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This book is an account of Sandy Gall's last trip to Afghanistan in 1986 to report the war. It tells
of his journey, with all its hardships and dangers, as well as explaining the background to the war
including some dramatic pictures of the fighting. Sandy Gall chose to revisit the man he regards
as the outstanding commander in Afghanistan, Ahmed Shah Masud, who is trying to organize
resistance to the Russians on a regional and eventually national scale. The author views the war
as Russia's Vietnam and believes it merits much wider attention. He believes it has been largely
neglected because of the difficulties of the terrain and the length of time it takes to get to the
remoter areas. For his work in Afghanistan, Sandy Gall - a Reuter correspondent for ten years
and ITN "trouble shooter" since 1963 - was awarded the Lawrence of Arabia Memorial Medal in
1987.
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miles seem shorter and whose chips kept us going; to Masud Khalili, whose wit and knowledge
illuminated the journey; to Andy and Noel who took the pictures and bore with me; and to my
daughter Carlotta, who processed the words.ILLUSTRATIONS1. A young mother from Kunduz,
near the Russian border, who had just arrived in Pakistan.2. Two very young refugees from
Badakhshan, in the north-east.3. Our convoy at the top of Kantiwar Pass, 16,500 feet, on the
main arms route to the north.4. My sketch of the Q’ala at Kantiwar, the capital of
Nuristan.5. Noel and I near the top of Papruk Pass, 14,850 feet, on our return journey.6.
Threshing wheat in the traditional manner.7. One of Masud’s captured Russian jeeps.8.
Masud, with Andy, Noel and me.9. Despite the demands of the war, Masud found time each
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tactics.11. Abdul Azim, one of Masud’s top commanders.12. Test firing Masud’s new Chinese
BM12, which can loose off twelve rockets in rapid succession.13. A direct hit on one of the five
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ever anxious thus to die,For when Death comes the brave are free –So in thy dreams remember
me.Anonymous, quoted by J. Bowen inThe Golden Pomegranate, John Baker,London
1966.ForewordThere has to be a political settlement in Afghanistan, based on a Soviet



withdrawal. To understand how this can best be achieved, we must first understand the nature of
the war and of the Afghan resistance. This book makes a valuable contribution to that
understanding.Margaret ThatcherCHAPTER ONEA small Afghan boy of about eight sat on the
floor in an orphanage in Peshawar, in the North-West Frontier Province of Pakistan, and told me
in his own language, Farsi, the story of how Russian soldiers had come to his village at night and
burst into his house. As he told the story, jerkily and looking down, he kept fingering a little black
scar above his right eyebrow.First of all, he explained, there had been a battle and the
mujahideen, the guerrillas who are fighting the Russians and their Afghan allies, had
withdrawn.‘The mujahideen went back to the mountains. They (the Russians] came in our
direction. We were all in bed. They broke down the door and came in. The door was smashed.
We were all frightened and jumped up. My brother didn’t get up but they forced him to stand up.
They shot my father and my brother. They lifted me up and wounded me with their bayonets.’ He
touched the scar on his forehead. ‘I lay down and cried. I was sad because my father had been
killed. My father was dead and was lying on the ground. They took us outside. I saw lots of
people had been taken out of their houses into the alleyways and killed. We went to the bazaar.
The shops, the shops had been burnt. People had been killed. Everywhere women had been
killed, men had been killed, even boys that high’ – he gestured with his hand – ‘had been killed.
They didn’t leave a single one alive.’There are many stories like that in and around the refugee
camps, countless reports of atrocities committed by Russian troops in Afghanistan over the
years. These reports began to circulate soon after the Russians invaded their small neighbour
on Christmas Eve, 1979. It is one of the mysteries of the Afghan War that so little has been
reported, either in the papers or on television, of these atrocities, though some experts have
recorded them. As long ago as 1982, Michael Barry, an American scholar who lives in France
and speaks Farsi and Pashto, crossed the border from Pakistan to record the facts of what
became known as the Logar Massacre. Before dawn on 13 September 1982, the Russians
surrounded the village of Padkhwab-e-Shana in Logar Province. Fearing reprisals the menfolk of
the village, more than a hundred of them, took refuge in the underground irrigation system
known as q’anat. The story as told by one of the few survivors was that the Russians, having
discovered where the men were hiding, brought up a couple of lorries and pumped some sort of
chemical into the tunnel. They then added another substance which ignited the first and set off a
big underground explosion, which from the eyewitness’s description had the effect of napalm.
Everyone who was underground, 105 men and boys, was burnt to death.The eyewitness, whom
I later interviewed on ‘News at Ten’, said that when the Russians had gone he and a few other
men went down into the tunnel and found the victims so badly burnt that they were
unrecognisable. Pointing to a cheap metal watch on his wrist, he said, ‘The only way I
recognised my brother was by his watch.’ Somehow the watch had survived the holocaust and
was still going.As incidents like the Logar Massacre became commonplace, it is hardly
surprising that in the years that have followed the Russian invasion, about one-third of the
Afghan nation has fled abroad. Of the total pre-war population of about fifteen million, at least



five million are now in the refugee camps of Pakistan and Iran, with a few more scattered across
the world. Pakistan has borne the brunt of the Afghan exodus and given asylum to between three
and three and a half million refugees, while Iran accounts for another two million. One more
statistic: according to the United Nations, of the approximately ten million refugees in the world
today, exactly one half are Afghans.Statistics are not very moving, but it requires only a bit of
imagination to put flesh on these bare bones and to grasp that in the Soviet Union’s continued
occupation of Afghanistan we are witnessing one of the great human tragedies of this and
indeed any other century: another holocaust: an invasion and occupation as ruthless as anything
that Genghis Khan or Tamerlane inflicted on the Afghans’ ancestors. Even Alexander the Great
seems to have been more merciful than Messrs Brezhnev, Andropov, Chernenko and
Gorbachev. In February 1986, the United Nations’ Special Rapporteur on Afghanistan, Mr Felix
Ermacora, wrote in his report to the Commission on Human Rights, ‘Continuation of the military
situation (i.e. the war) will, in the opinion of the Special Rapporteur, lead inevitably to a situation
approaching genocide, which the traditions and culture of this noble people cannot permit.’He
estimated that 35,000 civilians were killed in the fighting in 1985. In an interview in Newsweek,
22 December 1986, he gave a revised figure of 37,000. For every person killed, three or four
were probably wounded. In 1986, Mr Ermacora estimated that the number of civilians killed up
until the end of August had dropped to around 12,000 to 15,000. A British diplomat in Islamabad
remarked to me, ‘That’s because there are fewer Afghans left to kill.’ The overall picture drawn by
Mr Ermacora was one of a steadily escalating conflict, becoming more brutal and costly in
human lives as heavier weapons were introduced on both sides and as the Russians made
more determined attempts to block the guerrillas’ infiltration routes and to destroy any sign of
resistance, whether civilian or mujahideen. Seen against this apocalytpic background, Mr
Gorbachev’s protestations of wanting to withdraw the 115,000 Soviet troops in Afghanistan
seem to many Afghans totally cynical. They say it is hard to escape the conclusion that, while
cultivating a conciliatory tone and appearing anxious to negotiate, the Kremlin is still dedicated
to its original goal of wiping out all opposition to the Communist government in Kabul and of
making sure that Afghanistan becomes as solidly tied to the Soviet system as any other
satellite.Mr Gorbachev has described Afghanistan as a ‘bleeding wound’ and has assured the
world that the Soviet Union does want to withdraw its troops. Yet recent visitors to Kabul report
that the building of Soviet barracks and other permanent structures indicates that the Russians
intend to stay for a long time.At this point, the question presents itself: why did the Soviet Union
invade Afghanistan in the first place? Some people, and not a few Afghans, believe that it was all
part of the historic Russian drive for a warm-water port in the Indian Ocean. Other Afghanistan
watchers, myself included, believe rather that although the strategic interest may be always at
the back of the Russian mind, much more important were two other reasons. The first was to
shore up a Communist government in Kabul which was on the point of collapse. The second
follows from the first: to prevent the replacement of a Communist regime by an Islamic
government which, although not necessarily as extreme as the Khomeini regime in Iran, would



