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  Foreword


   


  Kashmir, Pakistan December 1971


   


   


  Since Partition in 1947, when British India, the Jewel in the Crown of Empire, attained independence and was divided into Hindu India and Muslim Pakistan, the two countries have been at one another’s throats. The bloodletting at Partition was horrific. About 10½ million people were displaced amid scenes of bloodshed and violence which led to the deaths of another half a million, and the two new nations fought the first of their wars over Kashmir immediately afterwards.


  Renowned for the beauty of its lakes and mountains, a romantic spot where in the days of the Raj young British newlyweds would spend their honeymoon on a houseboat, Kashmir was politically a time bomb. It was, in many ways, a microcosm of the old India. The ruler, a maharajah, was a Hindu. After Partition, he opted to join India, under pressure from Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, himself of Kashmiri origin. But most Kashmiris were Muslims and when they rebelled, Nehru sent in the army. The first Indo-Pakistani War led to another partition, the capital Srinagar and the famous lakes falling to India, and Azad (Free) Kashmir going to Pakistan.


  That was in 1948. Twenty-three years later, I found myself flying to Kabul en route for Pakistan on the outbreak of the Third Indo-Pakistani War, on 3 December 1971. Pakistan had closed its airspace and the only way in was by air to Kabul and then by road over the Khyber Pass to Peshawar.


  One of the results of Partition had been to make Pakistan virtually ungovernable. Twelve hundred miles of hostile India divided East from West Pakistan and, apart from religion, they had little in common. Economically and politically West Pakistan was the dominant partner. The capital, then, was Karachi. Inevitably, East Pakistan developed an inferiority complex. To make matters worse, a disastrous cyclone struck the East in 1970. Elections that December returned the Pakistan Peoples Party to power in the West and the Awami League to power in the East. A dispute broke out as to who should rule, strikes followed and then a revolt in the East, which declared independence as Bangladesh. India backed Bangladesh and declared war on Pakistan. The outcome was predictable. Outnumbered three to one, and fighting a long way from home, Pakistan not only lost half its country but suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of the Indians. A whole army of nearly 90,000 men was taken prisoner and morale plummeted.


  In Islamabad, I happened to meet an old friend, General, later President, Zia ul-Haq. He was like a man bereft. This latest debacle, Pakistan’s third defeat in three wars, would leave deep wounds and lasting bitterness. Having completed the spectacular journey through the mountains of Afghanistan and over the Khyber we spent the night in Peshawar – where there was a blackout – and drove south the next day. When my ITN crew and I reported to the press office at army headquarters, Rawalpindi, we were told we could go on an army trip to Kashmir the next day.


  We were taken to the front line. There was very little action. The Pakistanis and the Indians had a standard drill, the friendly artillery major in charge informed us. Every morning the Indians would shell the Pakistan lines, and every afternoon the Pakistanis would return fire. Feeling we ought to film some aspect of this war, having taken such trouble to get here, I asked the major what time he would be firing back.


  ‘Oh, about four o’clock,’ he said.


  I looked at my watch. ‘Unfortunately, they’re taking us back at 3.30.’


  ‘Oh, no problem,’ he said helpfully. ‘We can easily bring it forward half an hour and wake them up a bit early.’ He smiled to show it was a ritual, nothing more.


  The BBC, I remember, were also keen to film a bit of the action. We all chorused our approval. Five minutes later the obliging major sent ten or twenty shells hurtling across the sky to explode in Indian territory ten miles away. ‘Will they respond?’ I asked.


  ‘No, no,’ he said with a laugh. ‘Tomorrow morning.’


  Otherwise, there was no action on the Kashmir front. But in the months and years ahead, the Pakistan Army would recruit, arm and train many hundreds of guerrillas to fight in Kashmir. For them it would not be a ritual, but a bitter war. As the guerrillas became more experienced and more lethal, they would eventually carry out attacks like that, many years later, on Mumbai. The bitterness would grow and the chances of a settlement in Kashmir would become increasingly unlikely. But without such a settlement, it is difficult to see how peace between India and Pakistan can ever be established.


