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Epigraph


Take up the White Man's burden—

The savage wars of peace—

Fill full the mouth of Famine,

And bid the sickness cease;

And when your goal is nearest

(The end for others sought)

Watch sloth and heathen folly

Bring all your hope to nought.


—Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man's Burden”





Dedication


To My Family . . .





Preface

A light summer rain pecked at the assembly of veterans, dignitaries and villagers in Pourville, France, on a warm summer day in August 2007. A crowd had gathered at the war memorial beside the seaside community's idyllic, stone church, just behind the empty, silent beach. Everyone was there to listen to Canada's Veterans Affairs minister reflect on the long-past, but not forgotten, battle of Dieppe. Soldiers who'd survived the slaughter huddled under umbrellas and were draped with see-through, plastic, disposable bags to keep the rain off. Everyone rightfully fussed over them. They listened solemnly and politely as Greg Thompson spoke. On that horrific day in August 1942, 903 Canadians died. With the hindsight of history, it is celebrated as a victory.

Some of the vets seated in wheelchairs looked as though they'd nodded off until the minister intoned the well-worn narrative: For every life sacrificed at Dieppe, ten lives were saved two years later at D-Day by what the Allies learned. You could sense some of the old soldiers shifting uncomfortably in their seats before the sound of a metal cane banging defiantly on the pavement rang through the crowd.

“Bullshit,” said one vet, his jowl-creased face red with anger.

He growled loud enough that some of Thompson's staff standing nearby cringed and then smiled painfully, but the minister never missed a beat. He kept right on speaking. I was never sure whether he'd heard the protest.

The reality of that vet's experience did not match the politically acceptable narrative, the same narrative that has been handed down to us through the years. Canadian soldiers who lived through the nightmare of the Balkans in the 1990s would say the same thing. They were dropped into the middle of a shooting war while everyone back home celebrated and called it peacekeeping. The disconnect between the stories we tell ourselves and the gritty, often uncomfortable reality was my prime motivation for what you are about to read.

The war in Afghanistan is like few other wars, in terms of its length, complexity, ignorance and sheer brutality. It has featured aspects and events that even today defy understanding. Despite boatloads of newspaper ink and thousands of hours of airtime, our collective appreciation of what the country has been through remains painfully shallow and fleeting.

Many of my recollections of my time covering Afghanistan have been refreshed through the time and generosity of the hundreds of people whom I've interviewed. Some of them have been quoted anonymously—or “on background,” as it's called in the world of journalism. Without their patience, contributions and courage, some of the elements of this narrative would not have been possible. In almost all cases, these sources are senior government officials, diplomats or officers who are still serving or whose positions depend upon absolute discretion. They have contributed, without malice, to my understanding of this war, and hopefully to yours as well.

The country's combat mission in Afghanistan dragged on for more than five years and throughout that time I had the privilege and sometimes the burden of seeing it up close, both on the mean streets of Kandahar and in the equally hard-nosed back rooms of Ottawa. Sometimes, it feels as though I've covered nothing but Afghanistan. What you are about to get is my unvarnished take on what I've witnessed. Make no mistake: this is not a history book. I'll leave history to the historians to sort out. My objective in writing this account was to give you a sense of what it looked and felt like to be in the midst of the tempest. If what you are about to read makes you angry, makes you cry, makes you laugh or even prompts you to fling this volume across the room, then I will have accomplished my goal. Bronze it or burn it when you're done, but read it. Because war and the blood spilled these last few years is too important to forget—or be left to a cyclone of spin. Despite what some would have us believe, war is never neat, never tidy, never fully understood. If this book makes you pause for a moment in the day-to-day hubbub to reflect on the events of the last few years—even for a short moment—then it will truly have been worth the effort.

Kandahar, Afghanistan

July 2011





Prologue

In order to get to Osama bin Laden's former compound on the outskirts of Kandahar, you have to drive through a garbage dump—actually two garbage dumps. One of them is a true dump, the smelly, discarded refuse from nearby Kandahar Airfield (KAF); the other is a graveyard of rusted, dilapidated Soviet and Taliban-era military equipment, all trashed unceremoniously around the remains of a former radar station. It seemed fitting and somewhat ironic to me that the place where an adolescent al-Qaeda matured into a terrorist behemoth would be nestled at the end of a road of refuse.

On the way to Tarnak Farms, which sits isolated at the very edge of the majestic Registan Desert, we stopped at a local Afghan National Army (ANA) post. The commander offered chai tea, bread and one of his soldiers to accompany us on the brief, kidney-rattling journey to the camp that had in its heyday been one of six terrorist training grounds in Kandahar province. It was, he explained, a bit of a shrine for militants, although U.S. air strikes had long pulverized to dust many of the eighty buildings within the fortified walls. Afghan troops from the nearby camp routinely patrolled its ruins to shoo away leftover fanatics and keep the curious from blowing themselves up among the unexploded munitions that still littered the site.

Even before we had finished the pleasantries, the Afghan soldier flopped into the front passenger seat of our translator's car and propped his AK-47 rifle between his legs. He smiled at the three of us as we crammed into the back seat. No doubt he was happy to be relieved from the mind-numbing chore of standing watch over the southern desert for hours on end. Guard duty is tedious for even the most simple-minded, but looking out at the vast wasteland where shifting red sands intersected with the hard-baked brown soil of Kandahar must be uncommonly punishing.

Screeching country music, a favourite of our driver, blared from the tape player as the car rattled and shook along a road that was hardly more than reiterated tire indentations in the desert. The music was loud enough to wake the dead, or at least loud enough to let them know we were coming. I leaned forward and stared through the filthy, cracked windshield as the high walls of the compound loomed in silhouette against the late February sky. A few skeletal buildings peeked above the three-and-a-half-metre mud ramparts. The entire place looked like a sinister medieval fortress and the deep shadows of the late afternoon only added to its menacing quality.

The car slipped through a stream swollen by the winter rains, although to our eyes it was hardly bloated. The water barely licked the hubcaps. We rolled through the heart of the dump, past piles of plastic bottles that winked in the sunshine, past scattered junk and past garbage bags full of rotten food. It was an afterthought to close the car windows and we haplessly held our breath against the waves of pungent air trapped inside the cab. The windows weren't cracked open again until we dipped into a dry riverbed. The tires spewed gravel as the car churned up on to a more defined roadway, one that ran the perimeter of the compound.