have been militant enough in Russian eyes to have inflamed to the point of rebellion the sixty
million Muslims who live across the Amu Darya (the classical Oxus), in the Soviet Union. These
Central Asian states of Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan are the soft underbelly of the
Soviet Empire. Until the middle and end of the last century, they were made up of a number of
independent little Muslim khanates such as Bokhara, Samarkand and Khiva, when each in turn
was overthrown and colonised in the insatiable southern march of the Tsarist Empire.Let us for a
moment look at the first reason for the Soviet intervention: the bolstering-up of a precarious
protégé. The Communists came to power in Afghanistan on 27 April 1978 through a coup
staged by a number of army and air force officers. The Communists did not carry out the coup
but were quick to exploit it. They overthrew a republican regime, led by President Daoud, who
had come to power himself by deposing the King, his cousin, in 1973.While King Zaher Shah,
whose critics said he was only interested in shooting and fishing, disappeared into exile in Italy,
President Daoud, who had been Prime Minister from 1953 to 1963, entered upon an Afghan
version of the apertura a sinistra, the opening to the left. He cultivated closer relations with the
Soviet Union and brought a number of left-wingers into his government. In the process he
alienated a number of traditional leaders like Pir Gailani and Professors Rabbani and Sayaf, who
fled the country to neighbouring Pakistan. Gailani’s passport was confiscated by Daoud until
1977, when after the intervention of King Khaled of Saudi Arabia he was allowed to leave the
country for the Haj (the pilgrimage to Mecca). He did not return to Kabul. However, not long after
he came to power, Daoud began to get cold feet about the extent of his dependence on Moscow
and started to reverse the policy. He eliminated Communists from his government and purged
leftists from the army. Moscow became increasingly angry, and by 1977 Brezhnev and Daoud
were reported to be at loggerheads. In April 1978, the political murder of a leading Communist,
Mir Akbar Khyber, for which Daoud was blamed, led to a big Communist-inspired demonstration
in Kabul. Daoud retaliated by arresting Communist leaders, including Nur Mohammed Taraki,
the founder of the party, who was detained on 26 April. Next day the coup took place, with or
without the connivance of the Russians: the Soviet Ambassador was out of Kabul on a fishing
trip, but that proves nothing. What is certain is that the coup was a last-minute affair, hurriedly set
in motion by a handful of army officers, although the official version gives the credit to a close
aide of Taraki’s, a Russian-trained former air force officer called Hafizullah Amin. Daoud and his
family were surrounded and trapped in the presidential palace and then systematically killed,
down to the last child. It was a massacre worthy of the bloodiest excesses of Afghan political
history.The new government may have had the backing of key elements of the armed forces, but
it soon became obvious that there was little support in the country at large, even among the
small peasant farmers, in whose name the revolution had partly been made. Taraki was the
President, Prime Minister and party leader, but the driving force came from Hafizullah Amin and
before long he and Taraki fell out. Suspecting that Taraki and the Russians were plotting to get
rid of him, Amin moved first and, in another chilling display of bloodthirstiness, seized Taraki
after a gun battle in the palace and later had him killed: according to one report, he was



suffocated on Amin’s orders. This did not please the Russians, who saw the newly launched and
leaky ship of revolution, which was already in dire straits, heading for the rocks under Amin’s
erratic and brutal command. Throughout the twenty months of the Taraki–Amin regime,
opposition continued to grow in the countryside, and Afghanistan is predominantly an
agricultural country.This opposition came from the mosques and the village elders who
considered the new Marxist government by definition atheistic and anti-Muslim. So much so that
a Jihad (Holy War) was declared against the Communists long before the Russians arrived on
the scene. Fighting spread across the country: by 1979 it was clear that the Islamic guerrillas,
the mujahideen, were gaining the upper hand and that it was only a matter of time before they
reversed the Saur (April) Revolution and installed their own Islamic government in Kabul. This
the Russians were determined to prevent – not least because it would torpedo the Brezhnev
doctrine, which laid down that a Communist takeover was irreversible.By the autumn of 1979,
thanks to Amin’s brutal and reckless rule, the country was on its knees economically and in
flames politically. The growing strength of the mujahideen had led to a state of civil war which the
Communists looked certain to lose. The Russians had seen this coming for months, and by
December the die was cast for intervention. They waited only for the most propitious time:
Christmas Eve, 1979.The irony is that the Soviet Union, so paranoically sensitive about its
security, has sent shock waves through its own empire by its invasion of Afghanistan. It has also
internationalised the war, forcing the Americans and the West to come to the aid of the Afghans,
and made it impossible to withdraw on what are, for Mr Gorbachev, acceptable conditions. The
same sort of dilemma confronted the United States in Vietnam: that any admission of defeat
would weaken it and its allies throughout the world. As he searches for a way out of what Dr
Andrei Sakharov has called the ‘tragic blind alley of Afghanistan’, Mr Gorbachev must be highly
conscious of the American disarray that followed Vietnam and be determined to prevent it
happening in the Soviet Union. He has appointed Dr Najib, the former head of KHAD, the Afghan
secret police, as the Communist boss of Afghanistan, with orders to broaden the base of his
government and effect a policy of ‘national reconciliation’. This, however, is seen by the Afghan
mujahideen as being simply a ploy to keep control and achieve by diplomacy what he has failed
to achieve by military force.While he searches for a solution that will satisfy both the Politburo
and the generals, Mr Gorbachev is prosecuting the war as vigorously as ever, and in some ways
more determinedly than the Americans were able to in Vietnam. Many Americans used to
complain that the United States was unable to unleash its full power in Vietnam, for example by
bombing the North more extensively. These considerations do not deter the Russians in
Afghanistan, where they bomb civilians in their villages as a matter of course and after the
bombing send in ground troops to wipe out any survivors who still resist. There was one My Lai
that we knew about in Vietnam, and there may have been half a dozen we did not know about: in
Afghanistan there have been many hundreds of My Lais, if not thousands. But they are not
reported because the Russians have strict control of their own media and the foreign journalists
who enter the country with the Resistance are few and far between. Journalists who enter



