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Say thank you to the mothers who sent their sons to help us. They will never fully understand how much it has meant to us. But hopefully they will understand just a little.

Gulaley Sherzad, leader of the women’s centre in Gereshk

While it is estimated that women perform two-thirds of the world’s work, they only earn one-tenth of the income, and own less than 1 per cent of the world’s property.

UNICEF, ‘Gender Equality – The Big Picture’ (2007)


NARGISS AND THE GUNS

The first time I meet Nargiss, she comes with another woman I’ve known for some time. Together, they have driven thirty kilometres through an area crawling with highway robbers to meet with me at a military base.

Nargiss is young, pregnant and beautiful. She is also afraid of the Taliban. She covers her smile with her hand because she is unhappy about her teeth, and she says almost nothing at all. She drinks my tea, eats my cake and sneaks leftovers into her pocket.

The second time I meet Nargiss, I understand why she has sought me out. Some months before, Nargiss gathered the women of her village and formed a cooperative to manufacture handmade jewellery. The colourful beads they use come from Pakistan. They weave the yarn themselves. For the first time, these young women are earning their own money. The Taliban don’t want women to work. But the men in Nargiss’s village are supportive.

‘I would like you to help with my project, just as you help the other women. But that is not why I am here,’ she tells me.

Nargiss is still shy, yet the way she speaks indicates that she is a strong woman determined to take care of herself. She makes it clear to me that she is not dependent upon my help, but that she is here to tell me something.

The Taliban have begun running arms through her village and Nargiss wishes to pass on the information. Nargiss wants the Taliban out. Later, her opposition to the Taliban will cost her dearly.

Nargiss is one of a score of women I get to know during my first tour of duty in Afghanistan’s Helmand Province. The women will end up changing my life, and I theirs.

This book has been written because I promised the women of Gereshk to thank the mothers of the Danish soldiers stationed there, but also because I feel something important is missing from the domestic debate on Afghanistan, something that cannot be encapsulated in a three-minute story on the evening news.

Afghanistan, and Helmand in particular, have been part of my life for more than four years. In 2006, my then partner was sent to Helmand with ISAF 1. Being left behind was hard. Support for the soldiers was almost non-existent and politicians were indecisive.

In August 2007 I went there myself as an officer with ISAF 4. My personal hope was in some way or another to be able to help Afghan women. During six months I formed bonds with women who were very often alone. Surviving as a widow and a mother of six is no mean feat when you’re forbidden to work or mind a shop.

Following my tour and a short period at home in Denmark, I was asked by the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs to return to Helmand as a civilian adviser. I jumped at the chance. This time, I stayed for eight months.

With this book I hope to be able to pass on the thanks of women I know and for whom I have developed profound respect. I hope, too, that my personal experiences as described on these pages will provide insight into what may seem distant but which nonetheless impacts heavily on families in Denmark and elsewhere every time a son, daughter, brother, sister, friend or partner travels to Helmand to do a job of work.

The book represents my own experiences. All the incidents described in it are true and occurred in the chronological order in which they are set down. In the interests of the personal safety of some of the women involved, a few names have been changed or left out completely. Other women appear under their own names. These are women whose faces have already appeared on electoral posters and who for this reason already live under the threat of death at the hands of the Taliban. Publication of this book will neither heighten nor lessen the experience of those threats.

My book is of course by no means the whole truth about Afghanistan. But it does describe a part of that truth otherwise seldom told by domestic media.

Anne-Cathrine Riebnitzsky


PART I


CHAPTER ONE

FROM HOME TO HELMAND

‘I’m going to take sixteen X-rays now inside your mouth.’

The woman in the white coat in the dental clinic of Denmark’s Varde military base bends over me to explain.

‘For identification, if anything should happen and more than one of you get hit at once. Armoured cars going over landmines, roadside incendiaries, that sort of thing.’

I nod, unable to say anything with my mouth full of plastic. It takes over half an hour to X-ray my teeth. The teeth my dentist finds worthy enough to send to Helmand.

I mull over what she has said. They’ll need to identify me among other bodies blasted to pieces. That’s what she has said, only in a nicer way.

It’s August 2007. I’m driving my sore mouth back across Denmark to Copenhagen. The occasional combine harvester crawling up the gentle hills, devouring corn. I sniff in the scent of summer and fresh straw.

My parents never argued during harvest. The year’s earnings were rolled in, and in the smell of it all was a sense of hope and opportunity. Now, again, it’s a smell that fills me with a profound sense of happiness, and yet somewhere beneath it all is a tinge of sadness. Harvest doesn’t go on.

Beyond the yellow fields, the sea is clear blue. I grew up by the sea, am struck afresh by its changeability. I try to take in all the blue with my eyes so I can remember it forever.

I’m looking forward to leaving. At the same time, everything else becomes more sharply defined, because I know I have to leave it.

Back home in my apartment in the capital’s multi-ethnic Nørrebro district, I begin to fill in the standard form: my last will and testament. They need to know what I want to happen in case of severe injury, and how my funeral should be organized if I get killed.

The last point urges us to write to our next of kin: a last goodbye in case we never see each other again. I think about my parents, my mother in particular. I think about my younger brother for a long time. I think about my girlfriends and my ex-boyfriend, with whom I’m still in love.

I think about my funeral. Inside the church is a coffin, and on the pews are all my friends and my parents. I see their faces before me. Some of those who have turned up are people I haven’t seen for a long time. My girlfriends are overcome with grief and can’t understand why it had to be me who died.

