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BOOK ONE
The Garden
Wherever there is a spring of fresh water, men and  bees and ants will gather.
—Jalaluddin Rumi


1
I AM THREE YEARS OLD. I AM SITTING ON MY  father’s knee. He is telling me of a magical place: the fairytale landscape you enter in dreams. Fountains fling diamond  droplets into mosaic pools. Coloured birds sing in the fruit-laden orchards. The pomegranates burst and their insides are  rubies. Fruit is so abundant that even the goats are fed on melons. The water has magical properties: you can fill to bursting  with fragrant pilau, then step to the brook and drink—and  you will be ready to eat another meal.
On three sides of the plateau majestic mountains tower,  capped with snow. The fourth side overlooks a sunny valley where, gleaming far below, sprawls a city of villas and  minarets. And here is the best part of the story: it is true.
The garden is in Paghman, where my family had its seat  for nine hundred years. The jewel-like city it overlooks is the  Afghan capital, Kabul. The people of Paghman call the capital  Kabul jan: beloved Kabul. We call it that too, for this is where  we belong.
“Whatever outside appearances may be, no matter who  tells you otherwise, this garden, this country, these are your  origin. This is where you are truly from. Keep it in your heart,  Saira jan. Never forget.”
ANY WESTERN ADULT MIGHT HAVE TOLD ME THAT  this was an exile’s tale of a lost Eden: the place you dream  about, to which you can never return. But even then, I wasn’t  going to accept that. Even then, I had absorbed enough of the  East to feel I belonged there. And too much of the West not to  try to nail down dreams.
My father understood the value of stories: he was a writer.  My parents had picked Kent as an idyllic place to bring up  their children, but we were never allowed to forget our Afghan  background.
Periodically during my childhood, my father would come  upon the kitchen like a storm. Western systematic method  quickly melted before the inspiration of the East. Spice jars  tumbled down from their neat beechwood rack and disgorged heaps of coloured powder on to the melamine sideboard. Every pan was pressed into service and extra ones  were borrowed from friends and neighbours. The staid old  Aga wheezed exotic vapours—saffran, zeera, gashneesh; their  scents to this day are as familiar to me as my own breath.
In the midst of this mayhem presided my father, the  alchemist. Like so many expatriates, when it came to maintaining the traditions, customs and food of his own country  he was plus royaliste que le roi. Rather than converting lead  into gold, my father’s alchemical art transported our English  country kitchen to the furthest reaches of the Hindu Kush.
We children were the sorcerer’s apprentices: we chopped  onions and split cardamom pods, nibbling the fragrant black  seeds as we worked. We crushed garlic and we peeled tomatoes. He showed us how to steep saffron, to strain yoghurt and  to cook the rice until it was dana-dar, possessing grains—that  is, to the point where it crumbles into three or four perfect  round seeds if you rub it between your fingers.
In the kitchen, my father’s essential Afghaniyat, Afghan-ness, was most apparent. The Afghan love of pilau is as fundamental to the national character as the Italian fondness for  spaghetti. The Amir Habibullah, a former ruler of Afghanistan, would demolish a vast meal of pilau, meatballs and  sauce for lunch, then turn to his courtiers and ask: “Now,  noblemen and friends, what shall we cook tonight?”
We knew to produce at least three times more pilau than  anyone could ever be expected to eat. Less would have been  an insult to our name and contrary to the Afghan character.  As my great-great-great-grandfather famously roared: “How  dare you ask me for a small favour?”
If, at any point, my father found himself with an unexpected disaster—rice that went soggy or an overboiling pan  that turned the Aga’s hotplate into a sticky mess—he would  exclaim: “Back in Afghanistan, we had cooks to do this work!”
He would tell us, with Afghan hyperbole: “We are making a  Shahi pilau, a pilau fit for kings. This recipe has been  handed down through our family since it was prepared for up  to four thousand guests at the court of your ancestors. It is far  better than the pilau you will find when you visit homes in  Afghanistan today.”
