PAGE  
12
Chapter 19  Reza and Afghanistan Under the Soviets

Sunday, October 25, 2015

4160 CHAPTER 19 
PEOPLE SUFFERED GREAT LOSS

From December 1979 through February 1989, the Soviet Union supported the Marxist-Leninist government of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan in a battle against the Afghan Mujahideen
 and foreign "Arab–Afghan" volunteers. The Mujahideen received extensive military and financial support, unofficially and often covertly, from many countries, including the USA, the United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Taiwan, Indonesia, China, and Israel. As Soviet involvement dragged on, bleeding the USSR, the Afghanistan occupation became known as the "Soviet Vietnam." Russian forces withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989 but war then broke out among the various warlords and militia units, with the Islamic fundamentalist group known as the Taliban taking charge. After the World Trade Center and the Pentagon were bombed on 9/11, the USA targeted Afghanistan as a hiding place for Islamic terrorists. United National Security Council Resolution 1378 of November 2001, condemned the Taliban for “allowing Afghanistan to be used as a base for the export of terrorism by the al-Qaeda network and other terrorist groups and for providing safe haven to Osama bin Laden, al-Qaeda and others associated with them, and in this context supporting the efforts of the Afghan people to replace the Taliban regime". War ensued, led by the USA, which continues to have troops in Afghanistan in 2013. 

REZA
 
October 17, 1949 is my legal birth date, but we don't keep track of the real birth year in Afghanistan. For the past 13 years I have lived in California. I was in college in 1974. That was my fourth and final year in the university. I was your age. Daoud Khan, the cousin of the King Zahir Shah, did a coup d’état and took power from the King.
 The King was in Italy for vacation for some health treatment. This pattern is very common in the history of Afghanistan. The King has always fallen from power, and another King has taken over. But for the first time, when Daoud Khan took power in 1973, he announced he took power as a president, not as a king. This was something new for everyone. At first we all wondered how one governs a presidency. People were somewhat happy there was a new presidency, especially the young generation. People in college were especially happy about the situation. But slowly things changed. Daoud Khan came into power with the help of the Communist Parcham Party [a faction of the People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan and one of two Afghan Communist parties].  He held power for six years despite pressure from Western countries and Middle Eastern powers, like Saudi Arabia and Iran. This all was around 1978 or 1979. I was about 30. Daoud Khan went to Russia for a visit. The head of the Russian communists told Daoud he has to be friendly and careful with the communist parties. Daoud got mad and left the meeting. The Russians tried to convince him to sit down, saying they wanted to talk. But Daoud said, “No. There is nothing left for me to say because Afghanistan is a free country. We will do whatever we want. We are not servants of Russia.”
A year later, the communists did a coup d’état and took power from Daoud Khan. That was 1978. The communists had two major parties: Parcham (usually Farsi-speaking people) and Khalq (Pashtoun-speaking). Both were puppets of Russia. A year before the coup, Russia told them to unite to bring down the government. There was a big struggle and the last night of his presidency, Daoud Khan put all the heads of the Communist Party in jail. Before he could do anything with them, the Communist Party -- which had a big influence on the army -- took power. Of course the Russians were behind this. They were very active in the army. The Afghan army was under the influence of Russia. Ammunitions, teachers, everything was from Russia. The USSR had spies and took the power and gave it to the communists. 
From there, a big struggle started inside Afghanistan because the Afghan people were not communists. They didn't like communism. They were Muslim and no matter what, they stood against the communists. There was a big struggle, especially in the countryside. Slowly people started to rise. The government started to fight them. But the government was weak and the initial unity between Parcham and Khalq dissolved; within a year there was fighting between the two groups. The Khalq took power from the Parcham and sent them away, as ambassadors to communist countries, like Russia and Czechoslovakia. 

Q. Do you remember what it was like when the Russians came, that first day?

When the Russians came I wasn't in the capital. I was in Herat, about 1000 miles away from Kabul. We were eating dinner. Radio Afghanistan announced a demonstration in the capital. They said people wanted to disturb the peace inside Afghanistan and the government took action and put all the heads of Parcham in jail. 