Afghanistan with the permission of the Communist authorities are naturally not taken to the
scene of the latest atrocity.This has worked to the political advantage of the Russians but in the
end may not avail them much. Opinion throughout the world, including the Third World, is at last
becoming aware of Russian atrocities in Afghanistan. Also on the minus side for Mr Gorbachev,
there is the effect of the Afghan War inside the Soviet Union; and there are plenty of indications
that it is every bit as unpopular among young Russians as Vietnam was among young
Americans. Draft-dodging must be just as appealing an idea, if less easy to accomplish. Drug-
taking, mainly hashish, is said to be a way of life for young Russian soldiers in Afghanistan,
rather as it was for GIs in Vietnam; morale and discipline are equally suspect and conditions for
ordinary Russian soldiers are said to be abject, without the medical and material advantages the
Americans enjoyed.There is, we know, a large number of incapacitated and disturbed American
veterans of Vietnam. Little is known about that sort of problem in the Soviet Union, but it must
exist and be as bad as anything the Americans faced. The Americans lost 58,000 men killed in
Vietnam. The Russians do not publish casualty figures, as one would expect in their still
secretive society, but Western intelligence estimates put Soviet casualties at the end of 1986 at
around 30,000: 10,000 dead and 20,000 wounded. These figures may well be on the low side,
but they are still a long way behind the American ones. However, they are almost certainly rising
faster as the war progresses and the Russians have to do more and more of the real fighting, so
there is little comfort there for the Soviet authorities.Mr Gorbachev is clearly looking for a politico–
military solution, as were the Americans in Vietnam. He has told Najib to keep pushing his
‘national reconciliation’ policy while the tanks and bombers keep the pressure up on the
mujahideen and – equally importantly – on the hapless civilians caught in the middle. While
‘national reconciliation’ does not seem to have any real chance of success, the second strand of
his policy, aimed at Pakistan, may have. The Russian and Afghan air forces bombed the
Pakistani border many times in 1986 and 1987, killing hundreds of civilians, and Communist
agents set off scores of bombs in and around Peshawar, the capital of Pakistan’s North-West
Frontier Province and also of the Afghan mujahideen in exile. Pakistani resentment of the war is
growing and the mujahideen get the blame, however unfairly. The Kremlin obviously hopes that
the combination of the big stick of bombing and the political carrot of offering ultimately to
withdraw its forces will persuade the Pakistanis to accept a settlement which leaves the
Russians masters of Afghanistan.My own conclusion is that the Russians will genuinely
withdraw when they see it as the only option, when all the signs point in one direction: world
opprobrium, dissent at home, increasing drug-taking, growing casualties and the steady
financial drain of the war, said to be costing the Kremlin about fifteen million dollars a day
(against forty million dollars a day for the Americans in Vietnam) When that moment comes, Mr
Gorbachev will have to tell his Afghan allies that they are on their own now, a step no Russian
leader can possibly contemplate with any degree of equanimity. So I believe Mr Gorbachev will
withdraw from Afghanistan and allow the Afghans to decide their own future only when he
concludes that he has no alternative.CHAPTER TWOIn the summer of 1986 I made my third



journey into Afghanistan. I had gone for the first time to make a documentary film in 1982, when
very little was known about the conflict, although it was already three years old. I remember
being told that if I wanted to bring myself really up to date I would have to go to Paris to talk to a
number of experts there. This I did with pleasure, not solely connected with matters Afghan. I
went with my friend Charles Morgan, then a cameraman but now a maker of sports cars, and
after completing our talks we toasted our anticipated success with a bottle of champagne in
Brasserie Lipp on the Boulevard St Germain, at eleven in the morning. Charles and I, along with
Tom Murphy, our young sound recordist, and Nigel Ryan, an old friend, a former editor of ITN
and the producer of the documentary, eventually made a remarkable journey to visit the
mujahideen leader Ahmed Shah Masud in the Panjsher Valley north-east of Kabul.The trip took
ten weeks, we were heavily bombed and at one point separated from all our camera equipment
for a highly frustrating three weeks. The fact that we finally achieved what we originally set out to
do, namely make a one-hour film about the war, seemed to me then little short of a miracle: it still
does today.I went back again in 1984, this time to travel with the Pathans, the main ethnic unit in
the south of Afghanistan, near the Pakistani border. Our group, led by Din Mohammed, the
second-in-command of Yunis Khalis’s Hisbe-i-Islami Party, would have with it, I was told, a
number of SAM 7B missiles, with which the mujahideen hoped to shoot down a Russian
helicopter or two. As it turned out, the SAMs, which are Russian-made, proved completely
ineffectual, either because it is a bad weapon or because these ones were in bad condition. That
would not have been surprising as they had to be transported over the mountains on horseback
and inevitably came in for some rough treatment. In the event, all attempts to shoot down a
Russian helicopter failed.During the last and most likely try, four helicopters flew past on their
way to supply a government fort a few miles away. We were sitting in a village when we heard the
familiar beat of the rotors and scrambled to put our boots on. I had an ITN crew with me (Paul
Carleton and Jon Hunt), who snatched up the camera and sound gear and hurried outside just
in time to see two Mi8s landing in a cloud of dust about a mile away. The other two, Mi24
gunships, flew in protective circles overhead, just in case the mujahideen tried to interfere. Ten
minutes later the Mi8s took off and came back towards us on exactly the same route, following
the old road which runs from Kabul to Jalalabad.The guerrillas had one SAM ready for action as
the helicopters came past, only a few hundred feet up and presenting what should have been
the easiest of targets. The mujahid with the SAM took aim, got the necessary ‘lock-on’, which
meant the heat-seeking missile was ready for firing, and pressed the trigger. Filming from about
fifty yards away, we saw the puff of smoke as he fired and then watched with professional
disappointment as the wretched missile, instead of streaking heavenwards, sped fifty or sixty
yards and flopped like a wet pancake on the ground. The helicopters flew on without giving the
slightest sign that they had seen us, although the SAM operator was standing right out in the
open on top of a little hill in the middle of the plain.We were told by the mujahideen afterwards
that a kill ratio of one in ten was all they could expect with the SAM 7B, which they found not very
encouraging.A few days later, back in Peshawar, I bumped into an acquaintance, Andy



