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NOVEMBER�2001

A Taliban soldier from Pakistan 

imprisoned southwest of Kabul. 

He was captured by Northern 

Alliance troops.



Americans, like most people, tend to record history capriciously, holding certain events 

close for a time and when their perceived relevance has passed, discard them. It feels a long 

time ago when in 1979, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan to prop up a communist ally there. 

Th e Cold War was in full force; Jimmy Carter was president of 

the United States and Leonid Brezhnev was the Soviet leader. 

For the previous fi ve years, the United States had been reeling 

from a series of crises that had sapped the national morale and 

made it stumble on the world stage. In August 1974, Richard 

Nixon resigned from offi  ce. Th e fi nal, ignominious U.S. with-

drawal from Vietnam came a mere eight months later. In quick 

succession, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos fell to communist 

forces, and in Africa, Soviet-backed Marxist armies swept to 

power in Ethiopia, Angola, and Mozambique.

For the United States, one geostrategic setback seemed to 

follow another, and 1979 was a watershed year. In February, 

the Shah of Iran, a redoubtable American client, was forced 

into exile by an Islamist revolution led by Ayatollah Khomeini, 

an irascible Muslim cleric who allowed scores of American 

diplomats in Teheran to be taken hostage and who cursed the 

United States as the “Great Satan.” In July, Marxist Sandinista 

rebels in Nicaragua overthrew another American ally, dictator 

Anastasio Somoza, and placed Central America, in the U.S. 

backyard, at the forefront of superpower confrontation. In 

December, the Red Army’s invasion of Afghanistan signaled 

Moscow’s feeling that it was free to move aggressively on a 

global chessboard from which the U.S. seemed to be in retreat.

Th e Soviets overstepped themselves by invading Afghani-

stan, sparking a widespread national rebellion that they could 

not contain. Soon, a hydra-headed mujahideen resistance army 

that was armed and fi nanced by the United States, led by a new 

president, Ronald Reagan, with the help of Pakistan and Saudi 

Arabia, fought without quarter until the Soviets gave up. By 

December 1988, when the Soviets pulled their last troops out 

of the country, their decade-long misadventure had cost the 

lives of many thousands of soldiers, and left  their once-proud 

army bruised and demoralized. Th ey also left  behind over a 

million dead Afghans and another fi ve million displaced from 

their homes. Large swathes of the countryside were deserted, 

fi elds lay fallow, and thousands of towns and villages had been 

pounded into rubble. Th e country’s roads were pitt ed by bomb 

craters and litt ered with the charred remains of tanks and other 

vehicles, while unexploded ordnance lay around like house-

hold trash. Afghanistan was a destroyed nation.

Fresh to the region from years of covering the confl icts of 

Central America and Southeast Asia, Robert Nickelsberg, a 

veteran photojournalist and the author of this remarkable 

book, began documenting the Afghan war just as the Soviet 

withdrawal began. His earliest image is dated May 1988, and 

portrays a line of Afghan soldiers waving goodbye to departing 

Soviet soldiers sitt ing on top of their tanks and smiling because 

they are happy to be leaving Afghanistan for home. Th e gaiety 

did not last long. Nickelsberg’s next photographs, from the 

winter and spring of 1989, show aerial bombardments, dead 

bodies and terrifi ed civilians, as the Afghan war intensifi ed.

The mujahideen had expected the Soviet-backed Afghan 

regime to collapse once the Soviet troops left , but it defi ed ex-

pectations by holding fi rm, and so, in the spring of 1989, the 

various mujahideen factions came together to besiege Jalala-

bad, a city strategically located between the Khyber Pass on the 

Pakistan border and Kabul, seventy miles away. Th e conven-

tional wisdom was that if Jalalabad fell, Kabul was theirs. Th e 

mujahideen leaders—a motley crew that included fi rebrand 

Islamists, woolly tribal warriors, and Westernized moderates—
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agreed to unite their forces for the fi nal batt le. To bolster their 

ranks, they recruited thousands of young boys from the refugee 

camps along the Pakistan border and sent them to the front. 

Among the hundreds of Arab volunteers was a group led by 

the Saudi extremist Osama bin Laden, who had come to Af-

ghanistan years earlier to join what was seen as a jihad against 

godless communists. 