  This book is about Afghanistan. But, as I will try to show, the key to that war lies at least partly in Pakistan, and in the Kashmir problem. We, in the West, have been slow to grasp that simple truth. Even the United States, with its vast resources, both material and intellectual, has not found an answer to the riddle: how do we persuade Pakistan to abandon its support for the Taliban and make peace with India? I do not pretend to know the answer, but I know it is important we apply ourselves to finding it.1


  Part One


  Early Battles


  1


  Zia and the ISI, 1970–1984


   


  I’m sending four Special Forces people with you to make sure you’re safe.


  General Zia, Rawalpindi, 1984


   


   


   


   


  I first met Zia, then a brigadier, in Amman, where he was deputy head of the Pakistan Military Mission to Jordan. It was just after Black September, 1970, when, after months of provocation and mounting fears of a PLO (Palestine Liberation Organisation) coup, the pro-Western King Hussein finally took action against them and their leader, Yasser Arafat. A close confidant of the King, Zaid Rifai, later Ambassador to London and Prime Minister, described to me how fraught the situation then was: ‘The fedayeen had almost taken total control of Amman; the [Jordanian] Army was deployed in the Jordan Valley against Israel. On 15 September a parliamentary delegation went to see Arafat in an attempt to have him and his forces abide by Jordanian laws and leave the capital . . . if his real aim was to mount operations against Israel.’ Arafat told the parliamentarians that the situation had gone out of his hands, that he could not control all the fedayeen and that all he could do was ‘to offer King Hussein twenty-four hours to leave the country’.


  When the parliamentary delegation reported this to the King, he immediately formed a military government and declared martial law. The commanding general telephoned Arafat and gave him an ultimatum: leave the capital with his forces or the army would drive them out. Arafat refused, so on 17 September the army was ordered to move against the fedayeen, of whom there were 70,000, according to Zaid Rifai, dug in all over the city. In the ensuing battle, the commander of the 2nd Armoured Division and his deputy were badly wounded and King Hussein asked Zia, who had once been a tank commander himself, to take over. ‘We flew Zia in a helicopter to the north [where the Syrian armour, camouflaged as PLO tanks, had invaded] and he took command,’ Rifai recalled. Many observers believe Zia played a key role in the defeat of the PLO and Zia told me that the first person to congratulate him when he deposed Bhutto, the authoritarian Prime Minister of Pakistan, seven years later, was King Hussein.1


  As the ITN correspondent in Jordan in the summer of 1970, I watched the storm clouds gather. The influx of Palestinian refugees following the Six-Day War of 1967, accompanied by fifty-two Palestinian and other international terrorist groups including the Baader-Meinhof gang, the Red Brigades and Carlos the Jackal, according to Zaid Rifai, had created a state within a state. Nearly half the population of Jordan and of Amman, the capital, were Palestinian and some quarters of the capital became no-go areas. Soldiers whose families lived in these areas stopped going home on leave in uniform: those who did were disarmed and insulted. The British military attaché at the Embassy told me he felt uncomfortable sitting in his car, in uniform, waiting for his wife to come out of the hairdresser’s in the middle of Amman. Fedayeen with AK-47s slung over their shoulders strutted through the streets as if the capital belonged to them and pushed their way into the bar at the Intercontinental Hotel, jingling their collecting boxes arrogantly under the noses of Western guests. The message was clear: ‘We’re in charge here . . .’


  One story, which I did not believe, and which Zaid Rifai said was untrue, but which captured the mood, had the King lying down in the road outside a barracks to stop his loyal Beduin troops, determined to foil any PLO coup, driving their tanks into the Palestinian townships. What is certainly true, however, is that King Hussein was twice ambushed and narrowly avoided assassination at the beginning of Black September. Driving from his hilltop palace at Hummar, ten miles outside Amman, into the city, ‘to see what was happening’, he came under attack at the Suweileh crossroads. The firing was so heavy that the bullets were ‘dancing off the road like rain’, in the words of Zaid Rifai. ‘I begged the King to get into a ditch at the side of the road . . . One of the Royal Guards officers and I had the same thought . . . We both decided at the same time to physically protect the King.’ They both jumped to cover him, collided in mid-air and fell on top of him. Their combined weight did not do the King’s back any good. Zaid Rifai told me that when he went to see the King the next day, Hussein said: ‘“Never do that again. You’re more bloody dangerous than the fedayeen.” He was grinning but I knew he meant it.’2 Although the King and Rifai escaped without serious injury, a sergeant of the guard was killed and four guards were wounded.