I cry. Tears fall on to the forms. I don’t want to die. I really don’t want to die.

Yet amidst it all is a sense of calm. I think through my life. I think of all the things I have achieved and all the people I have known. There’s a sense of satisfaction there. Few regrets. Not much I wanted but never got round to doing. The only thing I need is more time.

‘Take care of me, God,’ I whisper. ‘Take care of my mum and dad, and my brother.’

I take a deep breath. I still feel it’s the right thing to do. I’m going to Helmand.

So far I’ve enjoyed a brief and intense career as a language officer in the Danish Armed Forces. I’ve done interpreting at home and abroad, but have never been on a real mission. For some time now I’ve found it frustrating to teach soldiers about managing meetings, body language and cultural understanding without having taken part myself in the things they do. Visions of burkas and an increasing knowledge of the aims of Taliban made me think my male colleagues weren’t the only ones who should go to war.

I got exactly the job I wanted. The army’s human resources command offered me everything from Kosovo to Kabul. But I got what I wanted. I’m going to Helmand to help rebuild. They gave me a position as one of ten soldiers in a CIMIC unit. CIMIC stands for Civil-Military Cooperation. Soldiers and civilians working together on small-scale rebuilding projects. The criterion is that projects benefit the military task at hand, but may encompass anything that creates better contacts between the military and locals. I’m going to be on patrol a lot of the time, on foot and in vehicles.

The unit is headed up by Lars, a major in the Danish Army. He’s happy there’s a woman on the team. We share the same hopes, the same ideas. I’m going out to make contact with the women and hopefully do something good for them.

I begin my first letter of farewell:


Dear Mum

You gave me life and have taught me so much.

I know the most natural thing would have been that you died first, but since you are now reading these words, it was not to be. Hopefully, my death was sudden, and if there has been pain I ask you to recall that I always faint when pain is too strong, so I have almost certainly been spared the worst. If I was captured and taken hostage, remember that I have my faith and have been trained to endure and to hold on to my hope until the last.

I have written a lot of things about my funeral and how I see it, so here I will simply tell you how much I love you. I ask you to hold on with all your might to the thought that even though I have often been away from you, sometimes very far away in physical terms, I have always loved you and carried you with me in my thoughts and in my heart. We have both of us looked up at the Plough in the sky and thought of each other ever since you first began to teach me how to go out into the world.

You should know that I have always loved you, even at times when our lives have been troubled. And I have done so even when you have been unable to love yourself. I know that you supported me in my decision, even though at times it must have been difficult for you to be without me. Please know how much it makes me happy when you cast caution to the wind and do something nice for yourself. You, more than anyone I know, have carried such huge burdens, and you deserve all the pleasure and happiness you can find in your old age …



It takes more than three hours to write the letters. Afterwards, I’m all cried out, but at the same time it’s a relief.

Down on the street below, people are protesting about the Youth House, a kind of headquarters for the anarchist movement, which the authorities are trying to close down. There have been clashes with the police. The newspaper informs me that two kids have been killed in road accidents. Three or four hundred people each year lose their lives in traffic accidents here. Small notices here and there. When a soldier gets killed in Iraq, they clear the front page. The first was killed in Helmand, wounded by shrapnel during combat, then flown home to the Rigshospital, where he died. Soon, more will follow in Helmand.

I push the thought from my mind. I still feel lucky. I pack my stuff. Go through the checklists. Almost nothing more to do.

‘Isn’t it dangerous living where you do?’ my mother’s friends sometimes ask.

My mother sidesteps the question.

‘We see it on the news and in the papers. The most awful things going on there …’

When my mother tells me about it on the phone, I sometimes lose patience: ‘Oh, for God’s sake. Life is dangerous. Don’t they know they’ll die themselves one day?’

Now the same people ask about the situation in Helmand, which is basically the same as where I live, just as far away, just as incomprehensible, and only a tiny bit worse. My mother hasn’t the heart to tell me what they say. Only that she tells them: ‘She could be run over by a bus just around the corner.’

I’ve lived here in the Nørrebro district for some years now. I lived in Moscow once. This is safe by comparison. During riots sparked by the closing of the so-called Youth House, one of my Russian friends called and asked how many protesters the police had killed, because the television reports hadn’t said. When I told him no one had been killed he was amazed. How could that be?

Another friend called me from Ecuador. She didn’t think she could come and visit me in Copenhagen after all, she was too afraid. CNN showed images of pillars of smoke rising up over the district from the many fires the anarchists had started. Three weeks before, I had visited my friend in Ecuador and narrowly avoided being shot by police who were chasing a young man for stealing two T-shirts from a shop.

‘Parachuting’s dangerous,’ say the well-meaning people of my childhood’s rural paradise.

Sometimes I think my mother was put into this world for the sole purpose of defending me against narrow-minded people who are so satisfied with their lives that they willingly die of the usual ailments: arteriosclerosis and boredom.

The evening I’m due out, my mother, my brother and I enjoy a meal together in my apartment. My dad’s too old to make the journey from Fyn to the capital. We said our goodbyes back home on the farm.

We eat sushi. It’s something I’m hardly likely to get in Afghanistan. I keep looking at my younger brother. Beneath the close-cropped hair and grey-blue eyes there’s usually a wry smile that keeps appearing. Now, though, his lips are tight. He’s been in Afghanistan twice himself, once in Macedonia.

Last time he went out, my boyfriend at the time had just gone to Helmand with Unit 1. It was hard to see him go, but the day my brother went was worse. It was like they had both left me all at once. I felt abandoned.

