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Author’s Note

THIS IS A PERSONAL story. Naturally, some of my childhood experiences overlap with those of other members of my family. Some are mine alone. In this book our early family life is inevitably recalled from my perspective but we all suffered, as have the millions of people in Afghanistan, and in other countries around the world, whose lives have been blighted by conflict, displacement, poverty and oppression. Many have suffered, and still suffer, far worse than we did.

Every one of us has our own story, and the individual stories of my relatives are not mine to tell. Out of respect for the privacy of my sisters and their families, I have changed their names. My parents and my brothers are referred to by their real names.

While memories from our early childhoods tend to be random and fragmented, significant episodes leave a deeper impression and many of my recollections remain striking. Some have been pieced together from the collective family memory bank and with the particular help of my parents. Amid the confusion and trauma of war, it is hard to keep track of time, place and an ordered sequence of events, especially since Afghanistan follows a different calendar from Western countries.

Details of some events have been withheld, for legal reasons and to protect confidentiality. But everything I have recounted happened and has been recounted truthfully.

The troubled history of Afghanistan is extremely complex and the brief coverage given here is not intended to offer a complete overview. Afghanistan’s story is touched on only where it provides a context to my own childhood and in terms of the impact on my life of some of its key moments.

As a humanitarian, my mission is to improve and save lives, in the land of my birth, my adopted home, the UK, and across the world, irrespective of nationality, ethnicity, culture or religion. I make no apology for maintaining an impartial stance in describing the conditions, past and present, faced by Afghanistan and other countries.

The political battles are for others to fight. My purpose in telling my story is to show how standing shoulder to shoulder and working together can change the world for the better and how every one of us has a contribution to make to society. Above all, it is to inspire others to pursue their dreams.
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Home

THE BOY WAS YOUNG, about my age. Skinny, thin, pale face, sharp nose, short, blondish hair. His blue eyes were watchful but not unfriendly. His name was Ryan, and he was my cellmate.

‘Why are you here?’ I asked him.

‘I steal things, mate.’ He seemed surprised by the question.

I was dismayed.

I’d been brought to this place, called Feltham, from Heathrow Airport and had spent my first couple of nights billeted with a different cellmate: a muscle-bound man-mountain who had seemed a lot older than me, though as we were, I’d been informed, in a prison for juvenile offenders, he must have been younger than he looked. He was here because he had got into a fight and beaten someone up. We hadn’t spoken much: he was a man of few words and I was struggling to make sense of what was happening to me.

Ryan was more open and approachable. We talked a bit and exchanged potted life histories. He lived with his mum, who had a clerical job. It was clear this wasn’t the first time he had been at Feltham.

I didn’t really understand why I was here. It certainly hadn’t been part of the plan three days earlier, when I’d boarded a flight in Peshawar, carrying my hopes, and those of my family, for a new beginning. I had left with a brand-new UK passport, a visa and the assurance that I would be welcomed in London with open arms as a refugee. I was fifteen years old.

Instead I had been held in a cell overnight at Heathrow and told that I could expect to be in prison for a year, maybe a year and a half, before being sent home. After two days in Feltham, I’d been taken in a van to some kind of courtroom and then brought back again. My attempts to explain myself had so far been ignored by everyone I had met. I just couldn’t reconcile this response with the impressions I had formed of Britain and the British who, I believed, were compassionate and fair-minded, horrified by the suffering of the people of Afghanistan and ready to accept those willing to work and make a contribution to society. It was like being in the middle of one of those bad dreams where you’re urgently trying to tell someone something and they just can’t hear you.

I had been given this one chance to save myself from the brutal Taliban regime and ensure the survival of my family in Kabul. All the hopes invested in me were crumbling to dust; all the money scraped together, the huge sacrifice made to get me to a place of safety, where I could work to help support my mum, dad and ten brothers and sisters, pursue an education that, because of all the disruptions to our lives, had barely got off the ground and make something of myself. And the worst of it was it was my fault. The burden of self-blame weighed heavily on my shoulders. I was convinced that this would break my parents and if I couldn’t get out of here I would never see them again. They would both have heart attacks and die while I languished in an English prison.

I was in a pit of despair. I told one of the prison officers if I had to stay in this place for a year I would kill myself. I meant it, too, in that moment. I’d always found a way over or, more often, round the daunting obstacles I’d faced but this time I just could not see past the prison walls.

As I went over and over it all in my mind in the cold light of day, I knew that, whatever suffering I might face, taking my life wasn’t the solution. I was the eldest son. If something happened to my parents, I would be responsible for the family. Who would take care of them then? There had to be another way, if only I could get someone to listen. I lay awake at night deliberating how best to try to tell my story and asked for a pencil and paper to write everything down.

It seemed the staff took my suicide threat seriously because they sent a social worker to the cell to see me. She was a lovely, motherly woman in her forties, about the same age as my own mum. Clutching my notes, I told her everything, in my halting English, and she listened. My tears splashed down on to the paper. She gave me a hug, the first warm human contact I’d had since saying goodbye to my dad in Peshawar. She suggested perhaps it might help if I could talk to an imam.

I was taken to a room to see a young imam after Friday prayers. He, too, listened quietly and patiently. He said God was with me, I should keep my hopes up, keep praying. I must make sure that my behaviour was exemplary and that I obeyed the rules.

These were the only people to offer me comfort and sympathy. But comfort and sympathy were not what I was looking for. I was looking for answers.