  On another occasion Hussein was driving to the airport to meet his daughter, Alia, when his convoy was again ambushed. Luckily, he told me, one of the ambushers opened fire too early while they were still out of range. Despite that, Hussein and his guards were pinned down for about twenty minutes until they managed to extricate themselves.3


  I arrived in Amman from London, via Syria, in the immediate aftermath of the fighting and checked into the Jordan Intercontinental. Also there was an old friend, Ed Hughes, who worked for Time magazine and was based in Beirut. Ed was a live wire, always full of ideas. ‘Hey, there’s a Pakistani brigadier here you ought to meet,’ he told me. ‘He’s very well informed; you’ll like him. He’s also very hospitable and he’ll ask us to his house for a curry. He’s called Zia, Brigadier Zia ul-Haq.’


  We met soon after in the lobby of the Intercontinental, which Zia seemed to patrol regularly. Spotting Ed, he bore down on us, impeccable in his well-pressed army uniform, with jet-black hair, very white teeth and a film-star smile. The smile was Zia’s trademark. We shook hands and within five minutes he had issued his invitation to curry at his house the following night. Zia was a good host and although he did not drink, Ed and I were offered beer with our curry. Having been commissioned into the Indian Army during the war, Zia was very British in manner but very Muslim, I discovered, in his private life. Over dinner, he asked me if I was getting all the help I needed.


  ‘Frankly, no,’ I said. ‘Being in television, we need pictures.’ What I would really like, I added, was to spend some time with the King. We’d done several stories on the Palestinians and it was time we did the other side; but although I kept asking the Ministry of Information for an interview, nothing happened; and I did not think the King knew about my requests to see him.


  Zia, who had listened attentively, said: ‘Let me see what I can do to help. I’ll talk to someone tomorrow.’


  I did not set much store by his offer, but was pleasantly surprised when a mysterious figure in dark glasses arrived at the hotel next evening and without introducing himself said he understood I felt I was not getting the help I would like. I agreed that was so. Were we free tomorrow? he asked, adding he had something to show us that he thought would interest us.


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  ‘I will send a car for you,’ he promised, as he left. As soon as I saw the car next morning with merely a crown and an Arabic number on the number plate, I knew things were looking up.


  ‘Look, boys,’ I said, ‘this must be a car from the palace. We’re in business.’ We certainly were. The mysterious man in dark glasses turned out to be Moraiwid Tel, King Hussein’s secretary, and brother of the tough Prime Minister, Wasfi Tel, later assassinated by the PLO in Cairo for his role in Black September. Half an hour later after the car dropped us at the air force base next to Amman airport, we were in one of Hussein’s helicopters flying north behind him on his first visit to his troops on the Syrian border since Black September.


  These were the soldiers who had repulsed a Syrian invasion force which, as fighting raged in Amman, had crossed the border early one morning in support of the PLO. Led by a large number of tanks, they had orders to drive down the road to Amman and overthrow Hussein. But owing to a feud between the Syrian President and his Defence Minister, Hafez al Assad, later to be President himself, Assad refused to commit the air force. This left the Syrian tanks without air cover and Hussein’s handful of ageing Hawker Hunter fighters rocketed and machine-gunned the invaders until they ran out of ammunition. Hussein’s small air force proved decisive, but it was a near thing. Of his dozen or so Hawker Hunters, eight or nine were being converted and only two or three were operational. Luckily for the Jordanians, the Syrian air force having been grounded, the skies were empty.4


  So this really was a victory celebration and it was an amazing scene, as the delirious Beduin troops hoisted Hussein shoulder high and carried him round and round the camp, shouting and singing in a spontaneous show of devotion, the dust thrown up by their feet obscuring the sun and investing the scene with an aura of tribal pageantry that might have come from the film Lawrence of Arabia. Old Harrovian though he might be, Hussein was first and foremost a member of the Hashemite dynasty, which stretched back 2,000 years, and which, as his secretary, Moraiwid Tel once explained, considered the Prophet as one of their own, although officially Hussein claimed to be a direct descendant. I don’t think I, or either of my colleagues – hard-bitten newsmen – had ever seen anything like it. The story itself led News at Ten the following night and the cameraman, Alan Downes, won Cameraman of the Year partly on the strength of his superb photography that day.


