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Until the events of September 11, 2001, Afghanistan had been off the radar of nearly all Americans for 

many years.  The Photographer takes us back to 1986 and brings us along on a journey through that war-

torn nation.  In the process, it illuminates many of the challenges that Americans have been struggling to 

understand since 9/11.

A turning point, in a strategic place
We discover Afghanistan through the eyes and camera of photojournalist Didier Lefèvre, who is admittedly 

naïve about the geopolitical complexities that he is stumbling into.  The story begins in 1986 in Peshawar, 

Pakistan, where Didier kicks himself for not being savvier about all the intrigue swirling around him as 

he prepares to cross into Afghanistan—although it would have taken a particularly effective crystal ball to 

understand the situation completely. 

As it turns out, Didier’s innocence, openness, and eagerness to learn make him an ideal guide for us as 

readers.  His reportage has a depth of honesty that comes from a passion for service—service to his art, 

first and foremost, and, second, to the mission that he has agreed to be part of: a humanitarian expedition 

of Doctors Without Borders/Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF).  That sincerity about his work even leads 

Didier to make a high-risk decision, against all advice and common sense, on how to conclude his stay in 

Afghanistan.

At the time of this story, most Westerners saw Afghanistan simply as one of the regional theaters of the Cold 

War, a place where local resistance movements, backed by the CIA and by various groupings from around 

the Muslim world, fought the Soviet Army and its Afghan Communist allies.  But we now know that it was 

a key turning point in the Cold War—a military overreach by the Red Army that exposed fissures in the 

Introduction
by Alexis Siegel
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70-year-old Communist system, brought about the 

breakup of the Soviet Union, and paved the way for 

America’s moment as the sole global superpower. 

Afghanistan had been a strategic crossroads ever 

since the days of the Silk Road, when the valleys of 

the Hindu Kush were a key passage point for trading 

caravans shuttling between China, the Middle East, 

and Europe.   China borders Afghanistan to its east, 

while Iran lies to its west, and Pakistan to its south and east.  To its north are three of the five Central 

Asian “Stans” (Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan) that were part of the Soviet Union at the time of 

Didier’s story (Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan being the other two).  

During the days of the British Raj in India, the British and Russian spheres of influence collided in 

Afghanistan.  Britain’s attempt to dominate this mountainous, sparsely populated country led to protracted 

guerrilla wars. Afghanistan’s complex ethnic and tribal makeup, as well as its history of internal strife, made it 

notoriously hard to control.  But, because of its strategic position, foreign meddling in its affairs continued, 

amplifying domestic conflicts.  The country finally gained full independence in 1919, establishing itself as 

a neutral buffer zone between neighboring empires.  Afghanistan then experienced a period of stability as 

a monarchy, and even as a democratic parliamentary monarchy starting in the mid-1960s and continuing 

until a series of coups began in 1973.  Against a backdrop of rising Soviet influence, power struggles 

between rival Marxist groups developed, and in December 1979 the Soviet Union decided to invade the 

country to support the faction it favored.  

Hints of trouble to come
Beyond boycotting the 1980 Olympic Games in Moscow, there was little the United States and the West 

could do openly about the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan without risking a dangerous escalation.  Local 

Afghan resistance movements, which formed up in the countryside into a myriad of groups, often with 

competing agendas, were left to fend for themselves against the Soviet army, one of the most powerful in 

the world.  Their prospects seemed dim. However, some four years into the conflict these groups were still 

putting up a tenacious fight, and they began to attract outside attention.  Behind the scenes, the CIA and 

several other players organized covert assistance to the Afghan fighters, known as mujahideen (fighters in 

the jihad, or holy war).  
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One of the Arab players who began to rise to prominence at that time was Osama bin Laden.  He came 

from one of the wealthiest families in Saudi Arabia: his father, originally a poor immigrant from Yemen, 

had built a vast construction empire with close ties to the Saudi royal family.  Osama set about using the 

oil wealth of the Arab world to liberate the Muslim country of Afghanistan from the Soviets.  By making 

generous donations, he gained considerable influence within the Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan (at 

the time the Afghan refugee population, numbering over 4 million, was the largest in the world), and he 

supported Pakistan-based fighters.  Bin Laden’s project was facilitated by the CIA, through the Pakistani 

secret service, the Inter-Services Intelligence.  This was not 

the only dangerous alliance that the logic of the Cold War led 

the United States and its allies to entertain, but it is probably 

the one that has had the most grievous consequences for 

America.  

Foreshadowing trouble that would come later, a member of 

the MSF team explains to Didier that their mission has to 

seek protection from warlords*; otherwise its members would 

be at the mercy not only of bandits, but also of Wahhabi 

fundamentalists, who have infiltrated the region of Nuristan.  

Wahhabism is the deeply conservative interpretation of Sunni Islam that is dominant in Saudi Arabia, and 

this passage refers to the violent, militant element within it (not yet organized into Al Qaeda, the founding 

of which is generally dated around 1988).  The worldview of these extremists centered on an all-out war 

between Muslims and non-Muslims, thus even health workers from the West could become targets.

Life under the Taliban
As difficult as the situation in Afghanistan was at the time of Didier’s story, we now know that it took a turn 

for the worse in the following years.  The Soviet Union’s eventual withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989 did 

not lead to harmonious sharing of power.  Instead, the unstable anti-Soviet Afghan alliance dissolved, and 

* �This is one instance where Didier’s account is inaccurate regarding one important detail: he recalled that the warlord’s protection was bought 
with a baksheesh, a bribe.  In fact, Aider Shah was acting out of gratitude and respect for the work that had been done in his region in the 
1960s by Jacques Fournot, an engineer with the United Nations Development Program, and the father of Juliette Fournot, the leader of the 
MSF expedition.  See the Portraits section at the end of book for more about this.  
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fighting resumed among the many different factions: ethnic Tajiks and Uzbeks in the north, Pushtuns in 

the south, and minorities like the Hazara, a Shiite group, plus political, tribal, and personal rivalries within 

each of the groups and parties.  Afghanistan became a failed state between 1991 and 1996, to the point 

that many Afghans, even liberal-minded ones, welcomed the eventual victory of the Taliban: they saw that 

faction’s control over most of the country as the only way of restoring law and order and eliminating drug-

financed warlordism.  

Because the Taliban movement was not monolithic, many hoped that the more pragmatic elements within 

it would prevail, as they did for a time and in some provinces.  However, the government in the capital 

city of Kabul came more and more under the ideological sway of foreign elements, particularly Al Qaeda, 

and drifted toward increasingly repressive policies that caused dismay around the world.  Women and girls 

were denied any professional or educational opportunity. Club-wielding thugs from the “Ministry of the 

Prevention of Vice and Promotion of Virtue” enforced a long list of prohibitions, from music to chess.  And 

the unique giant Buddhas of Bamiyan Valley, which had stood for 1,500 years as one of the great wonders 

along the Silk Road, were dynamited in 2001.  

The Taliban did curb opium production, but this was achieved only through authoritarian control, without 

creating viable alternative livelihoods for farmers.  This meant that the drug economy promptly bounced 

back after the fall of the Taliban, and today 90 percent of the world’s opium comes from Afghanistan.  Crop 

substitution remains a daunting challenge to this day, for multiple reasons.  Much of the country’s good 

agricultural land is heavily contaminated by landmines, which continue to maim and kill farmers and their 

families.  With arable land so limited, the opium poppy is not only far more profitable than perishable 

crops;  once harvested, it can also be stored when the roads are unsafe.  

Probably no American needs reminding that 

it was the Taliban’s harboring of Al Qaeda at 

the time of the attacks of September 11, 2001, 

that led to their downfall at the hands of the 

US and its allies of the Northern Alliance.  This 

coalition (also known as the United Islamic 

Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan), 

dominated by ethnic Tajiks and Uzbeks, had 

just lost its foremost leader, Ahmad Shah 
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Massoud, a hero of the resistance to the Soviets and a leader of truly national stature.  He is referred to a 

few times in the course of this story, since he was based in Panjshir Valley, next to Badakhshan, where the 

MSF team worked.  Massoud, “The Lion of Panjshir Valley,” was murdered by Al Qaeda suicide bombers 

posing as journalists, on September 9, 2001, two days before the attacks on New York and Washington.

The humanitarian mission
Long before these events, in the fall of 1986, the MSF team that we follow in The Photographer set out to 

build a hospital, and also to staff one that had been 

set up by the previous mission.  It was a dangerous 

expedition.  The team ran the risk of being bombed or 

captured by Soviet forces or of running afoul of rivalries 

among the various factions of the Afghan resistance.  

Incredibly, the whole endeavor was helmed by a young 

French woman.  This unexpected leader, Dr. Juliette 

Fournot, has a fascinating discussion with Didier on 

her work and the meaning of gender in Afghanistan, 

which is bound to make many readers question their 

assumptions about Afghan society.

Dr. Fournot, who had firsthand knowledge of the 

country and culture and fluent command of its Dari Persian language* thanks to having spent her teenage 

years in Afghanistan, had assembled an exceptional team to do important work, against long odds, to 

help alleviate some of the Afghan population’s suffering.  Sadly, we learn from the historical update in the 

Profiles section at the end of the book that those odds lengthened in subsequent years, with international 

and national aid workers becoming targets of attack.  Finally, after the murder of five of its staff in Baghdis 

province in June 2004, MSF considered the risks too extreme and pulled out of the country, although the 

organization is currently seeking to return given the deteriorating humanitarian situation.

* �Afghan Persian, known as Dari, is a close relative both of Tajik and of Iranian Persian (sometimes called Farsi). The lettering of the Persian-

language dialogue in The Photographer was done by none other than Marjane Satrapi, the acclaimed Iranian author of the graphic novel and 

animated film Persepolis.
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Médecins Sans Frontières, as the group is known in French, was founded in 1971 by a dozen French 

doctors and medical journalists, several of whom had witnessed atrocities in the southern Nigerian state of 

Biafra during a failed secession in 1968-69.  Driven by the urge to go wherever medical and humanitarian 

needs are greatest, MSF grew from its French beginnings into an international organization, now providing 

aid in nearly 60 countries.  It was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1999.

Witnessing an MSF mission in a war zone, as we do reading The Photographer, is a humbling experience. The 

members of the MSF team demonstrate a thorough knowledge of Afghanistan’s culture and circumstances, 

and it is clear that an astonishing amount of preparation went into making a dangerous undertaking take 

shape as safely and peacefully as possible.  Didier is struck by how Robert, a French doctor, can look and 

sound more Afghan than the Afghans, and he delights in photographing the complex negotiations for the 

purchases of the expedition’s horses and mules, conducted in an elaborately coded sign language.  The 

photojournalist also notes how the team defers to local hierarchy by taking hours to thoroughly examine 

the paralyzed arm of a regional leader, even though there is no hope of treating it.  