While I obsessed over how to make my voice heard to someone in authority, I kept myself to myself. There was a games room with pool tables, table football and a TV but I wasn’t interested in those. I wasn’t interested in food, either, but I ate because I knew I must.

It was the summer of 1999, and Feltham Young Offenders Institution was overcrowded and understaffed. It meant vulnerable teenagers were sharing cells with hardened criminals and we all spent prolonged spells under lock and key. In the same week I arrived, the crisis at Feltham was being debated in the House of Lords after a report from Her Majesty’s inspector of prisons declared that his recent unannounced visit had been without doubt the most disturbing that he’d had to make in his three years in the post. The following year, a nineteen-year-old boy was to be battered to death here by his cellmate in a racist attack.

I knew nothing of this, or of what was considered acceptable or unacceptable in HM Prisons. I didn’t witness any violence or sense any threatening undercurrents and I was not afraid of my fellow inmates. I had already survived relentless war, poverty, hunger and disease. I was used to being self-sufficient and this was in most respects a safer environment than anything I was accustomed to. In an Afghan prison, I would have been knocked about, or worse, as a matter of course. My one real fear was that I might remain locked up here.

Through the windows I could see cars outside and indications of a whole different world beyond those walls. I wanted to find out as much as I could about it and pestered Ryan for information about his life.

‘Why don’t you work? Your mum works. Why do you steal when you could work? You are not a good boy if you steal. Why would you do that when it means you end up back in here? How many hours does your mum work? How much does she get paid?’

I think Ryan found me slightly baffling, but he tolerated the barrage of questions with a combination of irritation and good grace. He busied himself during lockdown with a mysterious communal activity which involved inmates passing stuff to each other through the windows using bedsheets. I have no idea what it was: they communicated using a system of whistles and a private language that was lost on me. It was one thing I thought it wiser not to ask about.

I passed my time in our cell doing push-ups, sit-ups and practising my Taekwondo. I prayed. Ryan was bemused.

‘What are you doing, mate?’

‘Praying.’

‘Praying? Who to?’

I had identified what I saw as my one shot at presenting my case. I’d been told I would be going back to court to answer the charges against me and I wanted to be physically and mentally ready for it. Work, study, faith and exercise were what had kept me going so far, and two of those coping mechanisms were still available to me here. Subconsciously, I understood that life is not about what happens to you, it’s about how you respond to what happens to you. I may not have expressed it that way back then, but it was a lesson I had been learning for as long as I could remember.

I was born in Kabul at the height of the Soviet–Afghan war, my parents’ fifth child and their first boy. It is customary among some tribes to greet the birth of a son with a volley of rifle shots into the air, but I doubt this was considered advisable in the volatile streets of the Afghan capital in 1983.

Kabul sits high in a narrow valley in the snow-capped Hindu Kush mountains of Afghanistan, a country often described as the crossroads of central Asia. Its rich and ancient heritage bears the influences of northern India, Mongolia, Greece, Persia, Arabia and China. The population is composed of a variety of ethnicities, among which Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras and Uzbeks predominate.

Bordered by Pakistan to the east and south, Iran to the west and in the north by Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan (all part of the USSR at the time of my birth), the unique strategic position of our landlocked country has, throughout recorded history, entangled it in the shifting allegiances and agendas of its immediate neighbours and on the world stage. Since the nineteenth century, it had been shaped by the competition for supremacy between the British and Russian empires.

In the 1950s and 1960s big strides had been made towards democratic reform, balanced with a respect for the more conservative factions. In Kabul, where there were good schools and hospitals, middle-class women went to university, worked in the professions and held government positions. In the provinces, people lived peacefully according to their own local traditions. The country was a tourist destination, popular with adventurers and hippies, and visitors were amazed by its beauty.

My parents had grown up under the rule of Mohammed Daoud Khan, a member of the royal family who had been prime minister for twenty years when, in 1973, he seized power from King Zahir Shah and established Afghanistan as a republic for the first time in its history. This sea change fractured the political order. The new president’s progressive policies of gradual modernization did not sit well with the government of neighbouring Pakistan and they began to encourage resistance among Afghan Islamic leaders.

Afghanistan was becoming increasingly reliant on another, more powerful neighbour, the USSR, while the USA vied with the Soviets to invest in the country. The president’s attempts to steer an independent course sidelined the communists and alienated traditionalists, and in 1978 former allies of Douad Khan’s in the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), backed by the military, overthrew his government and assassinated him.

The PDPA forged ahead with its more radical socialist agenda, which included abolishing arranged marriages and a drastic reform of land ownership. The party may have been in control in the cities but its policies were strongly opposed by Islamic leaders in the countryside, where they were perceived as undermining the traditional tribal order. People from all walks of life joined the resistance. Continued in-fighting within the ranks of the PDPA and uprisings against the new government resulted in Soviet tanks rolling into Kabul the following year. The invasion was intended to be a brief intervention to support regime change but it was to last for a long, hard decade and light the fuse of the complex armed struggle that persists in Afghanistan to this day.

Red Army special forces stormed the Presidential Palace and assassinated the new president, Hafizullah Amin, who was replaced with Babrak Karmal, a rival from another PDPA faction. The Soviets took over key government installations in Kabul, occupied the cities and controlled the main highways in and out of the country. There were curfews, travel bans and mass incarcerations. They met with fierce retaliation from the Mujahideen, a coalition of guerrillas drawn from disparate groups united in their opposition to the secularization of the country.

