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Early one morning in Afghanistan’s capital Kabul, a German secret service agent hammers on the steel gates in a residential dirt street strewn with garbage and piles of human waste. Homeless beggars pick through the heaps for anything edible and urban sheep graze on the watermelon skins and whatever is left. Across the houses and shops the muezzin calls through tinny speakers from the minarets urging the faithful to prayer. 
The man in a white shirt and mirror shades had come with a warning; ‘intelligence has been gathered’ and ‘chatter intercepted’. The Taliban are targeting the house behind the gates with plans to shoot the guard dead and kidnap the French journalists and film makers inside, the by-the-way fact that a Kiwi tourist might be there too would merely be an added bonus. 

Calls are made to the French embassy and the German’s warnings are backed up. Then, as if any more motivation to get the hell out is needed, some kind of Taliban informer privy to the soon to unfold plot also pays a visit. At eight in the morning a truck is hired. By ten a.m. the house is empty.  
Pre-Taliban Afghanistan was a land of suffering and chaos born from the bloody civil war fought by rival mujahadeen factions after their victories over the Soviet Union. The country was ruled by feuding warlords who squabbled violently for territory and control of the lucrative smuggling routes. The general population were powerless to avoid being swept along in whatever conflict might be raging at the time. 
On to this tumultuous stage entered the now notorious Mullah Omar. In 1994 he began gathering followers from the madrassas, Islamic colleges, and with the help of the Pakistani secret service he formed them into a fighting unit of holy warriors. They then stormed through the country, gunning down or paying off anyone who stood in their way. With bullets and bloodied fists of iron order was restored and Islamic law and justice were laid down. Through a program of ruthless suppression crime and unrest dropped to near zero. 
Since then the Taliban became the bad boys on the World’s block. Their links with Al Qaeda and the sheltering of Mr bin Laden, their brutal human rights records, the enforced smothering of Afghan women under the burqa, the half-time executions at football matches, the closing of schools and hospitals, the banning of music, kites and white socks, the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, and their unbending insistence that the populace bow to rigid Islamic decree. All this and more made them the west’s worst Islamic fundamentalist bad dream.

After the attacks on the United States in September 2001 the Taliban were blown aside by the howling fury of the American War Machine and ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’ was pronounced a complete success as Mullah Omar fled town on a motorbike. The war was won; the peace however, would be much harder to hold. Far from being defeated many believe the Taliban simply packed up and sloped off to fight another day.

Afghanistan today is the scene of a resurgent insurgency. Even in the three months I spent in the country the tide could be felt rising every day. Attacks and incidents that had before been confined to the battlefields of the war-ravaged south, the city of Kandahar and the province of Helmand (where even British commanders were saying ‘we can’t win this’) had been creeping closer to Kabul. Bombings and attacks were happening a hundred kilometres from the city, then fifty, then on the outskirts and then in the city itself. 
A governor was killed in his car by a roadside bomb on a road I’d travelled on. Three female aid workers, British, Canadian and American, had been shot to death along with their driver in Lowgar Province which borders Kabul. Police posts were commonly attacked and overrun with more than 700 policemen losing their lives in 2008 to October alone. A patrol of French troops was ambushed at Sarobi fifty kilometres from Kabul with ten killed. A female British aid worker was gunned down on a Kabuli street from the back of a motorbike, and just a couple of kilometres from the Presidential Palace the Ministry of Justice buildings were attacked and virtually destroyed. 
There was talk of Kabul being surrounded by villages under the control of and loyal to the Taliban. Almost unthinkably ordinary Afghans were supporting them again, frustrated by the fact that seven years since the Americans and their allies had arrived nothing had improved in their lives. President Karzai is seen as an American puppet, corrupt, weak and ineffective. Who else can they turn to? At least the Taliban get things done and, unable to be defeated, incredibly there is now talk of negotiations with the Taliban and their inclusion in a future Afghan government. 
Stepping from the gateway of the new house the French media contingent had set up in I look up and down the street in habit before walking to the main road and hailing a taxi to the Grand Bazaar. Two helicopter gun ships beat across the sky in a low bass whump-whump, a constant menace they fly at minimal altitude to reduce the risks of being shot down by rockets. On the way, as we weave through the tormented three lanes of traffic on a two-lane street, amid donkey carts and beggars who bang on the windows, we are stopped at a military checkpoint. A soldier boy pokes the muzzle of his Kalashnikov through the window at me and then rummages through my bag, more out of curiosity than security, before waving us on, bored and underpaid. 
On the edge of the maze of streets that make up the bazaar I leave the car, driving beyond here is almost impossible anyway, it’s quicker to walk. The market streets around the Kabul River that make up the bazaar stretch for miles and within the barely organised chaos you can find almost everything. One stall sells batteries, light bulbs, plastic watering cans, the next has old shoes and artificial flowers, another soft toys and toilet paper. 

