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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my father-in-law, Gary Smith, who had both roots and wings and lived with the rare and enviable grace of a man who always put others first.
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CLEANSING CONFLICT

What is a saint? One whose wine has turned to vinegar.

If you’re still wine drunkenly

brave, don’t step forward. When your sheep becomes a lion,

Then come. It is said

of hypocrites, “They have considerable valor among themselves!”

But they scatter when

a real enemy appears. Muhammad told his young soldiers, “There

is no courage before

an engagement.” A drunk foams at the mouth talking about what

he will do when he gets his sword

drawn, but the chance arrives, and he remains sheathed as

an onion. Premeditating,

he’s eager for wounds. Then his bag gets touched by a needle,

and he deflates. What sort of

person says that he or she wants to be polished and pure,

then complains about being

handled roughly?*


PROLOGUE

ENTRANCE
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At the Kokol border crossing in Tajikistan, June 2013. My driver has asked the Tajik border guard how long it will take to repair the boat that will ferry me across the Amu Darya River into Afghanistan.

Under cover of a moonless night in mid-October 2001, I found myself loading thousands of pounds of camera equipment and supplies onto a giant pontoon boat on the northern bank of the Amu Darya River. The pontoons were normally used to carry weapons to the Northern Alliance troops fighting the Taliban on the other side of the water. With all the gear and people, there wasn’t any room left on that raft for allegory, but I remember feeling like one of the damned souls in Dante’s Divine Comedy about to be ferried across the River Acheron to hell. The American airstrikes had begun, and I was headed into Afghanistan.

It was only one week after Osama bin Laden’s Al Qaeda terror network struck the United States, crashing planes into the Pentagon and the World Trade Center. I was dispatched by NBC News to bear witness to America’s righteous anger and retribution. It was swift and unrelenting.

In my first month in Afghanistan, I watched as the U.S. obliterated Al Qaeda’s bases and, with the help of its Northern Alliance allies—a mix of ethnic Tajik, Uzbek, and Hazara Afghans—toppled the Taliban government that had hosted them. But the war, as we well know, did not end there and has not ended yet.

I went back to Afghanistan in the summer of 2013 for my fifth visit, on the eve of America’s planned withdrawal. My goal was to try to understand what had happened to Afghanistan in the twelve years since I first traveled there, and what might happen this time after I left.

I reentered at exactly same place, crossing the Amu Darya River from southern Tajikistan into northern Afghanistan. The once busy Kokol–Ai Khanoum border crossing, through which weapons, spooks, Special Forces, and journalists like me had once been transported, was now just a dusty shadow of its former self. Today it’s a remote outpost displaced by real bridges built or refurbished by the Americans and located near larger and busier population centers to help with the flow of commercial goods and war materials moving in and out of Afghanistan.

At the crossing, I found the pontoons moored on the bank, unused because so little cargo was moving back and forth. Instead, I stepped into an ancient, rusted motorboat one weld away from sinking and made the three-minute crossing a second time. As the boat chugged along against the current, I was certain of only one thing: the war I had found on the other side of the river a dozen years ago was there to meet me still.


WATCH A ONE-YEAR-OLD

Anger rises when you’re proud

of yourself. Humble that. Use

the contempt of others, and your

own self-regarding, to change, like

the cloud in the folklore that became

three snake shapes. Or if you like

the dog-barking lion wrath, enjoy

the hurt longer. Watch a one-year-

old, how it walks, the slow wisdom

there. Sometimes a sweet taste

makes you sour and mean. Listen

to the voice that says, It was for

you I created the universe. Then

kill and be killed in love. You’ve

been two dogs dozing long enough!*


PART I
THE NORTH
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An Afghan National Police officer stands guard, prepared for possible violence between Uzbeks and Tajiks on the streets of Taloqan City.
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OVER THE BORDER
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My second crossing of the Amu Darya River from Tajikistan to Afghanistan. The rusted-out shell of a boat was more seaworthy than it looked. The Amu Darya’s strong current forced the captain to throttle hard against it in an upstream arc to ensure we reached our landing spot directly on the other side.
(Photo by Dost Muhammad)

Tajikistan, the poorest of the former Soviet republics, is one of the least visited places on earth, but in June 2013 I was on my way there for a second time. I had traveled there the first time in 2001, with my NBC crew. We had been stymied in our attempts to enter Afghanistan from both Iran and Uzbekistan; Tajikistan would be our final and most reckless attempt. We had traveled thousands of miles by every conceivable means, only to be blocked at each successive border crossing. Desperate to get to Dushanbe, the Tajik capital, we even bribed an entire Tajik flight crew to take a plane overloaded with our gear into the night sky. We thought we would be the only passengers, but after we boarded we were horrified to find that it was filled with other people—other people whom we might have gotten killed in a plane crash to reach a story that had started with plane crashes on 9/11.

