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AfghanistanAfghanistanAfghanistanAfghanistan
All these are titles of real books about Afghanistan. 

(Well, almost all. I did make the last few up. But somewhere, 
someone is probably writing books with these titles right now). 
Not only do these authors lack a bit of imagination in their 
titles, but these books do not convey a very positive image. It 
seems most people think this place is a bit of a hole. 

We were talking about this a while back, with a bunch 
of fellow Aussies who work in strange places. The occasion 
was the first ever TEAR fieldworker retreat in lovely Chiang 
Mai, Thailand (Chiang Mai: Where God sends the good 
people). We were talking about how Afghanistan has an image 
problem. I suppose it is not surprising. These days, the bad 
news about this place is pretty bad (was it ever good?). But 
even bad news places must have some good, otherwise we 
would all be insane for being here (possible, I suppose). So 
what follows is my attempt to unravel why we are here, and 
what has kept us here over the last years. And maybe shed a 
different light on this country. God knows, it needs it!

Those of you who have followed us in our newsletters 
and occasional Target articles will know we came here in 
1999, were kicked out by the Taliban in September 2001, and 
returned here in November 2003. I came back a few times in 
between on short-term work. We have now been back here 
almost two years, and will stay on till about February next 
year. I left my work with the IAM (one of TEAR’s partners) at 
the end of 2004 and started a position with the UN; Julie has 
kept working with the Community Development Project that 
IAM runs in the North. 

It has not been an easy time for us, overall. While the first 
two years were often a lot of fun, living under the Taliban got 
increasingly impossible, and the evacuation, cessation of our 

life here and loss of our work following September 2001 took 
a great toll. Coming back in the winter of 2003 was extremely 
difficult and perhaps in hindsight, a mistake; trying to gather 
the energy to start a life here again in those first few months of 
2004 was almost too much. But we have not given up – not 
because we are particularly determined or stubborn or holy. 
We still seem to enjoy being here. At least, as I often put it, I 
am as unhappy here as I would be anywhere else.

Living here has not made us cynical, or angry, at least not 
consistently. We have been sick, many times and sometimes 
badly, but never catastrophically. We have both been beaten 
with sticks and ropes by angry Talibs, but it didn’t hurt. I was 
shot at in 2001, but the bullet missed. We’ve done the horrific 
Peshawar to Kabul road, and back, too many times to recall, 
but the 14 hours passed and we got there. Sure, in summer 
it is 50 degrees or more, but there’s a great pool now that we 
can use. And sure, in winter the mud sucks the boots off your 
feet and the diesel heaters explode and stink, but the snow 
this year was beautiful, and we were mostly warm, which 
many weren’t. Most of these difficulties could really be said of 
many developing countries, and such difficulties don’t take a 
lot of getting used to. 

And on the positive side, in the mornings, there is hot 
naan, the wonderful round bread from the baker’s shop 
nearby. Fresh out of the clay tandoor, it is steaming and 
delicious and needs no butter or jam. Sure, leave it for an 
hour and it turns into a dough discus, hard enough to take 
someone’s head off, but it is meant to be eaten, not thrown. 
There is fragrant qabuli pilau, the famous rice dish with a 
nugget of tender goat meat hidden under a mountain of rice, 
sultanas, carrot straws and pistachios (you might break a 

tooth on bone fragments or stones, but you learn to chew 
carefully). There are beautiful silk carpets and traditional old 
woollen ones, and to spend an afternoon sipping tea and 
leafing through a mound of carpets is a delight. But so what?
Every country has its special foods, unique handicrafts and 
cozy moments. Neither the hardships nor the simple pleasures 
are what make this country magnetic. 