  I did not forget, however, that it was all thanks to Zia. Although I spent several days with him in 1977, just after he deposed Prime Minister Bhutto, it was not until 1984 that our paths really crossed again. I had already made one documentary film about the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1982 and now, two years later, Zia intervened again, totally unexpectedly.


   


   


  It all began in a suitably cloak-and-dagger fashion. Early in 1984 I received a call from a man in the Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), and was invited to lunch at a Soho restaurant. I knew him slightly from previous meetings with MI6, when I was collecting information for my first trip to Afghanistan in 1982. He now unfolded a fascinating story, which began with Mrs Thatcher’s first visit to Pakistan to meet President Zia the year before. Pakistan had walked out of the Commonwealth in 1972, led by the Prime Minister, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who was angered by its recognition of newly independent Bangladesh, formerly East Pakistan. Five years later, in 1977, Bhutto was overthrown by General Zia ul-Haq and his fellow generals who accused him of leading the country to the brink of civil war.


  ‘When the Prime Minister is ordering the army to open fire on fellow Punjabis who are demonstrating in the streets of Lahore, something has to be done,’ Zia said.5 Bhutto’s arrest, subsequent trial and hanging after a controversial murder case – Zia was alleged to have influenced the Supreme Court judgment which rejected Bhutto’s appeal against the death sentence by one vote, after the resignation of one judge – made him a pariah in many eyes. But Western support for the mujahideen fighting the Russians, in the shape of arms and money, depended on Zia’s cooperation and, almost overnight, the pariah became a sought-after ally. Hence Mrs Thatcher’s visit.


  Zia had considerable charm and the visit seems to have gone well. He arranged to take the Prime Minister and her party to the Afghan border. Torkham, the crossing-point, lies at the foot of the Khyber Pass, the historic route by which Alexander the Great and his successors invaded India and British generals in the heyday of Empire marched their men in the opposite direction on their way to invade Afghanistan. Mrs Thatcher was photographed standing beside a bemused-looking Afghan border guard with a rifle in his hand. It was good stuff for the newspapers and confirmed her reputation as a strong prime minister who was not afraid to step into the lion’s den.


  During her visit, my lunch host said, Zia had appealed for more press coverage of the war and apparently mentioned my name and the documentary I had made two years before as an example. The journey across the Pakistan border, which resulted in a film and book entitled Behind Russian Lines, was made without Zia’s knowledge. I deliberately did not ask his permission to cross into Afghanistan since I did not want to risk a refusal. Zia’s conversation with Mrs Thatcher was minuted in the normal way – later, under Tony Blair, when ‘sofa government’ took over, there was less minuting – and in due course a copy of the minutes reached MI6.6 I had no idea, of course, that Zia had made these remarks and probably never would have known if MI6 had not picked them up. Zia went further, as far as I remember from the conversation in the restaurant, offering to support me if I decided to make another trip. There was no doubt, I was told, that Zia would not only welcome the initiative, but make sure there were no obstacles, certainly on the Pakistan side. ‘Was I prepared to go?’ was the next question. Yes, was the answer, but I would have to get ITN’s approval and would let them know.


  The answer was positive and a few days later I was able to say that ITN and I were ready to take up Zia’s offer. What had come about largely through chance and a discerning eye at MI6, fitted in well with my own thoughts about a second visit to Afghanistan that summer. It would soon be two years since my first visit and the state of the war – who was winning or losing – was not much clearer than it had been in 1982. With only a trickle of news coming out of Afghanistan, it was in my view a good time to go. A few days later I flew to Islamabad with an ITN crew, a cameraman and sound recordist, who had both volunteered for the assignment. Paul Carleton was a very experienced and tough cameraman and Jon Hunt was a first-class sound man.