Once in Dushanbe, we drove a few hundred miles south, and in the dark of night crossed the Amu Darya on pontoon boats, aided by Russian soldiers who had covered their faces with kaffiyehs. But the things we did to get there pale in comparison to the adventure that followed. Over the next hundred days, seven of our colleagues would be killed, I would videotape another being blown up by a Taliban mortar, and we would live in the house where legendary mujahedin commander Ahmad Shah Massoud was assassinated. In Kabul, we would unwittingly sleep next to an unexploded 500-pound bomb and discover that our houseboy was being raped by the dirty fuck we had hired for security. I would watch B-52’s drop 15,000-pound “daisy cutter” bombs on the Al Qaeda and Taliban fighters hiding in the mountains of Tora Bora, and in Jalalabad, on my final night of that first Afghan odyssey, I would be visited by what I believed was the spirit of a CNN technician who had died only a day earlier on the very mattress on which I slept.

This time Tajikistan wasn’t a destination of last resort. I had specifically made it part of my story proposal to the editors of Vice magazine, pitching them on the idea of retracing the steps of my first journey twelve years later to see what, if anything, had changed in Afghanistan. To do that, I wanted to enter at the same spot.

While it added another plane, a car and driver, a Tajik interpreter, and hundreds of miles—and likely another thousand dollars to my costs—I believed it was essential to understanding my past and present experiences and for telling the full story of those I encountered.

I am fifty now, and had been in my first war zone, Nicaragua’s Sandinista/Contra war, when I was half this age. I am still an obsessive-compulsive traveler, packing and repacking, clicking and zipping, the rip of Velcro pockets and flaps making those seated around me in the departure lounge at Dubai International wondering what it was I’d lost. But that couldn’t be apparent to them—I’d lost my sense of order. When you have no control, I’d learned during a career reporting on war, you try to impose it on your surroundings.

All I had encircled me: a backpack bulging with cameras, cables, chargers, portable hard drives, my laptop—the tools of my trade—and a duffel bag filled with the necessities of life: food, clothing, shelter, body armor, Kevlar helmet, kneepads, first aid kit, ballistic sunglasses, a compass, broad-spectrum antibiotics like Cipro for the runs and Keflex for skin and respiratory infections. There were granola bars, peanut butter, packets of instant coffee, a water filter to get the dirt out and chlorine tablets to kill the bugs in it. While minimalist for most, some fellow war zone travelers might see my 60 or 70 pounds of gear and look at me disdainfully, as if I were a bubble boy who could not endure his hostile environment, wrapping himself instead in First World comforts and edibles to blunt, if not completely deflect, its impact. In truth, I simply wanted to be self-sufficient. And it was a lot less than what I used to bring. Ever-smaller digital gear and the go-light hiker revolution, after which everything from backpacks to sleeping bags to tents was made of wafer-thin nylon weighing about as much as dryer lint, made it possible to carry on my back everything I needed for a two-month trip.

Other things had changed, too. Unlike previous trips, this one frightened me. Maybe it was because my stepdaughter, usually as stoic as Demosthenes, started crying and didn’t want to go to school the day of my flight so she could see me off. Maybe it was because almost everything had lined up for this trip too smoothly. Maybe I believed I was going to buy it because I had survived more than a decade of covering conflict without so much as a nasty scratch and it was finally time to pay up, to lose a limb or my life. I also believed, superstitiously, that now was the time such a thing was most likely to happen—when I loved my life, rather than being indifferent to dying.

But there were plenty of annoyances to distract me from that dark feeling. The travel itself, for instance. Unless you fly first class, international travel is a monumental pain in the ass. There is nothing easy or efficient about it. Even in the developed world it sucks—sweating while hauling luggage, flights suddenly cancelled with no explanation, arbitrary gate changes, managing the complex logistical flow of getting unorthodox things like body armor and satellite modems across continents to the places where you’ll need to use them.

Fortunately, I had discovered a time-honored way to beat these oppressive systems like the airlines, security, customs, and the rules stacked against the common traveler: I flashed my pearly whites like they were lights on the Vegas strip. It was a smile that didn’t come naturally to me, but I had learned its undefeatable power—that taking the time to fully acknowledge another human being could buy you vast amounts of goodwill.