‘What is it, Martin?’

He’s distressed, almost in tears.

‘It’s just sinking in now that you’re really going. Promise me you’ll take care of yourself. Helmand’s the fucking pits!’

We give each other a long hug.

My mother’s crying because we are. My brother’s going to Lebanon as a UN observer in only a month’s time.

We make a pledge that night. If anything happens to me or my brother or our family, the most important thing is to convey the information right away. Better a quick phone call than holding off out of consideration. It’s a deal that turns out later to be necessary.

We hail a taxi down on the street. The driver squints at my khakis.

‘Where to?’ he asks.

‘Afghanistan.’

‘That’ll be expensive!’ he says.

My mum smiles through the tears. My brother laughs.

I say he’d better make it the Sports Centre behind the Central Station instead.

Servicemen and family trying to say goodbyes. Sniffling girlfriends and mute, disciplined fathers. Tearful mothers and children too young to know what’s going on. My closest girlfriends are here too. Some are proud, others concerned.

A black-clad demonstration approaches with carts, bikes and loud music. The escorting police officers kindly ask if we’d mind standing back. They’re afraid the sight of soldiers in khakis will provoke the supporters of the Youth House anarchists. I watch the demo go by from a distance and listen to the slogans they shout. It’s the last I see of Denmark: police politely escorting a march.

Twenty-four hours later, tired, I’m sitting clutching the pillow I’ve taken with me. I’m looking out from the window of a plane. We’re on the tarmac at Tbilisi, Georgia, a country whose government controls the capital city and not much more.

In the bright afternoon sunshine I can see a couple of men leaning against brooms made of bundled twigs. There are one or two old fire engines of Soviet manufacture. Along the runway are planes and choppers I’ve seen pictures of during my training as a military interpreter of Russian. Most of them are falling to pieces.

The French cabin crew are standing outside under the tail, smoking, but we’re not allowed off the plane. The smokers are going out of their minds. A slightly built steward stands in the aisle, blocking the rear exit. One of the staff sergeants, a brick shithouse two metres tall, glares at the little fellow, then shakes his head.

‘I could use him as a toothpick if I weren’t so well behaved.’

Everyone bursts out laughing. It’s an absurd situation: being sent to war, possibly to shoot people, and not being allowed to go outside for a smoke.

Many hours later, a snow-clad mountainside passes by my window. The pilot takes us down into Kabul. I’m exhausted now and looking forward to a bed to sleep in. It’s been more than twenty-four hours since I grabbed two hours on the floor at the Karup military airport back home. But they won’t let me sleep yet. Along with twelve other soldiers I’m being sent on right away to Camp Bastion in Helmand.

In the waiting area by the gate, a bunch of Afghan men stand around dressed in a mix of threadbare uniforms and civilian clothing. They stare at me. My guess is they’re with the ANA, the Afghan National Army, of which I’ve heard good reports. The men are black-haired, dark-skinned, and all of them have long black beards. Most have bright green or grey eyes. They keep staring.

I’m a good ten centimetres taller than most of them and glad of it. I made sure to dump a combat vest demonstratively on to the concrete floor alongside my other gear, just to show I knew the score.

My gaze falls on the only other woman in the room. She’s in Western clothes, but with a scarf over her blonde hair. All of a sudden I want to look her in the eye. She turns out to be a British journalist living in Kabul and profoundly taken up with the plight of the Korean missionaries kidnapped by the Taliban, who are now threatening to cut off their heads unless Korea gives up its presence in Afghanistan.

A British serviceman shouts out that our bird has landed and we’re to get our gear on.

We file out in a long line, out into the night air of Kabul. I pull back the bolt of the carbine and a soldier shines a light into the chamber to make sure my gun’s not loaded. In the beam of his torch I can see he has freckles. His eyes are blue as ice and hard. Perhaps he sees all of us off as novices, secure in the knowledge that in a couple of months we’ll be back, worn out and wounded, like all the others he’s sent out before us.

‘Next,’ he says mechanically.

I let go of the bolt and it snaps back into place with a harsh, metallic sound. It’s not the first time I’ve heard it, but it’s the first time its true meaning becomes salient. It’s easy to hear how all the pieces work together. It sounds like forcing the jaws of a large predator apart, then letting them snap shut, only to discover the teeth lock together perfectly. Precise and lethal. It’s the sound of one’s own defence, of a chance to do something.

I hope I never have to shoot. That’s not what I’m here for. I’m here to talk to people. But there are no guarantees. I’ll be lucky to avoid combat.

Long lines of Afghan, British and Danish troops move out towards the Hercules transporter. Despite exhaustion and the gravity of the situation, I find myself suddenly grinning at the sight of the four engines as they turn, and the open tailgate ready to consume us. I shield my face against the hot airstream and step on to the ramp like so many times before. It’s a plane from which I’ve done many jumps. A plane I’ve always connected with holidays and parachuting.

In the ribbed interior I settle down alongside the Afghan soldiers. We sit on the red nylon straps that are meshed together to form primitive seating and backrests against the fuselage and up through the middle axis. Shortly afterwards, the blue-eyed Brit with the freckles steps up on to a box.

‘Lady and gentlemen, may I have your attention …’

His voice is weary. He reels off brief instructions about manoeuvres in case of our coming under fire and informs us of the capabilities of the plane to respond. Then we thunder off down the runway. Once in the air, the lights are turned out and people fall asleep.