  I went to see Zia at Army House in nearby Rawalpindi, the handsome colonial mansion built in the days of the Raj for the British Commander-in-Chief in the North-West Frontier Province and inherited by the Pakistan Army. He was in jovial mood, the famous smile much in evidence, although when he took me out into the garden to talk I wondered if he was worried about being bugged. It was possible. The Russians were furious at Zia’s support for the mujahideen and the KGB would undoubtedly have been actively plotting against him. As we strolled across the neatly mown lawn among the rose bushes, I asked: ‘Who have you arranged for us to go with, Zia?’


  ‘Is there anyone you wouldn’t want to go with?’ he asked with a smile.


  ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I wouldn’t want to go with [Gulbuddin] Hekmatyar. In fact, I wouldn’t go with him.’


  Hekmatyar had a well-founded reputation for political assassination. Later, he was responsible for the deaths of two journalists, both friends, one Afghan and one British, as well as many other innocent Afghans to my certain knowledge. I once described him in the Sunday Times as the ‘Afghan Pol Pot’, which led him to protest to Sir Nicholas Barrington, British High Commissioner in Pakistan; some cheek, since Sir Nicholas had several times raised the murder with him of the ex-SAS British cameraman Andy Skrzypkowiak, with whom I made my third Afghan documentary in 1986 and who was killed by one of Hekmatyar’s gangs in Nuristan in 1987.


  Zia laughed easily. ‘No, no, it’s not Hekmatyar,’ he chuckled.


  ‘Who then?’


  ‘Yunus Khalis,’ Zia replied. ‘They are very good people. You will like them.’


  As long as it wasn’t Hekmatyar, I didn’t mind. I knew it would be a Pushtun group and I had decided in my own mind that, having travelled with Masud’s Tajiks in 1982, I should try to assess the Pushtun side of the Resistance. But Zia had not finished. ‘I’m sending four Special Forces people with you to make sure you’re safe—’


  ‘We don’t need anyone to look after us, Zia, the Afghans will look after us,’ I interrupted. What I really meant was that if we were making a film about the Afghan Resistance, I wanted it to be about Afghans and with Afghans and not through the prism of Pakistan Army intelligence.


  He stopped in the middle of the lawn and looked me in the eye.


  ‘I know you can look after yourself, Sandy, but I don’t want to take any chances. I’m sending some of my best people with you and one of my best officers, Colonel Faisan. He and his three NCOs will look after you.’ He grinned. ‘I don’t want anything to happen to you.’ I could see Zia had made up his mind and since we were really in his hands, I did not argue any further. ‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes,’ I said, on the spur of the moment. ‘Could we take some SAM7s with us?’


  He looked slightly surprised. ‘It would make a brilliant picture if we filmed a Russian helicopter being shot down by a Russian missile,’ I explained.


  Zia got the point. ‘Yes, of course,’ he laughed. ‘I’ll ask them to send some with you.’


  The SAM7 is a hand-held Russian ground-to-air missile, basically a long tube which one man can carry and operate from the shoulder. It would not fire until the target was within range and the operator had got ‘lock-on’. This made it cumbersome, slow and with a low success ratio of only about one in ten. SAMs were bought on the open market by the CIA and then transported into Afghanistan on the backs of horses, which made one wonder how effective they were by the time they arrived on the battlefield. It was to be another two years before the US Congress finally agreed to the CIA’s request to supply the mujahideen with the greatly superior STINGER. Its arrival, in the late summer of 1986, transformed the war and finally convinced President Gorbachev, many observers thought, that withdrawal was the only option. It was to take more than two years for this to happen, and by that time the once-feared Mi-24 ‘Hind’ helicopter gunship had become much less effective.


  We met Colonel Faisan (a codename) and his three NCOs when we left Islamabad for the border two days later. Faisan told me he had been trained at the American Special Forces headquarters at Fort Bragg, although the idea of the four-man team – one officer and three NCOs – is based on the SAS model. I thought the role of the NCOs was comparable in another way to what it was in the SAS. Officers might come and go, but the NCOs went on for ever. The senior one was a moustachioed warrant officer, thickset and reliable-looking, called Muslim; of the two sergeants, one, Pir, was a Pushtun with a ready smile and the other, Akram, tall and laconic, was, I guessed, a Punjabi.