Nasir, the beat-down driver in Dubai who had had to leave a wife and three kids behind in Pakistan ten years earlier succumbed to it, even cracked a smile of his own when I asked him to pose with a Hello Kitty figurine (a running joke in my family). Even dour Ansar at the Tajik Embassy was no match for it; perhaps he disdained the grinning idiot across the counter from him, but he nonetheless issued a short-notice tourist visa for me during a brief layover.

And so it was done. I was coming to you, my dusty, heavy, red velvet Tajikistan. You of few visitors, wearing too much makeup, scuffed shoes, and a cheap dress—but still, your smile was pretty, too, even under the sad weight of all that oppressive Slavic history.

Boarding the Somon Air flight, I pushed past the babushka moms holding babies already showing signs of five-o’clock shadow and men with hair so thick it looked like black moss. On the plane, a 737-800, the seats were in rows so narrow you more or less had to stand. My forward view was a scalp dusted with dandruff. But unlike flights in the West, I could freely block the aisle with my oversize bag just like everyone else on the plane, and when a flight attendant asked me to shut off my iPhone for takeoff she gently rubbed my arm with a finger rather than ramming my elbow with the drink cart. I smiled again, this time to myself, as the jet lumbered down the runway. I would be in Dushanbe by midnight.

Early the next day, after just a few hours of sleep, I met my fixer, Elena (which is not her real name—she did not want to be identified) in the lobby of my hotel. She was a dark-haired woman in her early fifties wearing an easy smile and a colorful Tajik version of a muumuu. I had attempted to hire someone by interviewing contacts at Tajik travel agencies and then triangulating those names with endorsements on Internet message boards. It had still taken weeks of emails and phone calls to find her and a driver. Most car services demanded $500 or more for a day trip to the border, even without an English-speaking driver. Finally, one of my original contacts, an experienced pro who usually worked at rates double my budget, lined up both Elena and a driver for $300.

But that was only one of the hurdles in Tajikistan, the most trying segment of an otherwise smooth logistical operation. The agency I had hired in Los Angles to get both my Tajik and Afghan visas had secured only the latter, despite having an entire month and repeated appeals from me. Their failure, which I learned of only days before my departure, might have derailed the entire trip because of how tightly it was scheduled. I had six-weeks for on-the-ground reporting, then only another two weeks to write a five- to seven-thousand word magazine article. Theoretically, you could get a Tajik visa at the Dushanbe Airport, but I was arriving after midnight, when the visa counter would likely be (and actually had been) closed. Instead, I scrambled during a very short layover in Dubai to get one from the Tajik consulate there.

Arranging the travel from Dushanbe to the Kokol border crossing in the south had been just as troublesome. No one wanted to go to the crossing that connected the Tajik village of Kokol to the Ai Khanoum area of Afghanistan, an area whose commercial traffic was now mostly in illicit goods. Because of its remote location, it had once been a hotbed for transporting arms and other materials going to the rebel Northern Alliance during the years of Taliban rule from 1996 to 2001.

With the Taliban toppled it is more or less irrelevant today, except for those with something to smuggle—guns, or drugs, or merely bags of cement and lumber for small construction projects on the Afghan side of the border. It was so remote that Elena and my driver weren’t sure how to find it. We had left Dushanbe at 8 a.m., and six hours later I was losing faith that we’d reach it at all. At one point, the road disappeared into trackless sand.

“That’s not a road, that’s a direction,” Elena said, pointing to the swirling sandstorm that seemed to be our path ahead.

Since I had only been there at night a dozen years ago I was little help, but finally, after another hour driving through dust and on rutted donkey paths, we found the entrance. The foothills that rose from the banks of the river looked vaguely familiar—more déjà vu then memory. The same pontoons were still there, along with the two rusted-out boats used to tow or nudge the rafts across. Not surprisingly, neither of them was working when we arrived.

We waited for the repairs on a ridge above the bank. Elena interpreted a conversation I had with a Tajik man named Muhammad who regularly transported supplies into Afghanistan for a hospital he was building in Khoja Bahauddin, a village about 10 miles to the east. It had once been a refugee village, the northernmost retreat of those attempting to escape the reach of the Taliban. It was also the headquarters of Ahmad Shah Massoud, the Afghan mujahedin* commander who had fought the Soviets and become a leader of the Northern Alliance in its battle against the Taliban. And it was there that he was killed by two Al Qaeda operatives posing as a television camera crew on September 9, 2001—just two days before the terrorist attacks on the United States. Massoud’s compound had become home for me and my colleagues for nearly two months after that initial crossing into Afghanistan in 2001.

