty, the madness, the humour, the resilience, the enterprise, the humanity and the people. Most Afghans hate how war defines them to the rest of the world. I wanted to do something that got away from the war. Of course war is always there but it is not the totality of the story, it is a part of the sum.

When I thought about what I wanted to film I kept coming back to cricket. The team, which didn’t allow its pathetic facilities, lack of money or lack of training to dim its hope and enthusiasm, had touched a nerve with me. I’ve always been a sucker for the underdog. I’d supported Cameroon over England at the 1990 World Cup, cried during the film Cool Runnings and loved watching Kenya get to the semi-finals of the 2003 Cricket World Cup.

When I heard the Afghan team was trying to go to the World Cup, and its first qualifier was in Jersey, I knew I had to follow it. The project started as a film, which was broadcast by the BBC, but also became this book. There was so much I couldn’t get in the film that needed telling. How could a war-ravaged country like Afghanistan play a sport more associated with the British village green? And by what absurd twist of fate had they ended up playing their first World Cup qualifier in the Channel Islands? I dare you to imagine somewhere more diametrically opposed to Afghanistan than quaint, peaceful, parochial Jersey.

Initially most people thought I was crazy. They couldn’t understand why I was heading back to Afghanistan to cover cricket! The team didn’t think I was mad; the players knew they had a story worth telling and they welcomed me with open arms (literally, I have never been hugged so much in my life). They let me into their lives, invited me to their homes, took me on the team bus and didn’t kick me out of the changing rooms during team talks. Taj Malik, and then Kabir Khan, made me feel like I was part of the team. I was lucky in that I was never made to feel like an interloper, an intruder or an outsider. I wonder if any other national teams would have made a stranger feel so welcome and almost part of the team? I wonder if I would have been so trusting if the tables were turned?

There are so many people who can claim to have played a part in setting up cricket in Afghanistan. If anything I have written doesn’t tally with your own recollection, I can only apologise. I spoke to as many people as possible and got as many different points of view and tried to steer the middle course. If nothing else, I hope you will enjoy reading about your team and what they have achieved.

Spending time with the Afghan team was an inspiration for me. I realised that the human mind is a wonderful thing: if you truly believe in something and never give up, you can achieve far more than you’ve ever dreamed. The world would be a better place if we all had a bit more of the spirit of the Afghan team in us.

Tim Albone


Chapter 1

The Incredible Journey

THE BORDER BETWEEN AFGHANISTAN AND PAKISTAN, DECEMBER 2001

IT IS AN encounter unlike any other. Thousands of Taliban fighters are fleeing the unlikely alliance of US bombers, Special Forces and ragtag Afghan militia that is thundering down through Afghanistan from the north. The fighters slip away on dirt trails and mountain passes pausing, perhaps, to gaze at Taj Malik Alam, who is travelling in the other direction towards the chaos.

As Taj – carrying only a spare change of clothes, a cricket bat and ball – crosses into Afghanistan from Pakistan, he contemplates the scene: distant bombs shake the earth, the Taliban, ousted from power less than three months before, are scattered throughout the countryside and Al-Qaeda, which funded the Taliban regime, though broken and in retreat, are still a present danger. Many of the Taliban’s feared Arab and foreign fighters are roaming the hills, seeking revenge. Taj is terrified of coming across them and those fears only intensify as the jagged, snow-capped peaks of the White Mountains loom into view. He will have to pass underneath their shadow on his way to Kabul. Below them lie the Tora Bora caves, a complex underground labyrinth, under the control of Islamists. Despite dropping tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of pounds of bombs, the Americans have been unable to flush out the fighters. It is rumoured that Osama bin Laden is hiding there. Most of the country is still lawless and, in mid-December, as Taj makes his journey he is aware that the country is in a state of flux. Kabul, the capital, had only been captured on 13 November; Kunduz, in the north, wasn’t taken until the end of November and Kandahar, the spiritual homeland of the Taliban, has only been wrested from Taliban control days before.

The Allied forces have a mission that, history tells us, no one has ever successfully carried out before – to try to bring peace and stability to Afghanistan.