On one notable occasion, my father discovered the artificial food colouring, tartrazine. A pilau-making session was  instantly convened. Like a conjurer pulling off a particularly  effective trick, he showed us how just one tiny teaspoon could  transform a gigantic cauldron of pilau  to a virulent shade of  yellow. We were suitably impressed. From that moment on, traditional saffron was discarded for this intoxicating substance.
Years later, I learned that all of the Afghan dishes my  father had taught me diverged subtly from their originals. His  method of finishing off the parboiled rice in the oven, for  example, was an innovation of his own. Straining yoghurt  through cheesecloth turned out to be merely the first stage in  an elaborate process. In Kent, rancid sheep’s fat was hard to  come by, so he substituted butter. Cumin was an Indian contamination. And so it went on.
Yet although his methods and even his ingredients were different, my father’s finished dishes tasted indistinguishable  from the originals. He had conveyed their essential quality;  the minutiae had been swept away.
During these cookery sessions, we played a wonderful  game. We planned the family trip to Afghanistan that always  seemed to be just round the corner. How we would go back to  Paghman, stroll in the gardens, visit our old family home and  greet the relatives we had never met. When we arrived in the  Paghman mountains, the men would fire their guns in the  air—we shouldn’t worry, that was the Afghan way of welcome and celebration. They would carry us on their shoulders, whooping and cheering, and in the evening we would  eat a  pilau that eclipsed even the great feasts of the court of  our ancestors.
My mother’s family background, which is Parsee from  India, rarely got a look in. As far as my father was concerned,  his offspring were pure Afghan. For years, the mere mention  of the Return was enough to stoke us children into fits of  excitement. It was so much more alluring than our mundane  Kentish lives, which revolved round the family’s decrepit  Land Rover and our pet Labrador, Honey.
“Can we take the Land Rover?” asked my brother Tahir.
“We shall take a fleet of Land Rovers,” said my father  grandly.
My sister Safia piped up: “Can we take Honey?”
There was an uncomfortable pause. Even my father’s flight  of fantasy balked at introducing to Afghans as a beloved  member of our family that unclean animal, the dog.
When I was fifteen, the Soviet Union invaded and occupied Afghanistan. During a pilau-making session quite soon  after that, I voiced an anxiety that had been growing for some  time now. How could my father expect us to be truly Afghan  when we had grown up outside an Afghan community? When  we went back home, wouldn’t we children be strangers, foreigners in our own land? I expected, and possibly hoped for,  the soothing account of our triumphant and imminent return to Paghman. It didn’t come. My father looked tired and sad.  His answer startled me: “I’ve given you stories to replace a  community. They are your community.”
“But surely stories can’t replace experience.”
He picked up a packet of dehydrated onion. “Stories are  like these onions—like dried experience. They aren’t the original experience but they are more than nothing at all. You  think about a story, you turn it over in your mind, and it  becomes something else.” He added hot water to the onion.  “It’s not fresh onion—fresh experience—but it is something  that can help you to recognize experience when you come  across it. Experiences follow patterns, which repeat themselves again and again. In our tradition, stories can help you  recognize the shape of an experience, to make sense of and to  deal with it. So, you see, what you may take for mere snippets  of myth and legend encapsulate what you need to know to  guide you on your way anywhere among Afghans.”
“Well, as soon as I’m eighteen I’m going to go to see for  myself,” I said, adding craftily: “Then perhaps I’ll have fresh  experiences that will help me grow up.”
My father had been swept along on the tide of his  analogy. Now, he suddenly became a parent whose daughter  was at an impressionable age and whose country was embroiled in a murderous war.
“If you would only grow up a little in the first place,” he  snapped, “then you would realize that you don’t need to go  at all.”
April 2001
AT THIRTY-SIX YEARS OLD, I HAVE NEVER SEEN  Afghanistan at peace. I am choking under the burqa, the pale  blue veil, which begins in a cap upon my head. It covers my  face, my body, my arms and my legs, and is long enough to  trip me up in my muddy plastic shoes. A crocheted grille obscures my vision. A grid of black shadows intersects trees,  fields and the white road outside. It is like looking out  through prison bars.
