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“Ding!" It looks like such an inoffensive word. Four letters,
one syllable, impossible to speak without a sing-song tone,
an inflection point for a child's story. Amazing how our words
capture so little of what happens in Afghanistan. “Ding”
hardly describes the sound of a bullet fired from a Kalash-
nikov rifle narrowly missing you, striking metal with a high
note so pure that it would seem musical in another context.
“Ding! ding! ding! ding!"” A terrifying succession of notes.
Those are the words Rafal Gerszak uses to describe the sound
of gunfire raking his vehicle during an ambush. For me, his
writing evokes all the intensity of battle, because we have
shared many of the same experiences. I've also listened to
the ping of bullets off armour near my head, also heard a
bullet smack a thick window in front of my nose, also leapt
out of bed after the impact of a rocket nearby. Like him, too,
| sense that language fails when we talk about war. We can-
not tell you about the full experience, because nothing quite
says it. “The smells, the sounds, the chaos—it's impossible
to describe,” he writes, and unfortunately he is correct. I've
just finished writing a book of my own, about travels in
Afghanistan from 2005 to 2009, and often felt despair at
the inadequacy of my words.

Photography has always been a better medium for
documenting war, and Rafal’s powerful images convey things
that do not fit comfortably into a paragraph. The man painting

a white bird onto the raw concrete bulk of a blast wall
reminds me of all the times Afghans eked a little beauty out
of their harsh surroundings: the rifles decorated with fake
flowers, the trucks painted with garden scenes as they rumbled
through empty desert. You do not need to feel the dry furnace
of Afghan summer to appreciate how a boy yearns for water
in the moment before he dives into a pool. You don't need

a writer like me to tell you the story of a woman's survival—
her suffering, her escapes—when you see the decades of
worry on her face. Many other photographers have aimed
their cameras at identical scenes; I've taken thousands of my
own snapshots in similar places, but somehow none of my
images show Afghanistan’s magic. I'm not sure how he did
it, but Rafal manages to distill some of that essence with

his lens. His photos reveal a country in motion, off-balance,
always reeling in aftermath or tense with anticipation of the
next incident. My friends and relatives ask me what it's like
in Afghanistan, and my summary is the same as Rafal’s: “It's
a mess.” How can | elaborate? Maybe next time, I'll pull out
a copy of this book and show them his photographs. They
spell out the awful situation, with grace and simplicity.

Graeme Smith
The Globe and Mail
Istanbul, Feb. 2011






T am a photojourvalist who has worked with news agevcies,
media outlets, magazines, viewspapers, websites, and galleries,
For a lovg) Hime T specialized in coverivg various topics at home
through my photooraphy. Then, in 2009, T moved o Afohanistav.
At first, T 4ried +o oo +o Afghanistan with Hhe Canadiav
wilitary— jourvalists can be embedded with a wilitary uvit,

which means we live avd travel with Hhew. T was put on a
waiting list avd told i+ wonld +ake more Hhan a vear.



T got frustrated with waitivg, se T
looked for another way . T'w Polish, so
T Hhought avout embedding with Polish
+roops, which at that fime were under
American command. T oot n Fouch with
the US. Army public affairs officer for
Afghanistan. He sewt me my paperwork,
T applied, and Hhree weeks later T
recewved Wy approval letter,

Gettig +o Afghavistam, \+ turns
butt, was the easy part. The hard part
was getting +o the front lines. After
weeks of beg trapped on Bagram Air
Base and Forward Operating Base
Salervio, and Witting dead evd after
dead end, T went +o the public affairs
office angin and venned Hhem +o get
me out to where the combat operahions
were taking place. T conldn’+ +ake any
more pictures of guys plavying volleywall
and barbecuivg).