On the ridge, I kicked up some rusted old .30-millimeter shell casings, likely from a Russian anti-aircraft gun once positioned on the border. Muhammad told me they were from fifteen years ago, fired at the Taliban by Tajik soldiers as makeshift artillery support for Massoud in his effort to hold on to one last piece of real estate in the north. To enhance the credibility of his information, Muhammad pulled up the sleeve of his shirt to expose a faded green tattoo of a soldier, the informal insignia, he said, of the Russian army unit he had been in when Tajikistan had been a Soviet republic. After decades of war in Afghanistan, remnants of battles past were everywhere, including neighboring states.

When the boat was finally fixed three hours later, the officer of the Tajik border forces invited us into a small metal shack where he checked our passports and our luggage. When he saw my camera and all my gear, he remained friendly but became suspicious. Elena told him I was a university professor, which was true, and that I was going into Afghanistan to conduct research—also true. I handed him a business card, which he couldn’t read but that confirmed my credentials as an associate professor of journalism at the University of Hong Kong. He seemed satisfied, shook my hand, and ushered me out with a smile and instructions not to take any photographs during the crossing for security reasons.

Muhammad and I climbed aboard the ancient tug, surprised but grateful it floated. It looked like a metal quilt that had been patch-welded out of rusty corrugated sheets, and that one false step would result in lockjaw-inducing tetanus or a full breach of the rusty hull. But what the sad ship lacked in seaworthiness it made up for in horsepower. A large inboard prop engine drove the boat in a sweeping arc against the powerful current.

So little had changed here, I thought. So much water had flowed past these banks over the last twelve years, none of it able to wash away the memory and costs of this war. I had kept a journal during my travels in 2001. This is what I wrote of the crossing:

OCTOBER 2001

Shivering on a starless night. Waiting on the northern bank of the Amu Darya River. Waiting for a pontoon boat to ferry us to the other side. We are traveling with a thousand pounds of equipment and enough food and water to last us into December. This is where we cut the cord.

An old tractor engine mounted on the side of the raft spools up cable, pulls us toward the other side, pulls us by the hand to the dance floor. Russian soldiers operate the pontoon. They wear camouflage, wrap their heads in Afghan scarves. We see only their eyes. They look bemused as they ferry us across the threshold. A tiny chill as we watch Tajikistan drift away. In this month-long journey—15,000 miles by planes, cars, convoys, trucks, and even donkeys, this narrow spread of water once seemed uncrossable. No more. Tonight, in six minutes, my boots will be covered with the dust of Afghanistan.

My interpreter Matin Sarfraz and my driver, his cousin Dost Muhammad, wave to me from the shoreline. I was relieved to see them, exactly where we had arranged to meet. Typical Afghan hospitality: they had arrived several hours early to make sure they would be there to greet me had I arrived sooner. But with all the delays, they ended up waiting almost half the day.

Matin had been a graduate student of mine at the University of Hong Kong (HKU), where he was on a special journalism scholarship for Afghan students. During his last semester at HKU, I asked him to work for me during my time in the northern Afghanistan; he was from Kunduz, a province in the north, and his knowledge and contacts would be essential in helping me complete my journey safely and successfully. He agreed without hesitation, and we began meeting once a week in the months prior to the trip, sketching out the journey with black markers on the dry-erase board in my office. With his help, the boundaries and borders we had drawn on my wall dissolved into this hot summer day. I had returned to the location of one of the most defining moments of my life.

Matin was a smart, thoughtful young man, a journalist of such high standards that the New York Times had hired him as their fixer and reporter in the north. He was just twenty-eight, married with three children and also supporting his parents, brothers, and sisters. He had a lot of responsibilities for someone so young but tried not to show the stress he was under. He was also in danger every single day in Afghanistan, unable even to use his own name in the bylines on his work.* Kunduz Province was one of the most conservative in the north, filled with Taliban and Taliban sympathizers. To work under his own name would make Matin and his family targets of extremists wishing to silence him and of opportunists hoping to profit by kidnap-for-ransom schemes, since local Afghans working for foreigners were always thought to be rich.

Because of my tiny budget (so typical for freelance reporters today), which had to cover all of my travel, accommodations, and food, Matin knew I couldn’t pay him much. To make up for the shortfall, I told him that in addition to his salary I would give him all my video gear and an Apple PowerBook at the end of my trip so he could begin to produce short documentaries about Afghanistan on his own, something he had been inspired to do during his graduate studies.