The next day when we woke up, there was music on the radio. We lived with some communist people in our work area. When they got some phone calls and left, we got suspicious that something is going on. Our feeling was right because later we understood that the communists took power in Afghanistan and killed President Daoud with his family. 72 people! Women, children, all killed inside the castle. The next day we still didn't know what was going on. We were wondering who had power. Was it really the communists, or was it the Muslim Brotherhood, the Muslim hardliners? By evening it was announced that President Daoud was killed. Then we knew it was the communists. They didn't announce who took power. They just said a revolutionary guard was controlling the country.

For two years the situation was like that. The communists had power, with Russia giving them lots of ammunition. Sometimes their airplanes bombarded the areas which weren't sitting quietly. But slowly the situation got worse for the government and some areas fell under the freedom fighter’s hands. Russia had no choice but to go into the country with the army and fight the people there. Before that happened in 1980, we had no idea what was happening behind the curtain. But we saw a line of Russian army planes coming to the Kabul airport. People living in the area told us that all night and day lots of tanks were coming, and nobody knew what was going on. 
There were two heads of the Communist Party: Hafizullah Amin, who was working in foreign afairs, and Taraki, who was the president. Amin was a keen guy. Both were Pashtoun. Amin got his master’s degree in America; suddenly he came to Afghanistan to work and establish the communist party. 
One day my family and I were sitting at home having a good time; before lunch, my brother Hestahma was outside. He called and asked if Ghosh Tashi, my brother-in-law, was still there. I said yes. He said, “Tell him to go home as fast as he could.” The situation was bad and there was a lot of commotion in the city, especially around the presidential palace. 
My brother-in-law asked me, "What was that?" I said it was nothing. My mother was setting the table, ready to serve. I told my brother-in-law that it was nothing, just that Hestahma called and said there is some commotion inside Kabul and he wants us to be calm, quiet and alert. Ghosh Tashi jumped up suddenly and put a pill under his tongue, because he had a bad heart problem. The whole family was down in the street behind him as we called a taxi. We heard gunfire and heard cannon fire. They jumped in the taxi and went home. 
Meanwhile the political leaders, Hafizullah and Taraki went to Havana. When they came back, Taraki went directly to Russia, and Hafizullah to Kabul. In Russia, Taraki was told, “Hafizullah Amin is someone we don't trust because he studied in America and maybe is CIA, so we want him out. We want to help you take care of him.”  Two, three days later when Taraki came, everything changed. The head of the Communist Party and Hafiz Amin were shot at but weren't hit by the bullets. Amin escaped uninjured because the person with him jumped in front of him and took the bullet. The next day the Russian embassy interfered. They told Taraki to tell Hafizullah Amin to come, that no one would harm him. When Amin came, they fired on him, but he survived. The next day he took power and put Taraki in the jail inside the palace. After a couple of days they killed Taraki with a pillow. Hafizullah Amin became the head of the Communist Party. There was mistrust between him and the Russians because Russia wanted him to get out and Taraki to have power, but Taraki was out. There was a lot of killing among the communists.

Q. Did you know anyone who was killed?

No, but one of my friend's brothers was the one who killed Taraki with a pillow and they put him in jail. This guy usually tried to convince us to join the Communist Party. We were very close friends. We worked in the same agricultural research farm and we joked about all this stuff. He said. “You should be careful. Don't say this stuff to other people. I know we are friends but it is my job to convince you to join the communist party. But if you don't come, please don't say anything bad about us to other people because it is dangerous.” We slowly came to understand that yes, it is dangerous!
After Amin took power, in the four months he held power, he killed about 50,000 people. All of them doctors, teachers, big people who were opposed to communism or actual communists who had power. He was like Hitler in some ways. He wanted to have power and have no one on top of him. Russia knew if they put a little pressure on him, he would call for America's help. His cook put some kind of medicine in his food that made him sick. But before that Russia made him sign a treaty that said Russia would help Afghanistan with all means. Three days before he was killed, a lot of Russian airplanes came. One night, a week before Christmas 1979, there was fighting outside. We had a house in the mountains around Kabul so we rushed outside and saw at the palace, a lot of rockets and fire.
The next day when we woke up we saw Russians all throughout the town. People were sad; they saw Russians for the first time, a foreign army. We used to work in the D___ farm. The next day we went there; half of our building was destroyed because it was just behind the castle. The farm was destroyed completely. The situation was grave. Everyone was wondering what else was coming.