The Afghan soldier motioned to the fist-sized holes punched in the two-metre-thick walls by armour-piercing shells. Those holes gave us our first unobstructed view of the pitiless field of rubble inside. We passed one section of the earthwork that had collapsed entirely—no doubt under the weight of American bombs. Prior to the September 11, 2001, attacks on New York and Washington, the Americans were reluctant to hit Tarnak Farms. The fear was they'd kill innocent bystanders. There was no such hesitation post–9/11. Cruise missiles, laser-guided bombs and eventually artillery rained down on the place in a fire-and-brimstone spectacle that only Dante could have imagined. It was said that scores of al-Qaeda Arabs were killed. Their bodies are buried in a cemetery in the city's poorest district, where sympathetic Afghans still visit to pay their respects to these “martyrs.” But the target of the rage, the one most wanted, had fled months before to the safety of eastern Afghanistan before he disappeared entirely.

The road narrowed when the car rounded the corner and the pathway was squeezed between the remains of the wall and a deep, dry irrigation ditch that ran the length of the south side of the compound. Beyond the canal lay a largely flat, anemic green field dotted with scrub brush. A squat, mud-walled building about three metres high and three metres square—that looked as though it had been fashioned by a child's sand pail—sat beside a rickety bridge on the opposite bank of the ditch. Two thin wooden staffs, lashed together with black electrical tape, formed a flagpole that strained to hold up the Afghan standard against a solid, warm wind that blew in from the desert. Three men sat cross-legged atop the structure and turned around with the sound of the engine. Only one was dressed in the pale blue, woolen uniform and coat of the Afghan National Police (ANP). As we got out of the car, the cop picked up his AK-47 and assessed us carefully. A second man, a civilian, remained seated in seeming indifference. The third man, plump and balding, ambled down a crude, four-rung ladder to the ground.

“Wait here,” said Jojo, our driver and translator. His full name was Javed Yazamy, but he preferred to be called by his nickname.

Jojo and the soldier walked toward the Afghan, who approached in an unhurried manner. Greetings were exchanged and the man spoke happily with the soldier, but kept a wary eye on the three “foreigners” standing beside the car. The man also spoke pleasantly with Jojo, whose small, wiry frame made him seem like a dwarf next to the soldier and the stranger. Once our reason for being there was made clear, the man came over and was introduced as Abdul Ghafoor, the local police commander who also happened to own farmland near the compound. He smiled in a way that made me wonder exactly what Jojo had told him—or offered to pay.

Ghafoor insisted on acting as our guide. We were free to look around, he told Jojo in Pashtu, but he warned us to be mindful of the unexploded cluster bombs that were apparently sprinkled all over the former al-Qaeda obstacle course at the centre of the community. We slipped back into the car and drove the remaining 500 metres into the compound with the police commander and the soldier trailing on foot.

A rusted, burned-out hulk that had at some point or another been a passenger vehicle sat in the open, its shaped metal peeled back and twisted like tinfoil, its tires and major components incinerated. Two nearby buildings, mere skeletons, were the largest structures in the area. Both had had their roofs blown away.

As I got out of the car, I was immediately struck by the eerie silence of the place. It was like entering a tomb. The wind, blowing hard enough to bow the flagpole at the police outpost, seemed to purposely avoid this area. I looked for a rational explanation—a wall, a berm, something to justify the dead air that surrounded us—but I found nothing. The wall on the south face of the compound, which would have given shelter from the harsh desert elements, had been largely obliterated. By rights the wind should have howled through, but we had stepped into a vacuum, a place so hated and so evil that it felt as though nature had abandoned it entirely.

The scene to my right stopped me cold. The shapes, lines and colours of the training course were instantly familiar, as they would have been to anyone who watched television news footage in the aftermath of 9/11. This place had been burned into my memory in those days, and seeing it up close felt like a wide-awake nightmare. Some of the surrounding structures had changed, either flattened or reduced to their frameworks, but the single concrete training wall, over which fledgling terrorists had crawled, remained defiantly erect. The blistering Afghan sun and repeated pummelling by U.S. bombs and missiles had blanched its green and brown camouflage paint. A little farther away, the barbwire obstacles under which trainees were expected to crawl had also survived the high-explosive onslaught. Despite the elements, despite the fury, despite the weight of U.S. military might, these potent symbols of misery and the spilling of innocent blood endured. It was little wonder the jihadists drew such inspiration from this place.

The Afghan government owned the land immediately surrounding the complex and leased it to businessmen like Ghafoor, who'd tried for years to lure tenant farmers to the fields. But they wouldn't come—at least not many. The few who did worked only one season before quickly retreating as though chased away by the ghosts of Tarnak. But it wasn't fear of the supernatural that spooked them as much as what the place represented. In an illiterate culture symbols are more powerful than words and those bombed-out buildings spoke more loudly to most Afghans than anything we could say. As long as the buildings stood, the site suggested the Taliban and al-Qaeda would return.

“You don't want to be walking over there,” Jojo reminded me, with the police commander at his side.

Bin Laden had moved his followers here in 1998 from Nazim Jihad, an al-Qaeda training camp near Jalalabad, after the Northern Alliance threatened to attack the city, Ghafoor explained through Jojo.

The building in front of us had been al-Qaeda's administrative office. We skirted a waist-high pile of smashed bricks and concrete for a closer look, but going inside was out of the question—the second-floor ceiling hung by only a few threadbare steel rods and braces. The building had been picked clean by U.S. Special Forces soldiers who occupied the site after the Taliban were routed in Kandahar. It was said that the last wills and testaments of Mohammed Atta and Ziad Jarrah, two of the 9/11 hijackers, were found amid these ruins.

Staring at what remained of that rectangular building, it was hard to maintain a journalist's dispassion or avoid a flood of bitter memories. I felt the police captain's eyes on me. Jojo had long disappeared to help my television colleagues, who were poking around the remains of a nearby larger building. Part of me wanted to explain to Ghafoor why I looked so angry, but the language barrier was insurmountable and besides, there was a deeply skeptical air about him. For all of the suffering I had witnessed in New York that September, the furrowed lines on his leathery face and the dead light in his eyes suggested he could attest to worse. I flipped open my notepad and jotted down a few thoughts in the hope that it would help me escape his gaze. It worked. Bored with my silent scribbling, Ghafoor wandered across an open concrete pad that had once been used as a vehicle park for bin Laden's caravan of armoured SUVs.

“Are you a reporter?” The voice spoke from someplace in the back of mind.

“Yes,” I remembered replying.

The woman who stood before me in my mind's eye was petite and pretty with wavy, coarse, light brown hair. Her brown eyes and freckled cheeks were red and swollen. I remember her clutching a poster, rolled up like a scroll. There was a breathless, hoarse quality to her plea.

“Can you put his picture on TV?” she begged. “Everyone told me this was where the media was. Maybe he's in the hospital. Please, you've got to help me.”

“Who?”

“My brother; he was in the North Tower. Please you've got to help me.”