Taj Malik Alam has his own, and some would say equally futile, mission: he wants to assemble an Afghan cricket team and, because he doesn’t lack ambition or belief, take it to the Cricket World Cup. He’s dreamt of this day since he was a child. As an Afghan, who has been forced by war to live his life in exile, this return couldn’t come soon enough.

Taj is full of energy; he always seems to be moving. If he has to sit still he fidgets and talks incessantly. He laughs easily and when his laughter comes it is shrill and urgent. He has a charm and, despite being overweight and balding, when he smiles it reveals, creased with laughter lines, a handsome, kind and open face.

For this journey he has grown a scraggly beard and swapped his usual tracksuit for traditional robes. As he crosses the border, as well as feeling nervous he feels a surge of positive energy. He is home. And finally he feels, if the Allied invasion is successful, Afghanistan might see peace – something that Taj, who was born in 1975, has never known.

For the past 16 years he has been forced to live as a refugee in Pakistan. His earliest memories are of Soviet helicopters scouring the skies, of brave men with nothing but Kalashnikovs taking on one of the strongest armies in the world, of victory celebrations in Peshawar when the Red Army pulled out and of disappointment when the country was consumed by civil war. He pauses to look up at the towering, snow-capped mountains that mark the eastern border of his homeland and his mind flashes to an event three months earlier that shook the world and changed his destiny and that of his country forever.

On 11 September 2001, 19 suicide bombers flew planes, loaded with civilians, into targets across the east coast of America. As the Twin Towers fell and thousands lost their lives, Afghanistan’s history took another unlikely and bloody turn. George W Bush, the American president, declared war on international terrorists and the country that housed them: that country was Afghanistan.

He announced – on 7 October, the day that the American Air Force launched their bombing raids – that America would not falter in its quest for peace and freedom. The Taliban had been issued with a list of demands – close down terrorist cells and return all foreign hostages – neither of these demands was met and now, in response to 9/11 and for the security of the Western world, Bush was launching war. As well as the fighter planes, Bush and Britain sent in Special Forces, soldiers who linked up with the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance to attack Taliban positions.

Before 9/11 Afghanistan largely survived on the largesse of terrorists. Without Al-Qaeda, Taliban Afghanistan couldn’t have existed: they were the main funders of the regime. How it had got to that stage reads like a thriller: it is a story steeped in intrigue, betrayal, religious fundamentalism and blood. Afghanistan’s history had rarely been peaceful but the last 30 years leading up to 2001 had been particularly bloody.

Until this point Taj’s life has been a tough one marked by exile, war and poverty, but he wouldn’t change it for anything. All these factors have combined to bring him an unexpected gift – cricket.

He has spent over half his life in the vast Kacha Gari refugee camp in Pakistan. Here, along with tens of thousands of other Afghans, he sheltered from the war that was ravaging his country. The camp, on the edge of the sprawling western Pakistani city of Peshawar, was, at its height in the 1980s and 1990s, a mini-city. More than that, it was a state in exile. Beside the mud huts, where the poor lived, stood the palatial houses of Afghan tribal chiefs and the elite. For most, including Taj, daily life was a struggle. His first year in the camp was incredibly tough. Even today, the family home is little more than a mud hut with a tin roof and has only three rooms; it had no electricity or water. After a year the water and electricity came but as his family increased (by 2001 he had eight brothers and three sisters), the rooms became more cramped. Taj’s parents have one room, all the boys share one and all the girls the other. There is very little privacy.

The family has no kitchen to speak of, and is forced to cook on a small gas cooker, often in the dark as the electricity supply, when it comes, is unreliable. The water supply is not clean enough to drink: they have to boil it and drink it as tea, which, like all Afghans, they drink by the gallon.

There is no sewerage system, and human waste, as well as rubbish, collects in puddles and piles in the dirt tracks that pass for roads. Unsurprisingly, disease is rife. As a child Taj had malaria several times as well as typhoid.