Skrzypkpwiak, known to his friends as Andy the Pole, a former paratrooper who after leaving the
army had become a’freelance cameraman and made several trips to Afghanistan. He was with
his wife Chris, a still photographer, and they were about to set off for the Panjsher. Andy said to
me, ‘Sandy, why don’t we make a trip together next year?’ Knowing his reputation for fearless
combat photography, I happily said, ‘Yes, what a very good idea.’ In fact, there were a number of
problems to be overcome, and it proved impossible to make our proposed expedition in 1985.
However, by early 1986 these had been resolved, and detailed plans were made for Andy and
me to be accompanied by Noel Smart, a documentary cameraman at Central Television, who
were commissioning the film. Noel turned out to be a wonderfully resilient and agreeable
companion as well as a first-class cameraman and he and Andy made a brilliantly successful
pair. We decided to revisit the elusive and now legendary Ahmed Shah Masud. It was to be the
longest, in terms of miles, and the most arduous of my three expeditions, but in many ways the
most successful.We left London on Saturday, 14 June. It was a beautiful day, almost the first of
the summer, and I experienced a small pang of regret at leaving the green, Palmeresque
landscape of Kent, just as it was coming into full leaf. Nigel Ryan came to see us off at Heathrow,
presenting me with a gift for the coming journey through Afghanistan: a box of lifeboat survival
biscuits. He half wanted to come with me again, although for him the adventure of Afghanistan
called less strongly.My wife Eleanor had protested when I told her I was going back: ‘You must
be crazy. You’re far too old for that sort of thing.’ I was in fact a few months short of my fifty-ninth
birthday, but I felt fit and, having made the journey into Afghanistan twice before, I was sure I
could do it again. I knew that important as physical fitness was, mental fitness was even more
crucial. If you are determined enough, you can force your complaining body up those terrible
slopes, make light of the unappetising food and spartan conditions and put up with the vagaries
of Afghan companions who have a very different concept of time and distance. To an Afghan
‘nim sat’ (half an hour) can mean anything up to two or three hours. One day, after walking for a
very long time and longing desperately to reach our destination we asked three passers-by in
quick succession how far it was to the next village. The answers were variously: thirty minutes,
one hour and an hour and a half. It turned out to be two.But there were other considerations.
Alarming stories had been coming out of Afghanistan of increased Russian activity on the
infiltration routes: more bombing of arms convoys and more frequent use of Spetsnaz special
forces, especially in night-time ambushes. Their method was to helicopter in and then walk to
the ambush point where they lay in wait for the unsuspecting convoy. Much disruption was said
to have been caused and many men and animals killed.The southern routes were known to be
the riskiest and our friends in Jamiat-i-Islami (Society of Islam), the organisation to which Masud
belongs, said firmly that we must go by the northern route, because it was safer. I knew, too, it
was much higher, more difficult for men and horses, and longer. It led from the Pakistani hill town
of Chitral, best known in the annals of the Raj for its famous siege in 1895, across the border into
Nuristan, the highest and probably the most beautiful of Afghanistan’s twenty-eight provinces. I
had come out by this route in 1982 and remembered with a twinge of apprehension the five



15,000-foot passes that we would have to negotiate between the border and the Panjsher Valley.
That had been our destination in 1982, because it was Masud’s stronghold. But he had moved
out of the valley and was now organising and fighting much farther afield, right up to the Russian
border. The problem confronting us was not only where would we find him, but how long it would
take us. We had been told secretly that he would probably be somewhere near Khost-i-Fereng, a
town in the northern foothills of the Hindu Kush, about a week’s march beyond the Panjsher
Valley, but this was all very approximate we realised, because Masud moved about a great deal,
keeping well ahead of the assassination squads and snatch teams the Russians had several
times sent after him. He must by now rank as Public Enemy Number One, or at least be on the
short list.Apart from the chilling stories about the Spetsnaz, I was conscious that Andy and I
must be on the KGB blacklist of journalists who made a habit of going to Afghanistan with the
mujahideen to report what was really happening in the war. If the KGB were half as efficient as
one expected them to be on intelligence matters, we had to assume that they would have fed
into their computers the fact that the three of us were heading for Afghanistan in June 1986. But I
have often found that in risky situations, rehearsing the dangers in advance is much more
frightening than the actual experience. So it proved this time. I had a number of briefings and
discussions before going in, and I emerged from them feeling that this would be my most
dangerous assignment yet. After floundering about for years, the Russians were finally learning
how to fight a guerrilla war under Afghan conditions. Others thought so too. My brother-in-law,
Julian Smyth, the head doctor for the NAAFI, presented me with a Miraculous Medal to keep me
safe. But I also knew that Noel and I could not have a better survival expert as a companion than
Andy.It was therefore with almost complete confidence, flawed by only a few scintillas of doubt,
that I embarked on what I had already promised myself would be my last assignment to
Afghanistan: not so much because of the danger but because I felt I was running the risk of
becoming stereotyped. I was the only television journalist in Britain who took a deep enough
interest in Afghanistan to have visited the country three times in four years and to have made
three full-length documentaries on the war. It was time, I told myself, for a fresh eye.At the same
time, I was determined my swan song should be as powerful as I could make it because I felt
very strongly that Afghanistan had been and still was neglected by the Western media in a way
that contrasts strangely with our concentration on, say, South Africa, or Lebanon. I spent three
years working for Reuters in South Africa, and I quite understand why, as a classic conflict of
white versus black, it should have so captured the interest and compassion of the world. Again,
the Lebanon, its civil war more bloody and convoluted than even Shakespeare could have
conceived, is strategically important because it lies at the heart of the Middle East, with its oil,
inflammatory politics and the Israeli dimension.Afghanistan on the other hand, it can be argued,
is so remote and so little known that it lies outside the immediate scope of British and Western
concern. Now that we no longer have an Indian Empire, now that the North-West Frontier is no
longer a place where young British officers win their spurs protecting the outposts of the Raj, it is
only realistic, the argument runs, for us to concede Afghanistan to the Russians and their sphere