Further on is a row of spice merchants with curries, cardamom and chillies, piles of leaf tea coated with dust, caged birds and baby rabbits, kettles and pans, cloth and clothing. Butchers stand in their blood soaked shops as sides of beef, lamb and goat hang in the sun crawling with wasps. The air is a cacophony of car horns, hawkers touting their wares through megaphones, Bollywood movies and Afghani pop music blasted so loud the sound is horribly distorted. In the middle police in green land cruisers with mounted machine guns and rocket launchers bellow at the masses to make way, no one takes the slightest bit of notice. 
On a footbridge across the almost dried up river a line-up of beggars waits; sightless, limbless, in burqa with children or with child, veiled or not, crying, chanting, praying, singing, silent or wailing to the sky as no one else listens. A man lies on the road as traffic veers around him, covered by a filthy blanket with only leg stumps protruding, he calls out the name of God over and over like an alarm, “AllahAllahAllahAllahAllah”. Further on a woman in burqa lifts the hem of her garment to a passing jeep, at first a risqué and provocative gesture but here the only leg revealed is heavy and prosthetic, her reason for begging. 
Among the human crush the thought of a suicide bomber within our midst crosses my mind and not for the first time. How does anyone know that the ragged man staggering under the weight of a heavy sack hasn’t got his load jammed with explosives? What about that barrow of melons? The push cart with an oil drum? That car? That truck? That donkey? But nothing happens, not today, and strangely I’m almost ignored except for the occasional lad who practices the only line of English he knows; “Hello! How are you?!” 

Finally I reach the dingy chaikhana, the Afghan tea house. Ali the young man who runs the place for his father speaks reasonable English, whenever I have nothing to do I come here to chat and drink endless pots of scalding black tea with the turbaned old men who inhabit the establishment. 
“Mr Ian! How are you today?” Ali asks as he shakes my hand. 

“Hoop hastam Ali-jan! Chitor hasti?” I’m good, and how are you? 

In the corner a TV with the sound turned down shows a local news report, a bombed out truck somewhere and a dirt road soaked in blood. 

“Is it the Taliban?” I ask Ali as he brings me my tea.

“Yes, Taliban again.” He sighs.

“Did you stay in Afghanistan during the time of the Taliban?” I ask him.

“Yes, some of my cousins went to Pakistan but we stayed.”
“How was it?” I expect to hear horror stories of ideological madness we’d been fed in the west, had his sister been beaten for painting her nails? Had Ali been imprisoned for his wispy beard?
“It was alright.” Is the rather disappointing reply.

“They didn’t harm you?”

“No, if you didn’t make trouble for them they didn’t make trouble for you,” he tells me and then asks, “do you want to meet the Taliban?”

“Not really!” I reply thinking the young Afghan is joking.

“But if you want you can, one man I know is Taliban, if you like I can ask him to see you, maybe it’s interesting for you, yes?”

A few days later Ali calls me, “Mr Ian, my friend the Talib will come to my shop today, can you come here?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

Before I leave the French house I tell someone where I’m going and that I’m about to meet a member of one of the world’s most infamous organizations, in case I don’t return.

In the chaikhana the same old men sit sharing their pots of tea. Ali greets me and leads me out the back of the shop through a concrete yard, past the reeking toilet pit and down a narrow passage way that seems to turn and double back on itself. It is too dark inside the walls to really tell where I am. ‘Should I be doing this?’ But before I can answer my own question Ali opens a door and ushers me inside. The room is surprisingly sunny as one side looks through large windows and onto a dirt courtyard open to the sky. Where I am in relation to the chaikhana and the street I have no idea. 

“This is my friend.” Ali introduces me to a dark skinned man who sits on the floor with a boy of about five or six in his lap, though his name is never mentioned. The Talib stands up and greets me with the salams, smiles, handshakes I would have received from any other hospitable Afghan while Ali disappears to return a few minutes later with a pot of tea and a bowl of pistachios. The man wears the usual Afghan anytime pyjamas, shalwar kameez, his beard is neatly trimmed and there is no black turban.

“E bacha-e shoma ast?” I ask, is this your son? 

“Ne, famel-e man dar Kandahar.” No, my family is from Kandahar, he tells me. The fact that he is from the notorious city somewhat confirms his credentials. His mobile phone rings and from the conversation I can guess he is talking to someone about moving something to somewhere. 

“He has a shop.” Ali tells me. I guess that means he is a smuggler. 

“I worked at the airport as a security officer,” the Talib tells me through Ali’s translation, “I can’t read so it wasn’t easy for me to find a job then.”

“But why did you want to join the Taliban?” I ask.