The Mujahideen, which had grown out of the religious rebellion against Douad Khan, had the international support of the USSR’s rivals, including the USA, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, China and the UK, each motivated by their own reasons for wanting to keep the Soviet influence at bay. In essence, the Cold War was now being enacted on our soil.

By the time I was born, the war had been raging for three and a half years. Our home was in the heart of Kabul, on a main thoroughfare in Shahre Naow, the major administrative and commercial district of the city, close to the Presidential Palace. My parents, Taj Mohammad and Bibi Aminah, had bought the house jointly with my dad’s elder brother, who ran an electrical store in the city centre. We occupied one side and my uncle’s family lived separately in the other. At the front were some shops they rented out. My uncle had his own shops, and ours were a shoe shop, a kebab shop, a carpenter’s and a repair shop where a guy mended old fridges and assorted broken electrical appliances.

My dad had had a tough childhood. He was four years old when he lost his mother and had been brought up in Kabul by a stepmother with his brother, sister and step-siblings. He had barely any formal education. When he asked his father for money to go to school, he was told, ‘If you want to go to school you need to earn the money to pay for it.’

As a result, although he had a quick, sharp mind, and was a deep and independent thinker, his literacy was poor. Afghan Muslims absorb Arabic almost by osmosis – we learn enough at home, and from the mullah at the mosque, to enable us to read the Holy Quran – so he could read a little, but he couldn’t write. His mental arithmetic was impressive, though. Even now, he will have added up a column of figures while the rest of us are still reaching for our calculators.

As a small boy he sold chewing gum and cigarettes in Pul-e Khishti, the marketplace near the central mosque in old Kabul, a warren of vintage houses and narrow streets. Then he went into partnership with a Sikh who made herbal preparations. The herbalist would concoct them in his house while Dad sold them out front. By the time my sisters began arriving, he was buying and selling currency at Sarai Shahzada, Kabul’s financial and trading market, which consists of hundreds of small shops dealing in money, gold and precious stones.

My parents were both from Pashtun families with their roots in rural Logar province, to the south of the city. My mother’s family had a certain standing because her father was educated and worked in an office. My mum had grown up in Logar and, like most country girls, was not sent to school as her brothers were but was brought up to be a housewife and mother, and she could not read or write.

My father and mother were determined that their children should have the education they had been denied. They strongly believed that education, for girls as well as boys, was the key to a better life, not only for us as individuals but for the whole country. My two eldest sisters, Nageenah and Nazifa, were enrolled in school, although concerns for their safety during the war meant their attendance was intermittent. They would often be exhausted in the mornings after lying awake all night, terrified by the noise of the bombs.

The military used air power to deal harshly with rebels and civilians alike. Most of the combat took place in the mountains and the country areas, where they laid landmines on the Mujahideen’s supply routes from Iran and Pakistan and levelled villages to prevent their inhabitants giving shelter to the guerrillas. On the main roads, the Mujahideen, covertly armed and trained by their powerful supporters, would attack tanks and convoys bringing in equipment and provisions. At night we would hear the screams of jets taking off from Bagram Air Base on the outskirts of Kabul and the distant explosions as planes and helicopters were shelled by the resistance with American surface-to-air missiles. From time to time, bombs would suddenly crash from somewhere between the mountains on to a market or a row of houses. But in general the closest the Mujahideen fighters came to Kabul was the Surobi Dam, about 70 kilometres away. They would fire off a series of rockets from here and then retreat back into the hills.

It was nothing like the constant bombardment we would suffer a few years later during the civil war. And it felt somehow as if it wasn’t personal, because we were not the targets – or at least, it did until one of them destroyed a building or killed somebody.

My parents kept us close to them, and at home, for our own safety. Our house, built of clay bricks and vintage wood, was an old-fashioned dwelling with interconnecting rooms, cosy and comfortable. It was connected to mains electricity (sometimes – the supply was unreliable) and running water, and lit after the sun went down by the warm glow of oil lamps. Mum cooked on a metal stove fuelled by coal and wood and heated oil or made tea on our Russian-made plug-in hotplate.

We had a small garden at the back of the house where I would play, usually with my third sister, Zari. Nazifa and Perveen, sisters two and four, were quieter and more self-contained, whereas Zari was outgoing and exuberant, and we would get into mischief together. My eldest sister, Nageenah, was about eight years my senior. Calm, perceptive and mature for her age, she was Mum’s right-hand woman, and helped her to run the household. Maternal and affectionate, she also took care of us little ones. It was Nageenah who taught me the Arabic alphabet and my numbers.

My dad was the extrovert, the talker and idealist. Mum, the practical one, was the realist. She was quiet, watchful and did the worrying for both of them. She was also very protective and incredibly strong. She may not have said much, but what she did say was succinct and potent and often extremely blunt. Some of her one-liners were very funny, too, and are still quoted as the punchlines to many family stories. How she coped with everything life threw at our family is astonishing. Her instincts were so razor-sharp it sometimes seemed as if she had a sixth sense. She could anticipate danger before anyone else had the slightest inkling of it.

Mum fed the family on what we could afford: shola, the sticky rice that is a staple of the Afghan diet, sometimes made with maash (mung beans) or quroot (dried curd), lentil dhal and bread and vegetables brought into the city by the farmers, usually potatoes, pumpkins and beans, from which she made soup. We did not have meat – that was too expensive. When you opened the front door, the scent of sizzling lamb would sometimes waft through up the alleyway from the kebab shop: a delicious torture. If we were hungry, Mum gave us tea and bread dipped in oil and sugar.