Like many of the children who grew up in the refugee camps, Taj’s father was a fighter who made trips into Afghanistan to battle the Soviets. He rose to the rank of commander, which eventually brought Taj’s family a level of privilege and relative wealth. He was considered a freedom fighter. The family ate well, never went hungry and had enough money to live. However, after the Soviet withdrawal and the subsequent civil war, the family struggled. Although Taj’s father had no hesitation in fighting the Soviets – he believed it was his moral and religious duty – he had no inclination to kill his fellow Afghans. As a result the family’s income and prestige was dissipated, and they once more struggled for money and food.

Although they continued to live a life of poverty, for his family and thousands like them, the camp allowed a freedom Afghanistan didn’t: people could walk around without having to worry about bombs and violence, the children could go to school and, of great importance to Taj, they could also play cricket. It was his hope that with the American invasion he could return home and take the sport with him. He wanted to see children playing cricket in Afghanistan like he had done as a boy in Pakistan; he wanted to take the game to his homeland.

Taj had fallen in love with cricket early in his stay in Pakistan. In 1987, two years after he had arrived in the country on the back of a donkey with his family and all the possessions they could carry, the cricket World Cup was held in India and Pakistan. He was 12 years old, and in the way of boys that age the world over he fell in love deeply and quickly with the sport. His family was too poor to own a TV but he couldn’t fail to notice the game. Pakistan was cricket crazy before the tournament, but in 1987 it reached endemic proportions. Every teahouse and every shop was showing live games on TV, every radio was switched to the commentary, and on every patch of land kids were re-enacting catches, wickets and sixes from games they had seen. In Peshawar the excitement hit fever pitch when on 17 October, England and Sri Lanka came to town, the only World Cup game to be staged in the city. Across the border in Afghanistan, the Mujahideen were waging war. They used Peshawar as a staging post for attacks and came to the city to recuperate, raise funds and spend time with their families. The city was less than 70 miles from the nearest Soviet base inside Afghanistan and it was here that England were playing.

It is not difficult for Taj to explain why he loves cricket. It is, he says, the game of kings. For a young Afghan refugee, with no television, very little education and isolated from the world at large, cricket is a window. Although he had heard about England before cricket, and England soon became his favourite team, countries like New Zealand and Zimbabwe were new to him. Other places were even more obscure and it took him a while to figure out what and where the West Indies were. But Taj immersed himself in the subject, showing the type of commitment and doggedness that would serve him well later in life. Pretty soon he had learnt about all the grounds and players from the ten Test nations.

Almost as soon as Taj started watching cricket he started playing it, though this was not without problems. As he couldn’t afford any equipment, he started playing with a stick and plastic bags wrapped up to make a ball. There was no flat ground on which to play as the refugee camp was on rutted, dusty scrubland, and to make matters worse, his father, who dreamed of Taj getting the education war and poverty had denied him, forbade him from playing the game. Taj would have to wait until his father was away fighting in Afghanistan, then he could play cricket to his heart’s content.

Taj was not alone in his love for the bat and ball. His elder brother, Sayed, head of the family during their father’s lengthy absences, and younger brothers Karim and Hasti were also keen cricketers. Together, the four brothers would skip school to go out and play the game. It didn’t do them much good. When their father returned from fighting and heard tales of their cricket playing he beat the brothers. He was uneducated and illiterate and wanted more for his boys than the life he had. Neighbours called the boys wasters and gangsters and, as they grew older, said it would be hard for them to find brides if all they did was play cricket.

The brothers were poor but canny, and soon found ways, through cricket, to make money. One day, like many others, Taj had skived off school to play and had persuaded his brothers and friends to do the same. They only had one old bat and it broke. As they were despairing they saw a funeral procession go by – the pitch was next to a graveyard. Taj came up with a plan: he persuaded the players to join the mourning, aware that often those that attended funerals were given a small financial gift. Taj and the players did their part, crying and sobbing when needed and when the funeral came to an end each of them was given 20 rupees (about 15 pence). It wasn’t much, but when they combined their money it was enough to buy two brand new bats.