of influence.In any case, the argument continues, Afghanistan is a lost cause: there is nothing
we can do about it. And then there are so many other problems, so many other issues with which
one can feel a greater sense of identity.To that I would simply say: freedom is indivisible. The
Afghans’ struggle for independence against a foreign aggressor whose only justification is that
might is right is in the heroic tradition of all wars of national liberation. I believe the Afghan
struggle against the Soviet Union is on the same noble level as the American War of
Independence against the British in the eighteenth century; Greece’s war of liberation against
the Turks in the nineteenth century; and the colonial world’s struggle for independence in the
twentieth; whether in Egypt, Algeria, Indochina, Cyprus or Zimbabwe. One also thinks of a
different but no less heroic struggle: our own defence of freedom in the Second World War,
virtually alone at the beginning against Hitler’s Nazi Germany; and also, from 1941 onwards, the
resistance of the Russians in their ‘Great Patriotic War’ against the same enemy.It seems tragic
that the Soviet Union, which fought so splendidly for its own freedom in the Second World War,
should so brutally try to subjugate a small, underdeveloped but infinitely brave nation only forty
years later. Leonid Brezhnev and his heirs have much to answer for.CHAPTER THREEWe
arrived in Islamabad, a modern artificial capital, at 5 a.m. on Sunday, 15 June. Unlike any other
time I have been there, the airport was almost completely deserted, and despite our small
mountain of luggage we had no trouble with the Customs. But once outside the terminal building
we were besieged by a small group of persistent taxi drivers, all of them proud possessors of
ancient Morris Minors, almost the last vestige of British imperial power left in Pakistan; a thin
black and yellow line that cannot be expected to hold out much longer against the encroaching
hordes of Japanese Toyotas, Datsuns and Suzukis. Surprisingly, the Japanese invasion has still
not captured the low ground of the airport taxi.We would need two Morris Minors, plus roof
racks. Having selected his victims Andy bargained cruelly hard, beating the drivers down to what
seemed to me an almost indecently low price. At one point I weakly protested: ‘Andy, 150 rupees
(about £6) is quite all right.’ But he either did not hear or disdained my advice. ‘125 rupees. Bus
(finish). OK?’ He fixed the unfortunate drivers with such an imperious blue eye that after merely
token argument they succumbed. ‘OK, sahib, 125 rupees to Islamabad, no extra
charge.’Islamabad is built on the grid system, like New York, although there all similarity ends: in
theory, however, any address is readily findable. But of course, being the Orient, things do not
work like that. For example, the street you are looking for, let us say Street 11 in F2, a residential
quarter which houses a lot of foreign families, should be between Streets 10 and 12, but
someone has moved it and hidden it away round a corner next to Street 15. The deviation may
be due to a small stream, or some other quirk which has bent the mathematical precision of the
grid. Luckily our drivers knew their Islamabad, and despite the erratic numbering deposited us
with great efficiency at the house where we had been invited to stay for a few days. Not
surprisingly, our friends were still in bed, but although we unloaded our baggage as quietly as
possible, Francesca Black heard us and appeared in her dressing gown.‘Oh, hallo, I thought I
heard a car.’ Andy was an old friend, and I had met her once briefly in London. ‘Leave your bags.



Lal Khan will see to them. Come in and have a cup of tea.’ Nothing could have sounded more
invitingly British as we trooped into the cool of the house. I apologised for the earliness of our
arrival. ‘Oh, don’t worry, Juliet Crawley forgot her key and I had to get up at three thirty to let her
in.’ Juliet, who appeared later, was a young and attractive English girl who worked for Afghanaid
in Peshawar and clearly enjoyed her trips to the big city. Soon afterwards Christopher Black
appeared, friendly and already dressed for the office, and we breakfasted together. He was both
charming and intelligent, a businessman who worked for a well-known multinational and who
had offered to help us make our arrangements, keeping in touch with our principal Afghan
contact, Masud (it means ‘lucky’) Khalili. Khalili was the political officer for Jamiat and was going
to act as our escort and interpreter for the journey.Christopher had some not particularly good
news to impart over the cornflakes. ‘I spoke to Khalili the other day and he says that the passes
are still blocked with snow. He thinks it will take ten days before you can get the horses over the
first pass.’ My jaw dropped. This was a complete surprise, although Afghanistan is always full of
surprises. ‘To be absolutely fair he told me this a couple of days ago and I decided not to pass it
on, so if anyone is to blame it’s me. But I knew you were all ready to leave and I thought to stop
you at the last moment would have been pointless.’Andy spoke between mouthfuls. ‘I know he
tried to ring me before we left but I was away. Maybe that’s what it was about.’A little later this was
confirmed in a telephone call from Khalili. Andy came back into the room to announce, ‘Khalili
says there was a late snowfall two or three weeks ago. People are getting through on foot, but he
says it’s impossible for horses.’That evening Khalili came to see us, small with very dark, darting
eyes and a ready smile. His father, Professor Khalili, was probably the best-known Afghan alive
after the King, and the greatest poet writing in Persian. He had become a symbol of the struggle
against the Russians, was revered by Afghans of all kinds and sought out by many of the
Resistance leaders. His was the authentic voice of the Afghan people in all its tribulation and in
all its heroism. He died, alas, in May 1987.All Khalili could really tell us was that we were the
victims of a freak storm which had deposited several feet of snow on the high passes and that
he was trying to get an up-to-date report from the Jamiat people in Chitral, our jumping-off point.
We also discussed our movements over the next few days and he was adamant that I, at least,
should not be seen in Peshawar. ‘You know, Peshawar is full of KHAD and KGB spies and
someone as well known as yourself will be spotted immediately and your presence reported. It is
just not worth the risk. It is far better if you stay in Islamabad until we are ready to leave.’I am
always nervous about being relegated to the rear, taking the view that I can exert more pressure
if I am as near the point of departure as possible. I also knew from experience that the Afghans
were far less preoccupied with time than we Westerners. One week here or there makes very
little difference to them.‘How about Chitral? Is it a good idea to spend a couple of days there
before we depart?’Khalili shook his head. ‘No, Chitral is just as bad. It’s full of spies too. What
you should do is stay in Islamabad until we can move, say in ten days’ time, and then we will go
straight to Peshawar and either fly or drive to Chitral. Spend one night with Atik, one of our
people there, and then head for the border next day. That way, there will be less chance of you