Wy persistence worked. T was sewt
ot with av wfavtry platoon for a few
weeks,

AS soov as T ot back o the base,
T kvew T wanted +o extend wmy embed
for several more movutis, so a few
weeks later, T asked +o spend a full
deployment with these aguys—the full
fifteew months. They looked at me as
thonghh T were from anotier plavet,
Mo want o spend fifteen months
here? Mon know what that means,
Agt7 That's a lovg) Himme, and +'s evew
lowaer here.” T told them T understood,
oand Finally, after wmontains of paper-
work, T was approved. A few months
later, the deployment was cut +o twelve
months, Iu a way, T was relieved.
Coverig) a war draws you,

Tven after ey embedded for a
year, T couldn'+ help but feel that T
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had sill seen only ove side of Afghavistan’s
story. Almoest as soon as T oot howme, T
way to return,
side: civiliam life.
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And T keep goig) vack, Afohavistan
s a part of me vow. T'll always find a







Whevever people learn Hhat I am
a photojourvalist who spends most of
his time in Afghanistan, they ask the
same questions: Why do you keep goivg
back? What are you trying +o do there?
Arev'+ vou scared? How do vou do 7 Ts
it wor-th 7 Wost of Hhe answers
aren'+ strahtforward, even +o me.

T have different reasons each fime
T oo back, but my friends there are a
W\o) part of Why. Not just my frrievds,
actually; \'s everyove there. At +he
same Aime, T feel lucky +o be avle +o
come howme +o the safety of a place like
Conada. The people of Afghamistan
don'+ have that option; they con'+
st leave. T ouess T keep gping back
because Hhey need a voice, There are
so Wany stories to be told,

I'm ot i Afghavistan for political
reasons, T'm vot rvivg +o find out
why the coalihion s there; Hhat’s an

impossible question to get answered.
I'wm there becanse T want people +o see
oand feel what i+'s like +o live every day
with Hhe war on your doorstep.

Sure, soimetimes s davgerous, and
yes, avsolutely, T get scared. But whew
the camera s w frout of me, iH's like
looking Hhrough a window. As much as
I'w v the situahion, T'w somewhat
separated from i+, and from +he fear.
I'Vve developed a sense of securihy by
looking) at thngs—no matter what
Hings—~From a distance. T kvow Hhat
what T'm seewg) s real, but T'm vot
tlose enouah +o actually feel \+. T can be
hanojng out of a helicopter and have vo
fear at all becanse, at Hhat moment,
I'm thivking) ke a photographer; '
covsidering the composition of the shot,
the way the light’s fallvg, the angles in
my frame. Take Hhat camera away,
Hiough, and fear comes flooding .
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PZRT 1: EN\BEDDED

SPERA DISTRICT, KHOST PROVINCE

T had a close call today. After vearly four months
here—embedded with Hhe \0\st Airborve Divisiow,
50t Tvfantry Regiment, 2nd Battalion, Delta
Company, 4+ Platoon—it+ could have been wy last
day n Afohanista.,

We were neading vack from a mission +o the Pakistan
vorder, five wmev crowded wito each Humvee—avn armored
Hruck with a ouw turret and bulletproof windows. The
Hrucks look big), but we're crowded n there like sardives.
Ot on the opev road, when the sun beats down on our
metal box, \1's like wearing full hockey oear and sitting
W 4 sauna—-Hhimes +en. The armor we wear doesn+
breathe at all, plus we wear helmets and gloves (which



are fire retardant so Hhat, v case Df
av explosion, we dow'+ burn our Vmwxds,
plastic gloves would melt+ ‘i’o\ow skan).

I+ was a treacherous drive through d
rouoh, arren tervain, avd Hie convoy ha
+o move slowly, which made us very easy
targets for the Tallban, Tt's P*”Gfr\{ :
common o get a flat tire, but havivg +o
leave the truck o chavge one makes ou
vulnerable, so we're careful. T a H(AVM\/@@J{
breaks down i+ has 4o be towed back, an

nts Hhat.
& livrllfcl@\/ltcﬁ are wo paved roads, so on +M?
way out we had driven Hhrough a wadi—
4 riverbed that ruvs Hhrough 4 canvon.
Gy Hhrouoh a wadi is l\gc wl/n+@wa:@r@
rafting w av armored vehicle, At best w
were driving over huge rocks, and at
worst we were drivivg through water
hoh enough +o leak wto the frucks.

THE TALIBAN—Afte, the collapse of the
Communist regime in Afghanistan in1992,
the resulting chaos and bloodshed led to
public demands for (qy and order. In response,
a little-known formey resistance fighter and
religious teacher, Mullah Mohammad Omar,
and his taliban (religious students) led a brief
but popular campaign to rid southern
Afghanistan’s Kandahar region of its warlords
and bandits. The puritanical Islamist Taliban
movement emerged in 1994 and, after a
ruthless and effective military campaign,
dominated the country from 1996 to 2001,
Their victory led to the implementation of
shari‘a (Islamic law) and transformation of
Afghanistan into 5 safe haven for international
terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda.

e
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Ow the way back, the hentenant
decided +o +ake Hhe wmountain pass
wstead. T4 was a very varrow road,
dugy out of the side of the monnrtaiv for
ovne-way tratfic. There was o way +o
make a U-turv. One wrong swerve ad
your conld drop 3% meters (250 feet)
straight down.