Everything about those days in New York crashed into my mind. Even as I stood in the shadow of bin Laden's compound, I could still taste the thick dust that coated the city and hung in the air for days after the attack; the smell of burned plastic, burned dust; the screaming people who stampeded in terror down 5th Avenue outside of Madison Square Garden, fleeing the towers and the hundreds of false alarms in the days afterward. I remembered walking away calmly from those scenes with the thought that none of it seemed real, that I must be drunk. I'd never come away from an experience so exhausted, so angry and so utterly changed as I did from Manhattan on those gloriously sunny September days.

The woman had approached me outside of the Manhattan Armory, where posters of the missing had been plastered all over the wrought iron fence and brownstone sides like some implacable wallpaper.

“Please, you've got help me. I don't know what else to do. He's not come home since the day of the attack. We can't reach him.”

Thousands of people died in New York that fall, but this women's brother was the one I carried with me.

She unrolled the homemade poster and shoved it into my face, oblivious to the fact that I wasn't carrying a camera. His name was Paul; that's all I remember. The ink lettering and the photograph were faded, no doubt from having run hundreds of copies.

The broadcast microphone in my hand made her think I was a television reporter, but there was no cameramen anywhere near us, which would have been a giveaway at any other time. But at this time, in this moment, she had tunnel vision. There was an uncomfortable silence while I tried to figure out how to tell her that I was only a wire-service reporter, not someone who could put her brother's face on television. I remember distinctly how she wouldn't let me look away. Her eyes bore directly into my conscience.

“You have to help me,” she insisted, as though her life depended upon my answer.

“I don't work for television. I'm sorry.”

She began to cry. My words sounded more like a condolence than a simple reply. I'd never felt so helpless, nor at such a loss for words. It was only a passing encounter in what had been almost two weeks of mayhem in that wounded city. The woman was a total stranger, yet her grief-stricken face and excruciating loss would haunt my memory as though we'd known each other all our lives.

Little did I know that six years later I'd be standing at the source of her misery. My two colleagues from CTV were fascinated by the remains of the largest building, which at three storeys high was the compound's defining landmark. With every crunch of broken masonry beneath their boots they could hear history. For cameraman Al Stephens, the former al-Qaeda hideout was a visual feast of huge craters, pitted walls and broken columns. A lanky, bear of a man affectionately known as “Big Daddy”—courtesy of his two daughters—Al zipped back and forth shooting every detail.

A cruise missile had crashed through the roof and exploded after the attacks on New York and Washington, Ghafoor explained. The evidence was before us: a two-metre-deep hollow where the floor had once been. Two of the four walls were blown out completely. It was here that al-Qaeda's senior leadership had met to discuss important matters, he claimed. I stepped through the hinged doorway and gaped up at the non-existent roof.

“The world's major terrorists would meet in the only building in southern Afghanistan that can be seen clearly from orbit?”

Jojo translated my skepticism in what seemed like an awfully long, apologetic way. Ghafoor just laughed.

“When they were here, they had nothing to fear.”

He was right. These men knew the Americans didn't have the stomach to bomb this place. The Americans knew bin Laden was here. They had grainy surveillance footage from an unmanned drone showing the al-Qaeda leader and his entourage walking to the mosque at the compound. The CIA had meticulously planned a commando-style raid—led by a friendly, well-financed Afghan tribe—to capture bin Laden and spirit him to the U.S. to face justice for the embassy bombings in Africa in the late 1990s. Afghan spies had plotted out the houses where bin Laden slept with each of his wives and tried to guess where he would be on the night they attacked. But after two dress rehearsal exercises in the States, the plan was called off. Popular lore had it that scrapping the plan to snatch the world's most wanted terrorist was a political decision made by a scandal-plagued president worried about the optics of the inevitable civilian casualties. But there's little evidence that the ill-fated proposal ever reached President Bill Clinton's desk. Administration officials said there were misgivings about whether the ragtag band of Afghans would succeed in carrying out the assault. According to George Tenent, the former director of the CIA, the judgement to shut down the operation was made at a much lower level.

“If only these walls could talk,” observed CTV's Tom Clark as he squinted up into the light streaming through the open beams.

Not only had the blasts peeled away the whitewash on everything, they had randomly stripped the mud plaster from the remaining walls down to the brick. It looked as if it had been scratched away by giant, raging fingers.

Tom, one of the most thoughtful guys I've worked alongside, looked grim as he stepped around the crater in the centre of the room. It felt as though we had disturbed the dead, a sense that was only heightened when we wandered out the opposite side of the building toward some of the huts the Arabs had called home.

Embedded in the mud, weeds and pulverized bricks a few paces away I found a woman's discarded sandal. Tattered bits of keffiyehs and other scarves stuck out from beneath heaps of rubble, something that made me wonder whether their former owners were buried under tonnes of mortar. Cooking pots—blackened and dented—as well as other household items lay where they had been dropped at the moment the apocalypse descended. A diesel-powered well pump sat silent and abandoned. Something clinked underneath my boots. I froze and looked down. Part of me wanted to close my eyes in anticipation of a blast, but the apprehension was replaced with a feeling of stupidity when I realized I was standing atop half-buried spent shell casings. I knelt down and scooped up a handful of the cartridges.

Ghafoor appeared out of nowhere behind me. He said something and from farther away Jojo translated. The building to my left had apparently been the place where al-Qaeda stored its weapons for training. It still had most of its roof, but no walls. At least a third of the ceiling had collapsed and now hung precariously by its twisted steel rods, frozen in time like some cascading waterfall of debris. The entire building was supported by half a dozen quivery pillars. At the far end, the Afghans had erected one of their makeshift flagpoles. I noticed then how many of the buildings had the red, black and green standard on them. It was as if the Afghans were trying to tell the world that they had reclaimed this loathsome little piece of the soil.

Before al-Qaeda moved in, Ghafoor explained, the compound belonged to the Ministry of Agriculture, which had used it as an experimental farm. The largest building, which dominated the compound, had been a bakery in the days before and during the Soviet occupation. By the time Taliban supreme leader Mullah Omar allowed bin Laden and his followers to take possession, the complex had already been abandoned for some time, cast aside during the civil war that tore the country and the government to shreds. Al-Qaeda turned the building into a meeting hall where, local legend had it, the 9/11 attacks were planned.

“He seems to know an awful lot,” I said, with half a smile. “Are you sure he wasn't one of them?”

Jojo simply laughed and didn't translate. Ghafoor aped him, although he didn't seem quite sure what was so funny.

Over the next half an hour, my television companions turned the pudgy police commander into an honest-to-goodness tour guide, having him point out areas of interest and give a little history lesson. His unabashed tutorial would be cut together with Tom's voiced-over impressions in a piece that was supposed to air that night.