I have not had enough air for four hours now and we have  eight more to go before we reach Kabul. I have an almost irresistible urge to do whatever it takes to breathe, simply  breathe. How can I describe it? I want to rip off the burqa in  the way that a drowning man will grapple his rescuer in his  urge to reach the air above. But I cannot: it is all that protects  me from the Taliban. Even lifting the front flap of my burqa  is  a crime, punishable by a beating.
In the front of the car, the taxi driver fumbles in a secret  compartment and produces a cassette. It is a good sign: music  is banned. I was told that we would have a safe car with a  driver we knew, but when it came down to it, we jumped into  a taxi at random. If he is willing to play music in front of us,  perhaps the taxi driver and we may trust each other. We are  fellow conspirators. Perhaps he will not give us away.
Afghan popular music blares out, singing of lover and  beloved. The Taliban detest this kind of language. The refrain  goes, “Jan, jan . . .” and I feel a sudden flash of happiness. It’s  crazy: in ten minutes, I could be dead. But I can’t help myself.  We are heading for Kabul—beloved Kabul.
On the face of it, I am a journalist, filming a documentary  for Channel Four Television, called Beneath the Veil, about the  Taliban’s Afghanistan. Now I have left my crew behind, to  travel in disguise with the Revolutionary Association of the  Women of Afghanistan.
We have just crossed the border illegally into Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. As a Westerner, if I am caught, I may  be imprisoned and accused of espionage. If the Taliban discover my family history and decide I am an Afghan, then I  share the same risks as the Afghan women who are helping  me: torture, a bullet in the head or simply disappearing in Pul  i Charki, Kabul’s notorious political prison. The women are  willing to take this risk because they belong to an organization that opposes the Taliban. Their activities—secret schools  and clinics for women—are already politically subversive  enough to get them killed.
Beside me, my female companion is being sick. She holds  a plastic bag, and vomits without lifting her burqa.
I don’t need to ask her what she is doing here: I need to  ask myself.
FOR MANY YEARS, IN THE SECRET CUBBYHOLE  where precious things were stored, my father kept a dusty file  containing two pieces of paper. The first was the crumbling  title deed to our estate in Paghman. The other was our family  tree, stretching back before the Prophet Muhammad, two  thousand years back, to the time before my family had even  heard of Afghanistan.
The title deed was no longer worth the paper it was written on. In Afghanistan, if you are not present to defend your  property, you had better be prepared to take it back by the  gun. As for our family tree, we didn’t need a piece of paper to  tell us who we were. My father, and his father before him,  saw to it that our lineage was etched on our hearts.
Our family traces its descent through Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad. The man who, during his lifetime, founded one of the world’s great monotheistic religions,  who united the feuding tribes of Arabia, and who could have  accumulated wealth beyond compare, but died in poverty. On  his deathbed he left this bequest: “I have nothing to leave  you, except my family.” Since then, his descendants have  been revered throughout the Muslim world. They are entitled to use the honorific Sayed.
My grandfather maintained that ancestry was something  to try to live up to, not to boast about. As an old man, his  hooded, faintly Mongolian eyes, his hooked nose and his tall  karakul lambskin hat made him look like an inscrutable sage  from a Mughal miniature. I remember this venerable figure telling me a joke: “They asked a mule: ‘What kind of creature  are you?’ He replied: ‘Well, my mother was a horse!’ ”
The old man laughed, enjoying the punch-line, and so  did I, though I barely understood it. “Do you understand? He  was only a mule, but he boasted of the horse, his ancestor! So,  you see, Saira jan, it is less important who your forebears  were than what you yourself become.”
Islam, as I absorbed it, was a tolerant philosophy, which  encouraged one to adopt a certain attitude to life. The Qur’an  we studied taught: “There is no compulsion in religion.” The  Prophet we followed said: “The holy warrior is he who struggles with himself.”
Many of the sayings of the Prophet that I was raised on  are from a compilation by the Afghan authority Baghawi of  Herat. In the orthodox Muslim world it is eclipsed by the  monumental collection of Imam Bokhari. Bokhari set out to  preserve the literal words and traditions of the Prophet as an  act of pious scholasticism. He investigated six hundred thousand sayings, passing only around five thousand as incontestably authentic.