After we ate, she would often help Dad, clearing a space on the table, laying out a cloth and painstakingly repairing torn banknotes with a glue she made herself. He would then be able to exchange them at the bank or sell them on at a small profit.

The summers could be hot in Kabul but it was the kind of crisp, dry heat typical of desert climates and high altitude, with low humidity, and perfectly comfortable. I can still remember the magical surprise of the first snow of winter, so pure, sparkling and beautiful. I would have snow fights with my cousins in our back garden. My excitement was always short-lived. Within a day, the cold would have seeped into our bones. We didn’t have enough clothes to keep us warm for long outside. The men would wear jumpers bought at the market over their usual perahan tunban, the Afghan shalwar kameez, often in garish colours, and perhaps a jacket, if they had one. The jumpers came from Russia or China and there wasn’t much choice: you just had to take whatever colour they had. And more often than not, they were full of holes. We kids stayed inside, wrapped in blankets.

At night we had Afghan central heating: the sandeli, a traditional wood or coal stove located in the middle of the room, consisting of a brazier of hot coals placed beneath a low table or upturned box, with a quilt or blanket over the top. Families might sit round the sandeli in the late evening to drink tea or to eat, with their feet close to the heat source and the cover over their legs to keep them warm, or lie down around it for the night when it is time to sleep. Needless to say, it is not the safest domestic appliance. Many a household accident is caused by a sandeli.

My dad was a great storyteller, with a real knack for painting a picture, and as we dozed off under our blankets he would recount tales of ancient Islamic wars, or stories adapted from the plots of Bollywood movies he had seen or which he made up himself. They always featured feats of great courage and heroism and had a moral to them. If Perveen or I were woken by the sound of shelling my mother would soothe us back to sleep. ‘Hush, there’s nothing to worry about. It’s just fireworks.’

It has been estimated that a million civilians were killed during the brutal nine-year Soviet–Afghan conflict, along with 90,000 Mujahideen, 18,000 Afghan troops and 14,000 Soviets. Most of the casualties were outside the capital. If you talk to anyone who lived in Kabul at the time of the invasion about their experiences, you will get a wide range of responses. For the middle classes, and those who worked for the government, daily life went on pretty much as normal. Hafizullah Amin had been distrusted by many and some saw the Soviet presence as a good thing. Others, those who were imprisoned or tortured, or whose relatives were killed for political or religious reasons, would tell a different story. Some supported the government, others the Mujahideen, often without a full understanding of the motives and political manoeuvrings involved, and families were torn apart by conflicting loyalties. Many, like my dad, tried to stay neutral and keep their heads down. Everyone felt the loss of their freedom of speech. Afghanistan may have been historically poor and underdeveloped, but it had never before known political repression. Now nobody dared to discuss the new regime publicly.

The biggest threat posed to our family by the Soviet–Afghan war was to my father. We had relatives, friends and neighbours in the Afghan army and others among the Mujahideen, but he had no allegiance to any side or splinter group. He always had a clear-sighted grasp of politics and saw something of the light and shade, the complexities and the underlying agendas involved. He listened to the news every night, on his little battery-operated radio, from our neighbouring countries and the BBC World Service, when he could pick it up, rather than to the slogans and patriotic anthems served up by the government in Kabul.

But the authorities were forcing all able-bodied men under forty into military service. Nobody was exempt apart from those who worked for the government or in a handful of other key occupations. All men had to carry documentation recording their military status, and if they couldn’t produce it, they could be seized on the spot and inducted into the army. The government relied heavily on press gangs of Soviet and Afghan soldiers who combed the streets for men of fighting age, some just boys, as young as fifteen years old, and simply bundled them into trucks.

When the army had first attempted to call up reserves in 1980, some 100,000 men fled Kabul, reducing the city’s population by 20 per cent. A lot of them went to Pakistan or joined the rebels. Not surprisingly, the desertion rate remained huge throughout the war and beyond – somewhere between 10,000 and 30,000 every year.

While my much older uncle next door was safely past the age limit, my father had a target on his back. Like so many others, he was not willing to take up arms against his fellow countrymen at the bidding of any government, let alone one controlled by a foreign power. Nevertheless, while he remained in Kabul, it was inevitable that one day the authorities would catch up with him. That day finally came and he was duly conscripted.

My memories of this time come in fragments, snapshots without context or sequence, as memories of our early childhood tend to do. Sometimes it is hard to know whether they are true memories, or have been constructed retrospectively from the stories told and retold by my family. But one in particular remains vivid. I was devoted to my dad, and used to wait every evening for him to come home. One day he appeared at the door with a present for me: a huge kite.

Kite-fighting is a big thing in Afghanistan, and indeed across the Indian subcontinent. The object is to liberate your opponent’s kite. Sometimes their fine strings used to be coated with powdered glass to slice through the string of a rival kite. The convention is that a loose kite can be kept by the person who captures it and droves of children chasing drifting kites are a common sight. Kite-running can be a dangerous pastime. Focused on the brightly coloured prize whirling in the sky, kids may run into traffic or fall from trees or rooftops trying to reach it. The strings are a hazard to birds and humans, causing cuts, or becoming entangled in electricity cables. But there is something poignantly joyful in the sight of these vibrant spots of crimson, orange, sapphire, yellow dancing free, high in the air, above the so often grim existence below.