One of Nickelsberg’s photos from the batt le shows a fi ghter 

shouldering a U.S.-made Stinger anti-aircraft  missile. Th e CIA 

had delivered hundreds of these state-of-the-art weapons to 

the mujahideen, helping to turn the tide of the war in their 

favor. Suddenly, men who could not understand the concept 

of man-made fl ight had been given the ability to down aircraft  

by pulling a trigger. Aft er the Soviet retreat, anything seemed 

possible. Th e mujahideen’s confi dence was refl ected in their 

vow, “First Kabul and then Bokhara,” a reference to the ancient 

Soviet Central Asian city which they swore to liberate next.

Th at summer, following on Nickelsberg’s heels, I visited the 

siege lines outside Jalalabad. One morning, at the frontline 

near the airport, still in government hands, several government 

MiGs appeared and repeatedly dive-bombed a neighboring 

hillside. I stood just outside a bunker’s hatchway to watch the 

action with several mujahideen fi ghters and two young boys 

who happened to be there. Suddenly, a woman approached. 

Seeing her, one of the boys scampered away to hide inside 

the bunker. She was the mother of the older boy. “He is only 

thirteen,” she beseeched the men. “Please let him come home 

to me. He is too young for war.” Th e men said nothing. Th ey 

smiled at her outburst, but as she carried on, they looked away. 

Her boy did not reappear, and aft er a few minutes, she gave up 

and left , wailing. 

Th e other boy had remained silent. I asked him his age. He 

was eleven, he said. An uncle had brought him from the Paki-

stani refugee camp where he had grown up. I asked him why he 

had come. “To kill kafi rs—unbelievers,” he replied, scowling 

and staring out at the surrounding landscape of war.

Days later, a hunting party of Arab jihadis came to the door 

of the mujahideen-held fortress where I was staying and asked 

about me. For them, to be a Westerner was to be a kafi r, some-

one to be killed. My mujahideen hosts lied. Th ey were harbor-

ing no Westerners, they said. Th e Arabs went away but looked 

unconvinced. Worried they would return, the mujahideen 

evacuated me. Aft er disguising me in Afghan robes and a tur-

ban, they placed me in a jeep surrounded by their fi ghters and 

drove me to safety. Th e Afghans apologized but explained that 

their Arab allies were “crazy,” and who knew what they might 

do? In those days, the fanaticism of the Arab jihadis provoked 

derision amongst many of the Afghan fi ghters, who joked be-

hind their backs about their willingness to become “martyrs.”

Th ese episodes foretold something about the future of Af-

ghanistan, and amounted to early signs about the extremism 

yet to come. It is no longer merely Arabs who blow themselves 

up for their holy cause; hundreds of Afghans, including chil-

dren, have done so in the latest genesis of the Afghan confl ict. 

Meanwhile, the siege of Jalalabad was a catastrophe. After 

months of fi ghting, in which as many as four thousand refugee 

boys were slaughtered, the mujahideen called off  the assault. 

Th e Afghan regime installed by the Soviets remained in power 

for another three years.

Not until April 1992, aft er the collapse of the Soviet Union 

and the abrupt halt of Moscow’s subsidies, did the Afghan pup-

pet regime fall. Th e mujahideen fl ooded into Kabul, where over 

the next several years, in a bewildering series of alliances and 

betrayals, oft en along ethnic and sectarian lines, they fought 

one another, destroying much of Kabul in the process. With 

the Soviets no longer part of the picture, however, the Ameri-

cans lost interest in Afghanistan. Th ey allowed the confl ict to 

be perceived, as Nickelsberg has chronicled here, a distant war, 

its issues apparently devoid of relevance. In his photographs, 

we see most of the key warlords and their fi ghters, and Arabs 

too, training in once-secret camps, and also shooting, hiding, 

killing, and dying in the streets of Kabul.