I’m sitting by one of two small portholes and can see the stars in the sky. We’re flying directly south. Twice we change course, banking sharply to the right, then shortly afterwards to the left, as though there’s something out there we need to avoid.

The wheels touch down. We step out on to the ramp, down on to the uneven soil and into the darkness. Further ahead, someone follows a pair of yellow snap lights, small plastic tubes that can be bent so as to allow the two chemical solutions inside to combine and give off fluorescent light. We fall in behind two sheltering walls, three ranks. Our names are called out and one by one we climb on to the backs of three trucks and are soon on our way to Camp Bastion.

Above me, the most unbelievable firmament unfolds. The Milky Way extends from the horizon, dissecting the heavens and arching on behind me. I’ve never seen a night sky like this, never seen so many stars. Powdery sand flies up behind the trucks, the starlight turning it into a shimmering haze of icing sugar. The night is so incredibly beautiful. I sit with my legs stretched out in front of me against the cold metal of the truck’s platform and lean my head back as far as my helmet allows. I’m here.


CHAPTER TWO

THE FIRST PATROL

My alarm rings in the middle of night. I turn it off immediately and lie awake in the dark. It’s Saturday, 25 August 2007. Four in the morning. I’m in Laskhar Gah, Helmand’s biggest town, Brigade HQ, home of the supreme military authority in the Province. I arrived by helicopter four days ago from Camp Bastion.

CIMIC is directly under the brigade, so the ten of us work out of Lashkar Gah rather than from Camp Price at Gereshk, where the rest of Danish company is to be based. The brigade has divided Helmand Province into North, Centre and South. The Danes are to be handed control of Centre in a month’s time, while the British are to cover North and South, where HQ is.

I climb out of the bunk and put on my clothes. I haven’t slept well. Hazel, one of my three British room-mates, whispers in the darkness to say I can turn on the light if I want. I don’t. There’s a bright full moon outside, shining in through our little window.

‘Be safe,’ she mutters, and turns back to sleep.

My locker clicks open. I take out my carbine and put it down on the bunk. Then comes the heavy fragmentation vest, or body armour as we call it. I pull it towards me on the bed. Three litres of water are heavy, but I’ll need every drop in the heat of the afternoon, when temperatures soar to forty degrees Celsius. The vest is further weighed down by loaded magazines, a first-aid kit, snap lights, radio equipment, a harness for pulling away the wounded, fragmentation goggles, morphine, a tourniquet kit and disinfectant.

‘Look after yourself, darling,’ Hazel whispers. She talks a lot in her sleep and I’m not sure if she’s talking to me or to her husband back home.

I walk through the sleeping camp and feel remarkably awake. Today is my first live patrol. This is what six months’ training was all about.

The mess tent is quiet. I grab a plastic plate and pile on bread, butter and fried eggs. Around the tables sleepy, dishevelled Brits shovel in their baked beans. Torben, CIMIC second-in-command, is here too. He’ll be with me along with the British lads. Torben’s in fine fettle.

I sit down next to Bash, a strapping staff sergeant with no hair, brown eyes and dark skin. Bash, as in strike or hit. He’s second-in-command of the British company who’ll be escorting us. Bash seems likeable enough, but rumour has it he’s a stickler for authority.

On a patrol some days before, a couple of his men mouthed off at some local women. Bash had them shifting sandbags before they knew what had hit them. From one end of the camp to another. When they were finished, he ordered them to move them all back again. After a whole day of meaningless toil in the baking sun, the hapless squaddies were told they had also been docked a month’s wages. But everyone loves him. And we’ve heard he has a way with the Afghans.

Bash’s plate is piled high with eggs and toast and baked beans. He folds his enormous hands over the plate to pray: ‘Dear God, please keep me Christian in this Muslim world. Amen!’

I eat my breakfast with a strange tranquillity inside. As though I’ve lived all my life in an aquarium and in a minute I’ll be removed from it and thrown into a reality I have observed only through glass, without ever knowing how it feels.

The first couple of days in the camp have been hectic. A thousand new things to take into account. The heat, the people, finding one’s way around in the labyrinth that is the camp. Getting to know our British colleagues. Just finding a place to sleep in the overcrowded Brigade HQ was a problem in itself. And now I’m finally going out on my first patrol. I’m nervous and excited, dying to get started. And yet it all seems so unreal.

We’ll be going off into the rural districts south and west of Lashkar Gah, moving north-east in a curve cutting through Lashkar Gah and Gereshk. Passing through desert, villages and the Green Zone, the verdant cultivated belt along the Helmand River and the big irrigation ditches.

While coalition forces and the Afghan government have a major say in Lashkar Gah, their influence outside the Province capital is minimal. To the north, British forces in Gereshk and Sangin are squeezed. In Sangin, troops can move only some two hundred metres from their base before the Taliban shells rain down on them. In the north-west, Musa Qaléh is in the hands of the Taliban and in the north-east Kajaki is the scene of constant exchanges.

The arrival of the Danish Battle Group in Helmand provides much-needed reinforcements. The British are stretched to the limit and are suffering many losses. The Danes are still at Camp Bastion, training before being handed Helmand’s second-largest and most violent town, Gereshk, whose mayor and his son are at present being held captive by the Taliban, and where suicide bombings occur every week.