The purpose of Baghawi’s collection, on the other hand, is  instrumental, rather than scholastic. It was revered by the  classical Persian poets, and is widely used in dervish mystical  communities to this day. Sayings are included for content.  The distinction between these two great Islamic figures is a  matter of emphasis: the literal or the spiritual.
Probably because Afghans were thin on the ground in  Tunbridge Wells, my father hired an Iranian Qur’an teacher  for us. We didn’t like him. He felt that, when it came to the  Holy Word of God, rote learning was more important than  understanding. He slapped my six-year-old sister for failing  to memorize in Arabic the mystical verse from the Qur’an  known as the Niche for Lights:
Allah is the light of the heavens and of the earth.  His light is like a niche, wherein there is a lamp: The lamp within a glass, the glass like unto a pearly star.
It is lit from a blessed olive tree
Neither of the East, nor of the West
The oil of which itself shines, although fire has touched it not:
Light upon light!
Outside our sealed bubble of tolerant Muslim culture, the  Islamic world was changing. Some years before the Iranian  revolution, our Qur’an teacher became fascinated by the ideas  of Ayatollah Khomeini. He was hurriedly dismissed, and he  eventually returned to Iran to study in a religious seminary.  When the thirst for Islamic revolution had stirred his heart  sufficiently, he decided he had been brought to our household for a purpose: to witness the depravity and error into  which our branch of the family of the Prophet had sunk.  For a while, we children were hurried past the thick laurel  bushes in the driveway, in case our erstwhile Qur’an instructor was lurking there, ready to attack us.
What unacceptable religious ideas had he encountered in  our home? What teachings did he find so detrimental to the  hearts of the faithful? Perhaps Baghawi of Herat’s sayings of  the Prophet, which adjured one to think for oneself rather  than conform to externals without question:
“One hour’s teaching is better than a whole night of  prayer.”
“Trust in God, but tie your camel first.”
“The ink of the learned is holier than the blood of the  martyr.”
“You ask me to curse unbelievers, but I was not sent  to curse.”
“I order you to help any oppressed person, whether  they are Muslim or not.”
“Women are the twin halves of men.”
These were the values I grew up with. This was the Islam  I bought into.
April 2001
NOW I HAVE ENTERED A WORLD WHERE I AM FORBIDDEN to show my face, paint my nails or fly a kite. Nothing  is too trivial for the scholars of Islamic law to prohibit. Even  paper bags are banned—just in case the paper they are composed of should chance to have written upon it the Holy  Name of Allah, which might consequently run the risk of  defilement. Allah really cares about getting the details right.  There is a serious debate raging as to whether the acceptable  Islamic way to punish homosexuality is by tipping a wall over  the offender, or by throwing him off the highest minaret.
Nothing is permitted unless the Holy Qur’an specifically  sanctions it, or unless it is an authenticated practice of the  Prophet. Everything else must undergo examination by the  religious scholars. They use a rigorous process of analogy and  theological debate to determine what is permitted and what is  prohibited. The Ministry for the Prevention of Vice and the  Promotion of Virtue, the feared religious police, enforces their  edicts.
The twenty-first century throws up constant challenges to  faith. Television and video are banned, but cassette tape might  contain Qur’anic recitations. It should only be destroyed if  there is music on it. Instrumental music is not permitted, but  simple religious chants are allowed.
Cigarettes are permitted, but some cigarette packets have  pictures of women on them. These are banned. The strictest  care must be taken not to allow images of the human form.  Passport photographs present a dilemma. It has been determined that the heads and shoulders of males may be shown, for  the purpose of identification. Top-to-toe shots are unlawful.
The stakes are high: this is the prototype for a perfect Islamic state. Morals must be above reproach. Women must be  protected, and the best way to do that is to keep them  indoors. They are prohibited from going outside without a  male relative as an escort. Even then, they must be entirely  covered in the burqa, to prevent them leading men into temptation. Girls over nine are barred from school. Females are  banned from almost all jobs.
Sufism, the philosophical tradition of my forebears, has  been pushed underground. The Taliban deplore its assertion  that spiritual essentials are more important than external  practices.