Our family was sad because we were now against the Russians. That was a surprise for everybody. People were thinking the Russians were behind all the change 100%, but when they saw the Red army it was different. Slowly the people came and the Russians started destroying the suburbs because the Mujahideen were rising from that area. So there was a lot of bombardment, a lot of killing.

Q. Did you ever think of joining the Mujahideen or your brothers?

No. I didn't have that belief, and I wasn't strong enough to join. We just said we couldn’t join them. We knew they were fighting for their own benefit. But they were using the poor people to fight. Their leaders weren't people you should trust; everyone agrees on that now. Those people are not the puppets of America, and they had the blood of a lot of people on their hands, all of them. They weren't good people.

Q. So what were you doing at this time?

I was working. I stayed out of the fighting. Pressure came every day to get involved. As the fighting came close to Kabul, there was a lot of killing. Prices went up. There was nothing coming inside the city. They said everyone should join the army, and this is why my brother Hestahma escaped, and Haider. They escaped to Pakistan. In Afghanistan everyone who was 22 had to go to the army for one or two years. Haider didn't go to the army after college because the government told him to work in the urea factory in Mazar-e-Sharif in the North. Urea is a fertilizer. After the situation got bad and there was no one to fight for the communist regime, they announced everyone would fight. This is why Haider escaped. They next announced everyone who was 18-40 had to join the army, no matter what. This time everyone was on their feet to get out of Afghanistan. I came home and talked to my mother. I said I had to go with Hestahma and couldn’t wait a day. No matter what, I had to get out of there. I told her we would be in Pakistan. I told Ahmad Shah --my youngest brother -- to sell everything and come after us. He was shocked.

He was in his last year at the university. Twenty-two, still young. He didn't know what to do but he agreed. When the government looked at the reaction of the people, suddenly they saw the entire ministry was empty. No one was there to work for them. So the next day they announced they didn't mean the people who had served already or had a bachelor's degree. These people were exempt. That gave a little break for me to get ready and sell everything. But Hestahma went. Ahmad Shah was in college; they didn't bother him. But you have to carry a document that said you passed your army duty or are studying or finished studying. I asked Ahmad Shah, "Do you want to stay two more months to get your degree and go?" He said no, because the situation was getting really bad. So we decided to get out. He never did get his degree. He has only two months left but he wanted to leave instead. We came to Pakistan in August 1982.

Q. How did you leave?

There were many ways to leave. Remember how I told you about that [half] sister who had come to my house? That sister had a son who was in college but wanted to get married to a girl, but because of the bad situation – the father had passed away a few months before from a heart attack – my sister called me and said she wanted to get Waheed out of Afghanistan. The problem was that he was in love with a girl and wanted to marry her. I said that was great and he should do it. But she said no, she didn’t want anyone to know he was leaving and so she couldn’t go out to request the marriage from the girl’s family. She told me, “It is your job to go out and to arrange everything.”  I went and talked to the girl's father. I said I had a strange proposal. “These two are in love but my nephew can't stay here. He must get out. But he won't leave because of her. He wants to marry her and both of them should leave. It should be a very quiet ceremony; no one should know about this ceremony.” 
He told me his brother was his neighbor. How would he not know of the marriage?

I said not even he could know. Because there was a lot of talk. If the word got out that Waheed is leaving Afghanistan, the government would stop him.