In the engulfi ng chaos, a new group began to take root in 

the south of the country, the Taliban. Its members were de-

vout students of the Koran who were backed by the Pakistani 

Inter-Services Intelligence. Th e ISI had grown more power-

ful during the anti-Soviet Afghan campaign that it had helped 

oversee. Th en as now, the ISI sought to achieve what it called 

“strategic depth” for Pakistan in Afghanistan by supporting the 

most militant of proxies. Th e Taliban promised to restore order 

and fashion Afghanistan into a strict Islamist state. In 1996, 

they took Kabul, renamed the country the Islamic State of Af-

ghanistan, and immediately instituted a brutal form of sharia 

law in which girls were forbidden from att ending school and 

child’s play was banned. Th e accused transgressors of newly-

constituted crimes were whipped, shot, or hanged in public. 

Th e Taliban’s misrule immediately set off  a new war, one of 

att rition between its fi ghters and the fi ghters of the insurgent 

former government, made up of mujahideen, who beat a re-

treat into the rugged north of the country. Afghanistan became 

divided along geographic lines that corresponded roughly to 

ethnic boundaries: Th e Taliban were mostly ethnic Pashtuns 

from the south and east of the country, while those who fought 

them were Persian-speaking Tajiks from the north and west, 
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and ethnic Uzbeks, also from the north. Th ey also included 

the mostly Shia Hazaras, whom the Sunni Taliban despised 

as apostates. Aft er a four-year hiatus, Osama bin Laden and 

his followers, now calling themselves Al Qaeda, returned to 

Afghanistan, gaining from the Taliban leaders sanctuary and 

free reign to plan global jihad.

Years passed in which little was heard of Afghanistan in 

the outside world, but Nickelsberg continued to travel there. 

He shows us a panoramic image of the stunningly beautiful 

Panshjir Valley, the heartland of the resistance, and an unfor-

gett able series of a man being shot down and dying in Mazar-

i-Sharif—a moment in a country in limbo, in which war has 

become a way of life. Another captured moment, from May 

2011, shows Ahmed Shah Massoud, one of the most respected 

of the Afghan mujahedeen leaders, emerging from the home 

that had become his sanctuary on Afghanistan’s northern bor-

der. Ever since the Taliban takeover, Massoud, called “Lion of 

the Panjshir” for his guerrilla war against the Soviets, had led 

the insurgency against them in territory that dwindled with 

each fi ghting season. Assisted by Pakistan’s ISI, hundreds of 

foreign jihadis came to help the Taliban fi ght their war. Almost 

completely neglected by the outside world, meanwhile, the re-

sistance mounted by Massoud and his allies was all that stood 

in the way of the Taliban and Al Qaeda inside Afghanistan. At 

the time Nickelsberg took his picture, Massoud and his fi ght-

ers controlled less than ten percent of the country. Several 

months later, on September 9, 2001, two Arab Al Qaeda op-

eratives posing as television journalists secured an interview 

with Massoud. Th ey detonated concealed explosives, killing 

him. Evidently poised for the news, the Taliban immediately 

launched a major off ensive to wipe out the remaining defenses 

of the demoralized mujahedin. Two days later, Al Qaeda car-

ried out its att acks in New York and Washington.

After September 11, 2001, Afghanistan’s war suddenly 

became desperately relevant again to Americans and, soon 

enough, to people around the world too. A U.S. invasion that 

autumn ousted the Taliban and saw the mujahideen from the 

north reinstalled in power, while in the Tora Bora mountain 

caves outside Jalalabad, Osama bin Laden, the architect of 

9/11, slipped away for another nine years. With tens of thou-

sands of American troops in the country, together with soldiers 

from two dozen allied countries, Afghanistan’s endemic war 

acquired a new twist.

Since then, another thirteen years have gone by in which 

Afghanistan has remained in a state of war as the Americans 

and their allies hunted Al Qaeda and fought the reascendant 

Taliban. In Nickelsberg’s images, we see the new batt legrounds 

and we see Americans on patrol, Americans questioning Af-

ghans and taking them prisoner,  Americans being wounded by 

Afghans, and most of all, we see Americans looking exhausted.