We see the team endure many tribulations in this mission, and we hear even more recounted. We can only 

marvel, as Didier does, at their seemingly limitless drive and determination.  When Didier feels unable to 

go on, either because of physical fatigue from climbing mountain peaks or from the psychological strain 

of seeing children injured when a village is bombed, he draws strength from the example provided by the 

doctors and nurses around him.  What fuels them seems to be both a profound respect and love for the 

people of Afghanistan, and a belief in the importance of their work.
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This dedication is evident both in Didier’s remarkable photographs and in Emmanuel Guibert’s art, 

which seamlessly completes the narrative around the pictures and gives them further depth and meaning.  

Through the alchemy of this rare collaboration, The Photographer ushers us into a deeper understanding of 

a fascinating country and a truer appreciation of humanitarian workers who risk their lives in the service 

of others.

* 

In 2007, the life of the talented and empathetic photographer Didier Lefèvre was cut short at the age of 49, just 

as his work was starting to reach a wide audience. 

Alexis Siegel

New York City, 2008
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I say good-bye to everyone.  To the folks at MSF.

To my mom, who is moving into a new home in Blonville, 

Normandy.

To my grandmother, and to her 

dog, Bienchen.

In the Paris apartment that my mom has just moved out of, 

I take pictures of the hi-fi system left all alone.

And that’s it.  Farewell, Paris.

It’s the end of July 1986.  I get on the plane and take off.
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We have a nighttime layover in Karachi, Pakistan, for about 

ten hours.
I head to a hotel next to 

the airport.  The cost of 

the room is included in the 

plane ticket.

A lousy night’s sleep, too 

short.  I take two pictures 

of myself in the mirror.  

Those are my first shots 

from the trip.

The next day I land in Peshawar, in northwest Pakistan.  

It’s really hot.
A woman from MSF comes to pick me up.

I’m sorry, I can’t kiss 
you on the cheeks.  
It’s forbidden here.

Her name’s Sylvie and she’s a nurse.  

Apparently the Afghans call her 

“Batcha”—“the little boy.”

I dump my things in a rickshaw, which takes us to University Town.
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We go through wide streets between colonial-

style houses with parks and gardens, in the pleasant 

residential neighborhood around the university.

We get to the MSF house.  Armed guard on duty.

I’m given a mattress in a 

corner of a room.
It’s late afternoon.  

Everyone’s coming back 

to have a drink and 

take a shower.  I meet 

up with a number of 

people I know.

Juliette, the head of our mission.

John, a surgeon. Robert, a doctor.

Régis, a nurse-anesthesiologist.  I’m introduced to Mahmad, an Afghan who’ll be our guide 

and interpreter.

So you’re the 

photographer?
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All the guys have beards.  I started letting mine grow in 

France, but the results aren’t too impressive yet.

Yup, 

that’s 

me. THE Photographer

A story lived, photographed, 
and told by DIDIER LEFÈVRE

Laid out and colored by 
FRÉDÉRIC LEMERCIER

Translated from the French 
by ALEXIS SIEGEL

Written and drawn by 
EMMANUEL GUIBERT

Click.

Peshawar’s beautiful—a true city of the East, teeming with 

people, noisy, polluted, with nonstop traffic: BRRRMMM, 

BRRRMMM…
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Everything’s intense: 

smells are strong, noises 

are loud, crowds are 

huge, the midday hours 

are unbearably hot.  In 

Western dress you simply 

can’t cope.

Robert and Régis immediately 

take me to a tailor.

He takes my measure-

ments.  By the next day, 

he’ll make me a full set 

of clothing, including 

pants, a very long shirt, 

a vest, a hat, a scarf, 

shoes, and the famous 

Afghan blanket called 

a patoo.  Here people 

don’t wear underwear.

He makes three of each item so I’ll 

always have a change of clothes.  It 

costs peanuts and there are a number 

of benefits to dressing in the flowing 

Afghan style.  First, I’ll be comfortable.

Second, I’ll conform to Islamic 

standards of decency by wearing long 

clothing that conceals the body well.

Third, I’ll blend into the crowd.
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In the MSF house, we spend most of the time filling 

and sealing boxes.

My mom moved 

last week.

Where’d she go?

Blonville, in 

Normandy.

That’s 

good—nice 
and cool 
around 
there.

You have to fill each box perfectly, not leaving the tiniest bit of empty space: with the battering those boxes will take during 

the expedition, the contents of a pack of pills could arrive crushed to a fine powder if they were to shift even slightly.

In case a box falls into a river (this does happen), everything has to be carefully wrapped in a waterproof tarp.

Then wrapped in burlap cloth, sewn up, tied up.
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Finally, each box is numbered and stored.

It takes days.  Afghan staffers help us.  Sometimes we get breaks.

I get hazed.  They wrap me from head to toe in packing tape and shoot dozens of pictures of me with my own camera.
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One night a blackout hits University Town…

The air conditioning stops.  Within minutes the 

temperature climbs to 120°F.

Here we go: 
a Pakistani 
interlude.

The following month we’ll be in Afghanistan.  For 

weeks people have been warning me that it’ll be tough.  

I’m 29, in good shape.  I’ve done plenty of hiking in my life.  

I’m pretty resilient and I can put up with a lot.

But this will involve crossing fifteen mountain passes 

over 16,000 feet high, on foot.

Pass me the bottle, 
please.

Afghanistan is at war.  On one side you have the 

invading Soviet forces and the army of the Communist 

government in Kabul, and on the other are the 

mujahideen, the resistance.

In the middle are the humanitarian organizations.

Everything 
I drink I 
sweat out 
in seconds.

Block up 
your pores, 
then.

MSF has hired me to do photo-reportage on a caravan 

that’s going into the region of Badakhshan in northern 

Afghanistan, near the city of Feyzabad.
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Juliette, John, Robert, Régis, Mahmad, and others have 

been preparing the expedition for months.  The aim is to 

reach a small field hospital in one valley and go create 

another one farther along.

Hand me that 
bottle again 
for a sec.

We have to put together the caravan, buy the donkeys 

and horses, and hire the escort.  That will be the work of 

the next month.  After that, we’ll set off.

If we could take vehicles and go on the roads, that trip 

would be a day’s expedition.  But the roads are held by 

the government army and the Russians.

Cutting through the mountains and going around sentry 

posts will take us three weeks, if all goes well.

You bastard, 
you finished 
it off.

Yup.

Will I be up to it?

As a doctor, 

I have to 

drink more 

than you.

In humanitarian 

missions, the 

first guy we 

sacrifice is the 

photographer.

Allah bless diesel generators.

AAAH!

End of 

Pakistani 

interlude.
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Going through 

Peshawar, I realize 

that the war in 

Afghanistan is global, 

because the entire 

world is here.

First of all, it’s teem-

ing with Afghans.  A 

rickshaw driven by an 

Afghan and loaded down 

with five other Afghans 

provides a pretty good 

summary of the situation: 

Peshawar is overflowing 

with Afghans.

There are refugees all over the place.  

They live in huge camps surrounding 

the city.  They do every imaginable job.

Did he paint his 

rickshaw himself?

I’ll ask 

him.

No, he says a friend of his painted 

it.  He’s a Tajik, so he ordered a 

portrait of Massoud with “The Lion 

of Panjshir Valley” 

as the caption. Superb.

The head of Massoud has been 

stuck on the body of Rambo, with 

a huge machine gun and blood all 

over the place.

Véronique, from Reuters:

At first, you always 

give them too much.

You have a good trip 

and you pull out five 

bills, the guy’s happy, he 

beams a big smile, takes 

the cash and splits.  

You paid too much.

The next time, you assess things 

more carefully: one bill.  Again, 

the guy’s happy, doesn’t haggle.  

Chances are you overpaid again.

After a few days, you give 
the right price.  You gotta 
catch the knack of it, 
because no matter where 
you are, any chance they 
get to screw you, they will.
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The horse and donkey 

markets are inside the 

refugee camps.

We choose the animals 

that we’ll be taking 

along: about a hundred 

donkeys and twenty 

horses.

MSF has some trusted 

Afghan overseers.

This guy, for example, is 

one of them—a really 

burly man, a Palawan.  

The strength of these 

guys is unbelievable.  

So is the respect they 

enjoy in Afghanistan.

They are often players 

of buzkashi, the national 

sport.  It’s played on 

horseback.  The players 

fight over a decapitated 

calf weighing 80 to 100 

pounds, which they hold 

up at arm’s length.

And speaking of those 

arms, they don’t narrow 

at the wrist at all.  

They’re tree trunks.

I watch negotiations.  The seller and buyer grab each other’s hands.  A sort of umpire presides over the exchanges.  To keep 

the negotiation secret, the men sometimes cover their hands with a cloth.  Then they talk by movements and pressure of 

the fingers.  One man’s fingers offer sums, the other man’s fingers accept or refuse them.  It’s a code among them, a language, 

with looks and facial expressions adding a further layer.  At times, you see one of them tear away his hand because the 

proposal that was just made is intolerable.  Field day for a photographer.
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Juliette introduces me 

to this boy.  He is the 

son of the Wakil, a sort 

of representative of 

Badakhshan, the region 

where we’re going.

He’s just a kid, but since his father is a bigwig, he already 

has the rank of commander.

Essalaam.

Essalaam.Essalaam.

Salama-
leykoom.

Salama-
leykoom.

Salama-
leykoom.

Our caravan will be diplomatically correct, with 

people from the two valleys where we are going, Yaftal 

and Teshkan.  This is Abdul Jabar, from Teshkan.

And Najmudin, from Yaftal.  They are the two group 

leaders.  I expected them to crush my hand, but no, they 

merely touch it.

Are you pleased 
with your 
purchases?

Yes, I think 
we’ll have 
some good 
animals.

But buying them’s not enough.  
We’ll have to make sure that the 
animals we bought are the ones 
that get brought to the border.  
We’ll keep our  
eyes peeled.

And we’ll also have to check 

that we can ride them.  So do me 

a favor and get on this one.

Right now? Right now.

He’s a nice little horse, but nervous.  He doesn’t obey at all. He doesn’t want to go where I want him to.
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And when he decides to head somewhere, he gets there fast. Stop him! 

Stop him!

Whoa!
Whoa!

Hold it!

Too bad you’ve got your hands full, 

’cause that was some photo op.
What a little 

bastard!

Juliette is fully up to her task, which isn’t easy.  We talk 

a lot and she tries to brief me on what to expect ahead.

Mahmad does, too.  A lovely guy, with a really soft manner.  

He teaches me accelerated Afghan Persian 101.

I’m impressed by the ease with which John, Robert, and 

Régis interact with Afghans (well, maybe John is a bit less 

impressive: although his Persian is quite fluent, he speaks it 

with a thick American accent).

Whereas Robert couldn’t be closer to the real thing—the 

look, the attitudes, the fluency with the language, it’s 

all there.

