





















































































































































































































































Living High In Afghanistan

Continued from page 51

pect that the Afghans, when dealing
with each other, use their own mone-
tary system, but I wasn’t able to figure
out what it was. :

I learned that the Northern Afghan
foreign ministry received a share of all
U.S. currency paid to the local labor
force. As an example, $30 of the stan-
dard $100 per day paid to an inter-
preter had to be turned over to the min-
istry as a sort of “concession fee.”
Vehicle drivers were similarly taxed.
Charges for staying at one of the guest-
houses, a fairly reasonable $10 per day,
were paid directly to the ministry. Since
I never observed U.S. currency chang-
ing hands among Afghans, I suspected
that the locals were: not permitted to
use foreign currency, and that all of the
U.S. banknotes paid to Afghans wound
up with the foreign ministry. I couldn’t
substantiate that, though.

One evening, I heard the purr of a
small (probably 1-kw) portable Honda
generator outside the guesthouse, with
its cable snakihg intoe a first-story win-
dow. Curious, I stepped into the hall-
way and watched from the half-open
door as one of the European film crews
compiled their day’s footage using a 14-
inch flat-screen video display and sev-
eral laptop computers. First, they
brought up a shot of a B-52 strike
apparently photographed from “TV

- Hill,” a prepared friendly position 30
km west of Khoja Bahouddin on the
Amu Darya which overlooked a ridge
occupied by the Taliban from a distance
of about 8,000 meters.

This ridgeline had been a target of
daily U.S. carpet bombing for the past
week or so. The quality of the crew’s
optics was incredible. Shot through at
least a 20X lens, the 8-km distant 2,000-
pound bombs appeared to be exploding
right in front of the camera. Using suc-
cessive digital video inputs and refram-
ing the display, the crew systematically
massaged the footage into a finished 20-
second clip of the bomb runs.

Once the video was complete, the
technician inserted a digital disc con-
taining the day’ audio tracks. He mixed
these tracks, containing excited Afghan
voices, automatic AK-74 fire, and peri-
odic “TV Tank™ fire, with the carpet
bombing footage, so that I found myself
watching an extremely plausible battle
scene. In fact, though, the small arms
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fire had taken place well away from the
bombing, and was the result of friendly
Afghans firing into the air and shouting
their approval for the cameras’ benefit.

I had to admire the clip as a work of
art, and thought of a quote attributed to
a newspaper journalist some years ago:
“Is it true?” she was asked. “No,” she
replied, “but it’s accurate.”

Progress

One morning while sitting in the
shade on the network compound
“patio,” I was offered a cup of coffee by
the foreman of the site crew (in a rock
group, these guys would be “roadies™).
He turned out to be a well-worn and
somewhat crusty, but thoroughly lik-
able, character.

“How’s business?” I asked.

“Slow,” he replied: “It’s not going any-
where. All the correspondents are filing,
but no one’s getting on the air. The pub-
lic’s tired of getting the same stuff over
and over. Americans have to see things
moving, or they lose interest.”

“The Afghans seem to be doing just
fine,” I said.

“Oh, yes,” he agreed.

Neither one of us expected the situ-
ation in Northern Afghanistan to
change anytime soon. Khoja Bahouddin
was supposed to be the Northern
Afghan headquarters, and we hadn’t
seen military movement or activity
beyond a few occasional trucks carry-
ing troops westward. Even considering
the fact that our window to this part of
the world was pretty small, there
seemed to be just too much profit in the
economics of stalemate to expect a
change. We were wrong.

On 11 November, The Washington
Post reported that Northern Afghan
Commander Abdurrashid Dostum had
phoned from his recaptured headquar-
ters in Mazar-e-Sharif, claiming com-
plete control of Northern Afghanistan.
The Post was careful to state that the
information could not be verified, since
foreign journalists still had no access to
Northern Afghan military units, or to
areas recently occupied by them.

This is notable because the
announcement did not come from
Northern Afghanistan’s president
Burhanuddin Rabbani’s diplomatic

-staff, or from his most senior military

officer. Dostum, a supposedly subordi-
nate field commander, made a direct
communication with the foreign press.
No mention was made on this or on
succeeding days of Dostum’s connec-
tion with Rabbanis government, or
with recognized superior military

authority. This would indicate that the
Northern Alliance is, at the moment,
not quite the “alliance” that most
Americans picture it.to be.

Need To Know

Why, does one suppose, would a
correspondent for Soldier Of Fortune
magazine, with years of experience
doing such things, utterly fail to gain
contact with friendly military folks in a
country that’s about to boil over? A veil
of secrecy was drawn around the
November 11th Northern Afghan offen-
sive more artfully even than during
Desert Storm. It certainly makes sense
that U.S. Special Forces didn’t need the
press advertising their presence to the
bad guys and putting a spotlight on
whatever it was that they were up to.

There may be a bit more to it,
though, a glimpse of which I think I
caught from a CNN feature done earlier
this year by a lady named Saira Shah.
In her piece, she included a rare inter-
view with a Taliban official who was
discussing the regime’s public execu-
tions of civilians in the Kabul soccer

stadium. The official was smiling as he'

said, “When a person is executed for
violating the laws of Islam, it is a joy-
ous event, because the offender is
cleansed of sin, and the community is
cleansed of the offender.” He was refer-
ring to Afghan women, forced to kneel
and shot through the back of the head
with Kalashnikovs. It occurs to me that,
when one sets out to deal appropriately
with such people, one doesn’t particu-
larly want a judgmental press corps
looking over his shoulder. I can only
hope that the official who uttered this
phrase, obscene by any civilized stan-
dard, is presently no longer able to
utter anything. If the United States
Department of Defense finds it neces-
sary to exclude our current crop of oh-
so-sensitive reporters from time to
time, maybe that’s. the way it needs to
be. And, by the way, as I continue to
relive the footage of collapsing sky-
scrapers and dying Americans, the
image of Osama bin Laden’s head on a
pole starts to look pretty good to me.
Vengeance isn’t right. But justice is.

Karl Kirov is a United States citizen
and former U.S. Army officer. He has
traveled and worked in Central America,
Western Europe, and Southeast Asia.
This article is his first incursion into
Central Asia. The views and conclusions
expressed by him in this article do not
necessarily reflect those of SOF. Kirov
currently resides in Wyoming. R
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