This one was a beauty. It was bigger than I was, all the colours of the rainbow and hardly damaged at all. My father must have either found it somewhere or reached up to grab it over the heads of the children chasing it. We did not have toys, or presents – it was tough enough for my parents to provide our basic essentials – and I was thrilled.

I can still picture my dad standing there holding it out to me, beaming, in his drab, brown army uniform and military boots, before bending down to give me a hug.

And then, all of a sudden, he disappeared.
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After the Next Mountain

FOR MONTHS I WAITED every day for my dad to come home. He never did. I soon learned not to ask questions about where he had gone. My mum remained tight-lipped. She just told me not to worry, we would see him soon, and that if ever anyone asked us where he was, we must always, always say we didn’t know. It was drummed into us that we must never answer the door to anybody, but leave it to Mum or Nageenah. We were rarely allowed to go out, not even to play with the neighbourhood children, for fear a careless word might be dropped and repeated.

I can remember only one proper outing in the whole of that time, when my mother and aunt took me, with my cousins, to the nearby Shahre Naow park. I played with my cousins on the slide and we clambered and swung on the climbing frame. Even there, my mum watched me like a hawk all the while. The attractions were modest, but for me it was as exciting as an afternoon at a theme park. And before we went home we were allowed a special treat: an ice cream. This was so rare I can still recall to this day how wonderful it tasted.

There were whispered conversations with Nageenah. Mum discussed everything with her and involved her in all the family decisions. Nageenah was entrusted to collect the rent from the shopkeepers and would return with wood shavings and offcuts from the carpenter to fuel the fire. My mum had plenty on her plate: at some point around this time she took herself off to the Malalai Maternity Hospital, where my sisters and I had all been born, and returned with another baby sister, Gululai.

That summer Mum took us all to visit our relatives in Logar. The main highway from Kabul to Khost runs through the province and there was a bus there from Kabul, which came in from Logar on the same day every week, bringing the farmers to sell their produce in the markets, and made the return journey the day after.

The pick-up point was at Balahissar, near the old fort, in the old part of Kabul. My mum and Nageenah would shepherd us all through the streets, past the manicured lawns of the imposing Presidential Palace and the giant tanks, steering clear of the gun-toting Russian and Afghan government soldiers lounging watchfully, smoking, on every corner. The Logar–Kabul service was operated for years by the same guy, Shamsai, who always drove the bus himself. As he was considered trustworthy by both sides, it was a relatively safe mode of transport. There were checkpoints, and the bus would be searched for deserters and Mujahideen, but it was a familiar sight on the road and at least never the target of attacks.

On reaching Logar province, the elderly bus chugged through beautiful scenery with breathtaking views, impossibly green fields, tiny villages dotted in the foothills of the enormous mountains and the river glinting in the sunlight. The scent of flowers and forest trees – cedar, pine, walnut, juniper – drifted in on the breeze. To me, gazing saucer-eyed out of the bus window, it seemed like paradise. My father’s family village, Kotobkhil, was in the Baraki Barak district, about 80 kilometres from Kabul. We would be greeted there by a throng of grandmas and aunties, who all made a huge fuss of me, my dad’s precious son.

The Logar villages consisted of a cluster of maybe six or seven houses, surrounded by thick mud walls. The houses were built to withstand the cold winters, also with thick mud walls and roofs of dense, robust wood, which retained the heat. There was no electricity but they were always warm, thanks to the strategically placed ovens: the traditional Afghan clay bread ovens were, in Logar, sunk into the centre of the floor to keep the whole home heated. There would be farm workers coming in and out all day. We stayed in a farmhouse guest room above the stable where the cows lived.

The family were cattle farmers, so in Logar there was meat, milk and yogurt. In the city dairy products were a luxury, because of the difficulty of keeping milk from spoiling. Here it came fresh from the cow. There were sweets made with fruit and nuts and the best cornbread I have ever tasted before or since. The villagers lived mainly on what they produced. Some villages had a small shop. For other supplies, such as a new tyre for your bike or some fabric, you went to the market in Baraki Barak, the district’s main town.

That summer, as we were welcomed into the farmhouse, a handsome, well-built figure jumped to his feet. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was my dad. I threw myself into his arms. ‘How you’ve grown, Waheed!’ he exclaimed. We were all in tears as he held us close in a big bear hug.

We spent several weeks in Logar. My dad would take me to visit other relatives, who somehow always had a fresh batch of cornbread ready to offer us, or to the mosque. I whiled away days outside with the local kids, playing marbles, making little models of cars out of mud clay and learning how to use a catapult. My sisters and I stroked the cows and tried to sit on the donkeys. We invariably lost our balance and fell off, to the amusement of the village children.

Looking back, it seems perverse that my recollections of Logar can be so idyllic, given that the area was one of the main theatres of the war and far more dangerous at that time than Kabul. In truth, my memories are a mosaic of the good and the horrific. There are perhaps various reasons why the good prevails: Logar was the backdrop to the happiest of the remembered moments of my early childhood, on the surface a serene landscape where I had the freedom to play outside and was spoiled by my relations. During the Soviet occupation, I was too young to properly understand the savage realities of life there. And later, during the civil war that followed the withdrawal of the Red Army, the battle lines changed and it was a genuine sanctuary. At that time it was Kabul that became a hell on earth. Maybe, above all, it was because, as a small child, it was here that I knew I would see my dad.