I had also asked Matin to find me a traditional Afghan taxi, which would lower our profile on the road as we drove from north to south. I grew a respectable beard in the month prior to the trip and asked Matin to get me a shalwar kameez, the long tunic and baggy pants traditionally worn in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and throughout Central Asia. In the past I had rejected dressing local, but Matin assured me that it would help me blend in and that even for those who did recognize me as foreigner, it would be seen as a sign of respect for local traditions and culture.

Since vehicles were licensed in their respective provinces, a Kunduz plate would get us stopped in Kabul, and finding a taxi we could drive everywhere proved difficult. Matin’s solution was to ask his cousin, Dost Muhammad, to drive us in his own car. Dost was a minor celebrity in Kabul, an actor who also hosted several television programs, including one called Mousetrap that investigated political scandals.

Despite having not one, but two wives, Dost cultivated a devil-may-care-attitude that contrasted with Matin’s responsible, family-man demeanor. Drive a Western journalist around Afghanistan? No problem! The car that came with him matched his oversize personality, a blue and white Toyota Corolla with the word bahmani—which in Persian means both “good purpose” and “avalanche”—emblazoned in bright red paint on the hood and both sides. In Dost’s case, both meanings seemed to apply. On the dashboard, he had placed two plastic bobble-head tigers, one strumming a ukulele, so the vibrations of the car made it appear they were performing a hula dance.

In 2001, during my first taste of war here, it was difficult not to succumb to the romantic ideal of the intrepid foreign correspondent. Everything we reporters saw and did seemed to reinforce it. We rode on horseback to a series of World War I–type trenches where we watched Northern Alliance fighters chat with their Taliban counterparts on handheld radios, teasing and cracking jokes in between killing each other. Now, a dozen years later, my hair and beard were graying, the horses were gone—as were some of the colleagues—and the trenches were empty. I rode into the same war, but in the back seat of Dost’s Bahmani-mobile. The romance, if not the danger, had worn off long ago.

After crossing the Amu Darya and reaching the Afghan shoreline, Matin and Dost helped me unload my gear and I took a long look around. What had once been just a tent and a few Northern Alliance soldiers was now a large, well-organized fenced-in compound, built by the Japanese and staffed by a company of Afghan border police. The setup seemed luxurious compared to the junkyard on the Tajik side, but given the investment in infrastructure that had been made in Afghanistan following the fall of the Taliban, I expected to see such basic improvements throughout the north, especially along the fortified border crossing.

We drove the winding dirt roads away from the river toward the district of Dasht-e-Qala; from the car window, I saw a farmer maneuver two large bulls behind a wooden plough, breaking up clods of earth. I felt a flush of nostalgia colored by the warm hues of sunlight and unexpected serenity. I was almost relaxed. It was very different from that first hour-long nighttime drive to our camp in 2001, when Northern Alliance fighters had run a price-gouging scam driving journalists from Dasht-e-Qala to Khoja Bahauddin using a fleet of Russian jeeps. Back then, an attempt by the driver to shake me down after our insane journey to the border had been the last straw:

From my journal:

OCTOBER 2001

Now I’m on the back of a bucking bronco. A Russian jeep really, but the same ride. We buck and heave through craters the size of the vehicle. The Perfect Storm in dirt. There’s an impact splinter on my side of the windshield. Forehead, I think, of a prior passenger. Least he softened it up for me. It’s nearly midnight, and my vision feels like it’s coming deep from within my head—like I’m looking through a mask. It’s one of those instances where your momentum outpaces your mind. You are there, but in a dream.

Before we reach the NBC compound in Khoja Bahauddin, our driver stops and turns off the ignition. He scratches his palm, then shows me two fingers. I pull out a twenty. He shakes his head. He writes on a scrap of paper, and by the orange glow of the gauge lights, I see these numbers appear: two, zero, zero. We have been shaken down at nearly every stop from Mashhad to Dushanbe. I’m rattle-cranked and full-body tired. All that’s left is anger and decibels. I crank up the volume, flap my arms, point a violent finger in his chest. He’s surprised at my outburst. Finally, he turns the key again—for $100. A small victory, but even though no one can see it, I’m smiling for the rest of the ride. Even more so after we reach the camp and I learn that the going rate my colleagues were paying for the trip from the river was $200 per vehicle.
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CIVIL WAR
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Dasht-e-Qala district police chief Imam Muhammad at his home with bodyguards. He said he’d rather be a farmer than a police officer, but without peace he knows that’s impossible.