The battle group are to go out and fight to secure areas of land before development projects can be started, but the ten of us in the Danish CIMIC unit at Lashkar Gah have plenty on our hands. The provincial capital has been outside Taliban influence for more than a year and is relatively quiet. Occasionally a suicide bomber will strike, or there’ll be threats to the local population, but generally the Afghans regard Lashkar Gah as fairly secure. CIMIC has kicked off a number of different projects there, and civilian aid organizations are present too. One of CIMIC’s major forthcoming projects is to survey all schools in order to map pupil and teacher numbers and assess needs for teaching materials and equipment. In between tasks we’ll be patrolling in the rural districts where the Taliban have the upper hand.

The area between Lashkar Gah and Gereshk is called Babaji. It’s a wedge-shaped area of about three hundred square kilometres, bordered by the Helmand River to the east and two major irrigations channels in the north and west. It’s in the Green Zone, lush agricultural land with many dwellings and small villages nestling between maize fields, irrigation ditches and tall trees. The Taliban prefer to fight in the Green Zone, where they are able to creep up on the enemy and come in close.

Until six months ago, Babaji was a base for some three hundred Taliban warriors. They were challenged by the Afghan army, in whose wake corrupt Afghan police conducted purges among local clans. After twenty-four hours, the Afghans ran out of ammunition and the British came to their aid. It took three days of battle to liberate the area from the Taliban. Unfortunately, neither the British nor the Afghan army possessed the resources to hold the area permanently and after a few days forces pulled out again despite protests from the local population.

This morning, as we make ready to go on patrol, none of us knows if the Taliban have returned to Babaji. Two patrols have carried out sporadic visits there since March, but information on local feeling and Taliban influence is sparse. The Green Zone is the perfect hiding place and the worst-case scenario is that the Taliban channel supplies through Babaji to the fighting in Musa Qaléh and Sangin, as well as sending suicide bombers into Gereshk and Lashkar Gah.

I get up from the breakfast table. Bash is still munching happily away. None of us knows what’s going on in the Green Zone between Helmand’s two largest towns. It’s our mission to find out. I toss the carbine over my shoulder and stride across to the interpreters’ quarters. I’ve been assigned a good interpreter, but rumour has it that he can’t get up in the mornings.

Above the roof the full moon casts down its light and a thin layer of silver is spread over the grey buildings. I knock on the door of the interpreters’ building. They’re just a bunch of young lads who sleep together in a heap on their blankets, mess around and dream of finding a girlfriend. But they provide for their families and run a considerable personal risk by collaborating with the foreign forces and the government against the Taliban.

‘Pajan,’ I call out.

A sleepy sound issues from within. A young man sticks his head out.

‘Who are you looking for?’ the young man asks.

‘Pajan.’

‘Are you going on patrol?’

‘Yes.’

Pajan knows this. He may not have known the exact time, but he knew he’d be getting up in the night.

‘OK, I’ll wake him. He’s a heavy sleeper.’

I nod. It seems to be the accepted truth about Pajan. The young man disappears inside. I stand outside in the middle of the yard, looking up at the moon. I’m tense – not afraid exactly, but still. I listen to the sounds inside the interpreters’ building. The other interpreters are displeased with Pajan and are having difficulty waking him. Curses fly through the air in Pashto, Dari and English. Eventually he appears.

‘Good morning, Miss AC.’ He smiles, seemingly unaffected by the displeasure of his colleagues.

‘Morning, Pajan. Where are your helmet and your vest?’

‘Everything in the car. Major Torben took them yesterday.’

I nod and start to make tracks. Typical of Torben. The man has an eye for detail.

I halt suddenly at the convoy of vehicles parked two abreast, headlamps dimmed and engines running. Pajan walks on. He’s seen it all before. They’re so-called light vehicles, 4x4s with a minimum of armour plating and heavy weapons on top. We won’t be able to take on a mine, but we should be all right in a minor war.

Trails of ammunition belts glint in the weak light beneath every roof – except one. Eventually, I find our Toyota Land Cruiser and Pajan jumps into the back, pulls on his vest and promptly falls asleep. Our car is the only one without external weaponry. On the other hand, it’s better-armoured than those of the British.

CIMIC commander Lars has got up in the middle of the night to see us off. I’ve a feeling he’s a bit worried as to how my sensitive being will cope. I’m more relieved than he realizes. Premenstrual, sleep-deprived and ratty in the few days I’ve been here at the camp, I really need to get out and show what I can do.

We stand there for a moment, three Danes in the still cold of morning, watching the Brits running around in general confusion. Their men are younger, their system more hierarchical.

I get into my body armour, sensing its immediate weight, then buckle my combat vest on top. I go over to the loading bay, click a magazine into the carbine, jam it into place with the butt of my hand, load and see the first cartridge disappear into the chamber. With a bit of luck it will remain there, I think to myself. Then I load my pistol and put it back in the magazine pocket of my combat vest.

‘Well,’ says Lars solemnly, ‘if you don’t come back, your fucking arses are going to be in trouble. And I mean it!’

I look into his big green eyes. His eyelashes are a thick mesh. Lars is a major in the reserves with an impressive civilian career as a lawyer. A highly intelligent man. I don’t want to let him down.

He glances over his shoulder. ‘I don’t know if the Brits can see us, but what the hell …’ He spreads out his arms and gives me a big hug. Torben gets the same bear-like treatment and a friendly pat on the shoulder.

It’s a wonder we get the door of the Land Cruiser shut. I feel like a Sunday roast, corseted by bulletproof vest, radio, ammunition, a helmet on top and the carbine between my legs.