Robert, I can’t 
believe how well 
you speak!

Well, yeah, been at it 

for a while now, so I 

manage.  I even know 

their dirty jokes.

In the street, in shops, it’s a pleasure to watch them at work.
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In the previous missions, all the MSF members have been 

given an Afghan name.  Juliette is Jamila, Robert is Malik, 

Régis is Walid, Sylvie is Latifa, and so on.

We have to give 
Didier a name.

We could just call him 
“Chapandoz.”

haha hahahahaha
hahaha

Translation, please?

It means “the 

horseman.” Ah, yes, 

great.

Juliette turns toward the Palawan and says to him in 

Persian, “Find a name for Didier.”

He looks at me for a short while with the squinting 

look of someone concentrating.
And then, with a smile and a surprisingly soft 

voice for a guy that size, he says:

Ahmadjan means “that dear Ahmad” and the 

name is an instant hit.

Very 
good.

Suits 
you per-
fectly.

Even bet-
ter than 
Didier.

Thanks, 
thanks.

In the following days, the Afghans start calling me 

“Ahmadjan,” but they do it Afghan-style, meaning that they 

often call out to me in a kind of chant.

waaahmadjan
woooaaahmadjan

waaahmadjan
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Mahmad:

You have to learn the formal saluta-
tions; that’s very important.  When you 
pass someone, even way up in the moun-
tains, they’ll say them and  
you’ll have to say them too. Okay.

So there’s “As salaam wa 

aleikum,” that you know.

“Salamaleykoom,” yes.
May peace be 

with you.

And you reply “Wa 

aleikum es salaam.”

“Aleykoom 
salam.”

It’s like hello, 

basically.

You say it all the time.  If you enter a 
house or a room, even an empty one, 
as you pass the threshold, you say it, 
“As salaam wa aleikum,” or “Essalaam” 
for short.

And don’t 

forget to take 

off your shoes.

“Manda na baashi.”

“Mandanaboshee.”

“May you not 

be tired.”

“Zenda baashi.”

“Zendaboshee.”

“May you stay 
alive.”

“Djur baashi.”

“Djoorboshee.”  

Always “boshee.”
Yes.  It 
means “May 
you stay 
healthy.”

Now, listen carefully: 

“Chetoar astin.”

Tchoo what?

“Chetoar astin.”

“Tchootoor asteen.”

Roll the “R”: 

“Chetoarrr astin.” “Tchootoorrr 

asteen.”

That’s “How are you?”

“Tchootoorrr asteen.”

That’s it.

Khub astin?

Rubasteen?

Are you 
well?

Yes, I’m well, but I’ll 

never remember all this.

Sure you will.  You’ll be 
hearing it all the time and 
it’ll stick.

Let’s go on.
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So Mahmad taught you 

“Sally my lay come” and the 

whole shebang?

Yes.

Robert:

Those good manners are all 

very well, but I heard that 

recently, in Badakhshan, a 

Swiss journalist passed a 

group of Afghans...

And the journalist said, with 

a big smile, “Hello, hello, peace 

be with you, zendaboshee, 

mandanaboshee,” this, that 

and the other.

Then a guy came out from 

the group, walked toward 

him, and—bam!—punched him 

in the face!

He was a Sudanese guy who had 
come to fight the jihad.  He couldn’t 
understand Persian, but he knew an 
infidel when he saw one.

Ouch!

That said, the “as salaam wa 

aleikum” business has become 

second nature to me, to the 

point that even in France I say it 

under my breath whenever I go 

into a place.

Juliette:

You know that for MSF the 
rule is to treat all the 
wounded, regardless of what 
side they’re on.

We offered it to the 
Russians, but their answer 
was Nyet.  So we can only 
treat Afghans.

About the Russians, I 
was thinking about 
something last night…

It’s weird: Since we were kids, the 

Soviets have always been the bad 

guys, the bogeymen.  The Red Army 

is always this looming threat.

And right now I can’t really think 
about it as something tangible.  I 
don’t know how to put it… I’m less 
worried about the Russians than 
about how tough  
the road will be. Well, our 

plan is to 
avoid the 
Russians.

And as for the road, 
tell yourself that 
you’ll be discovering 
the most beautiful 
country in the world.  
I’m not kidding.

It’s true.
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Mahmad:

The enemy is 

helicopters.

Planes are awful, but they fly past you, and by the 

time they return you have a chance of hiding.

While a helicopter will fly over you, stop, hover—

looking for you, seeking you.  It’s horrible.

If you’re in a place where it’s hard to hide, you dive under 

your patoo.  The patoo is the Afghan blanket.

Yes, I know, I have 

one.  It’s brown. Color of 

earth.

You don’t move and you make sure nothing’s sticking 

out.  You clench your fists with the thumb inside, like 

that.  You know why?

No.

Because the helicopter will 
spot anything shiny.  Even a 
fingernail.

Days go by.  The team goes over to Tal, about 20 miles from Peshawar.
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Afghan trainee 

nurses are being 

taught surgery, by 

practicing on goats.

Back to Peshawar.

I said the city is teeming with Afghans.  It’s also 

teeming with adventurers, mercenaries, potheads, and 

fundamentalists coming to pick up some training in war. 

I meet a lot of weird characters that leave you scratching 

your head.  For example, this guy, a pathological liar who 

shows up for dinner one evening at the MSF house.

He’s young, with a Marine-type crew cut, and is with 

another kid who is completely devoted to him (I’m told he 

gets a new one for each trip).

He first introduces himself as a photographer, but pretty 

quickly explains that what he’s after is picking up a gun 

and getting to see some action.
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The big thing is hatred 

of Communism.  It 

attracts military 

trainers from all over 

the world.  They come 

to train the Afghans 

and whoever wants to 

fight the Russians—

Saudis, Sudanese, 

Algerians, and so on.

Régis:

I hear there’s even a 

Japanese guy who’s 

busy teaching martial 

arts to the muj’.

Dozens of so-called NGOs use the cover of humanitarian 

activities to pursue espionage, war, or diplomacy.  Some 

have a pretty simplistic view of things: their job consists 

of loading bags full of banknotes onto donkeys, crossing 

into Afghanistan, and distributing the money in villages.  

A pretty crude form of assistance.

There’s plenty of money sloshing around in Peshawar.
That’s our money, the 

cash for the expedition.  

Enough for everyone 

to live on for three 

months in Afghanistan.  

Our Palawan counts it 

up.  Then, like everything 

else, it gets wrapped in 

plastic and, on the day 

we start out, shared out 

among us.

It’s all a jumble of things that I see, hear, feel, guess at, but have trouble analyzing.  I’m not detached enough, and my 

knowledge of international politics is too limited.  I walk around, take my pictures, wait for the day of departure.  I find it 

interesting to be in the thick of this giant mess of a bazaar.
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There’s one place that sums up the situation pretty well: 

the American Club.  John brings us there one evening.
It’s a beautiful, well guarded house with a beautiful 

garden, in a beautiful neighborhood.

To get in, you have to be American or accompanied by an 

American.  The restaurant is downstairs.

When we feel like eating Western food, we’ll go to 

the American Club.  Since my arrival, I’ve eaten Afghan, 

Pakistani, even a bit of Chinese.  That evening, it’s 

American pizza, steak with fries, and so on.  Everything 

is imported.

But since this is an Islamic country, people come mostly for 

the booze.  And that’s served upstairs, at the bar.

At the restaurant, you 

can invite Muslims.  So, 

theoretically, they 

don’t serve alcohol.

But an Afghan probably won’t want anyone 

to know he’s been invited to the American Club, 

because right away there’ll be rumors that he’s 

getting plastered.

We head upstairs. And, yes, up there is a real, large bar, absolutely 

packed with people.  It has beer, whisky, soda, dart 

games.  A pricey place.

We elbow our way to a 

spot and order.
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Nobody introduces themselves with “Hi, I’m so-and-so, CIA” 

or “Hi, I’m such-and-such, KGB,” but it’s obvious that the 

place is crawling with spies.

So I can’t help wondering if even John, who is going from 

group to group greeting everyone, isn’t also doing a bit 

of intelligence work on the side.

Anyway, there’s enough material here for ten 
Le Carré novels.

Régis:

This mission we’re about to 
go on, I already did it two 
years ago.

And I know perfectly well why 

I’m going back.  I’m going back 

because I’ll be practicing surgery 

in a place where people have 

absolutely no access to health 

care.  And I find that deeply 

fulfilling.

So fulfilling that it’s unlikely 

I’ll ever go back to a cushy 

anesthesiologist’s job at a fancy 

hospital in Bordeaux.

So, I don’t know… When I stop 

working for MSF, maybe I’ll 

go for something totally 

different.

Like what?

Like going back to school to 

learn another trade.  I’d like to 

know how to make 

wine, for instance.

But that’s 

cushy, too.

Oh no, I 

don’t think 

so.  Not at 

all.

Later in the evening I meet a short, 

wiry man in his sixties, with a severe 

look on his face.  I find him intriguing.  

We talk.

A strong Germanic accent.  His 

manner is ice-cold but, weirdly 

enough, we click.

In the rickshaw heading back:

Who was that short guy you 

were talking to? German?

No, from Alsace.  He’s a journalist.  

Ever heard of the “Malgré-nous” ?

No.
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That’s what they called the French people of Alsace 

conscripted by the German army during WWII and sent 

to fight on the Russian front.
He was one?

Yes.  Sent to fight in Siberia at 14.  

He told me about it.

Wow.

The Alsatian takes a liking to me.  He invites me into 

his elegant and immaculately tidy apartment.  We talk 

for a long time.

A fascinating guy.  A photographer.  A collector of Leicas.

I have fifteen. Fifteen!

Just got back from New 
York, where I left my Leica 
telephoto lens in a hotel 

room.  It’s a 280—are you 
familiar with those?

Not only am I familiar with them, 

but I’m sure that if I had one and 

happened to leave it in a hotel 

room, I wouldn’t be as calm about 

it as you are.

You’re also 

not my age.

A 300-millimeter with an aperture 

of 2.8, that’s twelve grand, Sir.

I know that.  I’ll have 

to make sure I call 

the hotel to ask them 

to keep it in their safe 

for me.

He works for the German magazines 

Der Spiegel and Stern.  He has massive 

resources and unusual methods.

I’m going to show you something.

He was the first Westerner, for 

example, to have gone among the 

Khmer Rouge in Cambodia with 

the deliberate intent of getting 

himself captured.

Do you know these little 

Video 8 camcorders?
Yes.  Any good?

Very convenient.
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I take a good stock of them 

into Afghanistan and hand 

them out to mujahideen 

commanders.

Six months later I go pick up the 

tapes.  Have a look.

What he shows me are films of 

executions of Russian prisoners.  

Badly filmed, but uncensored.

You’ve never seen 

anything like it, right?

No.

All the money, logistics, and 

connections that this must have 

required leaves me speechless.  