Our first stop was the Dasht-e-Qala district police headquarters. The chief was a barrel-chested man named Imam Muhammad who had a kind but weary face. I removed my dusty boots and we were escorted inside his office. Matin gestured for me to take the seat to the right of the chief—the place of honor. Inside the room were Imam Muhammad’s inner circle, officers he had handpicked, loyal friends or relations who also acted as his bodyguards. Another officer brought in two large watermelons and split them open with his knife, then used it again to grid the pink fruit into easily removable chunks. We reached down with our forks, jabbing at pieces and popping them into our mouths. I was parched from my travels, and the juicy sweet fruit helped revive me.

Matin spoke to the chief in between spitting seeds into his hands. Then he nodded toward me—my cue to talk. In an exaggerated pantomime I fall into when communicating with non-English speakers, I thanked Imam Muhammad for his hospitality, placed my hand over my heart as is customary in Afghanistan, and told him how happy I was to be back in Dasht-e-Qala. The chief smiled and nodded slightly as Matin translated, and then told him how I had been in the district in 2001 watching the battles from the trench lines, which weren’t very far from his compound. After a few more minutes of polite conversation, we rose and headed back to the Bahmani-mobile. We were to meet the chief in a few hours at his home, where Matin had arranged for us to spend the night under his protection. It was a smart move, both for our own security and as a way to learn what had been happening in the region.

I was caked in dirt and sweat from the trip across Tajikistan, and Matin asked me if I wanted to take a shower before going to the chief’s home. Most homes in Afghanistan, especially in rural areas, don’t have running water, so Dost drove us to a small storefront in town. We were taken to a backroom lined with wooden benches and hooks on the wall for clothing. I pulled a towel and toiletry kit from my duffel bag and opened a door to a small, dark private stall. It had concrete walls and a white tile floor. A length of water pipe, painted green, had been secured against one wall and connected to form an upside-down L that ended in a sunflower-size white plastic showerhead. On the floor was a blue plastic basin. I stripped off my clothes and used the basin to wash them, rubbing them with a bar of soap, agitating and rinsing; it was a necessity when you had only three sets of shirts and pants for two months. I then rinsed myself under the cold water of the showerhead, scrubbing until what seemed like all the dust and dirt of Tajikistan swirled around the drain. There was a humility to the process that I appreciated, and I felt a small, ritualized transformation from the vanities and conveniences of the developed world to the challenges of this one. This I knew was, in part, what it was like to live like an Afghan.

Imam Muhammad’s house was in the village of Ai Khanoum, near a cliff overlooking the Amu Darya. It was as close to an Italian garden villa as I had seen in Afghanistan. While the house itself was not so different from the single-story concrete bunker compounds of Afghan’s better-off citizens (most others lived in mud-brick huts), it was surrounded by copses of fruit trees and flowers.

Ai Khanoum, which means “lady moon” in Uzbek, is a historic place. In 1961, Afghan king Muhammad Zahir Shah, while hunting near the village, discovered an ancient walled city believed to be Alexandria-on-Oxus, a Greek town built in the fourth century BCE in the wake of Alexander the Great’s conquest of the region. French archeologists began to excavate the site in 1964 and continued until 1978, discovering a palace in the city center, a temple to Zeus, a theater with seating for 4,000 to 6,000 people, a citadel with 30-foot towers, and even a large gymnasium with a statue of the Greek god Hermes. Other architectural artifacts were also found, including classical Corinthian columns and an ornate medallion depicting the goddess Cybele on a chariot being pulled by lions. The excavations stopped after the Russians invaded in 1979. During the civil war and the period of Taliban rule that followed, the exposed site became a magnet for looters, while battles between Commander Ahmad Shah Massoud’s forces and the Taliban destroyed much of what was left. Sometimes even history didn’t survive Afghanistan’s wars.

But Afghanistan’s future, not its ancient past, was on my mind as we gathered in Imam Muhammad’s guest room. Typical of those in most Afghan homes, the room was a large rectangle, mostly empty except for the carpets covering the concrete floor and small futon-like mattresses that guests could sit on while conversing and during meals and then sleep on at night.

Imam Muhammad’s officers spread a large vinyl tablecloth called a dastarkhwan across the floor in front of us and proceeded to cover it with plates of food until none of it was left showing. We were served a feast of roast chicken, fresh tomatoes, peppers and onion, bowls of thin plain yogurt, and a traditional dish of meat and rice called pilaw that’s eaten with fresh Afghan flatbread, as large and round as a spare tire. All of us were famished, and we wolfed down the dishes as if we hadn’t eaten in days. Everything was rich in flavor—fresh tomatoes, rice cooked with saffron, the meat stewed tender in its own juices, the chewy, pillowy bread we wrapped around the roasted chicken and chunks of mutton and popped into our mouths.