It wasn’t long before Taj had set up a team in the refugee camp. He named it the Afghan Cricket Club. Made up exclusively of Afghan refugees, they became very good. The club would take the best Afghan players from the camps and challenge other teams from across Peshawar to games of tennis-ball cricket. And they would play for money. Often the bets would be for 3,000 rupees (just over £20 today, but then a fortune to the boys). More often than not, the team only had a few hundred rupees between them, but they were certain they would win so they would bet high. With their winnings they would buy bats and more tennis balls (wrapping them in gaffer tape to add extra weight and dull the bounce). Eventually they could even afford to lay a concrete pitch in a graveyard outside their house, and this became the first home of the Afghan Cricket Club.

From the start the team showed an amazing passion and zeal for the game; they also showed they hated to lose. During one local competition they had bought a big cup to give to the winners, which they assumed would be their team, but things didn’t go according to plan and they lost in the final. The brothers swapped the large cup for a smaller cup they found at home and presented it to the winning team, keeping the big trophy for themselves. Inevitably a fight broke out, but they never gave up the bigger cup. By way of justification the brothers laughed; they were the better team and they had deserved to win, they just got unlucky. Taj likes to say that lose is not a word in his dictionary; it is something unknown to him.

Their obsession with the game grew, and soon they did little else but play. Their father eventually tired of breaking their equipment and beating them and eased up on them, tolerating their endless games. They no longer had to hide their cricket equipment on the roof of the house, lie about their whereabouts or sneak out behind his back. But he and those around them still thought they were crazy. They had given up their education for a sport. Not only that but a foreign sport. Although the brothers weren’t educated – Taj claims to have done one year of university, but Hasti could barely write and Karim happily confessed to having very few interests outside of cricket – they were street smart. Hasti had a natural flair for business: he was often the one who organised the games and the betting syndicates. Taj would organise the brothers – he would hold training sessions, sort out the kit and equipment and very early took on the role of coach. Karim was always the most talented – he could hit the hardest, bowl the best and would combine this with some kamikaze wicketkeeping, diving across hard earth to take spectacular catches. Between them the three brothers formed the backbone of the Afghan Cricket Club, a team of refugees, playing with tennis balls or plastic bags in a refugee camp in Pakistan.

Throughout their childhood they had only one dream: it seemed an impossible one but it was to represent their country in an international cricket match. Taj was determined to make it happen. This book tells the story of Taj and his team’s incredible journey from refugees to international cricketing stars.


Chapter 2

Grand Designs

AFGHANISTAN, 2001

AFTER MAKING IT across the border to the eastern city of Jalalabad, Taj has to hole up in an anti-Taliban military base. It is basic – a few buildings with no windows, covered in bullet holes and surrounded by concertina wire – and it is cold because there is no heating, but at least he feels safe. At night he can hear bombs dropping in the distance, by day he hears tales of murder and destruction from soldiers who have returned from the frontlines. Despite this, Taj knows that if he is to realise his dream of establishing cricket in his beloved Afghanistan, he needs to make it to Kabul. Getting there is not going to be easy; although the journey is only a hundred miles, public transport is non-existent. The only option to move about the country is by private minivan.

The owners load their vehicles with people wanting to make the journey and charge them a few pounds for the privilege. Passengers are crammed in, three men sharing a seat is not uncommon. Women in burqas take the back seat and very often the boot where they fight for space with chickens and other livestock. Aside from the risks of bandits, Talibs and foreign fighters, the road itself poses many dangers to overloaded vehicles of dubious safety; at one point it winds its way through a gorge with a drop on one side of hundreds of feet.

Despite his concerns, Taj plucks up his courage, buys a seat and makes the dangerous journey to the capital. As the minibus winds its way to Kabul, Taj sees the destruction wreaked on his country – piles of rubble where houses once stood, and burnt-out cars and tanks litter the roadside – but his spirits are lifted by the sheer beauty of the scenery. After years in a dusty, dirty and claustrophobic refugee camp, the contrast is stark. Way below the mountain road he can see a fast-flowing river and above him jagged snow-capped mountain peaks. The temperature is dropping and the air is cool. The sky is perfectly clear. The air is fresh, a pleasant change from home where the air is full of the smells of humans living on top of each other. But while the countryside is beautiful, it is also deadly; Afghanistan is one of the most mined countries in the world and the side of the road is littered with deadly ordnance.