In the 1980s, government forces were conducting a cat-and-mouse war with the Mujahideen in rural Afghanistan. On the ground, the army would monitor large areas from high vantage points that gave them a panoramic view of the fields and villages below. Planes and helicopters would be deployed to target rebels and deserters. The killing was indiscriminate. They would carpet-bomb entire villages if they suspected they were harbouring Mujahideen. Villages in the Baraki Barak district were razed to the ground several times and had to be rebuilt by the communities. All the farmers had rifles. The military thought nothing of killing anyone, freedom fighter or civilian, on sight, and women and children were not exempt from their cruelty.

The slaughter in Logar was so ferocious at some stages that the province was nicknamed Bab al-Jihad – the Gates of Jihad. There were many stories of atrocities. One of the most shocking took place early on in the Soviet war, in 1982, the year before I was born, when 105 villagers, including a dozen children, were massacred in the Logar valley. They had been hiding in a covered irrigation canal. Witnesses reported that soldiers had poured an inflammable liquid into the trench and fired incendiary bullets into it from AK-47 assault rifles to set it alight.

The government’s tanks and helicopters were stationed on the flatlands of Baraki Barak, which had previously been the provincial capital. Kotobkhil was on higher ground, and during the day we would watch their troops observing us through binoculars from Mir Abdul Mountain. The attacks would come in the early morning or early evening, when we could see the fighting going on below us. But mostly they would come in the middle of the night: the noise of tanks echoing around the mountains, the horrible, deafening whine of jets, the loud throbbing of helicopters and the whole sky ablaze with blinding lights.

Soldiers would descend on a village and search every house. I can remember them striding in and asking for bread, or helping themselves to our milk and yogurt, before investigating each room. The locals would quietly provide food for army and rebels alike. They didn’t want to invite trouble. If there was enough warning of an impending raid, men would leave their homes at sundown and melt away into the trees and bushes. They knew this territory like the backs of their hands and would move from house to house, village to village, along hidden paths.

When there wasn’t time to escape, they would disappear into secret holes and tunnels or into cellars, creeping behind the bread ovens. In the family farmhouse in Kotobkhil there was a hole dug in the floor of the stable, covered over with straw. My dad remembers having to take refuge there once squashed in with my grandfather, my mum’s dad, who also happened to be visiting at the time. If the soldiers spotted any of these hiding places, sometimes they didn’t bother searching them. They simply lobbed in a grenade to deal with anyone who might be concealed there.

My parents did everything they could to shield us from what was going on: the bombs, they told us, were the same as the fireworks we heard in Kabul, just closer here; the aircraft merely flying low over the village on their way to somewhere else. But we still woke in the night screaming with terror, and there was no disguising the bombshells we saw sticking out of fields or accounting for the sons of relatives and neighbours who vanished overnight and were never seen again.

When the time came for us to return home that summer, I couldn’t understand why my dad was not coming with us. The bus set off early, about 4am. Shamsai would honk his horn at each village to announce its arrival. It was always so cold at that time in the morning, and my toes were freezing as we waited to clamber aboard among the farmers and their sacks of potatoes and corn. I sobbed as my father hugged us all goodbye.

My mother said nothing, except to warn me not to talk about my dad any more, on the bus or anywhere else. It was some time before I made sense of his sudden disappearance and continued absence and, like so many of the events of my childhood, I pieced it together gradually over the years from different stories and reminiscences. In their desire to protect us and spare us from fear – and, during the Soviet war, because it was safer for everyone that we children did not have information others might seek to extract from us – while we were growing up my parents spoke little of the hardships they suffered.

Dad had remained with the army only for as long as it took to complete his training in Kabul. Once action on the front line loomed, and with it the prospect of killing his countrymen or being killed himself, he had made a run for it. Now he had no option but to get out of the city as quickly as possible. My parents had heard chilling tales of ‘recruits’ and deserting conscripts being dragged from their beds in the middle of the night.

My father had escaped to Logar province, where he kept a low profile, moving from village to village as necessary, and then to Pakistan, where he would spend several months at a time trying to earn some money to support himself and the family. Here he led a nomadic existence, trading currency and buying and selling antiques and other ethnic bric-a-brac. He would travel around the North-West Frontier, whose villagers were happy to make a few rupees from traditional household items they’d had knocking about in their homes for years, and sell on his purchases at the antique market in Peshawar. He was a charismatic man, and had a good eye for what would appeal to the antique shop owners, and to visiting foreigners keen to take home a cultural memento of Pakistan.

I would not see my dad again for months. He was journeying back and forth between Logar and Pakistan via the routes used by the Mujahideen to bring in weapons. It was an arduous and dangerous commute. The trails were mostly impassable to vehicles and he travelled on foot, with the occasional assistance of a borrowed motorbike. Horses were a luxury that was generally unaffordable. He would return to Logar during the summer months, when the heat in Pakistan was severe, heading back across the border before the winter set in and the heavy snow in the mountainous regions left him stranded.

In Kabul, my mum dealt impressively with anyone who came asking about my dad. The army were known to send genial emissaries, sometimes in civilian dress, claiming to be friends of the man they were hunting. She trusted nobody. When she opened the door to find a soldier in uniform standing there she must have been very scared, but she didn’t show it. Instead she went on the offensive. ‘Why are you asking me? My husband is with the army. He left this house in his uniform and we haven’t seen him since. Where is he? Nobody has told us. You need to find him!’ It was a bravura performance.