My ancestors maintained that the Qur’an was revealed in  seven layers, with an outer, literal meaning, and successive  deeper levels of mystical value. Their suggestion that, while  it is possible to rise by the Shariah, the religious law, the  Prophet also had an inner circle of disciples to whom he  taught an esoteric path, is now regarded as heresy.
The border post at the mouth of the Khyber Pass is controlled by Taliban guards. Through the burqa’s grille I see  them patrolling. They wear the trademark black turbans of  Kandahar, the hometown of their movement. We will have to  cross the frontier on foot, under their gaze. Wearing the  burqa is an art that I haven’t had time to acquire, and I trip  trying to clamber out of the car. I am aware that I walk too  confidently: like a Westerner—or a man. I try to look suitably  submissive. I hunch my shoulders and attempt to efface even  my thoughts.
There are three of us. A man and a woman alone might  excite suspicion: the Taliban might demand proof that we are  married or related. But one man with two veiled women, following a few footsteps behind, is too common a sight to  arouse suspicion.
I have rehearsed my cover story and learned off pat the  answers I will give if I am stopped and questioned. My name  is Fatima. I come from the southern town of Ghazni. I am an  Afghan refugee, returning to visit my family in Kabul for my sister’s wedding. I am Persian-speaking. I do not speak Pushtu,  the language of the Taliban.
But nobody stops me. The Taliban guards neither smile  nor scowl as we pass. They do not even look at me. I require  no documents. I am merely a notation on the papers of my  male escort. As a woman, I have ceased to exist. The burqa is  my passport, my cloak of invisibility.
It occurs to me that I have been doing this all my life:  using the raw materials of a culture to subvert it. Although I  have spent my adult life chasing the dream of a national identity, my allegiance is not to a country, or even to a tribe. It is  to a set of values.
TWO PEOPLE LIVE INSIDE ME. LIKE A COUPLE WHO rarely speak, they are not compatible. My Western side is a  sensitive, liberal, middle-class pacifist. My Afghan side I can  only describe as a rapacious robber baron. It revels in blood-shed, glories in risk and will not be afraid.
In 1842, nearly five thousand fighting men—the whole  Kabul force of the British army—were hacked to pieces by an  Afghan horde. Twelve thousand camp followers—unarmed  and innocent civilians—were also butchered. Only one man  made it to safety. The exhausted Dr. Brydon, humiliatingly  mounted on a donkey, was the sole surviving representative  of Afghanistan’s British occupiers. His arrival brought tidings  to a stunned world that an entire British army had been  wiped out. This human catastrophe inspired a gloating Afghan  battle song:
Doktor brydon, khar-i lang-ash
Ham quwad dar khak-i mast

Doctor Brydon, on his lame donkey,
All his troops are in our soil.

I grew up applauding a massacre that, if it happened  today, I would surely condemn as an atrocity. The song has a  catchy tune and I used to hum it during netball practice at  my grammar school. I didn’t mean anything by it politically: I  was oblivious to the irony of my situation. However, if British  identity can be judged by which team you support, I suppose  I failed the test.
My own identity was shaped more by myths and legends than by my passport or birth certificate. Most of them  enshrined lessons from history.
The disparate features of the people of Afghanistan bear  the traces of countless invading armies: the fair skin of the  Turkic hordes, the slant eyes of the Mongols, the blond hair  of Alexander’s men, the hawk-noses of Arabs. Few invaders  cared for this desolate crossroads of Asia where, the Afghans  say, when God finished making the world, he laughed and  threw down his rubbish. Most of them were heading south,  dreaming of the boundless treasures, the warm waters and  the alluring, soft underbelly of India.
Rather than growing weary of war, the Afghans themselves raised armies and went to conquer and pillage. The  great Afghan ruler Mahmud of Ghazna invaded India more  than seventeen times. The Afghan king Babur (himself a  descendant of the Mongol invaders of Afghanistan) conquered  Delhi in 1526 and ruled India as the first Mughal emperor.  Two centuries later, the Afghan Durrani Empire included  modern Afghanistan, much of Pakistan and parts of Iran.