As the United States and its allies wind down years of costly 

engagement in Afghanistan, intending to depart by the end of 

2014, there is a dismal sense of theatre to the proceedings. Th e 

Taliban have survived the American interlude in Afghanistan 

and been strengthened by it. Th ere is widespread expectation 

that they will return to power once the Americans leave. If so, 

Pakistan may well have secured the infl uence it has long sought 

in Afghanistan, but the victory may prove to have come at too 

high a cost. Largely due to its own meddling, Pakistan’s own 

stability is threatened by a toxically divided political elite and 

Afghan blowback in the form of a virulent local Taliban af-

fi liate that wages a murderous domestic insurgency. Finally, 

Pakistan’s territorial sovereignty is under challenge from a 

controversial American program that regularly dispatches le-

thal drones into its airspace to track and kill extremists. In the 

United States and the other nations that have sent troops to 

fi ght and die in Afghanistan, meanwhile, public interest palpa-

bly wanes. But Afghanistan’s place in our history books will not 

be so easily discarded. Th e war we leave behind will remain with 

us in a sense, everywhere we go. Th e Afghan war was not with-

out its achievements: Osama bin Laden is dead, but Al Qaeda 

has now been cloned, as have the Taliban. With their infl uence 

and by their example, jihadists have taken their learned arts 

and hardened intentions from Afghanistan to Algeria, Egypt, 

Bosnia, Chechnya, to China and Iraq and Syria and Mali. Th ey 

have also inspired individuals to commit outrages in Bali, Ma-

drid, in London, in Boston, and many other places. Th e world 

has changed since 2001. Wars no longer confi ne themselves to 

a geographical space; nor do they end in the ways they used to 

do. Th is, perhaps, is one of Afghanistan’s most potent legacies.

Nickelsberg’s fi nal images in this book show American sol-

diers in May 2013 at Bagram Air Base, preparing armored ve-

hicles for their fl ight back to the United States on C-17 military 

transports. Soon, no doubt, the soldiers in the picture will re-

turn to their homes in America. But in Afghanistan, where the 

cycle of history is repeated over and over, the war will continue. 

Th e country that for some Americans had become synonymous 

with global destiny is already fading from view, and soon, once 

again, Afghanistan will become a distant war.
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MAY�1990

Young Afghans huddle 

outside a refugee camp 

for internally displaced 

families near Khost, by 

the Pakistan border.



Th e war has undergone four phases. Th e fi rst began with the violent over-

throw of the Daoud regime and the establishment of the Marxist-Leninist 

Democratic Republic of Afghanistan in 1978. A year later the Soviet Union 

dispatched 100,000 troops to prop up the government. Aft er the Soviets 

withdrew their forces, they continued to back the president, Mohammed 

Najibullah, until his government collapsed in 1992. 

Th e second period, four especially chaotic years, started with an interim 

government that was to have brought a return to civil order. Instead, mem-

bers of diff erent mujahedeen factions launched a civil war. Warlords, backed 

by foreign governments, vied for control until the Taliban succeeded in seiz-

ing Kabul. Th e next phase involved the Taliban’s campaign against the forces 

of the Islamic State of Afghanistan, led by Burhanuddin Rabani and anyone 

who resisted the Taliban’s draconian creed.

Th e war entered its latest phase in 2001, with the assassination of Ahmad 

Shah Massoud, the leader of anti-Taliban groups, and Al Qaeda’s att acks on 

the United States two days later. Although Western military intervention rid 

the Taliban from the capital by the end of the year, the organization endures.

Th e phases diff er in character but share the distinction of delivering vast 

misery to Afghan civilians. Th e people guilty of infl icting suff ering have en-

joyed immunity from justice. Th e international community quietly watched 

the suff ering of Afghans, especially women and children, at the hands of 

regional proxy groups in a regional proxy war. Th e process gave birth to Al 

Qaeda, which enjoyed safe haven for almost a decade. 

Although the Afghan confl ict has occupied the forefront of the news since 

9/11, few foreigners comprehend the colossal misery that blankets the coun-

try. Most news reports lack the historical context that would explain the pain 

Afghans have endured. Nor do news stories account for the profound social 

Th e confl ict in Afghanistan has been one of the most 

destructive since the Second World War. Th e Soviet 

occupation alone caused about 1 million deaths, com-

batants and non-combatants combined. By its end, the 

UN estimated that 6.3 million civilians were exiled.
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