I wandered. Taking photographs, notes and a little Web video, I was happy to be alone and stay out of the camera shots. I found a medium-sized rubble pile and, when it was clear there was nothing to impale me, I climbed to the top and sat down. The sun played against the ruins, sending a checkerboard of long shadows across the compound. My eyes traced the pattern in much the same way one looks for shapes in the clouds. But the distraction was short-lived. All I could think about was New York—that beautiful, loud, overbearing city. The very lifeblood of American identity coursed through that place and al-Qaeda had gone for the jugular. But the war they started had bled all over each of us, regardless of where we came from. If you talked to Americans, those in the intelligence agencies and military, they said the war had started much earlier than 9/11, with the African embassy bombings of 1998 and the attack on the USS Cole two years later. Canadians officially pegged the start of the war as October 10, 2001, the date troops first set foot in Afghanistan. Some academics say it really didn't start for “us” until the spring of 2006, when Canadians began fighting and dying in the arid grape fields of Panjwaii. But those of us who rushed to New York in the hours and days after the twin towers collapsed knew right there and then that nothing in our world was ever going to be the same. A new, violent and dark chapter of history opened before our eyes. It was a total break with the past, startling, brutal and furious. The heady days of the 1990s instantly seemed distant and trivial. Even the dangerous Cold War years took on a quaint, comfortable quality in the shadow of those crisp, autumn days and all that followed.

I gazed at Tarnak Farms with its jagged ruins against the crimson sky and marvelled—this, apparently, was where it had all begun. Maybe. I suspect no will ever know precisely where and when the plot was hatched. Al-Qaeda isn't likely to publish a comprehensive history any time soon and the sketchy inside accounts that are available suggest the plan came together piecemeal, rather than in an epiphany moment. But history and people in general need a focus, a sense of order—a beginning, middle and end. At least here one could start to sort through all that had happened and make sense of it, if ever one can make sense of war and terrorism.

The low rumble of a pair of Dutch F-16 jet fighters taking off from Kandahar Airfield interrupted my reflection. Without 9/11, none of us would be here—not the journalists, and not the soldiers flying those planes and manning KAF. A painful reminder of that fact lay just beyond these walls.

From my dusty perch it wasn't possible to see the field where four Canadian soldiers had been killed in a 2002 training accident, but the flat stretch of scrub-brushed land where an American pilot mistakenly dropped a 250-kilogram bomb had been visible from the road. We comforted ourselves following their deaths and the many that came after with the notion that these men had died fighting the terror and fear unleashed on the streets of New York and Washington. We comforted ourselves with the notion that the Afghans had been freed from a brutal Taliban regime, one that enslaved women and deliberately kept its people ignorant. We were bringing light where once there was darkness. At least that's what we told ourselves.

Jojo waved at me from the parking lot where Tom and Big Daddy had set up the camera for one last interview with Ghafoor. They wondered if I wanted in. I gingerly climbed down from the hill and joined them, although I wasn't sure I'd write anything; Tarnak Farms had been written about many times before and I assumed there was nothing left to learn.

It took a moment for me to fish my recorder out of my pocket. Ghafoor stroked his long, thin beard and seemed genuinely pleased to be the centre of attention. Being interviewed on camera in the street may be commonplace in North America, but in Afghanistan it was a rare occurrence indeed.

Before the tape rolled, there were the perfunctory pre-interview questions, the most amusing of which were those related to his age. Ghafoor wasn't sure how old he might be. Many Afghans, especially in rural areas, could only guess. Watches and calendars had little meaning in a land that time had forgotten. Some of the younger Afghans calculated their age by the number of years that had passed since the Soviets left, as though that was when life began.

The interview lasted only a few minutes and Ghafoor, with Jojo acting as his voice, filled in some of the narrative blanks for Tom's piece. I was curious about the al-Qaeda days. Had he ever met bin Laden or Ayman al-Zawahri, the terror group's deputy commander?

“No.”

Local Afghans, even Taliban fighters, were not allowed into the compound and rarely mingled with their Arab “guests,” as he described them. Every outsider was a guest in Pashtun culture. He said the segregation was strict, especially after an Afghan cook apparently betrayed bin Laden's travel plans in the late 1990s. The spy incorrectly predicted where the terror chief's convoy was headed. His information brought down a rain of cruise missiles on the wrong training camp in the eastern part of the country. At the last moment, bin Laden changed his destination, choosing to go to Kabul in the aftermath of the U.S. embassy bombings in Africa. The cook was apparently not punished, an act of mercy that stunned the Afghans and heightened their appreciation of the man. Whether the tale was true or not didn't seem to matter; it was often repeated.

Finished with his portion of the interview, Tom wandered off to get more cutaway shots of the compound, leaving Jojo and me standing with Ghafoor.

I wondered whether the locals had any inkling of what al-Qaeda had been up to during the long years it was headquartered here. All of the gunfire and practice bombings of the training must have made some people curious, I contended.

No, very few people lived in the area and they essentially minded their own business, Ghafoor suggested. A millennium of conquest and occupation by world powers had genetically removed nosiness from the Afghan character. Much of what he'd learned about what went on at the compound came from Afghan militia who were among those to occupy the site after the Taliban were defeated.

“They have done some very terrible things and many thousands of people have died,” I said. “Were you afraid of them? Did they give you any reason to fear them?”

Ghafoor smiled and shook his head.

“No, not at all,” he replied through Jojo. “They were very nice guests. They brought medicine when we were sick. They were kind. They helped us, like you people.”

I flicked off my tape recorder and stared at him.

“We are nothing like them,” I insisted quietly.

Ghafoor just gave a vacant smile.





Chapter 1

We're Not in Kansas Anymore

The gasp is almost universal. When you tell somebody you're going to Afghanistan—be it family, friends or complete strangers—the reaction is instantaneous: a mixture of shock, horror, excitement and, in some cases, envy. But usually it starts with the gasp, as if they'd just witnessed a traffic accident.

“God bless you,” said a U.S. customs agent after I explained the purpose of my trip to Virginia in the winter of 2006. I was headed to a war-zone boot camp on a remote farm in the Shenandoah Valley.

“Godspeed,” she added as she stamped my customs form.

While I had been given many expressions of good luck on assignments, no one had ever issued such an urgent, breathless blessing, even when a colleague and I had gone charging into New York City in the hours after 9/11. And “Be careful” was the most anyone said for Hurricane Katrina, in a tone that made you feel as though you were crossing the street. The stories with exotic place-lines somehow seemed more dangerous.

In the weeks leading up to the training course, friends and family spoke to me with the ginger words usually reserved for terminally ill patients—or those who'd lost their minds. As it turned out, those who argued most strenuously against going ended up being the ones who listened in full rapture to the tales of “what it's like over there” and fed on the shadowy romance of it all. But in the beginning, if I wasn't being berated directly, I could count on semi-weepy e-mails, including one from my oldest friend, who struggled to understand why I would volunteer for such an assignment.