Torben, who must be one of the most talkative people ever to come out of Esbjerg, says in his West Jutland drawl: ‘Best go easy on the desserts with all this gear we have to have on …’

We laugh. Actually, he has a point. I noticed it the first time in the mess tent and was quite taken aback. The combat troops are seldom over twenty-five; they work like horses and need all the calories they can get. But the desserts were clearly a major threat to anyone whose work did not take them outside the perimeter.

At last, the call is given, an informal ‘Let’s rock ’n’ roll!’ over the radio. The patrol leader goes by the name of Boss, a young, slightly built guy straight out of Sandhurst, the British Army officers’ training academy.

We roll out through the gate, directly into Lashkar Gah, where only a few people are up and about. The occasional trader on his way with his donkey cart or moped. I scan the little market stalls, all empty or boarded up in makeshift fashion, all knocked up in a combination cardboard, planks and sacking. The grey buildings are interspersed with occasional whitewashed houses decoratively striped in bright colours. This, then, is the capital of Helmand Province. Not a single building more than two storeys, and most of grey-brown clay.

The patrol zigzags through the town towards its first challenge. The Bolan Bridge is a long, two-lane concrete construction. Patrols have been hit here on several occasions by suicide bombers and roadside incendiaries. We stop.

I sense Boss’s hesitation over the radio. This is the only crossing over the river. On the bridge, a few locals are on their way into town. Small, inconspicuous figures pulling donkeys and carts or carrying wares on their shoulders. It’s about a hundred metres to the other side. At this time of year, though, the river is a slow-flowing stream flanked by rocks, sand and small trees.

The order comes and the first vehicles edge their way on to the bridge with Bash at the front. We follow on behind.

On the other bank we pass by a bazaar that has yet to wake up to the new day. The town stops suddenly and fields unfold before us.

We investigate a number of blind alleys. The many ditches and channels that cut through the area mean we continually have to turn back. Now and then I catch sight of men making the best of the early hour to work in the fields. Often they are helpful, pointing and waving to show us where the road ends. Other times they stop for a moment and look up before carrying on their work with their hoes and other primitive utensils.

The nine vehicles, with our green Toyota number three in line, push on through the landscape. Each time we make a turn I see those in front and behind as a dark outline shrouded in dust.

The Brit in front, a jeep with top cover, turns his machine gun to the side to cover our flank. His movement reveals his black skin to be encrusted in a thick layer of dust. He’s wearing goggles to protect his eyes and a bandanna pulled up over his nose and mouth.

Most of the armaments carried by the convoy consist of heavy 12.7 machine guns with a range of up to one kilometre. They’re fixed to the vehicle and can be turned 360 degrees. A 12.7-calibre bullet is the size of a large finger and will tear a man to pieces a kilometre away. Presupposing, that is, that we see him in time. We’re already a long way from base and will have to fend for ourselves if we run into an ambush.

I concentrate on scanning the way ahead through the clouds of dust. Via dirt tracks riddled with potholes, we approach a small village.