Our little black-and-white television offered little beyond propaganda and glorification of the regime except, on a Friday, a Bollywood movie. The broadcasts of the military might of the Soviet and Afghan armies being paraded through the streets of our city made me fearful. So did the tanks and armed men I glimpsed when I peeped round our front door, or from the cover of the narrow alleyway leading to the main road, and the aircraft we heard at night, because I knew these were the same tanks, men and aircraft that were wreaking such havoc in Logar.

‘Moor Jani, are they going to kill us?’ I would ask on my occasional foray out on an essential errand with my mother, holding tightly on to her hand.

‘No, don’t worry. They are not interested in us. It is men they are looking for.’

Technically my mum was telling the truth when she said she didn’t know where my dad was. She genuinely didn’t. However, she was, of course, well aware that he wasn’t with the army. We had no telephone, and any communication was dangerous. But from time to time, we would have other visitors: elderly cousins from Logar, in their country clothes and turbans, who had arrived on the bus to bring their crops to market and made a quiet detour to Shahre Naow. They came to deliver a simple message: ‘Your husband is back.’ No more would be said, but soon afterwards the family would make the trip to Logar.

In the spring of 1988, when I was five years old, we arrived to find Kotobkhil a hive of activity. After an emotional but unusually brief reunion with my dad, my mum and the older girls joined the women, who were busy baking what looked like enough bread to feed an army. Dad returned to another room, where he was drinking tea and talking to the village elders and some other men I didn’t recognize.

When my father came outside again I showered him with questions.

‘We are going on a journey, Waheed,’ he told me. ‘To a peaceful place where we can all be safe together.’

‘Am I going, Jan Agha? Are you coming?’

He laughed. ‘Of course. You, me, Mum and all your sisters.’

‘Where is it?’

He put his arm around my shoulders and pointed to a distant peak. ‘Do you see that mountain over there?’

I nodded.

‘Just beyond that mountain.’

With life for my father, and for us, growing ever harder and more precarious, my parents had, like so many families, made the decision to seek sanctuary in Pakistan. During the Soviet war alone, some 5 million Afghans fled to Pakistan, or west to Iran, with a further 2 million being displaced internally.

By the time we departed, the Soviets had begun the slow process of withdrawing their troops from our country. Some like to see the retreat of the USSR as a military victory, but in truth nobody won. It was a stalemate. The political will of the Soviet Union to maintain the occupation had been slowly dwindling since the death of Leonid Brezhnev in 1982 and the current leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, known for his policy of glasnost (openness) and for overseeing the introduction of greater freedom and democracy in the USSR, took the view that perpetuating the combat was no longer worth the high price in casualties. In 1986 they had replaced Babrak Karmal, the president they had installed, with Dr Mohammad Najibullah, and they would continue to support his administration after the removal of their forces.

I have a memory of seeing a procession of tanks heading out of the city past our front door in Shahre Naow, and of the indentations left behind in the street outside by their tracks. It would be almost a year before all of the troops left. In the meantime, the Mujahideen carried on attacking the government forces. The Soviets were trying to impose some degree of stability as they retreated, training Afghan troops to protect vital installations and keep the rebels at bay, and so conscription into the Afghan army continued apace.

The border with Pakistan at Torkham is less than 230 kilometres from Kabul using the main highways. Given a clear run in unexceptional circumstances, you can drive it in four hours. The journey from Logar is a bit longer, but in either case it can be made comfortably within a day. However, these were, of course, far from unexceptional circumstances. The Khyber Pass and the Torkham border were controlled by the military and closed to departing civilians. And our party included at least twenty men, most of whom were probably evading military service.

We would be travelling at walking pace on foot and horseback, off the beaten track, following a circuitous route to the border, on the same narrow, rocky trails and winding paths through the mountains used by the Mujahideen. It was a difficult and perilous trek that would take us seven days and seven nights.

It is impossible now to retrace the precise course of our journey. The escape routes fluctuated constantly according to who was controlling which area, and where there were battles going on, and the border itself was both fluid and porous. Control of the Gardez–Khost section of the ancient southerly road connecting Afghanistan with the Indian subcontinent was fought over for much of that war and the town of Khost, the last before the border, was under siege one way or another for eleven years. The Soviets had retaken it from the Mujahideen that January. My father, who moved between the two countries many times, remembers that we travelled via Charkh, Kharwar and Khost province.

Our family of eight was to travel in a caravan of somewhere between fifteen and twenty other families and several guides. To try to reach Pakistan without guides would have been suicidal. These guys made their living moving back and forth, leading Afghan refugees to the border and making the return journey with Mujahideen bringing in weapons and supplies. Not only did they know the terrain, but in the course of their travels they gathered information from the locals about recent developments: where there had been fighting, which areas were currently the focus of aerial attacks. They knew, as far as it was possible to know, where the landmines were, and how the journey should be paced.

The guides plotted an itinerary between safe resting places where they paid villagers a few afghanis to provide basic accommodation. In certain areas there was shelter to be found in abandoned bomb-damaged houses. Some guides owned houses along the route where their customers could sleep. This was why we needed to travel as part of such a big group. These trips involved detailed planning and meticulous organization, and the guides undertook them only once they had enough people to make it worth their while.