Running through this turbulent history was a theme:  nurturing the Afghan reputation for unpredictability might  help you survive.
In preparation for a British visit to his court, the late-nineteenth-century king Abdurrahman Khan ransacked the  jails and dressed condemned prisoners as courtiers. Feigning  a fit of pique during the audience, the king snapped his fingers. Without turning a hair, the captain of the guard gave an order, his men aimed and fired; a dozen richly dressed figures  collapsed to the ground, dead.
“You are a cruel man,” gasped a horrified British officer.
“I rule, alas, a strong people,” replied the king.
How fitted that attitude is for surviving in the wild  reaches of the Hindu Kush; and how particularly unsuitable  for life in leafy Tunbridge Wells. I can see now that, in many  ways, my family had simply refused to adapt to local conditions. It has taken me years to fling off the conviction that  seafood is a poison that will kill me instantly (Afghanistan is a  landlocked country, with poor roads and no refrigeration).  Similarly, I grew up unable to admit to feeling fear.
You can’t afford fear in a place where centuries of war  mean courage is not a luxury. Above all, do not fear death: in  the mountains death comes too suddenly and too often to live  in dread of it. When I was a child, I was afraid of the dark.  My father told me this story.
“Once upon a time there was a lion. One day, he went to  the side of the water to drink. Staring back at him from the  water, he saw another lion. The lion growled, but he was met  by a growl of such ferocity that he jumped back. For a whole  day he stayed by the pool, getting thirstier and thirstier, more  and more frightened. Finally the lion’s thirst overcame his  fear and in desperation he bent his head deep into the water.  In a trice, the other lion—which had merely been his own  reflected self—disappeared and the real lion was free to take a  long drink of the cool, clear water.
“Which goes to show—never, ever fear what you don’t  understand. Afghans do not fear, Saira jan. Never be afraid.”
April 2001
I HAVE BEEN LIVING WITH FEAR FOR DAYS NOW.  Not the exhilarating fear of my ancestors: the roar of battle,  the shot of adrenaline that spurs you on for the fight. I have never known fear quite like this before: slow and seeping  fear, like cold in your bones; like toothache. I have a tremor in  my core. My voice quavers. When I move, I fumble. This fear  wears me down. It is as low-grade and debilitating as being  chilled, damp, undernourished and weary all the time. It  dwells inside me and never goes away.
I look into the faces of my companions and know that I  am not alone. Fear has sunk into the fabric of Kabul life. The  people who live in the ruins of the capital gave up fighting  years ago, even fighting to survive. Nobody eats well. The  children have huge sores. When I ask about them, people  shrug: all children get them, they last for a year. They do not  have a name.
We are heading for a secret school for girls. The way is  muddy, and we are afraid. I despise myself for it. We arrive at  an ordinary, once middle-class home. The teacher impresses  me. She has pride in her eyes and smouldering anger. She  used to teach in a high school. When the Taliban came to  power, they dismissed her because she was a woman.
The teacher draws the net curtains in her parlour. She  wears a chiffon scarf and defiant red lipstick. She smiles but  the anger never leaves her eyes. It is closer to her than her  jugular vein. Her anger at what is happening has become part  of her soul.
Her pupils arrive in twos and threes. That way they won’t  draw attention to themselves. Even the youngest girls wear  the burqa. In the Taliban’s Kabul, concealment is a blessing.  They enter silently and let their veils slip to the floor. After  a spell in this city, it is a shock to see so many uncovered  female faces. They look like flowers, in a row, upturned to the  light.
I had not intended to do an interview but the teacher  wants to talk. She wants the world to know what is going on  here.
Do I know that seventy per cent of teachers in Kabul used  to be women? Not only girls are denied education, boys are deprived of it too. If the Taliban find this class everyone in  the room—children included—will be beaten and sent to jail.
I ask myself: Would I send my daughter to school if she  ran the risk of ending up in jail? Ninety per cent of Afghan  women are illiterate. How do you choose between jail in the  present or a future without hope?