being seen. You know, there are always people around watching what’s going on, and when they
suddenly see three foreigners, with lots of television equipment, either in Peshawar or in Chitral,
they don’t have to be very clever to guess that they’re going into Afghanistan to make a film.’ He
laughed loudly at his own perspicacity.I knew perfectly well that this was good advice and we
would have to take it. ‘All right,’ I said, ‘we’d better move into the Holiday Inn. Is that the best
place?’ I addressed the question to the room at large. Francesca chipped in.‘You can stay here.
If you go to the Holiday Inn, you’re just as liable to be spotted by the KGB. The Russians use it all
the time.’‘Well, is there some other hotel less frequented by the KGB?’‘Yes, but you wouldn’t
want to stay there.’ Francesca laughed. ‘You’d be much more comfortable here, and if you don’t
mind the children you’re very welcome and we’d love to have you.’ It was a generous offer which
I felt it would be both ungracious and silly to refuse. I accepted with I hope not too much
alacrity.‘Well, there are three of us, which is an awful lot, but it would be extremely nice for us,
rather than living in some ghastly hotel . . .’ I looked round at the others. Andy had stayed with
them before and was a special friend, so he had no trouble in accepting. Noel, who is very easy-
going, said he would be very happy to stay in the house and he turned out to be a big hit with
their three small boys. What none of us could foresee was that we would spend three weeks with
our generous and long-suffering hosts, as Khalili commuted between Islamabad and his office in
Peshawar and monitored the state of the passes by telephone to Chitral, not always the simplest
of operations.For a change of scene and to buy some equipment, Noel, who had not been in
Pakistan before, went to Peshawar with Andy, and had his first glimpse of the capital of the North-
West Frontier. Peshawar was once the jewel in the Afghan crown, the old winter capital. Now, by
historical chance, it has become at least partly an Afghan city again and the headquarters of the
Afghan Resistance. Round it, scattered over the bare brown plain in mud-walled houses and
tents, were something like three million Afghan refugees.I stayed quite happily in Islamabad,
trying to see my old friend President Zia, and gathering as much information as I could about the
state of the war. The picture that emerged in Islamabad was not a very optimistic one. With the
exception of the north-east, where Ahmed Shah Masud was said to be busy expanding his
military and political base, reports from the rest of the country suggested that the war was going
badly for the mujahideen. This was partly because the new Afghan government was trying
harder and the Russians were using more effective tactics. But also, so my informants said, the
trouble lay with the way the Pakistanis were running the war. Quite understandably, since both
their commitment and vulnerability were so great, the Pakistanis wished to control operations as
much as they could. They had definite ideas and undoubted preferences. If, as was the case for
the Soviet Union and China in Vietnam, the Pakistanis were able to deal with a unified
resistance, a single entity like the Vietcong (although it was in practice simply an extension of
the North Vietnamese Communist Party), things would be much easier for them. But, through no
fault of their own, they had to deal with a hydra-headed Afghan resistance, consisting of seven
main political parties as well as a lot of minor groups.Although the seven major parties form an
alliance, with a rotating spokesman, not chairman it is worth noting, it exists only on paper. Each



party goes its own way and is in competition with all the others for money, arms and influence.
This has had the result of obliging the Pakistanis, as well as their principal backers, the
Americans, the Saudis and the other Gulf states, to make choices as to whom they should
support, and they have not always done so wisely. The Pakistanis, and through them the
Americans and the Arabs, favour two parties, both called Hisbe-i-Islami, one run by an elderly
man of God with no military pretensions, Maulawi Yunis Khalis, and the other by a ruthlessly
ambitious politician who seems more interested in fighting other Afghans than the Russians,
Engineer Gulbuddin Hekmatyar – Afghans use Engineer as a title as we do Doctor. Both are
Pashtuns, or Pathans as the British called the border tribesmen in Kipling’s day, the largest
ethnic grouping in Afghanistan representing about forty per cent of the population. The Pashtuns
have traditionally supplied the leaders and kings of Afghanistan, but, paradoxically, they have
thrown up no outstanding guerrilla leader in the present conflict able to unite all the Pathans, let
alone all the Afghans. They have not even produced a leader with the imagination and bold
strategic mind of a Masud. The closest they get to it, in my view, is in the person of Abdul Haq,
the Khalis commander for the Kabul area, who had talks with Mrs Thatcher when he came to
Britain in 1986. On present evidence he is a brave and able tactical commander, but no
strategist. Masud, on the other hand, is a potential Tito. But he is also a Tajik, and because of
tribal jealousies is unlikely ever to be accepted as a leader by the Pathans, which is unfortunate
for the Afghans.The pro-Pathan bias of the Pakistanis is understandable for several reasons,
mainly tribal and geographical. First, the Pathan tribes straddle the North-West Frontier between
Pakistan and Afghanistan; they speak the same language; and have the same tribal system,
based on the famous Pashtunwali, the Tribal Code of the Pathans. This sets great store on the
honour and independence of the tribe and its individual members and is in some ways
reminiscent of the customs and loyalties of the old Scottish clans. In the Tribal Areas today, as in
the days of the British, it is the Pashtunwali which regulates the affairs of the local inhabitants,
not Pakistani law. Pashtunwali is rather like Old Testament law: an eye for an eye and a tooth for
a tooth. Revenge is not only sweet but obligatory.Reinforcing this strong blood tie is the
geographical argument. The Pakistanis see the Afghan Pathans, very naturally, as a buffer
between themselves and the Russians. There is nothing the Pakistanis want less than a strong
Russian presence on their border, however mountainous and inaccessible it may be for three-
quarters of its length. So the main thrust of their policy is to encourage the mujahideen to build
up a strong presence all along the border, strong enough to make it impossible for the Russians
and their Afghan levies to establish military posts which command the crossing points. It is
unfortunate to say the least that the Pakistanis’ implementation of this perfectly sensible policy
has been so maladroit, based on a sort of Maginot Line mentality, and has encouraged the
Afghans to build bases along the border which are vulnerable to the hammer blows of Russian
air power. This is exactly what happened at Zhawar, not far from the Pakistani border.The
colourful commander of Zhawar was a splendid-looking Pathan warrior called Jalaludin
Haqqani, a Khalis man. Over the years he built a large, well-publicised base in the sheer rock



face, tunnelling out ammunition dumps and living quarters, a hospital and a mosque. Several
hundred mujahideen were based on Zhawar, and photographs appeared in French magazines
of its extensive facilities and fortifications, including some captured tanks. In March 1986 the
blow fell.The Russians bombed the base heavily and repeatedly, then landed special forces and
overran it, despite spirited resistance, capturing or destroying a large amount of carefully
hoarded equipment. It was a classic demonstration of how a guerrilla army should not conduct
its affairs.Gulbuddin seems to have forfeited some Pakistani support because of his arrogance
and cussedness: Yunis Khalis, on the other hand, irreproachable from a religio-political point of
view, now seems to be the Pakistanis’ favourite son and the proud recipient of the first American
Stinger ground-to-air missiles.*1 In a report in the Sunday Telegraph in November 1986, a young
freelance journalist, Radek Sikorski, said he had visited a Yunis Khalis base camp in Nangarhar
Province, between the border and the city of Jalalabad, and seen five Stingers which the
mujahideen had just acquired; they claimed that they had already scored several successes with
the handheld missiles, the first of an initial shipment of about three hundred. The report went on
to say that the Americans were training the mujahideen in the use of Stinger at a secret base
near Islamabad.My informants, however, complained that it was not just incompetence and
favouritism that was playing havoc with the performance of the Afghan Resistance. Corruption
was an all-pervading and sapping influence which had not only in some cases castrated the
mujahideen’s zest for the Jihad, but was threatening the very stability of Pakistan itself. I was
reminded of the case in 1984 of a Pakistani colonel and two of his majors who were selling arms
to the mujahideen – arms that had been bought with American money and should have been
handed over free. The colonel and his two subordinates were jailed, but I was told that the same
sort of thing was still prevalent. What happens is this: a middleman acting for Pakistani officers
who are entrusted with supplying free arms to the mujahideen is approached by a mujahideen
commander. He says he needs weapons to send to his people in Afghanistan. The middleman
says he can let him have, say, fifty Kalashnikov rifles, at a price. The commander, who wants, let
us say, a thousand Kalashnikovs, accepts because he knows that he can sell them in the local
bazaar for US$500 apiece. With the money from the sale, the commander returns to the
middleman and this time buys perhaps five hundred Kalashnikovs. Again a bargain is struck,
and the commander sells the five hundred new weapons in the bazaar at the same price of US
$500. His wallet full, the commander goes back again to the middleman and this time says he
wants a thousand Kalashnikovs. He has the money to pay for them, the deal is done, and the
Kalashnikovs, finally, are on their way to the mujahideen who have been waiting all this time for
modern weapons with which to fight the Russians. Corruption on this scale is enormously
damaging, not just to the mujahideen, although the effect on them is the most obvious.I was
quoted the case of an able commander in the Kandahar area called Asmatullah (Muslim)
Achakzai. Like all the best Pathan commanders, he is a larger-than-life character, wild and a law
unto himself, but brave, resourceful and a born leader. Asmatullah, I was told, became
increasingly disenchanted with the corruption surrounding the supply of weapons to the