CHAPTER THREE
TALIBAN LAND
Pajan suddenly straightens himself up in the back seat. He wakes every time we stop, or so it seems. My radio crackles and I press the earpiece to my ear.
The voice belongs to Boss: ‘OK, CIMIC, let’s see if we can find anyone to talk to.’
Torben gives me a nod. I jump out and Pajan follows suit.
The name of the village is Shesh Kaley. The patrol has stopped by a man who looks to be in his forties, weather-beaten, slightly built, with intelligent eyes and a long beard. His turban is grey, like his traditional tunic and trousers. He’s flanked by three young men, one of whom seems to be retarded. From our briefing the evening before I know the leader of the patrol has questions to ask about the cultivation of opium poppies. Sure enough, Boss pulls a list out of his pocket and starts at the top. The directness of his approach astonishes me. Surely this isn’t the way to go about things? As though we were the colonial masters bossing the peasants about. It makes me feel ashamed.
As Boss reels off his questions I study the man’s face. It’s plain to see there are certain things he doesn’t want to talk about. He would prefer not to talk about opium. The peasants here grow mostly wheat, he claims. He has heard about the agricultural market that’s just been held at Lashkar Gah and he knows the government demonstrated alternatives to opium.
When Boss gets to the end of his list he turns to me to see if I have anything to add.
I ask the man politely who the young men are and he proudly introduces me to his sons. I repeat their names slowly and put out my hand. No Afghan man would ever dream of shaking the hand of a woman unless she was the one to take the initiative. Anything else would be an affront to her honour.
‘Do your sons attend school?’ I ask.
The man listens attentively as the interpreter translates.
‘Sadly, no,’ he says. ‘The school is no more. We had one here, where a hundred or so boys were taught.’
The school was a tent and a teacher in the field behind us. Teaching was split into morning and afternoon school, fifty boys at a time. The tent was burned down a year ago and the teacher threatened by the Taliban. A small group of villagers have gathered around us and a strange silence passes through the little crowd when the Taliban are mentioned. Some glance over their shoulders, as though the man had invoked an evil spirit.
‘Do you still have problems with the Taliban?’ I ask.
‘Not very often.’
‘What about the schoolteacher? What happened to him?’
‘He is still here in the village, but he won’t teach any more. He is afraid.’
‘What does he do now?’
‘He works in the fields. It’s a waste. But it’s not safe to have a school here.’
The Taliban still have a say here, I conclude. Not to the extent that no one will talk to us, but enough to make people scared to let their children go to school.
‘Did the children like school?’ I ask.
I sense they find my question odd.
‘Of course. To read and write is the most important of all.’
The man explains that schooling is a privilege and that too few in the village are able to read. Children and adults alike crane their necks to see my notebook, in which it seems I am writing down all that they say. Some jostle for a better look.
Suddenly I understand, sense it almost physically: illiteracy is not merely a concept but a fate. Those who cannot read or write are ‘unskilled’ and will never be able to hope for any future other than the one their parents had before them: hard work, a lot of children, limited means.
The villagers who have gathered round follow our discussion and pitch in with ideas of their own. They point and gaze at me intently as they talk among themselves. The man explains that they have never had a teacher for the girls of the village.
The village has about five hundred houses, the man believes. The figure seems somewhat exaggerated, but it’s a common thing to exaggerate the size of one’s village or clan. The bigger the better.
Just outside the village is a checkpoint manned by local police. It was attacked by the Taliban only three days before, but the police were able to repel the assault. People comment on what happened and explain. They seem satisfied with police efforts.
At no point does the man comment on the fact that I am a woman. He is polite and attentive. I’m very much aware I could just as well be a traveller from outer space. An armed woman, seemingly spokesperson among a group of men.
We thank him for his time and drive on along the track to the next village, which according to an old Russian map is called Loy Hagh. Four men standing by the road lift their heads in astonishment. One is bare-headed, the others wear turbans, grey, white and black. We climb out to say hello.
Quite spontaneously, the men tell us they’re glad for our stopping by. They have heard about the ISAF forces but have never encountered any of us until now. It’s strange for us to know that we’re the first international troops they’ve seen. I glance over my shoulder and pray that everyone will behave themselves and act politely.
‘Where do you come from?’ one of the men asks.
‘Are you from America?’ another is keen to know.
We tell them we’re from the UK and Denmark. They nod. A man sporting a long white beard suddenly introduces himself in English. He’s an engineer and tells us proudly that he worked with the Americans when they dug the irrigation ditches.
As early as 1910, the governor of Kandahar hired German engineers to construct channels for irrigation. Work continued up until the Second World War with the aid of Japanese as well as German engineers. After the war, collaboration with the losing side was out of the question. Among the victorious allies, the British and the Russians were regarded as enemies of Afghanistan. Therefore, the Afghan king brought in American expertise in order to develop irrigation systems in the southern provinces. Without artificial irrigation from the river, the land could simply not be cultivated and Afghanistan found itself facing hunger on a number of occasions. The United States seemed to be appropriately distant in geographical terms and without historical ties to Afghanistan. Idaho company Morrison-Knudsen’s work initiated what was dubbed the Helmand Valley Project.
The expansive network of straight irrigation channels cutting through the landscape still means that here in the desert relatively large amounts of wheat, cotton, vegetables and fruit can be grown – as well as opium poppies.
With the advent Cold War, however, the US developed a strategic interest in Afghanistan. When the Soviets invaded the country to secure the interests of a teetering Communist government, the United States began to support the resistance movement that in time became the Mujahedin. To begin with, assistance was in the form of agricultural support, but it quickly turned into a more wide-reaching alliance against a common enemy.
The Afghans were the only ones persistent enough to openly resist the Soviets over a period of years, and the US supplied the Mujahedin with weapons capable of taking out Soviet choppers. When the Soviet Union eventually withdrew, leaving the Mujahedin triumphant, internal strife soon became the order of the day. The Mujahedin were warriors, not politicians. The country wound up in a civil war only the Taliban proved capable of bringing to an end after much bloodshed.
In this village the United States is remembered neither for the Mujahedin nor for arms. We have stumbled upon a whole society whose relative wealth can be attributed to the irrigation channels. Here what is grown is not merely maize and the usual cereal crops. All along the channels delicate, pink oleanders flourish. The village elder proudly tells us that Loy Hagh – literally ‘the great garden’ – is home to no fewer than thirty-six different clans. To the men here we are guests, descendants of those Americans who helped them all those years ago.
A couple of soldiers report that they have found a mosque further along the road. We drive there in the hope of being able to speak to the mullah. The children run after us, crying out and pointing at our jeep. On the back seat, Pajan begins to laugh.