Q. They were worried about people finding out he's leaving, not that he's getting married? 
Yes. So finally, after a few conversations, they agreed. We had a small party inside their house and they married each other. Every night he took a cab to her house and then early in the morning he took a cab back to his house because no one could know that he wasn’t home. We found somebody, a close friend of my sister’s family, who would take us: me, my mom, Ahmad Shah, my nephew, and his wife. We sold everything and we left. We went to Ghazni and from there to Pakistan. The guy had a good car, a Ford SUV type car. We sat there with some other families and went to Pakistan.

Q. When you were selling all your stuff, wouldn't people get suspicious?

Probably. No matter what, people know. The worse thing was that my sister had left a year earlier and part of their home – they had a huge house – the downstairs was empty when my sister left. They rented that section to two brothers who were big communists. Very big communists! And very rich people. Very young, too. My sister's mother-in-law, who was like a mother to me – she called me son – she brought them to the house. I was surprised. She told me not to worry, that they were good people. Even the communists knew people were leaving. So they came into the house and they were the ones who bought our stuff. [Reza laughed.]

Q. Did they know you were leaving?

Yes. They said not to worry. First the good stuff was sold to friends, family and people like that. Then the stuff that was left we sold to the thrift store. And we were ready to go.

Q. Was crossing the border hard? How did you cross?
We went to Ghazni, and from there we went near the border, and stayed one night at the house of a person who took us in. The next day, we went to the border. That side of the country belonged to the Mujahideen so we had to have permission from the head of the Mujahideen. Maybe you can't believe it, but on the way there, there was a shawl on the back of the guy we paid to bring us out. We paid a lot of money. 30,000 Afghanis, which was a lot at that time. He had something on his back. When we got to his home, he said, “I'm going to get something from the leader of the Mujahideen to let us through the mountains.” He came back very late and when we left, he said it had taken a lot of time to get that Mujahideen leader drunk enough to sign this.
I said, “What are you talking about?” 
“Did you see that bottle I was carrying, the one that I told you was medicine? That was whiskey I brought from Kabul to get him drunk so he’d sign this.” 
So maybe every 20 or 30 kilometers we had to show some Mujahideen this paper. A lot of communists were escaping, too. It was an income for them because we had to pay them in every area. In Qamar al-been, the leader of the Mujahideen who used to be a Sergeant in the army or something, whose house we came to, he told us to stay in that room tonight and he would see if he would let us go further into Pakistan. That was close to the border.

So we stayed there. We found out that room belongs to him and he wanted us to pay the rent for one night. In the bottom was a bakery. Early in the morning, there would be smoke in the room so you woke up coughing. The person who took us came and said, “Don't worry. He just wants some money, so give him as much as you can and tell him this is for the Mujahideen. Just make any excuse to give him some money.” 
Before he came to see us, we thanked him for his hospitality. We told him he was so brave, and that here was some money we wanted to give to the Mujahideen. 
He said, "Oh, okay. Go ahead. Don't worry. You are such good people." 
He didn't search our bags or anything. We sat in the car and went to the Pakistan border. We got there about 10 p.m., got the bus ready and were on our way to Peshawar. We were in a hotel for about 20 days until I found a friend who helped us find an apartment. We came to Islamabad and lived there for about eight months. It took about eight months to get our paperwork at the American embassy approved. They accepted our asylum application and we came here as refugees. Mr. Kashta's elder brother sponsored us. He’s been in the U.S. two and a half years. He was working and had an American wife, so they sponsored us and we came to the United States. We came here on June 15, 1982 to Chicago. After a month I found a job, and life started to grow here. It was an interesting history because of all this commotion and changing and fighting. There was a lot of sadness in our short lives. A lot of killing. The only person who lived to die normally was the King himself. Everyone else was killed by someone else.