The images leave me speechless, too.

He tells me about his American 

wife, a doctor for UNICEF.  She 

was previously posted in Maputo, 

Mozambique.  She is now inside 

Afghanistan.

He shows me a picture of a 

beautiful young woman.  It’s 

true that, for his age, he’s in 

unbelievably good shape.

Good luck. Thank you, Sir.  Good-bye. There has to be some political agenda behind that man.  

All his money couldn’t possibly come from journalism.

Pro-Afghan people are supposed to be anti-Communist, 

but he also said that he likes the Communist guerrillas 

in the Philippines (where he also has a house).

He might also be a Soviet spy, who knows...  I blame myself 

for being too naïve to figure these things out.
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The month of August is drawing to a close.  I continue 

taking my wanderer’s pictures, haphazard pictures, more 

or less aimlessly—Peshawar in August.
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And then it’s time to leave.

First, the caravan is assembled, with about a hundred donkeys, some twenty horses, and roughly a hundred men, 

including some forty armed fighters.

I’ll explain the system of caravans:

They deliver weapons in Afghanistan and return empty to Pakistan to pick up more weapons, continuously, as 

long as the tracks are usable.

Our caravan will be among the first major ones to leave, in August, and one of the last to return, in November, 

before the winter—which most of the caravans will spend in Peshawar, where temperatures are milder than in 

the mountains.  

As soon as the snow melts and the mountain passes can be crossed, the caravans will set out again.  

Because the roads are controlled by the Russians, the journey is all off-road.  

All this organization is managed by Peshawar’s Afghan community, under the benevolent gaze of the Pakistani 

authorities.  

Pakistan, as the rear base of the resistance, turns a blind eye to the constant to-and-fro of the caravans.

Westerners, though, aren’t supposed to go through—but the net isn’t very tight, so, short of flinging yourself 

into customs agents’ arms, you can get through without too much trouble.  

Obviously, if they catch you they’ll throw you in jail.  

Happened to friends of mine: a week in jail.  

Not the end of the world, but still not very pleasant, and, above all, a waste of time and money (you have to 

grease palms to get out).

Ideally, MSF would’ve wanted to set up only unarmed caravans, but the only viable solution, to protect yourself 

from racketeers and kidnappers, and also from Soviet Army helicopters, is to join the arms caravans.  

So we have a pretty substantial escort: forty AK-47s against would-be thieves, and two or three shoulder-fired 

missiles against the helicopters. 

But the bottom line is that we have to cross the border in separate groups—the Afghans unofficially and us, 

the MSF people, illegally.

We’ll meet up on the other side, in Afghanistan, at an agreed location.
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I watch the trucks being 

loaded.  We are heading 

to Chitral, up north—it’s 

pronounced “Tchatrol.”  

First come the equipment 

and provisions.  We 

built up a massive stock 

of dried fruit in the 

previous days.

Then come the donkeys, 

who are brutally shoved 

in by pushing them from 

the back and pulling 

them by the ears.

Last come the horses, in staggered rows.  Those are 

real stallions, not geldings, and they express their 

disapproval violently.

We have to expect 

that one or two of 

them will be dead on 

arrival in Chitral, 

and the others will 

have been bitten or 

battered by  

kicks.
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And the caravan sets off. Over a week later it’s our turn to leave Peshawar for Chitral.  Before 

going, I stole a pocket edition of Stevenson’s Travels with a Donkey in the 

Cevennes from the MSF house.  Carried it off in my bag.

You’ll see, Chitral’s amazing.  It’s 

right at the foot of the mountains.

Are we sleep-

ing there 

tonight?

Not in Chitral itself.  Close by, in 
a village called Guermsheshma, 
which means “hot- 
water springs.”

Oh yeah, we forgot to mention—the 

mission is canceled and MSF is send-

ing us to a spa for three months.
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In Guermsheshma we are put up in a very nice abandoned 

house with an indoor pool of natural spring water.  That’s 

where we have to wait for our smuggler, who’ll let us 

know when it’s time to cross the border.

The place is captivating.  Of course we all bathe in the 

pool.  (By that I mean all Westerners.  It’s out of the 

question for Mahmad and the few Afghans escorting 

us to share a bath with us, even though we strictly 

separate men and women).

The water is very hot.  

Because the weather is 

cooler in Guermsheshma 

than in Peshawar, the 

sensation is pleasant.

We all buy chadri, those 

long robes worn by 

Afghan women that 

completely conceal 

the face and body.  They 

will help us reach 

the border without 

attracting attention.

Juliette and the nurses 

pose for me in their 

chadri.
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I start reading the 

Stevenson book.  He too is 

busy with preparations.

A night goes by.  Then a 

day.  Juliette brushes 

her hair.  John takes 

notes.  We talk, we 

sleep in the house with 

graffiti-filled walls.

A second night falls.  That’s what covering a story is like: 

plenty of waiting.

All of a sudden, the smuggler is here.

Now.

Now.

I shove my cameras into a messenger 

bag, sling the bag across my shoulder, 

and slip the chadri over it.

We file into an old pickup truck 

with a tarp.
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I watch the others through the 

mesh of the chadri.  They look like 

ghosts headed for a ski vacation.

The pickup drives through the 

night.  I said covering a story 

involves a lot of waiting, but when 

things happen, they happen very 

fast and only once.  You have to be 

alert not to miss the boat.

I try to think about Stevenson’s 

book.  I’m not sure I remembered 

to mark the page I was on before 

tossing it into the bag.

Suddenly we stop.  We hear voices. The driver talks, negotiates.  

Someone lifts the tarp.

The tarp falls back down.  We move on.

As we near the spot, we remove our 

chadri.

We are dropped off at the edge of a 

field.  From there on, we’ll have to 

run in the dark.

Not an easy task.  I hear someone 

fall.  I narrowly miss falling, too.

Nothing in this field of rocks hints 

at a change of nation.  But this 

darkness is no longer Pakistan.

It’s Afghanistan.
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Without a pause, we launch into 

the ascent of our first mountain.

We are on the border mountain, the Dewanah Baba—the old madman’s pass.  
Sixteen thousand feet.

I’ve been warned it wouldn’t be a 

picnic.  As promised, it’s really tough.

All night long, we’re charging up an 

endless mound of rocks we can’t see.

As we climb the trail, we can hear 

the sounds of people and horses, who 

catch up with us, accompany us for 

a moment, and outpace us.  There’s 

a whole mess of traffic, but it’s 

impossible to make out what is going on.

While my mind insists I’m 

not going to make it, my 

feet continue to step 

forward.  It’s growing 

colder.  Around 5 am, 

dawn begins to break. 

I’m astonished to realize 

that we are in the 

middle of our caravan.  

I recognize Najmudin, 

the chief of the Yaftal 

group.

For one of the nurses in 

the team who really isn’t 

in shape, the going is even 

harder.  But, compared to 

me, all of them have the 

advantage of already 

having made this trip.

Teetering with fatigue 

as we reach the pass, 

I’m wondering what the 

hell I’m doing there.  

And as usual, I answer 

my question by taking 

pictures.
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At last, it’s downhill.

Man, we’re really

sprinting! That’s ’cause 
we’re 
following

Afghans.

An Afghan

has a motor

here. Goes straight ahead.

Never stops.

The Dewanah Baba isn’t being bombed by the Russians.  The 

war is farther away.  We passed it at night to cross the 

border undetected.  Once we reach Badakhshan, we’ll 

have to go through bombed passes and zigzag around 

“enemy” posts.  We’ll have to move at night and be very 

discreet, for obvious reasons.

We have our first rest.  

We hit the ground.  I 

photograph our poor 

feet.

well, We 

warned 

you, 

right?

Yes, but you 

have to do it 

to believe it.

You already lost some weight last 

night and you’re going to lose 

more.  All your surface fat will 

melt away.  In eight days you’ll be 

lean as a broomstick.

And I’ll be 

dead then?

No, because interesting stuff 

happens.  Your body reacts to 

protect you.  It drops some ballast, 

but it also gives you extra support.

For example, because we’re 

constantly at high altitudes, it’s 

going to manufacture more red 

blood cells, so you get more oxygen.

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   38 8/14/08   1:36:35 PM



38 39

So, in fact, the more time goes 
by the more you’ll be able to 
walk and the less tired 
you’ll be.

Really?

What he isn’t telling you is that 

on average red blood cells take 

120 days to get produced.  So the 

whole of your three months in 

Afghanistan will be grueling, 

basically.

Okay, but once he’s back in Paris 
he’ll be able to climb the stairs to 
Montmartre instead of taking the 
funicular.

Very funny!

But seriously, without 

having to wait 120 days, 

you catch the way of it.

And can’t we use a bit of 

doping, like East German 

female swimmers?

Sure.  I have 
some dried 
fruit if you 
want.

And I should 

have a piece of 

Afghan cheese.

The region we are entering is called Nuristan.  It’s 

an unusual place. it hasn’t taken part in the war.  

Afghans from other provinces aren’t crazy about the 

Nuristani, who have only been Muslim for a century.  

The people from our caravan have nothing good to say 

about them.

They have a reputation of being 

bandits, of attacking caravans and 

holding travelers for ransom.

I can’t say if it’s because of what 

we’ve heard or because it’s true, but 

when we pass some of them, they do 

look unsavory.

In an armed caravan like ours we’re 

okay, but if we’d been ambling 

through the place on our own, we’d 

have been worried.

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   39 8/14/08   1:36:47 PM



40 41

Our first real stopover, at 

the end of the afternoon, is 

in a village with a familiar 

name: Peshawarak.  There 

we meet up with the 

donkeys and their handlers.

I notice with concern that 

my high-quality waterproof 

hiking boots are coming 

unsewn because of all 

their rubbing against rocks.

John:

Hang on, I’ve got 

something for sewing 

up thick leather.

John teaches me how 

to use this contraption 

with a handle, where 

the thread is slipped 

inside the needle.  I sew 

my shoes back up.

We slip into the Afghan rhythm: bedtime at 7 pm.  I sleep 

outdoors, on a roof, tucked into my sleeping bag.

Juliette calmly brushes 

her long hair before tying 

it up and hiding it under 

her hat.  A horse groom 

from our escort, who has 

never seen a woman brush 

her hair, watches her 

surreptitiously.

He’s a country guy.  In 

rural Afghanistan, a man 

without means doesn’t 

have a wife.

In the very early dawn, 

around 4:30 am, the din 

of prayers, animals, 

ablutions in the river 

wakes me up.

In the village there’s a teahouse, called a chayrana, 

where we have a breakfast that lives up to the reputation 

of Nuristan: not good.
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Najmudin:
What did 

he say?

He said that 

when you’re 

in his home 

region of 

Badakhshan 

you’ll eat well.

The Nuristani have a 

distinctive feature that 

you notice right away: 

the women work and the 

men don’t lift a finger.  