‘It’s you they’re telling everyone about, Miss AC. They’re shouting: “Look, a lady!”’
We stop outside the mosque, but there doesn’t seem to be anyone there.
Down an alley I catch sight of a woman in black. Because she is old, her face is uncovered. She beams when I mention the Americans, but is otherwise shy and reticent. I ask if she thinks the mullah will speak to me even though I am a woman.
‘Yes, of course,’ she replies, and points towards a slim, white-clad figure coming along the road.
The lean, dark face seems proud and full of dignity. He has appeared out of nowhere, like people in deserts are suddenly just there. He does not extend his hand and he politely avoids looking at me on account of my gender. As is the custom among some of the clans, he has brown pencil marks around his black eyes. I find it distracting. Mild-mannered and eloquent, he tells me how much it disturbs him that the children cannot go to school. The Taliban burned it down a year ago and people have been too fearful to have teaching resumed. In the future he would like girls to be taught too, if it would be possible to convince some of the women teachers to return to the villages.
As we climb into the vehicles and get ready to leave, the village elder steps forward and taps on the window.
‘We would like to know if there is anything we might do for you?’ he asks.
I’m stunned. This is the exact opposite of anything I had imagined. I explain to him that we are gathering information and hope that one day the government will implement its policies in the villages too. The old man shakes his head.
‘That will be after my time,’ he says, and wishes us a safe journey.
Radio communication soon becomes intensified. We are now on our way into an area in which the Brits have previously engaged with Taliban forces. I’ve really no idea what to expect after such friendly encounters in villages only kilometres away.
We are on our way towards a fair-sized town called Nad-e-Ali in which crime and corruption are rife. The police are strongly involved. The police chief is just as much on the side of the Taliban as on the side of the government, depending, so it would seem, on the circumstances. Brigade reports say he is unreliable, corrupt and uncooperative. The ISAF cannot get rid of him, the position of police chief of a district being an internal matter for the Afghans alone.
Suddenly a soldier reports a man photographing the patrol with his mobile phone.
‘Stop!’ Bash yells.
He and a couple of Brits leap out and wrench the phone out of the young man’s hand.
Bash shouts angrily at him: ‘Why were you taking pictures of us?’
I can’t hear the reply, and all I can see is a couple of scared young men staring down at the ground. I hazard a guess they’re avoiding the question. I’ve seen it before in interrogation exercises. People with a guilty conscience and a poor capacity to lie. But is a snap on a mobile phone really worth getting so worked up about?
‘Why were you taking pictures of us? Answer!’ Bash thunders.
The young man has almost been swallowed up into the ground. Bash takes hold of his phone and starts pressing at the keys. I catch myself wondering if he’s quick enough to check for some of the numbers that were mentioned in our briefing as being those of known Taliban leaders.
The local people lining the road are reticent, suspicious of what we’re doing. I don’t blame them. I wonder what kind rumours circulate about us here?
Boss and Bash roll into the police compound looking well pleased. I feel I’m being observed from all quarters. Some of the police are clearly out of it on opium. They keep grinning like fourteen-year-old kids and follow me everywhere. I don’t like it. I’m getting angry. Until now I’ve been met only with respect. Now I’m a whore to be ogled and salivated over.
I follow Bash and Boss inside the station that reminds me of a fort on two storeys. I pass by a couple of empty offices containing dilapidated furniture and a few official-looking photos of politicians and policemen. There are holes in the walls and litter on the floors. I’m disappointed. No one could possibly have respect for a bunch of drugged and barely uniformed police officers purporting to be representatives of the government. If only half the rumours of corruption are true, then the police here must be an affliction worse than the Taliban, who, although they may be violently oppressive, at least crack down hard on crime.
I begin to realize that some police are simply playing a game with us, the international forces. If only they say they’re fighting the Taliban, we’ll support them enough to look the other way as regards their lack of discipline and widespread corruption.
The chief of police isn’t in. Boss and Bash must abandon their enterprise. Bash buttonholes a couple of officers and gives them a dressing-down for being stoned on hashish and opium. The sheer size of the man and the noise he makes at least ensure that they look as though they have some respect.
After the visit, we agree that I can go on foot patrol through the bazaar.
‘Don’t go too far,’ Bash advises. ‘I’ll give you two men to accompany you.’
He calls over the radio. The first is a black guy called Sunshine, the other a stumpy little lad they call Trigger, hardly a day over the limit of seventeen and a half. He’s really not much bigger than the weapon he’s carrying, a pasty young chap with freckles and spiky blond hair. But the determination on his face says he’ll blow anyone away if needs be.
Just to make sure there’s no misunderstanding, I tell Trigger that if they feel uneasy at any time and would rather I didn’t stop to talk to people, then they should say so.
‘You stop where you want, Ma’am,’ the lad replies.
I take off my helmet and say hello in Pashto as we move through the bazaar. I’ve got my eyes peeled for an opening, a friendly smile, someone with the will to talk. Many turn their backs on me. Occasionally, someone will respond to my salaam aleikum and say a couple of sentences in kind, basic salutations I can understand without an interpreter.
The bazaar is just a row of pent roofs extending from the buildings in the street. Almost all of it is taken up by makeshift moped and motorcycle workshops. In a few places fires have been lit in discarded oil drums. The whole street is on edge. I can sense the distrust in my stomach. A moped comes close, then speeds off. Trigger shouts something at the driver. Another moped comes in through the crowd from the other side. Trigger and his partner keep cool, making hand signals for people to stay clear. The moped shoots close by and turns to come back. It’s pure harassment, and they keep on. Sunshine and Trigger raise their weapons to make them more visible. It feels as though we’re on the edge of war.
Further down the street I meet a man willing to talk. He seems inquisitive and a wee bit overindulgent. At least fifty Afghans gather around to listen. I ask him about his shop and about the school.
‘The school’s closed,’ he says. ‘Too dangerous.’
‘Why’s that?’ I ask. ‘You’ve got the police just around the corner.’
‘They never lift a finger. When our things get stolen they do nothing.’
I’m surprised the man has the courage to criticize the police.
‘Who steals around here?’
‘I don’t know. It happens in the night.’
His gaze becomes distant, and my thought is that he knows more than he’s willing to let on. This is becoming dangerous for him.
‘Who causes you problems?’ I ask, sending an enquiring gaze to the gathering of men.
They stare at the ground.
‘Rumour says the Taliban and the chief of police are best pals,’ I suggest.
‘There are too many people here. It’s unwise to talk any more,’ the man mutters.
All of a sudden, a man in snow-white garb steps in front of me. He clearly doesn’t fit in here in this filthy garage environment.
‘What you say is not true,’ he says angrily to the crowd. ‘The school will open again soon. Everything is peaceful and well here. You must not tell these soldiers such lies.’
I sense Pajan is on his guard. I am too, but decide to engage him anyway.
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