T was in the lead truck, sittivg n

Hre back. T+ felt like a savdbox v Hhere:

every fime we went over a bump, dunst
flew everywhere. Tt hug Hhick w the
air, cotthig) beams of sunlight.

we'd been out for Hhe whole day, and
T had fallew asleep. We were mayve av
hour and a half away from the base
when T woke up. Tt felt as \f someove
had +tapped me ov the shoulder. T opeved
my eves and looked around. Wy out was
tellng e sometmg was wrong. Soime-
Hhivg) bad was avout +o happew.

The witerpreter, a civilian vational
hired +o help the soldiers commuvicate
with the locals, was sittivg beside me,
sHll asleep. The Haree American soldiers
up front were quiet but wide awake. T
squirted out Hhrough Hae front window,
and anead of us T saw a vellow bag—
the knd Afghavs use for carrying rice
or beans or wheat. T+ was just pluvked
+Hhere, in the middle of Hhe road, with vo
one vear .

Wy heart started beating a i+He
faster as T thought, This isn't right,
What's vext7 T +ried +o stay calm and
focus on what was w frout of us, looking
arovnd for any Hhreats. Throuoh the
window T saw am elderly man stavding
& Wit back from e baoy. He looked rioght
ot us, thew up at the mountain, Hen
back ot ns.

That's whew the gunfire started.

.



Tvsurgents were firing at us

wov-stop from the ridgelives on ' -
erther side: heavy weapons, : R T T e e —

rocket-propelled grevades (RP(s),
everyting. An RP( passed yust
wehes avove our truck. We

kept going. Up front, Guvver
Sergeant Chris Nelson started
firing back on both sides,
swiging s turret frowm lef+
to right. T leoked +o see where 5

ne was shooting. On Hne side = e e e o :

of the monvitaiv, T saw puffs of ME WiTH AMeri O
CaN solbi

smoke, e clonds of dust—punff, PaRT of The EMBEbbe]IilETizH\Ml}‘{ZIO e

puff, puff—everywhere. T could see THAT MeNTORS THE AFaHaN \ 37;023??4/1,1,1 5

where the bullets were hithg but
T couldn™+ see who.

On Hhis finy li+He mountain pass, being attacked from
both sides, i+ was like sitHing in a +in can with someone Hhrow-
o) rocks at us. All T could hear was a rapid dwg! dingl ding
dgl No one knew where the bullets were ooing to hit or what

13
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was oowg) to happen next—at least,
T didn+. T wasw'+ Hraned for Hhis.

The driver stepped on i+, +rying o
net us out of there alive. As T was try-
W) 1o see out Hhrough the haee of dust
and smoke, a bullet i+ Hhe Humvee's
window, wmehes from wy face. T froze—
ot bulletproof window had just saved
my ife. But T had +o push Hhe Hought
aside and concevrtrate ov what T was
dowoy; T didv+ have fime for shock. T
kvnew T wasn'+ jured, so T just kept
photooraphig and recording audio.,

Though  felt like hours, the am-
bush lasted for only avout five mivutes.
we hnad vo choice but +o drive hard and
keep moving through . Tt ook us close
o two hours to et back +o +he com-
pound, That was e lonaest two hours
of my life—we had vo way of kvowing if
there would be more wsurpents, or more
bombs, waiting on the road ahead.

We all 9ot ont okay—no casnalhes or
wjuries—but our vehicles were riddled
with bullets. Back at +he base, most
of the soldiers +ried +o brush off tHhe
weidevt. We stood arouvd jokivg), talkivg,
and T kept taking photooraphs.

T voticed a soldier sitfing at the
Humvee alone. T Hink he was stuvmed:
maybe he had suddevly realized what
had just happened +o nim, +o ns, and
how lucky we were. T +ook s photo-
oraph Hhrough the bullet-riddled olass.