mujahideen and finally, when there was an attempt to frame him on a charge of either belonging
to or supporting the Al Zulfikar terrorist organisation, founded by one of Bhutto’s sons, he
defected to the government side, taking his men with him.O, young Lochinvar is come out of the
west,Through all the wide Border his steed was the best.So Asmatullah. He was now said to be
as useful to the Russians and their Kabul allies as he previously was to the mujahideen cause.
Since his defection, it was said, the government forces had virtually sealed off the infiltration
routes to Kandahar, forcing the mujahideen to make a much longer and more difficult journey
right round the city. According to this view, the Afghans had become the rather inefficient sepoys
of the Pakistani army and had been transformed from wild tribal fighters into rather tame levies,
subservient to the conventional military thinking of the Pakistanis. Although I found it hard to
believe that the natural guerrilla genius of the Afghans, which had slaughtered one British army
in 1842, and inflicted serious casualties in two other Afghan wars (1878 and 1919), had been
extinguished so readily, I was told that this was indeed happening. My informant described how
he had talked to a group of middle-ranking mujahideen commanders near Quetta who had all
complained bitterly of the way they were being obliged to fight.‘They say that the Pakistanis force
them to fight in large groups, to build conventional posts opposite government posts, where
there is no cover. They say, “We know this is not the way for us to fight. We have always fought in
the traditional tribal manner. That is the way we have always fought. Unless we return to what we
know best we will be destroyed.”’‘How can the Pakistanis force them to fight in a way they don’t
want to?’ I asked.‘They withhold the arms and ammunition. Unless the mujahideen obey
instructions, they don’t get the supplies. The Afghans are desperate but there’s nothing they can
do.’It is exactly because he does not intend to be forced into this kind of position that Masud
refuses to place himself under Pakistani control. This, of course, has made him persona non
grata with the Pakistanis. They say they only want to help him. He says they want to control him.
He insists on fighting the war in his own way. ‘How,’ he was to say to me, ‘can a Pakistani who is
not in Afghanistan and doesn’t even know the country tell me how to fight the Russians, which I
have been doing for seven years in any case?’ It seems an unanswerable argument.
Nevertheless, the whole squabble is highly unfortunate for both Afghans and Pakistanis. Only
the Russians benefit.As someone who admires the immensely courageous struggle of the
Afghans for their independence, as well as the generous support they have been given by the
Pakistanis, at no mean cost to themselves, I believe that it is indisputably in the world’s interest
that a more effective and finally successful Afghan Resistance should force the Russians to
withdraw from Afghanistan. The Afghans have, God knows, spilled a huge amount of blood and
suffered untold agony in fighting for their liberty. The Pakistanis, largely because of the solid and
unflappable support of their President, General Zia, have been resolute and indispensable allies.
But I think they need to take a lesson from the way Britain backed Josip Broz Tito against the
Germans in Yugoslavia in 1940. They gave him arms and money but, although they did not
approve of his Marxist ideas, left him to fight the war in his own way.I believe the Pakistanis need
to support the best Afghan commanders in the field, people like Ahmed Shah Masud in the



north, Ismail Khan in Herat and Abdul Haq in the Kabul area, irrespective of whether they are
Pathans or Tajiks, regardless of their political and religious leanings, and purely on the basis of
their military skill and leadership qualities. They also need to encourage Afghan unity, both
inside Afghanistan and outside, by penalising anyone like Gulbuddin who acts out of personal
self-aggrandisement, and supporting people like Masud who is trying to build a united
resistance under the noses of the Russians. In this way only, I believe, will the Pakistanis achieve
the goal which they and their friends, the Americans and the Arabs, the Afghans themselves,
and indeed the whole of the civilised world so rightly desire: the withdrawal of Russian troops
from Afghanistan and self-determination for the Afghans.CHAPTER FOURI talked one day in
Islamabad to an Australian diplomat who had recently been in Kabul: the Australians have a
house there, although no mission, so they are given visas to visit their property periodically. He
said that in Kabul you get the impression very strongly of a city under siege. ‘The war seems to
be always just over the horizon. The choppers are always in the sky and every so often at night
you hear the thump of an incoming rocket.‘There are three concentric rings of defence round the
city designed, unsuccessfully, to keep the mujahideen out. The outer one is manned by the
Russians, the inner two by the DRA (Democratic Republic of Afghanistan) who’re less
reliable.’But what struck him most about Kabul was the hatred of the Russians among all the
Afghans he met, even people in the army. ‘In one shop I went into, there was an Afghan soldier
on leave. When he discovered I was friendly and not a Russian, he said, “I hate the Russians for
what they are doing to our country.”’Khalili rang to say that Ashem, a mujahid from the Panjsher
Valley, had just arrived in Chitral and reported that the snow was one and a half metres deep on
the passes, with a danger of avalanches. He thought it would be another twenty days before
horses could make the journey. This caused a slump in morale and it was decided that Andy and
Noel should make another visit to Peshawar to exert pressure on Khalili. I also suggested that
Andy should make contact with Agha Gul, Masud’s chief of convoys, and ask him to start
arranging horses for us and to be sure to get word to us as soon as the route was open. I wanted
to be the first over.Ashem was one of Masud’s couriers and had a disconcerting story to tell. He
had started out from the Panjsher, planning to take the easier, southern route. Somewhere near
Bagram, a big Soviet airbase north-east of Kabul and not very far from the Panjsher, they were
either ambushed or more probably waylaid by villagers belonging to Gulbuddin’s Hisbe-i-Islami
Party. Ashem and his four companions were stopped, their weapons taken from them and they
were tied up. The villagers sent word to a nearby Afghan army post, which despatched troops
and tanks or armoured personnel carriers to arrest the Panjsheris. When Ashem heard the noise
of the armour approaching he realised what was happening and managed in desperation to free
himself and escape. His companions were not so fortunate: all four were shot. Ashem had then
retraced his steps and taken the northern route. The story convinced us, if we needed any
convincing, that the southern route was indeed too dangerous. It also suggested once again that
the Hisbe were not to be trusted, and could on occasion be more dangerous than the Russians
or the Afghan government forces.Ten days after our arrival, I finally saw President Zia in his