It's occurred to me more than once that you have to be either slightly touched or insensibly determined to want to put the words “war correspondent” on your CV. A senior Canadian officer whom I admire once described it by saying that cops, soldiers and journalists, unlike others, run toward gunfire, not away from it. That tribute sounds nice and on the surface it is sometimes true, but scratch just a little at the veneer and you find out how hollow the glamour can be and how crazy the life can become. Going in, you never know how much it can change you. Events, comments and scenes that would have horrified you in a previous life become routine, sometimes even funny. Then there are moments when the work, the thrill of the story, provides an adrenaline rush like no other. There are correspondents I know who've been sucked so far inside the beast that eventually the line on the resume is all they have left of themselves. Others have had the courage to walk away. But you never fully escape. Maybe it's more accurate to say that a little piece of you gets left behind with each story. Still, there was no question that I was going. My time in New York, in the aftermath of 9/11, had left me determined to reach out and touch this war, to breathe it until I understood it.

The first gulps of air on this journey were taken in the Virginia countryside, where I was expected to complete training on how to navigate in a war zone. The Hostile Environment and First Aid Course was mandatory preparation for an embedded assignment with Canadian troops in Kandahar. For a week, we were bombed, shot at and kidnapped. The course, run by a group of salty ex–Royal Marines, was a brutal introduction to the pitfalls and intricacies of covering a story amidst an assortment of threats. I learned to overcome my uneasiness at the sight of blood, and that I was quite calm when an automatic rifle was being shoved in my face at a checkpoint. I also learned rather quickly that I did not like being kidnapped with a black canvas bag over my head. And as I knelt in a muddy field with a gun to the base of my skull I vowed that I would never be in this position for real.

Weeks later, as my plane touched down in Dubai—the major transit route for world-weary correspondents covering Afghanistan—I found myself thinking about statistics. It's funny how you don't “think” about “it” when you are signing all of the papers and liability waivers that the government and your employer shove in front of you. The likelihood of something happening to me in Afghanistan seemed pretty remote, at least that's what I told anyone who would listen, including myself. In any given week, there were only so many times you could be outside the protection of fortified bases and outposts. And of those times there were only so many bombs and bad guys to go around. Still, it was tough to convince some folks of these facts. My rationalizations were—in the opinion of friends and family—the postmodern way of whistling past the graveyard.

Despite whatever bravado I tried to display, I found the coffee cup shaking in my hand the morning I was to depart Dubai for my first trip to Kabul. I was the only westerner on the Ariana Airlines flight. There was no assigned seating and I was promptly shown to the back of the ancient Boeing 737. Safety standards on Ariana were somewhat lax, I noticed, when the fasten seatbelt sign lit up. Or didn't. The plastic covers over the lights above most seats in the aircraft were gone, leaving only tiny, naked bulbs.

The only pre-flight announcement involved an angry-sounding man—possibly the pilot—shouting almost indiscernibly over the loudspeaker: “Close the door!”

Bearded flight attendants in white, short-sleeved shirts shooed children, who had been running in the aisle, to their seats. One of them, a ten-year-old girl, sat next to me. A young, beardless man with a kind but nervous face sat on the opposite side, looking out the window. It was evident by the way he spoke and gestured to the child that he was her father.

With the engines fired up, we rumbled on to the taxiway. It was then that I noticed that our row—second from the back—had no seatbelts. The buckle portions appeared as if they had been ripped off with a jagged knife. I looked at the man sitting next to me. He shrugged.

When the aircraft roared down the runway, the vibration of our seats seemed extraordinary. As the nose pitched upward, I found out why. The entire row hadn't been bolted to the deck and the seats tipped backward. Instinctively, I grabbed the headrest in front of me, as did my Afghan companion. We held on—fingernails dug into the cushions—until the jet levelled off at its cruising altitude. The front legs of our row hit the deck with a metallic thump. The little girl next to me squealed with delight, as though we had been on a roller coaster. The man next to me gave a relieved smile.

“Are you American?” he asked in halting English.

“No, Canadian.”

He seemed even more relieved, shook my hand and said, “That's good. I don't like Americans.”

The flight whisked over the still waters of the Persian Gulf and out above the sun-baked coastline of Iran. Many of the passengers got up and mingled, as though the flight were one big family reunion. I was introduced several times over to approving nods as the “Can-ay-dee-ann.” A middle-aged man, whom I was told was a cleric in Wardak province west of Kabul, seemed to take a particular interest in me. He talked at length in Pashtu with my seatmate and gazed at me for what seemed like a very long time before he smiled and returned to his seat.

“He doesn't believe you and thinks you are American,” said my newfound friend, who finally introduced himself as Rahim. “He also doesn't like Americans.”

“He's welcome to see my passport.”

“No need. We trust you.”

“Do you go to Kandahar by bus or plane?” Rahim asked.

“On a UN flight.”

“Good. The road is becoming not safe.”

Kabul is located at the bottom of a bowl between snow-capped mountains. Our rickety jet skimmed along the rim of the peaks until the pilot put the aircraft into a sudden corkscrew dive that arched around as though we were being sucked down a drain. This time, Rahim was the first to snatch the headrest. The dive was a combat manoeuvre meant to confuse incoming missiles, although it occurred to me that something important could have fallen off, flinging us into a death spiral. My cheeks fluttered with the force of gravity until, at what seemed the last minute, the pilot levelled out, dropped the landing gear and gently put us on the tarmac.

The jet taxied past several American F-16 fighter-bombers parked near the terminal and I noticed Rahim looking at them for what seemed like a long time. “Five years; they have done nothing to help us,” he muttered, realizing that I had been watching.

The arrival terminal was still a work-in-progress. It was chaos, made all the more aggravating by the fact that Afghans seemed not to understand the concept of a queue. They cut in front of one another with little attention or regard. There was a lot of shouting and waving fists. I thought it best to just stand back and let them fight it out in the half-completed hall, where the new walls and slate-grey tiles already seemed worn and dingy.

Two harried, exhausted customs agents sat almost on top of each other behind bulletproof glass in a cubicle no bigger than a closet. It wasn't until I got closer that I realized one of them was white. He sat hunched next to an Afghan and seemed to be showing him what to do. They were both dressed in the pale blue winter coats of the country's customs service. The man motioned me forward, even though there were still several screaming Afghans in front of me. He gave my passport and visa only a cursory glance before throwing them back at me under the glass. There was no stamp, nor sticker. He ran a hand through his mop of greasy hair and waved me on.