To avoid being spotted by the military we had to move through the night and rest out of sight during daylight hours. Our departure, from a neighbouring village, was arranged for early the following evening. Arriving there late in the afternoon, we found horses being saddled and loaded with luggage beneath the chilgoza pines. We were going to be riding horses! I was thrilled. I instantly fell in love with a white packhorse, to my eyes a beautiful thoroughbred. I patted his strong, muscular flanks, stroked his velvety nose and pestered my dad until he asked the guide who owned the horse if I could ride on him. He agreed, though he made it clear I would have to share him with a couple of my sisters. I didn’t mind. I named him Speen, the Pashto word for ‘white’.

We set off at dusk, a procession of horses, and a few pack donkeys, tied together in teams. The women and children were perched on horseback between the woven saddlebags containing our luggage. The men were on foot. There were three or four kids, or one woman with a couple of smaller children, to each mount. We had not been allowed to bring anything with us but bare essentials. As well as the need to keep the weight down, the sight of giant bundles of all our worldly goods would have marked us out as refugees fleeing the country.

Provisions were minimal. We had pateera bread, baked with oil and sugar, which would keep for longer, and thin flatbreads piled into stacks that could be easily transported, thanks to the baking extravaganza of the grandmas and aunties. The children were given a piece of pateera to put in their pockets in case they got hungry during the night. Water could be readily replenished from the rivers and streams or safe village wells (there were rumours of some wells being poisoned).

My parents were wearing such valuables as we possessed. Afghans placed little trust in currency or banks and whenever my father was able to save a little money, he invested it in gold, using it to buy a bracelet or necklace. Our current savings were hidden beneath my mother’s firaq partug, along with her bridal jewellery, and our cash in the secret pockets my mum sewed into the inside of my dad’s clothes, so skilfully that it would pass notice if he were frisked or robbed.

The men wore chappals, handmade leather sandals with very hard soles. They had to be strong to cope with the conditions. Trainers would not have lasted the course. My father may still have owned the pair of sturdy boots he had been issued with as part of his army uniform, but nobody could wear anything that hinted at military involvement on either side. If we were spotted or challenged by anyone they needed to look as innocuously civilian as possible in their turbans or pakol hats, with waistcoats topping their perahan tunban to provide extra warmth and pockets.

A sizeable crowd of locals had gathered to wave us off. I was incredibly excited to be embarking on such an adventure. Among the adults, more attuned to the hardships and dangers that lay ahead, the excitement was more muted, but nevertheless everyone was in high spirits. The children who had mocked me for falling off a donkey were now pointing at me in awe as I clip-clopped past them on my majestic white stallion. Surveying the beautiful scenery all around me, the mountains glowing mauve and purple in the twilight, the farmers still working in the green fields, I felt like a prince in one of my dad’s tales.

As darkness fell I chattered with Zari, sitting behind me, making up stories and, when my eyelids became heavy, I leaned against her, lulled by the rhythmic plodding of the horse. If sleep came, we would soon be jolted out of it as Speen kicked a rock or his foot caught a pothole.

With the dawn we stopped at a village to eat and rest. The horses were fed and watered out of sight and a reasonable distance away so that the whole party wouldn’t be immediately discovered, or blown to smithereens along with them, if they aroused suspicion. A couple of the guides and one or two of the men remained with the horses. We slept in two rooms in an empty mud house, the men and boys in one room and the women, girls and small children in the other.

The rooms were bare but for some dusty rugs on the dirt floor. I remember the farmyard smell of those rugs, the legacy of being sat on by a succession of farmers, and the powdered-straw dust that tickled my nose and made me sneeze. Dad covered me with his pedhu, the versatile long scarf put to any number of uses by the nomadic Pashtuns: it doubles as a prayer mat, a cloak for extra warmth or a blanket. Tired out, I soon fell asleep.

As the afternoon waned we returned to the horses, and I was confused to see them being made ready for another trip. I had assumed that our long ride had already brought us to the peaceful place my dad had spoken of. In fact we were still in Logar, in the south of the province just beyond Charkh. My mum explained that it would be a few more days and nights before we reached our destination but, at five years old, the concept of any journey lasting a whole week was beyond my grasp.

‘How far is the place we are going?’ I asked my dad.

‘Just after the next mountain,’ he told me.

We travelled quietly through the chilly darkness of the next night, and the one after. I passed the time by ‘racing’ the other children’s horses. Of course, we had no control over our progress, and the pace was sedate, to say the least, but when Speen took the lead I punched the air in delight. In my mind I was galloping him to victory.

It must have been on the third morning that we stopped in a glade amid a stand of trees while a guide, one of the other men and my dad went to investigate a nearby village for somewhere suitable to sleep. My dad took me with him.

As we approached the village we heard a sound in the air, a dull drone. My dad’s grip on my hand tightened and he began to run, pulling me with him. He knew that sound only too well: a spy plane scouting the area. We were caught between the cover of the trees and the village. We had no time to go back. He scooped me up into his arms and ran for the village as fast as he could, his chappals flapping against his feet.

Dad banged on the first door we came to and tried to push it open but the house was locked up. By now we could hear the loud whine of a Su-25 assault jet overhead. He made a dash for the next house which, thankfully, seemed to have been long abandoned. The door gave easily. Inside he hurtled from room to room, searching frantically for something that would offer some protection.

With moments to spare he found what he was looking for: the clay bread oven, sunk into the floor like the one in the farmhouse in Kotobkhil. He bundled me inside, clambered in on top and crouched over me, wrapping his arms around me and shielding my head with his body. ‘If anything bad happens to me
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