Q. How did you keep your hope when you saw all the killing?

To tell you the truth, first, we had a strong feeling the communists would finally fail in Afghanistan. But we didn't know that when the Mujahideen took power there would be fighting, killing, and destroying the city. When the Taliban came in 1996, they brought a lot of good things. Like there weren't any killings in the areas they controlled. But still there was no hope, no happiness, and there was no college. Even in the six years, they didn't establish anything to make the country grow or bring hope for the people. Just the notion that ladies should stay home and girls couldn't go to school. Everyone was escaping because it was bad. There was fighting between the Taliban and the Northern Alliance.  Communism wasn't accepted in our society. 
My belief is that the Taliban had no idea that the Arabs who came in through Al-Qaeda were going to destroy the buildings in New York, because the Taliban at the time were having a good life.  A week before the attack they killed Ahmad Shah Massoud [the leader of the Northern Alliance].
  In fact they had destroyed the entire Northern Alliance. It was easy for them to capture all of Afghanistan, and that's it! But I don't think they knew about the plans for the World Trade Center.

Q. They didn't know what they had planned for the whole world?

That’s right. Now Afghanistan is free, but not really. Al-Qaeda still has influence. There is still fighting and destruction. But there is hope. Those who have Western influence will continue to fight Al-Qaeda. It'll take a few generations until there is peace. There is potential that things will move forward and not backwards.

Q. When you were living in Afghanistan, did you see any killings? 

Yes. They took people off the streets. There were kidnappings. The communist government wanted to fill the army no matter what. So they were searching the houses, the streets, the buses, asking if the people had documents to show they were exempt from the army. If you didn't have it, that was it. They took you before your family knew. My family had some kidnappings, too. My mother's cousin went to the army and didn't come back. His parents are still looking for him. They asked us to search America. Maybe they thought their son was here. It was really sad. My cousin was killed by a rocket from one of the Mujahideen rockets in the market. He was torn into pieces. My uncle wrote a letter to us in America and said the only way to know it was Aref was by his mustache because half of his head was blown off. A lot of people suffered great loss. But fortunately, it wasn't really close family, like brothers or sisters.
Q. How did you keep your humanity when you saw all the killings?

First was praying. The second thing was helping the Mujahideen. No matter what groups were there, give some money. We also sent money to friends, family, and charity. It was a very bad situation, especially in the Taliban time. But what's coming in the future, I believe everything will turn good. But not soon.

Q. Do you think it will be a democracy?

Eventually. I know it is very corrupt now, from the president down to the people who work as a guard. It is very bad. The western ideal makes people hungry for the dollar; it drives corruption, to get to a level where they have something. The gap between the rich and the poor is huge. 

We were never rich, and never too poor. The people were kept isolated from the western influence and education because the country was kept as a buffer for the region. No one wanted change there. It wasn't introduced to western ideas. Everything was locally based. People were comfortable. Even the King had nothing to compare with the people in Afghanistan now. The poor are really poor now.

Q. Do you think the Russians were crueler than the Taliban or the Mujahideen? 

All of them are the same. 

Postscript. Reza has never returned to Afghanistan and says he probably never will because he believes the situation had not improved since the invasion.
ENDNOTES


� Mujahideen means those who struggle in the path of God.


� Names other than those of historic figures have been changed to protect privacy.


� Sardar Mohammed Daoud Khan or Daud Khan was born July 18, 1909. Daoud served as Prime Minister of Afghanistan from 1953 to 1963. He became the President of Afghanistan after he deposed his first cousin and brother-in-law, Mohammed Zahir Shah. Daoud did not declare himself King serving instead as the first President of Afghanistan, from 1973 until he and his family were assassinated in April 1978 as part of the Saur Revolution instigated and led by the Communist People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA). Daoud Khan was heavily involved in the politics of the region and is known as someone who followed relatively progressive policies for Afghanistan, including modernization and giving more rights to women in particular.� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mohammed_Daoud_Khan" \l "cite_note-Iranica-0#cite_note-Iranica-0" �


� A political and military leader, Ahmad Shah Massoud (احمد شاه مسعود Aḥmad Šāh Masʻūd; 1953–2001) was a central figure in the fight against Soviet occupation. He was assassinated on September 9, 2001, possibly on orders of al-Qaeda.