The catalogue of destruction shocks Taj. Villages that once thrived alongside the road have been laid to waste; although people are returning, it is a far cry from the bustling scenes Taj remembers from his childhood. Houses have been bombed out, mosques gutted and shops looted. War has also taken its toll on the road. A journey that had once taken three hours takes seven. The road is a ribbon of torn-up tarmac, potholes and rocks. Bombs, rockets, the heavy tracks of tanks and years of wear and tear have destroyed the asphalt, which had originally been laid in the 1960s. At that time Afghanistan was relatively peaceful. It was a stop-off point on the hippie trail, and America and the Soviet Union both vied for influence, building roads, schools and airports to curry favour and win support from the local population. Hippies would spend months at a time living in the hills of Afghanistan, smoking hashish, eating kebabs and swimming in the rivers. They came from all over Europe and America and were normally wealthy and taking a break before or after university. Today the only foreigners are troops, journalists and a smattering of brave aid workers.

When Taj finally arrives in Kabul it is early afternoon and the city is awakening from its Taliban slumber: barbers have returned, music shops have opened and women are out on the streets. The infrastructure is still non-existent: there is no electricity, no traffic lights, no rubbish collection, no mobile phone network and no functioning police force or army, the only security is provided by armed fighters from the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance. But changes are afoot. An interim government is in place and there is an air of optimism in the city for the first time in over 20 years.

Taj has no time to lose. He intends to set up a meeting with the head of the Afghan Olympic Committee. It might seem bizarre that Afghanistan, with its history of turmoil, even has an Olympic Committee. But the association has a long, if unsuccessful, history. It was formed in the early 1930s, when Afghanistan was a monarchy, and the nation entered its first Olympics in 1936. It has missed only five since, including the 1984 Los Angeles games when it was part of the Soviet-led boycott. In 2001, Afghanistan has yet to win an Olympic medal. Although cricket is not an Olympic sport, Taj needs the committee’s permission to press forward with his plans for the formation of an Afghan cricket team, as it is the only body in the country that can approve such a venture.

It isn’t easy setting up the meeting. In post-Taliban Kabul, getting anything done is hard. When it comes to sports, it’s even harder and when it is a sport very few people have any knowledge of, let alone passion for, it is harder still. There are no mobile telephones, the landline network cuts in and out, and it’s difficult to get hold of the telephone numbers of people or institutions you might want to contact anyway. The government is only just finding its feet. It wasn’t even clear when Taj arrived who was in charge of sports in the city. He has met a representative of the committee and got him to agree to support the project, but when the former wrestling champion Anwar Jagdalek returns from exile to retake the position as head of the committee – a post he had occupied after the Soviets were ousted from Afghanistan – Taj has to start again.

Despite this setback, Jagdalek’s appointment is a stroke of luck for Taj. Jagdalek is famous throughout Afghanistan for his courage and ferocity in the wrestling ring and on the battlefield. He was regarded as a courageous and shrewd fighter and his reputation drew a following of Hezb-e-Islami Mujahideen fighters during the 1980s jihad against the Soviets. Although Taj is too young to have fought in that conflict – despite his claim that as a young boy he fired a rocket-propelled grenade at a Soviet helicopter and missed – his father had fought alongside Jagdalek, and in a country where nepotism is still alive and can open doors, he is certain this will help smooth his passage.

With this in mind, before he goes into the meeting he enlists the aid of a distant relative called Bashir, who is also related to Jagdalek. Blood is thicker than water and this might help persuade Jagdalek, who Taj has heard is sceptical, of the country’s need for a national cricket team. But Taj has another card to play: he is armed with the knowledge that both his father and his mother grew up in the same village as Jagdalek. Taj feels that he is in a strong position.

Despite all this, the meeting doesn’t start well. Jagdalek doesn’t like cricket. Worse still, Taj is intimidated by his powerful rock-like physique. His head seems to grow out of his sloped shoulders, his eyes tell you everything you need to know, this is a man who has seen war and
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