A couple of weeks ago, we drove through these streets  with a Taliban chief of intelligence. I was travelling as part of  a television documentary crew, equipped with an official  journalist’s visa. In his district of the city alone, he has three  hundred informants. Neighbour spies on neighbour. You  never know your friend from your enemy. His main task, he  told me, was rooting out and rounding up members of the  political opposition. That means the teacher and my escorts  from RAWA. That means me.
Inside me, smouldering through the coldness of my fear, I  can feel the fire of anger getting stronger. The Taliban aren’t  just oppressive. They have corrupted all the qualities I grew  up believing to be quintessentially Afghan: generosity of  spirit, courage, boundless self-confidence and, above all, a  sense of humour.
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IF EVER, AS A CHILD, I WANTED REMINDING OF  the qualities that epitomized the Afghan people, I didn’t need  to look further than the example of my illustrious ancestor,  the mystic and warlord Jan Fishan Khan.
To this day, I can visualize the portrait of him that dominated our living room. In it he carries his famous bird-headed  sword, but he is not wearing the diamond-encrusted armour  he was reputed to sport upon the battlefield. He has a full  black beard and splendid turban, and his hooded eyes and  hooked nose are reflected in the features of members of my  family to this day.
His real name was Sayed Muhammad Khan, son of Sayed  Qutubuddin Khan of Paghman. His appellation—Jan Fishan—combined two concepts, the mystical and the temporal.  Jan Fishan means “scatterer of souls.” As a warlord, the Khan  often had occasion to scatter the souls of his enemies. However, the name originated in a couplet of Sufi poetry, referring  to the supplicant’s devotion to God:
Gar dast dehad hazar jan-am
Dar pai mubarakat fishan-am

If I had a thousand lives
I would scatter them all at your blessed feet.

While he would have put to the sword anyone who impugned his honour, the soul-scattering Khan often displayed  unexpected humility. One of his aphorisms was: “I am so  often treated better than I deserve without complaining, why  should I always protest when I am treated worse?”
Jan Fishan was the last of our family to hold the title shah-saz,  kingmaker. He was an independent warlord who held  court and maintained his own standing army. Since Paghman  commanded a strategic position on the heights overlooking  the capital, his forces could sweep down and raid the city  whenever they pleased. On the lips of the men of Paghman,  the endearment Kabul jan—beloved Kabul—thereby acquired  a certain sinister connotation.
Some years before their ill-starred invasion of Afghanistan  in 1839, the British tried to intimidate Jan Fishan into becoming their ally. They invited him to India to watch a military  display. To emphasize the impressive performance of their  heavy guns, the British officer escorting the Khan exclaimed  every time a shell was fired: “Oh, I say! Jolly good shot! Did  you see that? It hit the target.”
In reciprocation, Jan Fishan invited the British back to  his fortress in Paghman to view his legendary horses. At the  time, no one in Afghanistan had stables to match his.
“How remarkable! They are eating grass,” exclaimed Jan  Fishan, as they approached a group of horses standing in their  field. The British were nonplussed, but they politely affirmed  that this was, indeed, the case.
“Look at the groom! He is combing the horse’s mane!”  cried the Khan. Another horse passed them, and the feared  warlord shouted: “By Allah—it can walk! It can actually  walk!” The British began to wonder whether their host was  mad.
As they were leaving, Jan Fishan turned to them with a  smile and said: “You have seen, gentlemen, that if you have  guns that hit the target exactly as they were designed to do, I too am surrounded by things that appear to be fulfilling their  function quite adequately. What I have learned from you is to  get excited about it.”
The circumstances under which our family had abandoned the magical gardens of Paghman and the citadel our  ancestors had loved for so many generations were shrouded  in mystery. It was years before I dared to ask about them. I’d  always suspected there was some skeleton hidden in our  closet, that some terrible family original sin had cast us out of  Paradise, to become for ever wanderers.
“It is a long story,” said my father, but if he’d hoped to  put me off, that was the wrong way to go about it. I loved  long stories. “It took generations,” he said, but that was all  right too. I had plenty of time. “Well,” he said, at last, “I suppose you’re old enough to hear about it.”