Mealtime in Afghanistan is a relatively quiet affair; people prefer to concentrate on the food, saving conversation for afterward. This night was no different. When we had stuffed ourselves to capacity, the chief’s men cleared the plates, removed the dastarkhwan, and brought out bowls of nuts and sweets and pots of tea or, as it’s called in Central Asia, chai. In the north, unlike other parts of Afghanistan, they drink their chai without dropping in handfuls of sugar. As we sat back, full and comfortable, Imam Muhammad talked about the food he had just fed us as passionately as a chef on a TV cooking show.

“I would rather be a farmer than police chief,” he told us. “I love the land. On my property I have tarbooz [watermelon], corn, everything you can imagine. All of what you ate tonight,” he said, gesturing to the former spread, “came from my land.”

He cracked almond shells by squeezing them in the palms of his large hands. Watching me struggle, he snatched them from me, cracked them easily, and handed them back, as if I were I child who couldn’t figure out how to do it—all the while talking with Matin.

While he did seem to love his land and what it could produce, there were other things that grew here too, crops much more profitable to cultivate. Drugs were a key part of the economy throughout Afghanistan. The commander gave us a lesson on the economics of opium poppy, which used to make heroin; Afghanistan is the world’s largest grower.

“In Afghanistan, heroin costs $2,500 a kilo,” he told us. “Across the border in Tajikistan, it doubles to $5,000. If it makes its way to Russia it turns into $13,000.”

We asked him about another drug we had been hearing about called tabletka, a new and expensive, supposedly synthetic drug coming down from the former Soviet republics into Afghanistan. While most national drug officials seemed uncertain what it was, the effects—increased energy, heightened chattiness, sexual arousal—seem to put it in the same category as the amphetamine MDMA, or Ecstasy.

He nodded his head and smiled—yes, he knew about tabletka. I asked him if his men were able to interdict any of the cross-border smuggling and if so, whether we could tag along to watch them.

“You have to go out very late at night and watch the river,” he said dismissively. “You can sit there for hours before you begin to see them cross. It’s very dangerous. They’re not from this area.”

It was an idea he didn’t seem eager to entertain. And while drug smuggling was certainly a concern affecting the country’s future, we had heard that something even more dangerous was once again moving across the borders into Afghanistan: guns. Some of the nation’s most powerful warlords were openly admitting to rearming their own men to fight the Taliban on their own, unconvinced that the current Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) could do the job after the scheduled withdrawal of U.S. troops in 2014. Imam Muhammad said he was not optimistic that he’d be able to retire to a life of farming anytime soon.

“I don’t think the government will stay together,” he told us. “We’re already starting to see things pull apart. It’s possible there will be civil war. Many of the local commanders don’t have jobs. After 2014, they may have to fight again.”

I asked him about the reports of warlords re-arming to fight the Taliban again and if he planned to do the same.

“If the central government doesn’t stay together,” he said, “I’ll have to find a way to protect my people.”

What he said was a bad sign. “My people” in Afghanistan means one’s tribe. Very few outside of Kabul thought of themselves as citizens of the country—as Afghans.

Without a national identity, I wondered, could they ever really defeat the Taliban?
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Afghan National Police take turns posing inside the room where Ahmad Shad Massoud was assassinated.

The next morning, after having breakfast with Imam Muhammad, I drove east with Matin and Dost toward Khoja Bahauddin.

As we drove, the landscape washed over me like a childhood memory. I had traveled through it so many times in the past, driving from the Northern Alliance compound in Khoja Bahauddin to Dasht-e-Qala, then hiring horses to ride the last few miles to the front lines. The major landmarks looked the same—the mountains, rivers, and roads—but time had softened the sharp edges of war. I noticed cars and motorbikes and trucks filled with wheat and hay rather than soldiers. Where water had once been, sparse international assistance organizations had dug concrete wells topped with shiny metal hand pumps, visible every half mile.

On that first Afghan journey, I fell in love with my profession once again. Telling the post–9/11 Afghan story was a great privilege—a gift. There was nowhere else in the world I had wanted to be. Despite the hardships and fear, I had also felt a tremulous excitement every time we approached the frontline trenches, uncertain of what we would see that day.

I remained in love with my profession, but time had tempered both the recklessness and some of the excitement. In the past, I could work until I literally dropped from exhaustion and sleep wherever I happened to be. But years of this kind of living had taken its toll. Both my face and my mind had been indelibly changed by more than a decade at war. It was demanding, physical labor—donkeywork—and each year that passed my pack became a little heavier, the travel a little more taxing, slogging through endless hours of conversations and writing a little more challenging.