The women are in the 

fields with huge hutches 

loaded with dozens of 

pounds of stuff, while 

the men sit around by 

the side of the paths 

watching them.

At a second stop in 

a village Juliette 

gathers together the 

main leaders and takes 

stock: how much ground 

will we cover before 

nightfall? How long will 

we walk? Who will lead 

the way? When will we 

reach the next pass?

What Juliette is pulling 

off is impressive, because 

the odds certainly aren’t 

in her favor.

For an Afghan, a chief is 

a strong figure.  There’s 

no way a woman can be 

a chief.

And yet they all 

understand that 

Juliette is the boss.

We set off and, 

mercifully, it’s flat 

terrain.  Part of the 

way is on horseback.  I do 

reasonably well.  I even 

manage to take pictures 

between my horse’s ears.
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You know, I’m used to it now, and 

they are, too.
Yeah, but how was 
it at first?

At first, I surprised all of them 

with my knowledge of their 

language.  And I’d generally take 

advantage of that surprise to 

assert myself.

Plus, I know their traditions.  

You’ll never see me reach out my 

hand to them, stare at them, or 

do anything that could humiliate 

them.

And I try to speak calmly and with authority.  

There’s a certain tone I use, which means, “Okay, I’m 

a woman, but I’m the leader.”  Overall, it works 

pretty well.

Amazing!

This corner of Nuristan 

is magnificent, with 

Alpine scenery and 

plenty of rivers and 

torrents.
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We spend the 

following night in the 

open.  A few guys from 

the escort have minor 

ailments and want 

consultations.  Robert 

and Régis examine them.

Seeing that, all the 

others show up and get 

in line.  They ask for 

pills that they store 

carefully in the folds 

of their turban or hat.  I 

photograph all that with 

the flash.

I don’t like the flash.

The next day, as we’re 

approaching Barg-e-Matal 

Dawlat:

You’re going to meet Aider 
Shah, the head honcho of 
the area.

He’s a good guy?

He’s a smuggler of pretty much 

anything that can be smuggled, 

beginning with drugs, but he protects 

us.  Juliette buys our safety from 

him and he answers for our heads in 

the region.  Otherwise, we wouldn’t 

get through.
Because of 

the bandits?

Well, it’s complicated.  

Nuristan is infiltrated by 

Wahhabi fundamentalists 

who don’t like to see us 

around here and wouldn’t 

mind slitting our 

throats.

So we give Aider Shah a good 

baksheesh, he slips us under 

his long beard, and we can go 

through.  

You’ll see, he has 

an amazing beard.

And who are these 

Wahhabi fundamen-

talists?

A bunch of 

losers.

Aider Shah welcomes us 

into his home, serving 

tea and bread.  He hands 

us a few recommendation 

letters that will 

facilitate our progress 

through Nuristan.  The 

atmosphere between the 

Afghans is cordial, but 

not effusive.
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Najmudin is in a corner 

of the room, seated 

on a chair next to a 

table.  It’s worth noting, 

because tables and 

chairs are rare in the 

vicinity.  He’s following 

the discussions, seeming 

detached.  On his head 

he’s wearing a chapka 

taken from the Russians.  

Next to him a vase of 

plastic flowers adds a 

poetic touch to his AK-47.

He’s handsome, this 

Najmudin.  More than 

handsome, impressive.
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I go out.  Kids are doing 

headstands.  There’s no 

war here.

A short prayer before 

leaving.  I don’t dare 

stand in front of them, 

so I always make sure I’m 

to the side or behind 

them.  Children aren’t so 

concerned.

I have a 

theory.

That’s nice.  What is it? It hasn’t been tested out 

statistically to be a hundred per- 

cent reliable yet, but it’s getting 

there.

Go ahead, 
tell me.

The theory is that in Afghanistan 

nice guys look like nice guys and bad 

guys look like bad guys.

Haha! You’re onto 
something.

Take Najmudin, for instance: hand-

some guy, a clear look in his eyes, an 

open face and a forthright attitude.  

You can always count on him.

Conversely, look at that muj’ 

from Yaftal there, he really 

has the face 

of a crook. Yeah, that one’s an 

asshole. I don’t like him.

But the two Afghans who 

best illustrate the theory 

are you and me.  Because we’re 

both physically attractive and 

morally flawless.

True.  Well, in my 

case, at least.
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We pass a horse.  

It’s dying.

The only horses 

Afghans have any 

consideration for are 

buzkashi horses.  Those 

get pampered.

But caravan horses go 

through martyrdom.

They’re overloaded, 

yanked here and there, 

subjected to freezing 

cold, and wounded by 

stones.
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They collapse from 

exhaustion and get 

abandoned on the side 

of the road.  The trails 

are littered with dead 

horses and donkeys.

can’t we put him down?

No.  Supposedly, 

it’s so they have 

a chance of 

making it.

But that one’s never going to 

make it! It’s dying!

I know.

Look, the muj’ have marksmanship 

contests shooting at rocks, but 

they won’t finish off horses.  That’s 

the way it is.  You won’t change it.

And I can’t stop every time I see 

one to give it a shot of morphine.  

But if you want, you can ask to 

borrow an AK-47 and stick a few 

bullets into him.

Me? But I’ve never shot 

at anything.

I point cameras, not guns.
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Farther on, a Nuristani 

sells us his cheese in a 

net.  It’s a cooked hard 

cheese.

It’s funny to see side 

by side a guy from 

Nuristan and one from 

Badakhshan.  They’re 

really very different.

Who are 
they?

Northerners escaping from the fighting.

They’re going to 

seek refuge in 

Pakistan.

Poor things! They still 

have a way to go.
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A new pass rises up in 

front of us: the Paprok.  

There’s a donkey that 

refuses to move.  It 

takes seven guys to 

convince him otherwise.  

He gets pulled, pushed, 

beaten, and stung.

The donkey handlers yell.

RRRAK TSSS TSSS

RRRAK TSSS TSSS

YEH! 

YEH!

It’s another steep climb.  

Once again, the seams 

of my boots are getting 

worn down by the rocks 

and coming undone.  

I curse them.

There are some very 

narrow passages with 

steep drops.  Nobody falls.
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You have to walk with your 

gaze locked in front of 

your feet.  As soon as you 

look up, you stumble.  It’s 

exhausting.

As we climb, we see the 

vegetation change and 

become sparser.

Midway up the mountain, 

we pause.  A lamb 

purchased in Barg-e-

Matal will provide us 

with kebabs.

The muj’ ask me for 

my pocket knife and 

give it back to me all 

dented.  I liked that 

knife.

We settle there for 

the night.  I sew up my 

shoes again.  One of us 

(I can’t see who from 

where I am) takes out 

some stuff and arouses 

the curiosity of the muj’.

You can’t open a bag 

without having ten 

or twelve muj’ peeking 

into it.

At bedtime, like every 

night, they promise us 

that they’ll be quiet 

the next morning: “We 

won’t wake you up.”

At 4 am one of them 

bellows out a call to 

prayer.

Fifteen of them step 

over me to go join him.
Another one, while 

saddling up his horse, 

drops his strap on my 

face and part of his load 

on my feet.

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   50 8/14/08   1:39:03 PM



50 51

The Paprok pass is at the 

heart of Nuristan.  The 

Russians don’t risk coming 

near here.  We can cross 

it by day without fear of 

getting bombed.

I haven’t yet talked about a tall 

Dutch doctor named Ronald, aka 

Nurudin, a real giant.  I haven’t 

mentioned him because he and I don’t 

talk much.

The muj’ find his size intriguing.  They 

want to know if he’s as strong as 

he is tall.  Every evening, Najmudin 

challenges him at arm wrestling.

Every evening Ronald loses, because 

no one is stronger than Najmudin.

But even if Najmudin had been a wimp, Ronald would have been well advised to let him win.  You don’t want to humiliate a 

muj’ on the subject of physical strength—a few Westerners who didn’t know that ended up at the bottom of a cliff.  I take 

pictures of big Ronald as he crosses the pass, wrapped in his patoo.
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The light is very clear that day, and an amazingly crisp, 

clean air fills your lungs.  Even exhaustion and the 

backdrop of war can’t cancel out a feeling of intense joy.

Seeing the sun, those mountains, and John with his 

backpack walking with a hiker’s stride, you could swear 

this is peacetime.

We pass a river.  Najmudin, as regular as a metronome, 

oversees the donkeys’ crossing.

RRRAK 

TSTSS
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A bit farther, the muj’ 

line up for their pay.

Juliette handles it 

like a troop review.  

The Afghan currency, 

afghanis, changes hands.

We then head toward 

a small town called 

Poruns.

Yes.  I took a 

picture of him.

Typical of 

countries at 

war.

Did you see that old-

timer we just passed, 

with the kid on his 

back?

The generation of fathers goes 

to fight and only grandfathers 

and mothers remain to take 

care of the young ones.  And 

since the women rarely leave 

their home or village, it’s 

the old men who walk them 

around and travel with them.

By the way, do you know what 

they’re called, 

those old men?
No.

The babas, 

meaning the 

white beards.
Ah, yes, I did 

know! As in 

“Dewanah 

Baba.”

It’s weird, but if I’m not mistaken 

that same word, “baba,” that the 

Afghans use for old men is the one 

Russians use for old ladies.

Must be 

what 

caused the 

conflict.
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As soon as we come 

into Poruns, we’re 

welcomed by the 

locals.  An old lady 

is sick, they ask us to 

operate on her.  We 

climb up on a terrace.

They lay the old lady 

down.  The diagnosis 

doesn’t take long: her 

left foot is deformed 

by a cancerous tumor.

The MSF team turn 

her cot into an 

operating table.  Régis 

anesthetizes her.  Then, 

as her children look 

on, she is slowly and 

carefully operated on.
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Up to now, I’ve only 

observed consultations.  

It’s the first surgery 

on the trip.  I’m struck 

by the seriousness and 

concentration of each 

of the participants.  Guys 

like Régis and Robert, 

who the rest of the 

time are a hilarious 

stand-up comedy duet, 

take on a larger-than-

life stature.  I’m deeply 

impressed.

They keep the old lady 

under observation 

for a few hours.  

Her family is given 

medication and 

instructions for her 

treatment.

Sylvie, does the old 

lady have a chance 

of making it? No, none 

at all.

You know, there’s a cynical 

saying that surgeons’ patients 

die cured.  Obviously, nobody’s 

interested in dying cured.  But 

dying treated is something else.

Sometimes people die in our 

hands, during the operation, and 

there’s nothing we can do.  But 

the family still thanks us.

They thank us by saying: “He was 

sick, or he was wounded, and you 

treated him, you prepared him to 

meet Allah.  Thank you.”

For us, who couldn’t save him, 

that’s hardly a consolation.  But 

to them it’s very important that 

he died treated.