“The Taliban were the government then, I was just working for the government. Lots of men joined because they needed work and there was nothing else.” 

“Do you still consider yourself to be Taliban?”

“Yes,” he shrugs, “I’m Taliban.”  

“During the time of the Taliban,” he goes on, “Afghanistan was peaceful, it was safe, there was no stealing, no criminals, you could leave your money on the street and it would still be there tomorrow.” He shows me where he keeps his cash now, in a pocket tucked well away under his outer garments. “I used to keep my money here, like this!” And he slips a few hundred afghanis into his top pocket half sticking out for the world to see. 

No one I met denied that during the reign of the Taliban petty crime and disorder all but vanished. “I would send my son,” the Talib says, “to Kabul with thousands of dollars in his bag, completely safe, but now? I won’t even send him to the market to buy a melon!” I’d heard the same kind of story a dozen times, but it is the only positive thing anyone has to say about the Taliban. 
“In the west,” I tell him, “we had a view that the Taliban were very bad.”

“Of course,” he nods, “there were some who were bad like in any government, but ninety-five percent were good, the leaders were all good men but they couldn’t know what every man was doing, does President Karzai know what all his men are doing?”

“But what about Afghan women, they weren’t allowed to go to work or to school?” I counter. 

“That’s not true! They could go to the madrassas! And as long as they wore the burqa they could go to work, otherwise they should stay at home!”

“What about banning women from wearing white socks and nail polish?”

“Not true! Not true!” 

The conversation goes on like this. Every atrocity I’d heard of he denies has ever happened, every item of idiotic Islamic law imposed isn’t true. According to the Talib men were allowed to shave and the reports of imprisonment for not having fist-long beards were just western propaganda. He insists the Taliban leaders had a deep and excellent knowledge of the Koran, even the executions at halftime at football matches at Ghazi Stadium were myth, “No! I never heard of that happening! Just sometimes the players in the teams fought against each other!” 
We are soon both becoming frustrated as each of us expects the other to see things differently. I can also sense a rising tension in Ali’s voice as he translates. In the staunch ‘shame and honour’ culture of Afghanistan does he find my accusations an insult to a family friend? 

“What about the three foreign aid workers, the three women who were shot dead in Lowgar,” my final assault, “the Taliban claimed responsibility but how can they call themselves men, how can they call themselves warriors of Islam when they shoot dead unarmed women who cannot defend themselves, women who had come here to help the poor, how can they be so cowardly?”

“Those women were not killed by Taliban! They were killed by criminals who said they were Taliban! Anyone can dress like a Talib and say ‘I am a Talib’!” The boy in the man’s lap looks around at the three of us nervously at the raising of his voice. He stands up and slips outside into the courtyard to play in the dust with a broken kite. “And anyway,” he goes on to justify their murders, “those women were not wearing Islamic dress! This is an Islamic country!”
“I hardly think they were wearing miniskirts and bikini tops! I say, thankfully perhaps Ali is unable to translate this, “And besides, is that reason enough to drag a woman from her car and shoot her dead?” 

We sit in silence for several minutes and sip the last of our now cold tea. 

“Mr Ian,” Ali whispers, “if you don’t have any more questions I think we can go now?”

“Sure, perhaps this is enough.” 

We all stand up and I shake hands with the Talib. His anger seems to have vanished and he smiles. He doesn’t strike me as being someone inherently bad and the discussion reminds me of trying to debate the situation in Tibet with someone from mainland China. There is no way to reconcile our opposing views and each of us just has to accept that we have grown up in different worlds. 

Back in the teahouse Ali stands with me in the doorway and adds his point of view to the already existing complexities. 

“Mr Ian, many of the Taliban were not bad people, the leaders even wanted a more free life for Afghan people.” He tells me how the mullahs had wanted Afghanistan to have television, to have the internet, to have educated women and foreign investment. But the real power lay with the foot soldiers, illiterate villagers who had grown up in refugee camps, men who had never learnt to read their precious Koran and who had been brainwashed into the belief that an orthodox Islamic state was their God-given birthright. The mullahs knew that if they didn’t give the men what they wanted they themselves would be overthrown and lynched. Afghans have a history of turning against their masters. 

Whatever the truth, from my conversations with the people I met in Afghanistan it appears that the rule of the Taliban was not the time of eternal darkness those days had been portrayed as in the western media. It was more like a shade of grey, dark grey perhaps but not utterly black.

“Tashakor Ali-jan,” I thank him and laugh, “it was an interesting conversation.”

“You are welcome Mr Ian,” and I turn to go, “oh Mr Ian, please don’t tell anyone who you met today and how you met him, okay?” 

“Of course.” 

“And perhaps don’t come here for a few days, I will call you when it’s better to come back, alright?”

“Whatever you say Ali-jan.” We shake hands. He never calls again.