  This was the first time I had really got to know someone from the ISI; Zia had spelt out the acronym for me: ‘Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate’. It is in fact only one of Pakistan’s four intelligence agencies, but is by far the most powerful, and really represents the army’s primal position in Pakistan society. Not only has the ISI all the powers and reach of the CIA or MI6 and MI5 rolled into one, with a strong dash of the KGB added, but where it differs from Western intelligence agencies is in its deep involvement in the domestic political scene, not just in security matters but in all aspects of life and politics in Pakistan, above all the threat from India. Imprisonment, torture and ‘disappearance’ or worse are part of its armoury and no questions are asked, either in the Pakistan parliament or anywhere else. The ISI is above the law, or, you might say, is the law.


  To be its head is an almost certain stepping-stone to greater things. General Ashfaq Kayani, for example, the present Chief of Army Staff, was formerly head of the ISI. During the Russian War it was especially close to the CIA who always took its advice seriously – some would say too seriously – championing Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, for example, from his days as a student revolutionary in Kabul in the mid-1970s, even before the Russian invasion, and only dropping him in the mid-1990s in favour of the Taliban, when he failed to deliver and the ISI decided they were the better bet. To the astonishment of the British, the CIA were just as hooked on Hekmatyar as the ISI, accepting the spurious claim that Hekmatyar’s Hisb-i-Islami fighters killed more Russians than any of the other mujahideen parties – a claim rightly pooh-poohed by the British. In fact, the ISI diverted the great bulk of the CIA’s dollars to Hekmatyar because he was their man who, one day they hoped, would run Afghanistan on their behalf. The Americans saw the light in the end, although it took a long time. It was not until the 1990s that a high-ranking British politician and friend confided to me that ‘the Americans have admitted to us for the first time that they were wrong about Hekmatyar and we were right’ – that, of course, was after Hekmatyar had turned against his former paymasters.


  Zia said he had sent Faisan and his NCOs specifically to look after us, but their familiarity with mujahideen ways suggested the ISI already had a good working relationship with the Yunus Khalis Party. This was no real surprise. From the very start, Zia had placed the conduct of the Afghan war firmly in the hands of the ISI and its then head, General Akhtar Rahman, a Pushtun. Zia and most of his senior colleagues were devout Muslims, fundamentalists who were determined to oppose the Marxist Russian occupation of Afghanistan, another Muslim country, in every possible way.7 As the war expanded, there was little doubt in my mind that ISI advice to and influence over the mujahideen grew with it. In 1986, for example, I was told by the British that even American CIA agents in Islamabad were not allowed to speak directly to mujahideen commanders in the field. They were under strict orders to go through ISI channels only. This was typical of the possessive attitude the ISI always demonstrated, limiting American access to the mujahideen.


  Zia, through the ISI, in reality ran the Afghan war. Once he had gained America’s support he conducted the war to suit not only American policy but, increasingly, his own. In essence he was a straightforward, honest and honourable soldier, whose ambition, he once told me, was to celebrate the mujahideen victory by praying in the central mosque in Kabul. Some of his colleagues were not so straightforward, however, and Zia never got his wish. He was assassinated in August 1988, when his official C-130 crashed soon after take-off in southern Pakistan in an accident engineered, it was widely believed, by some of his most senior but disloyal fellow generals. The crash also killed the American Ambassador, Arnold Raphel, his defence attaché, and a number of senior Pakistani generals, including General Akhtar Rahman. No inquiry has ever got to the bottom of the crash, although an authoritative, joint American–Pakistan air force investigation reported that the cause was neither pilot error nor mechanical failure, but sabotage by persons unknown, and recommended another inquiry be held to establish the identity of those responsible. Typically of Pakistan, where the army remains the strongest power in the state, such an inquiry has never been held, despite continued pressure from Zia’s two sons, Ijaz and Anwar.