And you know, when you give a 

dead child back to its mother—

that’s happened to me—and, in 

return, she slips a handkerchief 

with a few walnuts into your 

hand…

…and she says, “Thank 

you, thanks to you he is 

ready to meet Allah”…

Must be 
heartbreaking. Sure is.

I’ve often had people we’d treated say to me, with a 

very sad look: “It’s really too bad you’re not Muslim! 

We’ll be in different heavens.”
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As we leave Poruns, the 

baba we saw earlier 

has become much 

younger.  He’s now 12 or 

13 years old, but is still 

carrying the same baby 

on his back.

We reach another 

pass, the Sim.  Under an 

old rock with a gaping 

mouth, we take a break.

And you, Ahmadjan, 
don’t you have 
blisters?

No.  It’s bad enough that my 
boots keep coming 
unsewn.

Well, I’ll trade you my 

blisters for your shoes.

That reminds of 

something from 

military service.

It was in the… what was it, again? That little 

booklet for soldiers… that they 

gave you… The manual.

Ah, yes, the Soldier’s 

Manual.

I remember that in the Soldier’s Manual, there 

was a question: “What are an infantryman’s feet?”

And the answer was…

“They are an 

object of 

constant care.”
Hahaha! How poetic!
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We give ourselves a 

treat.  The standard 

ration of tea is 

replaced by a gulp 

of instant soup with 

croutons.

A bit higher up, in 

a village in ruins, 

we pass another 

baba.  He’s wearing 

goggles from a Russian 

helicopter pilot.  I take 

his portrait.

Doesn’t the baba remind 
you of 
someone? Yes, but I 

can’t put my 
finger on it.

Polnareff.

Yeah, Michel 
Polnareff, 
that pop singer 
with the wild 
glasses!

C’est 

une 

poupée…

Qui fait non, 

non, noooon, 

non…

At first, I’d dutifully fill my canteen at each break and I’d 

lug it around full.  but there's so much running water 

everywhere that I give it up.  I often drink directly from 

the river.  The water is very pure.

Since I’m talking about drinking, let’s talk about 

peeing.  In Afghanistan, it’s out of the question 

to pee standing up—only animals pee standing up 

and splatter their paws.  We aren’t animals, so 

we squat.  Someone who pees standing up would 

at best face derision, and at worst would be 

shunned as worthless.  In jeans, of course, it would 

be impossible to squat, but in Afghan garb, with the 

very wide pants, you manage.  You squat, then you 

lift up and push aside the pants so you don’t pee 

all over yourself.

Poop involves another taboo: under no 

circumstances can you wipe your behind with 

your right hand.  The right hand is reserved for 

food.  I have to admit that I have some trouble 

using my left hand for this, so I cheat.  There’s 

little or no toilet paper, and if you use any you 

have to bury it.  In wartime, the Soviets who find 

toilet paper will know that there are Westerners 

in the area.  There is one surprising technique using 

round rocks that works pretty well.  And the 

ideal solution still is to use water.
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Once again, I see the 

sun rise.  To make up for 

the time spent treating 

patients in Poruns we 

walked a good part of 

the night.  We are so 

exhausted when we 

stop for a break that 

even the horses have 

to lie down.

The following night we 

sleep in the town square 

of Kantiwa.

I must say that one of the things that makes my trekking 

even more exhausting is that I constantly carry my 

messenger bag across my shoulders, with my four cameras 

and some of my film.  But I feel safer that way.  I’m too 

frightened that, if I leave my equipment on a donkey, it 

might disappear with him down a ravine.  When I sleep, I 

always keep my bag near my head.

In the morning, still hazy in my sleeping bag, I peek out 

at the usual commotion around me.  A few tall muj’ are 

talking three feet away from me.

I know I should take a 

picture, but I feel so empty.
I fumble in my bag and 

weakly pull out the first 

camera I feel.

Barely frame the picture. There.  So be it.

Click
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Having woken up, I 

stroll around as the 

caravan shakes off 

its slumber.  I’m glad 

to catch a typical 

local gesture that 

I like.  It’s silent and 

it means, “what do 

you want?” It could 

be vaguely Italian.  

I have an Italian 

grandmother.

My misgivings about 

loading my bag onto a 

donkey are borne out 

by several falls in the 

course of the day.  One 

of them is prevented 

at the last second by 

the donkey handlers.  

If that donkey had 

fallen, that’s where he 

would’ve landed, down 

below.
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At the camp that evening, Juliette shows me the ground we’ve covered, on a map.
Then the Dewanah Baba.

You see, we crossed 

the border here.

Then we came down that way, hop 

hop hop, Barg-e-Matal, Poruns, 

Kantiwa.

Now we’re about here.  

Tomorrow we’re crossing the 

Pojol.  In other words, we’re 

heading north.

What’s the 
Pojol? Another 
pass?

Yes.  And you’ll see, it’s a real 

one.

Later that day.

You’ve got five or six parameters that you have to 

learn to juggle: diaphragm aperture, exposure 

time, focal length, film sensitivity… plus the 

handling of the camera itself, 

of course.

I think it’s important to learn to be a good 

technician, to put in the time it takes to master the 

technique.  But that doesn’t take forever, you know? 

You can learn it really fast.  Basically, if you decide 

to waste a dozen rolls of film over the course of, 

say, three days—well, no, a bit more, three weeks—you 

can know that stuff like the back of your hand.

And you 

develop your 

pictures 

yourself?

Yes, I learned to do that.  It’s really part 

of the job.  Though you do find some 

excellent photographers who never 

print their own pictures.  There are 

even some very good ones who don’t know 

the first thing about technique.

There’s no formula for success as a photographer.  

The main thing, to produce technically good pictures, 

is to be able to handle the camera without 

thinking about it.
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You know, for example, if you have an aperture of 11 

with a shutter speed of 1/60th, and you decide to close 

the diaphragm down to 5-6 for a shallower depth of 

field, you’ll automatically have to increase shutter 

speed by two stops.

Hm.
That becomes 

second nature.

But of course being able to produce a 

technically good picture doesn’t mean 

you’ll make great pictures.  For great 

pictures you really have to  

tear your eyes out.

I want to pour all my energy into improving my 

photography.  I want to take good pictures.

And what is a good picture? I don’t know.

You have to search for it, search all the time, all 
the time.

And not necessarily in war zones 

or spectacular places.

I hope to bring back good pictures from Afghanistan, 

but later on, when I go visit my mom in Blonville, or 

you in Bordeaux when you’ll be making your wine, I 

want to take some equally good ones.  Even better, 

if I can.

Improving your pictures necessarily implies 

improving your relations with people.

What you’re saying, in fact, is that 

to take good photos you have to 

age well.

Exactly.

Well, sorry, buddy, but the process you’re describing—

that’s maturing, and it’s what winemaking’s all about.

So I say, let’s make wine, because 

wine is everything you just talked 

about, but on top of it you get to 

drink it and it tastes good.

Haha!
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The next day: Juliette is making herself pretty for the climb up the Pojol. 

Every time I see her 

brushing her teeth I 

get pangs of conscience, 

because I haven’t 

brushed mine since 

Peshawar.  I’m just 

rinsing my mouth in the 

streams.  But with the 

amount of dried fruit 

we’re eating I know that 

isn’t smart.

The Pojol Pass is indeed a tough climb.  Fortunately we can 

cross that one by day, because we’re still in Nuristan.  The 

air is getting thin. you feel as if your temples are being 

squeezed.  The animals struggle with their loads.
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That horse is making long stops.  He 

can’t take any more; his eyes seem to 

be saying, “enough.”

The asshole muj’, the one Régis 

and I don’t like, comes up to him, 

places his AK-47 on top of the 

horse’s head and fires a volley of 

shots forward between his ears.

The poor horse whinnies and 

runs desperately for fifty yards 

before stopping again, panting.  

And the muj’ starts again, and 

keeps at it all the way to the top.

He isn’t the only one 

doing that.  I’ve been 

told about that 

practice.  It’s sickening 

to see.  On the other 

hand, my Westerner’s 

howls of indignation 

probably don’t mean 

much in a country 

where kids are getting 

blown up by landmines 

and picking up booby-

trapped dolls.

The summit.  I know 

I’m repeating myself, 

but this Najmudin guy 

is incredible.  While 

we do one climb, he 

does ten.  He goes 

to reconnoiter the 

pass, then comes 

back down to check 

up on the caravan’s 

progress, then goes 

back up, then down 

again, nonstop.  He’s 

everywhere at once.

A bit lower down, we get some rest by a small lake.  

Not for long, because it’s cold and we have to be 

down before nightfall.  My mood feels a bit somber.  

I’m sitting next to Mahmad.
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How many 

prayers are 

you doing a day 

at the moment, 

Mahmad?

Right now, I’m only doing two, 

because I’m really tired.  I do one 

in the morning and one at night.  

That’s the minimum, but it’s okay, 

we’re allowed.

And in 

normal 

times?

Well, normally you’re meant to say 

five prayers a day, but if you’re sick or 

traveling you’re not required to say 

all five, there are exceptions.  But if I 

can, I try to do three.

In any case, the traveler’s prayer is always shorter, 

because we’re always running around.  But, as you 

saw, we follow the ritual: we take off our shoes; if 

we don’t have a prayer rug, we use a handkerchief 

or the scarf on our heads; if we can’t do complete 

ablutions, we at least wash our hands and face.  

We adapt to circumstances, you see.

And you really 

turn toward 

Mecca?

Oh yes, always.  In a mosque, that’s 

easy, because they’re always 

facing the right way.  In the 

middle of nowhere it’s harder to 

find your bearings, so sometimes 

people disagree about which way 

they should turn.

Do you know what Muslims’ heaven is like?

No, not really.

I can describe it to you, if 

you want.

Mahmad told 
me about 
Paradise.

Oh yeah, me too, several times.  

It’s pretty precise, isn’t it?

What’s funny, with Mahmad, is that he’s very devout, 
but since he’s lived in France he also has an outside 
perspective.  With him, you can get away with jokes 
that push the envelope a bit, they make him laugh.  If 
he were a priest, he’d be the kind who laughs heartily, 
then quickly does the sign of the 
cross in a corner.

Yes, that’s it.

Later on.
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Mahmad is really liked at MSF.  What he’s doing is brave, 

because he’s no warrior.  He would never hurt anyone, 

but he still wants to do his jihad.  So he found this 

thing of being an interpreter for us.

He’s terrified of helicopters.  I don’t know if he told you…

Yes.  

Finger-

nails.

Yes.  “Tuck in your fingernails.”  I said to 

him, “Mahmad, if a helicopter shows up they 

won’t see my nails because I’ll have bitten 

them off in no time.”

And you know 

what—

We’re interrupted by the shouts from an argument 

happening below us.  It’s the asshole muj’ who is fighting 

with another one.  Régis loses his temper and bawls them 

out in Persian.