But with increasing physical liabilities had also come wisdom. The work felt harder, but I was doing it smarter. I understood the nuances of the environment. I had compiled an archive of knowledge and experiences during my travels, and the manic aggressiveness of my youth, when I had literally thrown myself at a story, had given way, thankfully, to a more considered and thoughtful approach. Patience and humility now trumped endless endurance. And most important, I had learned to look beyond the combat in war zones. While the guns were inherently dramatic, they weren’t the only or even the most important part of a conflict. What happened to civilian society was the real barometer of war, and I needed to watch it closely.

When we reached Khoja Bahauddin, our first stop was again the district police headquarters. This, I had learned from Matin, was not only proper protocol but also afforded some measure of protection, as our safety would now become a matter of honor for the local police chief.

The commander’s name was Asadi Noorullah, a man likely in his mid to late thirties. He welcomed us warmly. Chai and tarbooz appeared once again, and we talked while tucking in to the customary refreshments. After I explained to him that I had stayed at Massoud’s compound at the start of the war, the commander smiled broadly. He had been a young fighter under Massoud, he said, barely out of his teens and engaged in the battle against the Taliban.

Noorullah said his forces were now much better trained and equipped thanks to NATO and the U.S., but despite this, he, like Imam Muhammad in Dasht-e-Qala, was deeply worried about the future.

“I have a big concern that when the U.S. leaves, we will not be ready to take over all security.” Without a strong leader like Massoud, he believed the country would lack a center of gravity and that the old animosities among warlords would once again tear the country apart, allowing the Taliban to take advantage of the chaos and seize control, as they had in 1995.

I told him a bilateral security agreement (BSA)* was being negotiated between the U.S. and Afghan governments that would provide ongoing financial assistance and keep anywhere from two to twenty thousand U.S. troops in the country beyond the end of 2014. The commander nodded hopefully at the notion. But I knew at the time the odds of Afghan president Hamid Karzai signing the agreement by the end of the October 2013 deadline the Americans had set were not looking good. While a grand council meeting of Afghan leaders, called a loya jirga, overwhelmingly endorsed the BSA, Karzai was balking at making it official. Since his reelection in 2009, Karzai had become increasingly bellicose toward the United States, publicly criticizing the American military for the high number of civilian casualties he claimed it was causing. Karzai had also been calling for an end to American Special Forces night raids targeting Taliban leadership and complained the U.S. wasn’t doing enough to bring the Taliban to the negotiating table. Indeed, to some observers, it seemed that Karzai wanted to sabotage the agreement outright; he had even arranged meetings with the Taliban without the knowledge of his American and NATO allies.*

In his January 2014 memoir, Duty, former U.S. defense secretary Robert M. Gates provided some explanation for the reasons behind Karzai’s anger toward and distrust of the American government. Gates suggests that the Obama administration secretly helped Karzai’s opponents in the bitterly contested 2009 Afghan presidential election, trying to ensure his defeat in “a clumsy and failed putsch.”†

“The result was the worst of both worlds,” said Council on Foreign Relations’ Afghanistan expert Stephen Biddle to Foreign Policy magazine. “Karzai was reelected, and we now looked like we’d attempted to get rid of him and failed. Not good.”* The White House denied trying to influence the 2009 Afghan election.

Another, more publicized obstacle for the BSA is the issue of immunity. The American government wants U.S. troops remaining in Afghanistan to have immunity from criminal prosecution in Afghan courts. Americans soldiers would be tried for crimes committed while on duty in Afghanistan under American law, in American courts. It was a sticky issue, one that had derailed a similar 2008 bilateral agreement with Iraq, leading to the complete withdrawal of American troops there.

The renewal of widespread violence in Iraq in the spring and summer of 2014, illustrated just how much was at stake. An Al Qaeda offshoot group of Sunni militants known as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) was sweeping across northwestern Iraq, capturing major cities like Fallujah and Mosul and even threatening Baghdad. The country was in crisis mode. Perhaps recognizing that the lack of an agreement with the U.S. had left Iraq extremely vulnerable, Iraqi foreign minister Hoshyar Zebari urged Afghan president Karzai to take the bilateral security agreement deal in a meeting in Kabul in as early as December 2013.

According to the New York Times, Zebari said to Karzai: “Don’t be under the illusion that no matter what you do the Americans are here to stay. People used to say that about the American presence in Iraq, too. But they were eager to leave, and they will be eager to leave your country as well.”*

When we finished talking, Commander Noorullah insisted on providing us with an escort to the former Massoud compound, and twenty of his men piled into two green Ford pickups, which the U.S. had provided by the thousands—the official vehicle of the Afghan National Police. With
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