Ow days like this, T +ry vt +o let
my Houghts overwhelm me. Tf T did,
I'd be +vo scared +o do my job.

Postsoript: Wuch later, T learved Hhat
+his soldier, while e was home ow leave,
commitred suicide.

B






SHAMAL DISTRICT, KHOST PROVINCE

v Shawmal, searches of Afohan howmes are
conducted reaularly in opes of findivg
weapovs, explosives, drigs, or money being
siuggled by civilians or surgents. Today T
photographed these three obviously scared
Young) boys as they watched a police officer
search their howme. T can'+ magive how i+
would feel +o have armed strangers—
foreipmers—walk nto my hotme avd search
i while my father was kept outside, being
auestioned b police officers.

Sovmetimes American soldiers are forbidden
+o 0 Wiside ov their own +o conduct a search;
ey have o be accompavied by an Afohav
police officer. And vever are men—foreigmers
or marelated Afolhan males—allowed +o see
the woimen wside. So, during the searches
Hhe wolmen are escorted by Hheir hinsbavds
from room +o roowm, and everyoody is

Different Islamic interpretations
of men’s and women’s roles
account for some of the variation
in the treatment of women across
Muslim countries. Under the
Taliban’s interpretation, women
were stripped of their rights, but
in many other Muslim countries,
women can have a great deal of
power. The Quran says that men
and women are equal before God
and in their religious duties and
that neither sex is superior, but

it also makes men financially
responsible for their wives.

The Quran instructs both
male and female Muslims to dress
modestly. The wearing of veils,
known as hijab, or a conservative
robe that covers the entire head
but not the face, known as a
chador, has been imposed on

female Muslims in many countries.

How much of themselves women
should cover is open to interpreta-
tion, and the Afghan Taliban
enforce the strictest interpretation
possible. In private, in the com-
pany of their husbands and close
family members, women can
remove their headscarves.

17
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supposed +o turn their backs as they
pass. Tt's astowishing to me. How do
they kvow the women aren't simug)ling
things from place +o place? Or Hhat
Hhese aren'+ men disguised as women?

After all, Hhey're completely covered up.

Where +Hhe searches are conducted
depevds on the area, the Village, and Hne
wformation the NATO forces get. Some-
fimes \+'s a whole area, a large section
marked off on a map, w1 which every
house is gove Hrough, Today i had beew



THE ETHNIC GROUPS OF AFGHANISTAN

“) PaoHTUNS

The largest ethnic group in Afghanistan, comprising
around 42 percent of the population, is the Pashtuns.
This cultural group has retained a tribal identity, with
a social structure of tribal leader, elders (spin giri), and
wealthy landowners (khans) who shape local com-
munities by maintaining order and upholding a code
of honor (pashtunwali). Pashtuns are well known for
their strong desire for independence, pride, and
dignity. They were the first ethnic group to unify the
country, by establishing the independent kingdom
of Afghanistan in 1747.

UZBREKS

Uzbeks (around 9 percent of the Afghan pop-
ulation) are a Sunni Turkish-speaking group
descended from nomadic tribal confederations
from central Asia. Uzbeks in Afghanistan arrived
sometime during the sixteenth century in a
series of conquering waves, but most later
settled in the northwest and became farmers.

TAJIKS

Tajiks make up around 27 percent of the Afghan
population.Known as farsiwans, or “Persian-speakers,”
Tajiks can usually be found in the plains areas of Herat
(on Afghanistan’s border with Iran), the central high-
lands near Bamyian, and around Kabul, where they
engage in trading, skilled craft-making, and farming. In
the mountainous areas of northeastern Afghanistan,
they are village-dwelling farmers. Unlike other ethnic
groups in Afghanistan, it is Tajik landowners, not

tribal leaders, who have emerged as important

village leaders. :

- HAZARAS

Making up around 9 percent of Afghanistan’s population,
Hazaras are Shi'a Muslims who operate small farms and
produce and care for domestic animals. They speak a

dialect of Persian but are thought to descend from the
Mongol armies that once conquered Iran.They had their
own independent mountain state (Hazarajat) until the
Afghan king Abul Rahman conquered it, forcing many
Hazara into slavery. Modern Pashtun Taliban forces
brutalized the Hazara once more; many Hazara in northern™
Afghanistan allied themselves with Uzbek militias who - "«
battled against Taliban forces between 1996 and 2001.- =
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