BRAT
ATAT

We freeze.  The muj’ has just fired a burst from his AK-47 

between the two of us.  The three bullets have just  

zinged past us right there, zzzzz.

Régis sees red.  He’s a hot-blooded Southerner, Régis is, and a 

rugby player.  He starts running down toward the muj’.

I think to myself, “He’s going to get himself killed, I have to 

stop him,” so I follow him down.
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In the mountains it’s not a great idea to try to run, back up 

your buddy in a fight, and take pictures at the same time.

Doing that pretty much sets you up for a fall. Fortunately, when I look up I see that a few other muj’ have 

arrived on the scene and have taken the rifle away from 

the asshole muj’.

Najmudin is called.  He listens to everyone involved and 

rules that the asshole muj’ will go unarmed for the rest 

of the trip.

Makes you 

feel bet-

ter, no?

Yes, but we’d better watch out.  It’s a 
big humiliation for that guy to have his 
rifle taken away.  He could very well 
seek revenge.
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We have now crossed 

the Pojol pass and 

are headed toward 

what my buddies 

call les montagnes 

russes—which in French 

means both “the 

rollercoaster” and “the 

Russian mountains”—

because the Russians are 

flying over and bombing 

them.  For the moment, 

no Russians in sight, just 

a scarecrow in a wheat 

field.

In front of me walks 

a carrier of antitank 

shells.  A man can 

carry a bundle of a 

half-dozen of those.  

The heavier missiles 

are carried by donkeys, 

but sometimes one of 

the muj’ will carry 

one too, in a bag and 

secured by ropes. 

Such is the life of a 

rocket-man, or shell-

man: he’ll go pick up 

his burden in Pakistan, 

trundle with it for 

three weeks up and 

down the mountains, 

deliver it, and head off 

to get another one.

I’ve learned to take care of my horse.  When we stop, I 

cover him so he won’t get cold.  Then I wait a little before 

making him drink and eat.  It’s better not to feed a horse 

immediately after exertion.

then He gets his ration of 

kah and jao—hay and oats.

He’s even entitled to a 

cuddle.

Don’t fondle him too 

much, he’s not 

used to it. It might 

kill him.
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While the horses munch 

on their fodder, the 

men chew their naswar.  

They’ll take out a round 

box that looks like a 

pillbox, with a lid that 

doubles up as a pocket 

mirror.

In the box is the naswar, 

a powdered mixture of 

tobacco, limestone, and 

other stuff.  They’ll 

pour the powder into 

the palm of their hand, 

chop it with the lid, 

and fling it into their 

mouth like a handful of 

pistachios.

They’ll keep it stored an 

average of ten minutes, 

either under the tongue 

or between lip and gum, 

then spit it out.

When chewing tobacco in a house, the thing to do is lift the 

carpet, spit along the wall, and put the carpet back on top.  

A bit of advice: best not to sleep in that corner.

Naswar is extremely 

corrosive.  Over time, it 

eats away at gums and 

many men’s mouths are 

devastated by it.

An incident happens: on a 

makeshift bridge, because 

of a stone that has moved, 

a donkey gets a hoof stuck 

in a hole.  Najmudin comes 

to the rescue.

He positions himself 

behind the donkey, 

grabs it by the tail, 

lifts it up—including 

its load—and puts it 

back on its feet.  A slap 

on the rump and off it 

goes, all back in order.

I’m far away and there 

isn’t enough light.  I hope 

that the action will be 

visible on the photos, 

otherwise nobody will 

believe me.  Najmudin 

puts the rock back in 

place and the caravan 

heads off again.

The donkeys don’t like 

bridges, but I don’t find 

them too frightening.  

They aren’t above 

precipitous drops.  Sure, it’s 

better not to fall, but 

they’re manageable.
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At the next rest stop, John treats us to a dance of the seven veils.

A few muj’ are holding a shooting 

contest, just for fun.  A bird flies by, 

no bigger than a chickadee.  One of the 

muj’ takes aim.

Blam.  A single shot. He brings the bird right up to my 

face to show me that the bullet has 

only torn off its head.  The little 

edible body is intact.

Once again, we pass people fleeing.  you could call them refugees, even though they’re far from their place of refuge.  This 

group is from Keshem, in Western Badakhshan.  The journey they still have to go through is the one we’ve just covered.
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The caravan is approaching the Kalotac pass.

The Kalotac pass is like the 
station of La Fourche in the 

Paris Metro—do you know it?

Yes, of 

course, it’s 

up north.

Here, on the left you have 
the Panjshir Valley, home 
of Commander Massoud.  On 
the right is Badakhshan, 
where we’re 

going.

So you can say that we’re 

taking the Saint-Denis 

side of the fork, while 

Massoud is over there on 

the Asnières side.

I see.

We settle down for most of the afternoon.  We have 

to gather our strength and be very clear about our 

itinerary.  There are long discussions.

I take advantage 

of the break to 

shoot portraits 

of Abdul Jabar and 

his lieutenants.  In 

the midst of all 

these beards, one of 

Juliette’s earrings.
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We try to catch Radio 

France Internationale 

on our little 

shortwave radios.  

Sometimes we manage, 

sometimes not.  This 

time it’s not.

At the end of the afternoon, the muj’ listen to the 

BBC’s Persian news.  Life stops in Afghanistan at the time 

of the BBC’s Persian broadcasts.

Before we set off again, those who request it are examined.

And off we go, climbing 

the Kalotac.
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Every now and again, I think about Tintin.  Those stories 
are really something.  I often have the impression he’s 
traveled through where we’re going.

We cross the pass at 

night.  We stop on the 

side of the mountain, 

in ruins that more or 

less shelter us.  We 

huddle against the 

old stones, after 

having shared a hard-

boiled egg among ten 

people.

By dawn we all feel as 

stiff with cold as the 

horse’s corpse we saw 

the day before.

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   72 8/14/08   1:43:26 PM



72 73

We don’t want to stay here forever, so we have to get to 

the village of Anjoman as quickly as possible.  We walk 

like sleepers awakened by an earthquake who only had 

time to wrap themselves in a blanket.  We keep an eye on 

the opaque sky.

This is a very wide river 

that isn’t deep but has 

a powerful current.  

As the caravan starts 

crossing it, another 

donkey gets into 

trouble.  Some muj’ 

relieve him of his 

packsaddle and try to 

lift him onto a rock. 

I take a lot of pictures.  

As I’m shooting I start to 

feel that a good picture 

is within my reach.  It’s 

a bit like fishing and 

feeling a fish bite.  I hold 

my breath each time I 

press the button.

I feel that, if I’ve done my job correctly, it should be there, among the last five or six shots.
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Apparently, we lost a guy last night.  
He must’ve gotten lost when we 
crossed the pass in the dark.

Who 

was it?

One of the 

horse grooms.

What are 

we going 

to do?

Nothing.  There’s 

nothing we can do.  If 

he’s alive, he’ll have to 

find a way to catch up 

with us.

Out of nowhere, a guy selling cakes 

appears.  He is carrying a bag full of 

cakes and sells them to us by weight.

He wanders away and so do we.
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We get a warm welcome in Anjoman.  There has been war 

here.  Right away, consultations are set up for the villagers.
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Later on, in the village hall, we talk.  I haven’t yet 

mentioned that John is an outstanding fisherman.  

Quite a speaker, too.

When Afghanistan is no 

longer a hell of war, 

it’ll be a heaven for 

angling.

With his fishing rod in hand, he gives a demonstration, 

like a street peddler.
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Suddenly, the door opens.  Mahmad throws himself into the arms of the man who has just entered.

It’s the guy who was 

feared lost.  Everyone 

crowds around him, 

pressing him with 

questions.  I take pictures 

as he tells his story.  Last 

night he fell behind in 

the dark.  The haunted 

look in his eyes gives an 

idea of what he has been 

through: the terror of 

being lost, at night, in 

the icy cold weather; the 

terror, come morning, of 

being bombed.

He thought he was finished.  Everyone thought him dead.  

He does in fact look a bit like a ghost.  To help him recover, 

he is given piping hot chormazchoy, a really oily walnut 

tea, and some bread.

Chorchoy, chormazchoy: I got used to these salted milk teas.  

I found them disgusting at first, but overcame my aversion 

and soon couldn’t do without them.  No sooner have you 

finished your bowl than you’ll be served some more.

At the next day’s 

briefing we discuss the 

tricky crossing that’s 

coming up: a large 

unprotected plateau 

where caravans are 

often machine-gunned 

from the air.  That 

happened two years 

ago, the last time the 

MSF team came.  A muj’ 

died, someone Régis 

knew well.

Because of the 

constraints of the 

walking schedule, 

that plateau has to be 

crossed in the daytime.  

Before entering it, 

we’ll split the group 

into pairs, leaving a 

lot of space between 

each of them to avoid 

offering too compact 

a target.

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   77 8/14/08   1:44:21 PM



78 79

We leave Anjoman.  The beauty of these landscapes is all 

the more poignant as we are now entering combat zones.

We enter the plateau.  It’s true that it’s huge and you 

have nowhere to hide.  Blessing our luck, we see the 

sky is empty, too.  The small groups form up and start 

out one by one.
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Nothing bad happens.  

We get through.  On 

the other side there’s 

a river and the cover 

of a few trees.  That’s 

where, two years ago, 

they buried the man 

who didn’t make it.

Some muj’ squat and 

pray.  Régis joins them.  

Everyone takes a 

moment of respectful 

contemplation.
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Helicopter! The shout makes its way down the caravan, just ahead of the engine hum everyone fears.

Everyone runs for whatever cover 

they can find.  Luckily, there are 

plenty of hiding places around us.

I hide under a rock ledge and try 

to spot the chopper in the portion 

of sky I can see.

There it is, far away—but not as far 

as I’d like.

Phew! Gone.
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There, you’ve been 

initiated.  You’ve 

seen Russians.

Yes.  Photographically, it 

wasn’t that great.  A bit far.

Tell you what: next time, instead of hiding under a 

rock, climb on top of it and wave at them.  You’ll get a 

closer look.

Sure 
thing.

We were lucky.  When they fly high 

and in a straight line like that, they’re 

headed somewhere specific.  They’re not 

on the hunt.

The danger has passed.  The sentinels relax.  We set 

off again.  A bit farther, we pass an empty caravan 

going back to Pakistan to pick up weapons.  Juliette, on 

horseback and dressed as a man, causes the usual stir 

among the muj’.
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A shepherd crosses a river with his sheep.  For him the day’s journey is coming to an end.  Not for us.

We’re going to walk 

through the night, 

because this is the 

region of Skazar.  

Skazar is the main 

Soviet base in the area, 

barring the road into 

Badakhshan.  We are 

going to skirt fairly 

close to it.

The night is on our side: a moonless night, like in suspense novels.  On the 

other hand, we  can’t see three feet ahead.  We’re twisting our ankles 

at every other step.  And stopping is out of the question.