  The twin operation that had been planned for the Khalis group – and that we would film – also seemed to confirm a mixture of ISI influence and planning, not surprising since General Zia was its author. The first part was the attack on the government fort at Hissarak, which sat astride a well-trodden mujahideen infiltration route from Pakistan. Hissarak was strategically placed; with Kabul to the west and Jalalabad, the provincial capital of Ningrahar, to the north-east, both firmly in Communist hands. The mujahideen plan of attack, it seems, was perhaps not even to capture the fort, but simply to subdue it by sheer weight of fire, which Zia’s planners would have seen as ‘good television’. Hissarak was relentlessly rocketed, mortared and hammered by recoilless rifle fire to such an extent that the gunner ran out of ammunition, and Din Mohammed, who was deputy head of the Khalis Party and leader of our group, had virtually to call off the operation. The bombardment produced only minimal casualties to the well-dug-in defenders, as far as we could judge, but invited some dangerously accurate retaliatory rocket and mortar fire, of which we were on the receiving end on at least one occasion.


  After three or four days it became clear the mujahideen had virtually no chance of capturing the fort. The heavy firing was done for the cameras, I concluded. This view was obviously shared by Abdul Haq, a well-known commander and brother of Din Mohammed. Abdul Haq, on his way to one of his own operations near Kabul, made some sarcastic comments about his brother’s, or ISI’s, battle plan, and dismissed Hissarak as a waste of time and ammunition.


  Abdul Haq’s main claim to fame in Britain was being photographed on the steps of Number 10 Downing Street with Mrs Thatcher. Her Foreign Office adviser, Charles (now Lord) Powell, recalls how, when Abdul Haq arrived at Number 10 and he was about to escort him up the stairs to Mrs Thatcher’s office, he noticed his limp (Abdul Haq lost part of a foot on a Russian mine). But when he suggested they take the lift, Abdul Haq brushed the idea aside and fairly leapt up the stairs. Much later, just after 9/11, he was caught and killed by the Taliban for trying to raise a revolt against them.


  About the only casualty we saw and filmed at Hissarak was a young farmer who was hit by a stray round while working in his fields. Sadly, he was about to celebrate his wedding, but as we passed through his village we found ourselves taking pictures of his funeral instead. In the Afghan tradition, his corpse lay in the open coffin, his face pale and peaceful as his friends filed past to pay their last respects and the family mourned in sorrow, the women keening a lament as at a Highland wake.


  The second part of the Zia expedition was the ambush of a Red Army convoy in a steep-sided gorge on the Kabul–Jalalabad road. We walked and rode ten or fifteen miles to the top of the mountain ridge overlooking the ambush site, where the Kabul River, a green torrent tumbling down between huge boulders, ran parallel to the road and in some places only a few yards from it. Russian Army posts were sited at roughly half-mile intervals. The plan, explained by Colonel Faisan, sounded impressive in theory. About 120 mujahideen would assemble on the plateau above the ambush site where each one would be issued with a Chinese anti-tank mine and a length of yellow detonating cord. Each man was also given some sort of trenching tool. The plan was: they would descend to the road in the dark, dig holes in the verge beside the road and lay the mines, which would be detonated by remote control, in two batches. The first was intended to be set off just after the lead tanks had passed over them, in effect decapitating the convoy. Simultaneously, the second batch, placed just ahead of where the end of the convoy would halt, would also be detonated; finally, in the ensuing free-for-all, the mujahideen would rise from their cover on either side of the road and attack the main body of the convoy with RPGs (Rocket Propelled Grenades) and Kalashnikovs. If all went according to plan, the convoy, unable to escape forwards or backwards, would be annihilated.


  So much for the theory. In practice, the mujahideen made so much noise going down the hill and planting the mines that the Russian sentries were well aware an ambush was being prepared – not for the first time at this spot, apparently. I had seen ‘muj?’ walking about on the skyline before ‘zero hour’, and had remarked on it to Faisan. ‘Why doesn’t somebody tell them they’ll be seen by the Russians if they walk around on the skyline?’


  Faisan’s reply would have done credit to a diplomat. ‘They say the Russians are scared of them,’ he explained deadpan, ‘and so they turn their backs and pretend they haven’t seen them.’ Bravado over common sense, as it turned out.


  While we were looking for a good camera position, I turned my binoculars on a Russian post just below us. As I focused I was surprised to see two
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