Now, legends are legends. I believe the story he told me  contains the spirit of what happened but, if the tawdry facts  are wrong, don’t blame me. This is the tale as it was handed  down to me.
Many years ago, our illustrious ancestor Jan Fishan Khan  set us off on the course we have followed ever since. He was  faced with a choice between his country’s interests and his  sense of personal duty. It happened like this.
Jan Fishan, as we know, was a kingmaker. He was allied  by marriage to a former king of Afghanistan, Shah Shujah.  The fellow was weak-willed, vain and heedless, but what  could be done? Family allegiance was inviolable. Shah Shujah  had been exiled in British India for years. He even collected a  pension from the Raj.
When there is no threat from outside Afghanistan, national interests dissolve before tribal ambitions. Afghan history took its usual turbulent course. One king deposed another,  while the country’s rival warlords backed various candidates  for the throne. Things often got bloody. A common, and relatively merciful, method of eliminating a pretender was to put out his eyes: the law stipulated that a blind man could  not rule.
Until 1839 Shah Shujah was all but forgotten. Then the  British, looking for an excuse to invade Afghanistan, began  flattering the impressionable former king. Their army was  invincible. Why did he not allow them to help him regain his  throne?
The British had been trying for years to win Jan Fishan to  their side. But all to no avail: he had outwitted them time and  again. However, in Shah Shujah, they had found his Achilles’  heel. When the former king determined to accept the help of  a British force, Jan Fishan’s sense of family honour would not  allow him to attack the occupying infidel army from his eyrie  in Paghman.
British troops accompanied Shah Shujah to Kabul. Their  presence ensured that he would never be more than a hated  puppet. The wild tribes of the frontier lands co-operated only  because they were promised enormous bribes. The British  foolishly neglected to pay up and the resulting rebellion soon  became a general uprising. Afghaniyat, the sense of Afghan  national identity, rose and swallowed up tribal differences.  When Jan Fishan still refused to side against his kinsman,  Shah Shujah, he was regarded as a traitor.
At the end of 1842, the British army began one of the  most disastrous episodes of its history: the retreat from Kabul.  Pathetically, the British commander General Elphinstone continued to believe the Afghan promises of a truce even as, day  after day, the frontier tribesmen picked off his forces in the  mountain passes. Wolves and human predators tore apart  the dead and wounded, who had been simply abandoned in  the snow. The army’s camp followers—including thousands  of women and children from British India—starved, froze or  were cut into pieces.
On the fifth day of the British retreat, Akbar Khan, the  bloodthirsty and treacherous leader of their Afghan tormentors, suddenly offered to take the handful of surviving English women and children into protective custody. My family’s legend has it that Jan Fishan Khan had used the last  shreds of his prestige to help bring about and maintain this  small act of mercy. He was rewarded by a brief footnote in the  diary of one of the women whose life was saved: Lady Sale.
Jan Fishan paid dearly for sacrificing Afghan patriotism  to personal honour. For the rest of his life he was seen as  someone who had collaborated with the hated force of infidel  occupation. So, after all these years, I had discovered that my  family’s secret shame was this: rather than take part in the  massacre and rout of the British, my ancestor had tried to save  the lives of women and children.
That I had never heard this story before was surely a sign  that, even after a century and a half, the wounds were still  raw. Then, my father shocked me by saying: “Of course, that  was how we escaped. We needed that disgrace to help us  break out of the nation state.”
JAN FISHAN FOUND IT EXPEDIENT TO LEAVE AFGHANISTAN for a time—although he was too powerful a figure to  be banished permanently. He took his army with him. They  marched south, deep into British India. Here, they felt sure,  they would find fighting and plunder enough to satisfy warriors who were not afraid to die.
Some years later, the British made the Khan an offer that  possibly only a group of Afghans would take seriously. The  Red Fort in Delhi was in the hands of Indian mutineers. If he  and his men could breach its fortifications and capture Delhi,  then Jan Fishan Khan would win the city as his prize.
This was a lure the soul-scattering Khan could not resist.  Jan Fishan vowed that he would storm the fort, whatever it  cost him. He led his
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