The dimly lit baggage collection area was even more of a mess. Frenzied relatives and passengers clung to one another as though it was a miracle we were all alive. Perhaps it was. Young Afghan boys in dirty Western soccer shirts weaved their way in and out of the crowd and tried to match, by guesswork, the bags on the conveyor belts with their owners. As someone reached for his or her suitcase, one or several of the boys would pounce in the hope of getting there before the owner. Elsewhere in the world, such activity might be considered attempted robbery, but in Afghanistan it was evidence of the entrepreneurial spirit. Once they had your bag, the boys acted as though they would carry it to ends of the earth for a nice tip in U.S. greenbacks, usually a dollar. The boy who snatched my bag was skinny and much paler than the other children. My duffle bag probably weighed more than him. He spoke tough-sounding, halted English and assured me that he could get a cab. It wasn't necessary, I told him. We passed several filthy Toyota Corollas, older models that had been converted to taxis. Drivers sized up the passengers with a brutal glare. My young porter may have been prepared to go on, but for him the earth ended when the pavement did, at the dirt parking lot. There, behind a steel gate, was Manilay, the local I'd arranged to meet me.

“Salam aleikum, brother.” Manilay knew me right away. Since I was the only bewildered westerner in sight, it probably wasn't a great leap. “Welcome to Afghanistan.”

He shooed my young baggage handler away once I had slipped the boy a couple of bucks and then threw my duffle bag into the back of a beaten-up, grey sedan. The car bumped out on to the wide boulevard connecting the airport to the rest of the city. My eyes were drawn to an old, faded and dented Soviet MiG fighter perched atop a pedestal. The thoroughfare, with brown, untended grass and crumbling curbs, had seen better days.

It wasn't until we got to the traffic circle that the full extent of Kabul's never-ending misery became apparent. Manilay slowed the vehicle and twisted in his seat for a better of view of the oncoming traffic and I looked through the front windshield at what seemed like hectares of ruins, half-smashed buildings and jagged piles of rubble. Smoke from the cooking fires burning amid the vestiges of homes and apartments wafted into the slate-coloured sky and created a shifting, ugly grey pall over the city. I watched as a boy in a tattered baseball jacket and no shoes carried a crumpled tin pot up and over a hill littered with broken bricks. A woman in a filthy, threadbare burka appeared out of nowhere at the passenger window. With boney, outstretched fingers she asked for money through the mesh faceplate of the enveloping cloak. With her other hand, she held on to her toddler. “Tell her to go away,” Manilay insisted. The hesitation in my face forced him to repeat the order.

She clawed frantically at the window. Her plea became a demand and as she began to shout her voice turned into a shrill, impatient wail. The sound reminded me of a wounded animal.

Manilay put the car in gear and sped away. Once through the traffic circle, he gave me an impatient look.

“I don't think you will like it here,” he said.

“Why do you say that?”

“People here are very poor, very desperate, and you just cannot keep handing them things because they will always want more,” he declared without a trace of sympathy.

“But that woman—”

“That woman should be with her family. Her husband is probably dead. Maybe he was Taliban or something.”

“And what if the rest of her family is dead? What if she can't go home?”

The nuances of the woman's tragic life was something Manilay either wasn't prepared to consider or was eager to ignore. We rode the rest of the way to the guest house in relative silence.

Once I was settled in my room, a shabby ten-foot by ten-foot space, with unevenly cut doors and threadbare curtains, Manilay suggested we sit and have coffee. A few minutes later we were out of the musty room and into an airy dining area, a bright open space with windows that looked out over the garden. A man in a beige shalwar kameez, a knee-length shirt and winter jacket tended the flowerbeds. Beyond the bare trees and brownish grass was the compound wall. It was topped with razor wire. Grey clouds were breaking up and intermittent waves of sunshine flitted across the garden. Soaring snow-capped mountains completed the panoramic backdrop.

Strong coffee to which I added healthy dollops of sugar and cream was served from a silver urn. The waiter, who doubled as the check-in clerk, brought a tray of sweets, which Manilay eyed.

It was the first opportunity I'd had to assess him without the swirl of the Kabul spectacle. He was big for an Afghan, both in height and proportion—not fat, but definitely nourished compared with some of the rawboned figures we had passed in the street. He walked with the heavy-footed gait of a big person, but with slightly rounded shoulders. His eyes were small and inquisitive. He smiled after taking a sip of his coffee.

“So why do you come to Afghanistan, brother?”

“To tell stories,” I replied, noting how he kept watch over the sweets.

“What kind of stories?” He was too polite to ask to share the plate, especially since I had paid no attention to it.

“All sorts. I am here to cover the army, but am very interested in writing about the Afghan people.”

“What do you know about the Afghan people?”

My answer came out like a well-practised dissertation. I waxed about recent history, politics and some of the ex-pat Afghans whom I'd met. It might have sounded impressive to Western ears, but the distant, skeptical look on Manilay's face told me I didn't fool him. My soliloquy lapsed into dry-throated silence. I took a sip of coffee and slid the cookie tray at him.

“Do you pray?” he asked after devouring a couple of shortbread sweets.

“Occasionally.”

It was his turn to launch into a dissertation. He spoke passionately and convincingly about the deep spirituality of Islam and insisted with emphatic hand gestures that it was far superior to the Christian faith. I listened without comment, but then challenged some of his perceptions when they descended to deliberate caricatures of Western religion. He seemed genuinely startled by my willingness to debate. He snatched more cookies and we argued until the setting afternoon sun turned the room a shadowy crimson.

When it became clear he wasn't about to convert me to Islam on the first day, Manilay steered the conversation away from religion and toward more practical matters. Manilay was to be my guide, my translator, my driver and cultural advisor over the three days I was to spend in Kabul. He turned out to be a very good “fixer” and I came to appreciate his steadiness and insights all the more when I got to Kandahar, where the people and the place were more precarious. We planned the stories we were going to do in the coming days and our conversation slowly petered out. Something clearly weighed on Manilay's mind. He stared out the window in silence.

“You will not like it here,” he said after a couple of moments.

“You've said that already.”

He looked straight at me. “May I give you advice?”

After a slight nod of my head, Manilay spoke with a forceful conviction that seemed to rise up from the very tips of his toes.

“If you are going to tell stories of the Afghan people you must understand how important Islam is to their lives and you must understand what that means,” he said with an unflinching gaze. “And you must understand that this is not Canada. Afghanistan is a broken place after thirty years of war, but there are many parts where people have not changed for centuries. They do not believe in the same things as you and do not see things as you do.”

“So you think I will not like it because people are not like me?” I folded my arms across my chest. “That is an awfully shallow assessment. It usually takes people a couple of days to come to that conclusion about me.”

The self-mocking tone made him smile. He grabbed the last shortbread cookie on the way out the door.