By daybreak, I’m exhausted.  Along with a few others, 

I beg for a halt.

Continue if you want, I’m stop-

ping.  I can’t take any more.

Me 

neither! break!

Where did those few fish come from? Was it John who 

found the strength to catch them?  We eat them grilled 

on the end of a stick.

We move onto steep and rough paths.  I feel completely 

out of synch.  While changing lenses, I lose the sun guard 

for my 105mm.  Those things are expensive.

I was already in a foul mood, and that makes me furious 

at myself.  And depressed.
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Is that fighting 

we’re hearing?

No, that’s 

Maidan.

In Maidan they have deposits 

of lapis lazuli.
Those blue stones?

Yes.  They’re blowing 

up the mountain with 

dynamite.

We enter Maidan, a mining town.  The houses seem to 

crawl up the mountainside, on either side of a main 

street.  The ground is littered with lapis lazuli debris.

No point looking.  You won’t find enough to make 

yourself a tie pin.  Those are castoffs, stones they’ve 

already sorted.

Yes, looks that way.

A few stones still have a few blue points or reflections.  

I pick up three, as a souvenir.

What do they 

do with the 

lapis lazuli?

The stones are carried by 

donkey to Pakistan and 

sold.

The money goes to the Jamiat-e-Islami party, one of the 

seven parties of the resistance.  That’s the party of 

Massoud and of Bassir, the commander 

we’re going to see in Yaftal.

I knew the resistance was making money from dope, 
but I hadn’t heard about 
precious stones.

Yeah.  They also 

mine emeralds and 

rubies.
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Does the dynamiting continue at night?  I have no idea.  I sleep.  The fatigue is accumulating and I never seem to 

manage to rest enough.

As soon as we’re up, a big event: we decide to wash.  

Not piecemeal as usual, we’re going to have a real 

bath in a river.

There is nothing happy-go-lucky about it. This takes as 

much planning as a military offensive—an armed escort 

comes with us, and guards are posted around the 

torrent, with their backs turned and under orders to 

turn away any gawkers.

Between the deployment of forces and the ice-cold 

water, the bath isn’t the most carefree experience.  

Plus, seeing myself naked for the first time since 

Germsheshma, I barely recognize my body.

I’m emaciated.  Besides my face, hands, and wrists, which are 

tanned a deep brown, everything else is pallid.  You can see 

every muscle fiber, like on an anatomical drawing.

As I put on a fresh shirt, the smell of clean cloth jumps 
out at me. Before leaving the river, the muj’ decide to fish in it.  

But their technique isn’t much like John’s.  It owes more 

to the miners of Maidan.
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BOOM.

The number of dead fish 

is beyond belief.  Several 

thousand?  They pick up 

a dozen.  We set off.

One last pass separates us from Teshkan: the Arash 

pass.  Aptly named, since the word means “to rip out” in 

French.  We come to a stream that we have to cross by 

hopping from stone to stone.  Looks easy enough.

But my little run of bad luck continues.  I slip and take a 

dunking.  So does my big Nikon F2.

I pull it out right away but it’s 

nicely soaked.

The diagnosis: the filter of the 20mm 

and the light meter were shot.
I feel all my nervous fatigue rush 

into that incident, producing no 

end of discouragement.  I’m fed up.

You okay, Didier? No.
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The dying donkey that 

we pass a bit farther 

along doesn’t exactly 

cheer me up.

A short way from the 

summit, we walk among 

herds of sheep and 

goats left to their 

own devices.  In that 

war-ravaged region, 

where peasants have 

become soldiers, there 

aren’t enough men to 

look after the animals 

or tend the fields.

At the top of the pass I take a few 

group pictures with my F2 camera.  It 

seems to be responding more or less 

normally.  I don’t know what to expect 

of the film.

It’s September 4th, Juliette’s birthday.  

I have to be sure to bring back at least 

one good shot.  John lends me his 

camera, with color film.

The muj’ from Teshkan, who are nearly 

home, pose in front of the row of MSF 

people.

I say, “Smile!”

Those who understand, smile.
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On the way down, in 

the village of Rasmi, 

I take another group 

photo, indoors this 

time.  The muj’ don’t 

put down their 

weapons, but they 

do put their baggage 

down.  They’re back 

home.

During the 

consultations 

in Rasmi, I watch 

Robert as he listens 

to the patients.  His 

face shows the 

strain of the same 

exhaustion I’m 

feeling.  Yet he keeps 

going.  It’s up to me 

to do as much.

There.  Just a couple 

more miles and we 

reach the valley of 

Teshkan, our journey’s 

first destination.  The 

Wakil, or regional 

representative, whose 

son I met in Peshawar, 

has deployed his 

security detail in a 

guard of honor to 

welcome us.

His reunion with 

Juliette is joyful.  

She shakes the 

Wakil’s healthy 

hand.  The other one 

died when a bullet 

hit his left arm.

It’s almost certain that nothing can be done for his arm, 

but since he’s the Wakil, we’re going to examine him for 

three hours, to make it very clear that he’s the chief.
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Indeed, in the Wakil’s house, around cups of tea, Robert, Régis, and John handle his arm with a great deal of respect.  There 

are a thousand explanations, all surrounding the same conclusion: the Wakil will not recover the use of his left arm.

Despite the bad 

news, he gives us a 

few recommendation 

letters that will 

allow those who are 

continuing the journey 

to reach Yaftal.

As we leave Teshkan, we’re also leaving behind Sylvie, Odile, 

Michel, and tall Ronald, who are going to run a small and 

rudimentary hospital, lost among the flowers.  We’ll pick up 

Odile, Michel, and Ronald on the way back.  Sylvie will spend 

the entire winter there, till the next team arrives.

The caravan, having shed half its members, sets off on the 

last stretch, Teshkan to Yaftal, via Daraim.
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We enter Daraim, where the guard of honor, less martial 

than in Teshkan, is composed of black sheep. It’s a beautiful village, 

and seems to have been 

spared by the war.  The 

commander welcomes 

us with wonderful 

kindness.

One thing is worrying 

him: his young son’s 

testicles are not 

coming down.

For reasons of modesty, the boy is examined behind a blanket.  The diagnosis is not alarming.  Before and after the 

examination his father is very gentle and caring.

Most of the Afghan 

men, including those 

who seem most brutal, 

behave like mothers 

toward the children.  

They demonstrate their 

love in a very physical 

and tender way.  I often 

see them check that 

their kids aren’t cold, 

straighten their hats, 

and so on.

We go from the village 

hall to the mosque.  A 

Koranic class has been 

improvised for us.

Since the beginning of 

time, every kid who is 

learning to read has 

had the same expression.
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Poor things! Such big 

pages printed so small!

Don’t feel sorry for them, 

they’re not overloaded 

with reading 

right now.

I gave some money to the commander for the school.  

Out of gratitude, to show that he takes it seriously, 

he organized this session, but in fact the school 

isn’t open.

It’s not?

No.

It’s September, harvest time.  The 

children are in the fields.

I’d noticed that they do 

have callused hands.

They manage, Afghan style, 

to learn a thing or two, but 

on the whole they’re really 

just little workers or little 

fighters.

And the awful part is that, 

more and more, their only 

role models are teenagers 

who don’t know anything 

other than fighting, and 

brag about it.  Nothing else is 

available.

There’s no one to explain to them that knowing 

things is better than hacking 

each other to pieces.
And what’s it like 

in Kabul?

In Kabul, there’s the secular Communist school, but 

pursuing higher education is out of the question, 

also because of the war.  The boys get drafted into 

the Communist army, unless they desert and join the 

resistance, or leave the country altogether.
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Not too 

cheerful, 

is it?

No.  It’s not cheerful.  I don’t know how 

long this war will last, but the longer 

it lasts and the more it uproots, mows 

down, and mutilates kids—the harder 

it’ll be to get out of it.

A mother shows us her 

blind daughter, who 

seems to have a drop of 

glue in each eye.

As we leave Daraim, I feel I’ve caught a glimpse of a possible 

Afghan paradise: a pretty town, tasty cakes, a sensible 

commander, a school, farm work.  A world where worrying 

over the eyes of a young blind girl and the balls of a 

little boy is the worst people have to contend with.

My feeling of being in the Garden of Eden grows stronger 

as we reach a valley, near Feyzabad, that is like one giant 

peach orchard.

Some villagers offer us peaches and I gorge myself on 

them, feeling a frenzied need for vitamins.  I eat at least 

thirty of them.  They’re delicious.

The consequences don’t take long to show up.  In the next 

valley I have a massive case of the runs.  Robert’s comment:

After the valley 

of peaches, the 

valley of jam.
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As the sun sets, we cross a wide river on a ferry.

One last march leads 

us to our goal, Yaftal, 

where we are greeted, 

at the edge of the 

village, by commander 

Bassir Khan.

The best pictures of 

Bassir Khan are low-

angle shots.

He is a powerful figure, 

rather friendly and 

extremely wily.

Najmudin returns to his 

usual place, to the left 

of his chief.  He reports 

on his mission.

Need I mention our relief at having arrived? Yet Yaftal is no haven.  Faraway explosions 

remind us of the fighting going on and of the need for the team’s work.  But never mind. 

All I can see, for the time being, is that the forced march is over.  It lasted a month.

Régis fishes a copy of 

Double Page, a French 

magazine, out of his 

saddlebags. It contains 

some spectacular large-

sized color pictures of 

a buzkashi game, taken 

by Sabrina and Roland 

Michaud.

That’s his present 

for Bassir.  Happy and 

flattered, the local 

lord shows it to his men.
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After having washed our hands, we are treated to a feast.  There are wonderful 

breads—plain, brioche-like, decorated, walnut-filled.  Vegetable dumplings.  Amazing 

yogurts.  Magnificent fruit, which I’m careful to enjoy in moderation.  (By the way, in 

Afghanistan, the grapes are seedless.)

We stuff our faces.  

Bassir too.  In this 

country of lean men, 

I find it easier to 

understand where his 

paunch comes from.

Bassir’s personal guard 

is composed of very 

young men who show off 

their weapons.  That’s 

what they’re most proud 

of, having a gun and 

going to war.

I turn myself into a 

court photographer.  

Here are Bassir’s horse 

groom and his bodyguard.

I’ve been hoodwinked.  

We have indeed 

reached the valley 

of Yaftal, but we’re 

at the wrong end of 

it.  Two more days of 

walking are needed to 

get to Zaragandara, 

where we are going to 

live and work.

Around the houses some ample cow patties have been 

put out to dry, and will provide heating fuel during the 

coming winter.  We start our hike in gorgeous weather.  

We walk through the valley.  Everything seems simple.
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Even though the going has been tough, but also 

because of it, I’m already feeling a great love of 

Afghanistan, a genuine attachment.  A day like today 

adds to that sensation.  It’s glorious.
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