But I am not sure I can describe what does. Barbara 
Deutschmann put it well in Chiang Mai. “When we were in 
India”, she said, “you could always tell when the Afghan 
workers came out. For them, there was no other country.” 
Perhaps it is the combination of ruthlessness and hospitality 
found in people here. That you can have lunch with a warlord, 
guilty of horrible crimes, but encounter him as a loveable 
grandfather, and his treatment of you is like that towards a 
loved son. Maybe it has something to do with the interaction 
of contrasts in the landscape – miles of desert, and then an 
oasis. It is like that heading into Khulm, about an hour south of 
here. Endless, brown desert – and then 
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 A Reprieve A Reprieve
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Afghanistan: My Tears. 
Afghanistan: Where God only comes to weep. Afghanistan: Where God only comes to weep. 
Afghanistan: The Mirage of Peace. 
Afghanistan: Really, absolutely the worst place on earth. Afghanistan: Really, absolutely the worst place on earth. 
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By Phil Sparrow
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The winter of 2001/2002 forced many people to sell their last things
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Gilam (rug) seller, outside the Shrine in Mazar, January 2002. Photograph: Phil Sparrow

AfghanistanAfghanistanAfghanistan



the land slopes away, and the mountains rise up and the temperature 
drops, and the green apricot, fig and mulberry trees of Khulm surround 
you, with the sound of water canals and the soft air filling your lungs.

Perhaps it has to do with the sorrows, etched in the faces and 
bodies of friends and strangers, who, in spite of this, press on us gifts, 
thanks, welcome, invitations. The reserved dignity, resilience and secret 
hope that lives in people here – marked always with grief, at so much 
loss, over so long, again and again. Perhaps those of us who are 
committed to staying long enough to get over the shock of being here, 
begin to find the combination of these things compelling.

Julie and I were committed when we came here. We believed 
strongly that this was a place God wanted us to be. We were without 
kids then, and the war and difficulties were not really an issue we were 
much concerned about. Drive and idealism characterized our first years 
here; the firm belief that we could make an important contribution in a 
tough place. While the chaos following September 11 didn’t change all 
of that, it has made us reassess what we believe about being here, and 
how we understand God to be present. I won’t speak for Julie, but for 
me it has become a lot harder to see God’s hand here.

In earlier times, I could see God in many things; saw his 
engagement in issues and his fingerprints everywhere. But what I 
saw as God then, I am now more likely to interpret as the ordinary 
tragic circumstances and happy fortunes of the world. This isn’t to 
say God has left the building, or that I no longer see God anywhere. 
But I am more critical before I attribute anything to God, and am more 
circumspect before I claim his role in anything. This makes me nowadays 
a person of tentative faith – which is in sharp contrast to the many newly-
arrived workers here. And consequently, I have become a very cautious 
evangelist, for if I am not sure of what I believe, how can I claim certainty 
for others? God has become much bigger and more complex than I 
thought him to be, and I sense him much more like a passing breeze 
than as a commanding presence. 

How does this fit together? Afghanistan is a powerful place. It is 
not possible to come here and not be changed: if a person leaves here 
feeling and thinking the same way about their faith and the world as 
when they arrived, I think something is badly wrong. 

We have been changed, and are still being changed, and I can see 
God’s hand in this process. This is part of Afghanistan’s attraction and 
beauty: the combinations and interactions are intense and compelling, 
and ultimately, I suspect, they serve to burn out the babble and the 
bullshit, and bring us closer to the truths of the world. An uncomfortable 
process perhaps, but beautiful. And worth trying.
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It seems an impossible task.
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Guli Pahluwan is the brother of Abdul Malik, the warlord who betrayed 
Dostum in 1998 leading to the death of thousands of Hazaras in 
Mazar-i-Sharif and elsewhere. Guli and Malik are both war criminals 
and half the women in Maimana are widows because of them. Malik 
himself cannot return to the province because of the outrage it would 
provoke. Guli has only just now, under political protection, returned to 
the Northern Districts. We met with him because of the tensions his 
presence was creating, and he was charming, kindly and hospitable.

Photograph: Phil Sparrow

Ismael was our chaokidar (watchman) from 2000 until our evacuation in 
2001. Blind in one eye, he was locked in a cellar with 200 men for three 
weeks when the Taliban took Mazar.  Photograph: Phil Sparrow
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