* * *

Kabul in the spring of 2006 felt like a slaughterhouse that had been taken over by new owners. Everywhere you turned you found reminders of carnage from days past: buildings smashed to rubble by warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar's guns when the city refused to bend to his iron will; the city's main stadium, where the Taliban gleefully stoned to death women whom they accused of immoral behaviour. It sat silent and empty. If you peeked around the side you could see the goalposts used as makeshift scaffolds for public hangings. It was said the bodies dangled in the breeze like so many pieces of meat and served as reminders of the Taliban's awful authority. The stockyard feel of the place had yet to dissipate even though almost five years had elapsed since the hardline regime had been chased from power.

It was into this menagerie that hundreds of thousands of returning refugees poured, an influx that, over the years, had given the city streets an artificial verve. The place felt alive when in many districts it was still a putrid carcass. There was choking traffic and the markets, including the famous bird market, bustled on a daily basis. But there was little or no sanitation in the burgeoning neighbourhoods that seemed to explode on either side of the dirt pathways. There was running water for only three hours a day and electricity was just as intermittent. Into these suburbs were tossed a jumble of returning people with no social cohesion. Doctors lived alongside street sweepers, who were beside thieves and drug runners. Even the once leafy Share Nau district, north of the river where the city's elite had once lived, was a tangled mess. The sixteenth-century Babur Gardens along the slopes of the Asmayee mountain, once the jewel of Kabul, lay in disrepair. The cold, dry air that swooped down from the mountains never seemed able to purge the city of the clouds of smoke from brick kiln fires, the smell of diesel fuel, sewer, garbage and mustiness.

Reconstruction had a tendency to mushroom in some districts, where the ruins of old, historic buildings were swept aside and replaced with a few shiny, modern offices. These Manhattan-like corridors were cut and stitched haphazardly on to the landscape, as a hack surgeon might bind an old wound. Some called it progress. Most just called it ugly. For the thousands of Western diplomats, aid managers and military officers who zipped back and forth between fortified compounds in their armoured SUVs, the sight of steel and glass was comforting and familiar. It offered them a continuity with the outside world. It also gave them purpose. That was what they were here to see. They were going to build and build and build. Yet the problem—even back then—was that with so much money sloshing around behind compound walls, everyone seemed to forget what they were building for. Beyond the dilapidated borders of the city, just a few dozen kilometres in any direction, was the real heart of Afghanistan—mountain and desert villages that had remained largely untouched for two thousand years. Visiting them was like visiting the far side of the moon. It was a world so foreign, so incomprehensible that it was almost not to be believed. So, almost everyone just kept building in Kabul.

It was generally agreed that President Hamid Karzai's mandate ended at Kabul's city limits, and in 2004 and 2005 a lot of planning went in to extending his writ. It would be done through force of arms under the auspices of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), the European-based military alliance that had won the Cold War without firing a shot in anger. But Afghanistan was new territory, and NATO had never run an operation outside of its continental borders. The plan was to expand step by step throughout the country, first bringing security and then allowing for reconstruction and the delivery of aid. Everyone assumed, of course, that the Afghans were eagerly awaiting this helping hand.

On my second day in Kabul the sky dawned a thin, faultless blue, the kind you only witness high in the mountains. Manilay and I had agreed to do some colour stories on the city. I was, at first, content to amble the compound's winter-scorched garden, but eventually I got restless waiting for Manilay and wandered out through the gate. The guards and I exchanged stupid grins, and mumbled incoherently to one another. An Afghan cop with an AK-47 stretched across his lap and a filthy flask of tea leaned back in rickety wooden chair and stared blankly at me. He was the last sentinel before a street teeming with people. Some of the passersby stopped to gawk at the westerner dressed in blue jeans and a windbreaker. Soon a crowd stood silently at the end of the alcove, some with mouths agape. It was as if I were an alien delivered into their midst. We stared at each other across the shaded concrete archway. In that moment, I discovered how monkeys in a zoo must feel. One man, in a blue nylon Adidas jogging jacket, with a light beard and a Beatles-style mop-top, smiled at me. His friend, who wore a black knit winter cap and a powder-blue baseball coat over his shalwar kameez, scratched his heavy beard. Two men in turbans talked among themselves. My cellphone rang; it was Manilay, wondering where I was.

“Waiting outside the gate for you.” It was an innocent enough comment, but the sputtering at the other end forced me to hold the phone away from my ear.

“What? Get back inside the compound, right now!”

“Everything is fine,” I replied.

“No, it is not.”

“There's a cop right next to me.”

“I don't care. You're crazy. Get inside the compound and I will be there in five minutes.”

A moment later, Manilay came crashing through the crowd and hauled me by the sleeve out to his grey Toyota. Even though he had been in a hurry to retrieve me, he had locked the doors behind him and now found himself fumbling with the keys. He almost shoved me into the passenger seat.

“Don't ever do that again,” Manilay snarled as we drove away. He gripped the steering wheel and stared straight ahead, unable to look at me. “What kind of reporter have they sent me?”

“No one there posed a threat.”

“You never know who is watching or what they will do.”

“You're just being paranoid,” I said.

“Yes, and so should you be.” He steered the car into a traffic circle, and, taking a deep breath, he recounted how four Macedonian aid workers had been snatched off the streets of Kandahar just a few days earlier. The Taliban murdered them, dumped their bodies in the desert and told the police where to find them. In an added twist, the insurgents booby-trapped the bodies. Seven police officers were killed trying to recover the remains.

Since 2004, the Taliban had conducted sporadic, minor attacks in Kandahar. They were considered not much more than a nuisance to the U.S forces in the region. Far more sinister was the campaign, started the year before, to murder pro-government mullahs and other tribal elders. The assassinations would tear to shreds the very fabric of village society in southern Afghanistan, with the body count reaching into the hundreds over the next few years. Most non-governmental aid groups packed their bags around the time the shabnamehs—threatening night letters—were nailed to their doors. It was a positively medieval form of intimidation, something you'd expect in a fifteenth- or sixteenth-century European village. And it worked, mostly. When it didn't, when the aid workers refused to be frightened, that's when the bloodshed started.

We drove for a couple of hours and ended up at a vending stand across the street from the old soccer stadium. The rickety cart, an improvised affair hammered together with different bits of wood and paint, was tucked up against a stone wall. There were two cardboard boxes of potato crisps, plastic plates, cups and several steaming tin pots of tea. The owner was a slight man with kind eyes and a trim, shocking white beard. Gathered around him were several younger men who sat on the waist-high wall. A man in a knit cap stared distantly at the ground. It was not an unfamiliar air; I'd seen the same look on the faces of the homeless in Canada. I didn't speak until we got back in the car.

“What were all of those guys hanging around for?”

“They come and wait there for work, but there is none today,” Manilay said as I looked back over my shoulder. “It is very bad here; half of the people don't have work.”