grand office in the new presidential palace in Islamabad. In the old days I would have expected
to have seen him almost immediately, but bureaucracy flourishes like a weed in Pakistan as well
as everywhere else. We spoke for about an hour and he seemed remarkably relaxed. I asked
him first about Benazir Bhutto, who had made her spectacular return after a long period of exile
a couple of months before. Some of the more apocalyptic commentators had pictured her
overthrowing Zia in much the same way as Cory Aquino had recently forced out Marcos in the
Philippines. I had thought that unlikely – although the Pakistanis are as volatile as anyone else –
largely because Pakistan has become a relatively prosperous place as a result of the Soviet
occupation of Afghanistan and the resultant flow of American and Arab aid.President Zia said
that Benazir had spent twenty million dollars on her campaign against him at that point, the
money coming mainly from the Libyans ‘and possibly the Russians’. He claimed that people
were paid one hundred rupees (£4) to attend her meetings, many taking the day off work to do
so. Organisers were paid so much a busful, Zia said.‘She also received moral support from
Democratic Senators and Congressmen in the States. But I don’t think the general population
will come out on the streets in support of her call for early elections.’Zia’s position is that the
present government of his Prime Minister, Mr Muhammad Khan Junejo, is legally in power until
1990 and that there is no question of elections before that date.‘How long do you see yourself
remaining in power?’‘Oh, until 1990, and then I think I’ll have had enough.’ He gave his famous
chuckle.We then talked about Afghanistan. I was looking for any sign that his resolve might be
weakening. After all, his support for the mujahideen in their struggle against the Russian
occupation, while making him a valued ally of the West, had created all sorts of problems for
Pakistan and for Zia as head of state: he had been leant on heavily by Brezhnev, Andropov,
Chernenko and Gorbachev in turn. In 1984 he had even told me that he thought a limited Soviet
invasion of Pakistan, to teach him a lesson as it were, was a distinct possibility. The Russians are
only one hour fifteen minutes’ flying time by helicopter from their nearest base to the Karakoram
Highway, across the Wakhan Corridor, the parrot’s beak of Afghan territory that protrudes into
China and has been in effect annexed by the Russians. ‘We have no troops up there. It would be
very embarrassing. We have a treaty of mutual assistance with the United States, but I can’t see
the Americans sending troops to defend Pakistan, can you? No, we’d be very much on our
own.’But his views on the rightness of the Afghan cause and what he sees as his duty to support
it seemed as positive as ever.‘Unless the Russians agree to withdraw their troops from
Afghanistan within months if not weeks, there can be no agreement and no return of the
refugees.’I had heard rumours of a possible sell-out of the mujahideen in order to get a quick
solution to the war, so I pressed the point.‘Given the unpopularity of the war in Pakistan, would
you consider sending back the refugees ahead of an agreement?’‘No.’ It was categoric.He
leaned forward. ‘The whole thing is the time frame of the Soviet withdrawal. We want to know the
date when they are going to start withdrawing their troops and the date they’ll finish.’I suggested
things might not be going too well for the mujahideen. He did not agree. ‘Their morale is
unshaken. They are as strong as ever.’ He raised his fist to drive the point home.His military



secretary, Brigadier Durrani, put his head round the door. It was time to go. I got up and thanked
him. ‘We’ll be praying for you,’ he said, gripping my hand.I had known Zia for a long time, since
he was a brigadier in Jordan in 1970, at the time of Black September. He was then a member of
the Pakistani military mission to the Jordanian army, and the adviser on tank warfare. He got me
an interview with King Hussein, the first since the bloody battle with the Palestinians which led to
the expulsion of the PLO from Jordan. I next met him in 1971 when India and Pakistan went to
war over East Pakistan, now Bangladesh. Incongruously, we met in the coffee shop of the
Intercontinental in Rawalpindi. He had been recalled from Jordan and looked a very depressed
man: small wonder, Pakistan was on the verge of a terrible defeat in which they would lose East
Pakistan, and have 90,000 soldiers taken prisoner. Curiously, that defeat led to the ousting of
General Yahya Khan and his replacement by the former Foreign Minister, the ambitious Bhutto,
and it was Bhutto who chose Zia, over the heads of more senior but, he thought, less pliable
generals, to be his new Chief of Army Staff.My next meeting with Zia came about in a fairly
dramatic manner, shortly after he had led the coup which unseated Bhutto in July 1977: indeed I
was presenting ‘News at Ten’ that night and when the story came over the wire from Reuters I
said to David Nicholas, now Editor of ITN, who was producing the programme, ‘Hey, I know this
bloke. My old friend Zia. Do you want me to give him a call?’But it was already close to our
deadline and the call did not materialise.A week or ten days later, however, the telephone rang in
my cottage in Kent. I happened to be in the kitchen, where I took it. A strongly accented
Pakistani voice inquired if I was Mr Sandy Gall, and when I replied in the affirmative, rattled off,
‘Stand by please for the Chief Martial Law Administrator, Pakistan.’Seconds later, a familiar voice
came on the line. ‘Hallo, Sandy, Zia here. How are you keeping? How’s the family?’ Then he
asked me to fly out to see for myself what was happening in Pakistan. ‘I want you to hear at first
hand why the army was forced to intervene and arrest Mr Bhutto. I will tell you the whole story
when you come out.’‘I’d like to bring a camera crew with me and interview you. It would make a
fascinating story.’

Afghanistan Agony of a Nation Sandy gall up, Afghanistan Agony of a Nation Sandy gall haus,
Afghanistan Agony of a Nation Sandy gall hauser, Afghanistan Agony of a Nation sandy valley,
Afghanistan Agony of a Nation sandy hook, Afghanistan Agony of a Nation sandy utah,
Afghanistan Agony of a Nation sandy shore, Afghanistan Agony of a Nation sandy beach,
Afghanistan Agony of a Nation sandy river, Afghanistan Agony of a Nation sandy springs,
Afghanistan Agony of a nation 2018, Afghanistan Agony of a nation movie, Afghanistan Agony of
a nation lyrics, Afghanistan Agony of a nation meaning, Afghanistan Agony of death,
Afghanistan Agony of defeat, Afghanistan Agony of defeet



Nich Woolf, “A must read. Sandy Gall knows more about Afghanistan than any Westerner. This
book tells the story of this sorry mess. To understand the situation you need to read this book.”
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