The sun beat through the windows and the air in the vehicle was heavy as we drove the city. Cracking the windows, even a little bit, invited someone to drop a grenade or stick a gun through the opening. I made small talk with Manilay, but I could not shake the horrible sense of isolation that gripped my chest. As I stared through the smudged window at hardscrabble neighbourhoods, the biblical-looking men with the fierce expressions and the wandering livestock, I wondered just what on earth any of us in the West had in common with these people who'd been ground under the boots of history. All my talk the previous day about chronicling the plight of the Afghans seemed simple-minded.

The farther we went into the city, the heavier traffic became. Not far from the guest house, we were held up by a large, white flat-bed truck. Manilay sought to distract me by pointing out the line of cabs parked along the street in front of a bombed-out brick building wedged between a line of tumble-down shops. Two of the yellow and white taxis were new, one adorned with flaming red decals like a stockcar. The driver, a short man in a grey woolen top, dipped his hand into a greasy, yellow bucket and slopped soapy water on to the Toyota. He lathered it lovingly. It was an ordinary scene, something that could have played out on the driveway of any proud car owner back home. Anywhere else, it would hardly be worthy of note; here, it represented a desperately sought-after normalcy.

A young boy, no more than ten, scampered from a ruined building, hopped a concrete drainage ditch, and ran between the taxis right up to our car. He peered at us with wondrously large, brown eyes. His expression was hard at first, but the shifting sunlight remoulded it into a pitiful pout. He held out his hand.

I looked over at Manilay, who sat stone-faced behind the wheel. He stared at the child for what seemed a long time. It was hard to tell what was going on behind those narrow eyes. He reached down into the cup holder, pinched two small Afghanis bills between his fingers and held them up to me.

“Give him this,” he said quietly.

With the window rolled down a crack, I slipped the money to the child, who smiled and disappeared back into the labyrinth of smashed bricks. I looked at Manilay, who didn't hesitate to meet my gaze. Neither of us said a word.





Chapter 2

The Gathering Storm

There is something breathtaking yet terrifying about the approach of a sandstorm. The blue desert sky is replaced by a milky overcast, and the clouds—as if summoned by some ancient, long-forgotten gods—gather in great mounds of steel blue and grey. The wind rises slowly until you can hear the snap of flags straining against their poles. Great shifting curtains of dust rise in the laneways and along the roads, forcing trucks and armoured vehicles to turn on their lights. Sometimes there is an advanced wave of hail; others times there is lightning as the sky grows darker in a swirling, billowing menace that boils like witch's brew. There is no real barrier against the fine, powdery sand that pricks your eyes like a thousand tiny knives and blasts the complexion of your cheeks to a ruddy, red glow. The grit and grains build up on your tongue. You want to spit, but opening your mouth only invites more of the same. The rising crescendo of wind and sand rustles and shivers canvas tent covers. All around you is a sound like someone cracking a freshly starched sheet over a bed. Sometimes it goes on for hours. Everything around Kandahar Airfield seemed to be at a standstill during those storms. You just hunkered down, tried to stay inside and cursed anyone who opened the tent door.

* * *

In the spring of 2006, the Taliban conducted—for want of a better description—research and development for suicide bombs on the streets of Kandahar, with the local population as the guinea pigs. It started soon after I hit the ground in the southern city and only weeks after Canadian troops raised their tents. Homemade bomb-making is a crude, imprecise science; it's never certain whether enough explosive has been added. The appearance of Canadians with their light armoured vehicles (LAVs) confounded the bomb makers. They'd long ago figured out how to destroy the thinly plated G-Wagon jeeps, but with the LAVs, their best efforts resulted only in blown tires.

Shortly after the arrival of the LAVs, the army picked up intelligence chatter that the Taliban had been scouring the black market for something to take on the troop carriers. In conjunction with the shopping trip, they launched a relentless wave of suicide attacks. The goal? To find the right mixture of old Soviet munitions—or bombs—that could blow a hole in the vehicle.

As the Taliban experimented, Afghan civilians paid the price. The bomb makers watched, either from a safe distance or on video tape, to measure the destruction and figure out how much more punch to add. It seemed like Jojo and the other fixer who acted as our eyes and ears in Kandahar called every day to report from the scene of a bombing. Sometimes they'd be on the verge of weeping: shopkeepers, teachers, children, it just went on and on. The chaos, screaming and tears were so common that spring it almost made you insensible. Jojo, who could get to the latest site faster than any of us and blend in more discreetly, would eventually show me the scenes, sometimes days afterward, and even then we found messed-up people. It was horrifying and it took months for many of us covering the war to be battered into a sense of cynicism and despondency. But like the bomb makers themselves, we got there eventually.

Taxis were the suicide-bomb vehicles of choice in those days. The pervasive white, yellow and black Toyota Corollas made the perfect cover. At first there were two guys: one to drive and the other to pull the switch. But since the volunteer pool for suicide missions was inevitably shallow, the Taliban rigged up remote detonators. Eventually bomb makers would move on to donkeys, which made a horrible mess, bicycles and even wheelbarrows.

The Taliban, for all their pious pretense, were not above hiding weapons caches in cemeteries. The thought was that no Western soldier would dare disturb a Muslim burial ground. One day, a vest went off accidentally when it was being retrieved. The Globe and Mail's Christie Blatchford and her photographer Louie Palu happened to be a few blocks away and were able to get to the scene. Both looked harrowed and sullen when they eventually came through the door at KAF. Christie didn't have much to say and soon disappeared, but Louie was wound tight like a spring and he talked to release the tension.

They had come across what was left of the bomber, or the guy who was supposed to bring the bomber his vest. Most of the man was still there, spread-eagle on the ground. Although his face had been blown off, the skin had ripped away from the skull almost perfectly, to the point where Louie thought it looked like a rubber mask. The Afghan cops held it up and examined it for identification. Bits of flesh, chunks that looked like red Jell-O, were scattered all about. Some pieces hung from the crooked wooden sticks the Afghan used as grave markers. Years later, Louie told me that he couldn't stand the sight of meat, especially cooked meat. He'd become a vegetarian.

“It's fucked, man,” he said that day in the tent. “Why would anybody want to do that to themselves?”

None of us had any answers.

After that day, the story didn't come out too often, but when it did, Louie seemed to like to tell it over breakfast to new colleagues. He was like that: hilarious, irreverent, but also someone deeply moved by the insanity around him whose only defence was to pour either acid wit or expletives on the misery. He saw more up-close combat than any Canadian journalist of the war. Louie's words came back to me months later, in early 2007, when I had my own chance encounter with the remains of a suicide bomber. Coming back from the Canadian provincial reconstruction team (PRT) base, I got to the scene of a bombing at the
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