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Zaragandara is on a mountainside.  Here the booms of war 

sound closer.

How 'bout a little sprint to 

the finish line for the last 

stage?

You get a head 

start, I’ll catch up.

If you want to snap some pictures of the hospital before 
we get set up, 
now’s the time.

Where is the hospital? Here.

You’re really 

going to work in 

this dump?

What were 

you expecting?  

The Mayo 

Clinic?

No, but this is some-

thing else! A grubby, 

windswept porch…

We’ll get 
a better 
view of 
the land-
scape.

There, with my 

stethoscope 

hanging from the 

coat rack, it’ll look 

much more like a 

hospital.

Yes, that’s it! 

That’s what 

was missing!

The commute between 

the hospital and the 

house will be manage-

able.  We’ll be living 

just up the hill, in this 

five-star hotel.  It’s 

pretty spartan, but we 

are Spartans.
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This is the bed where 

all seven of us will 

be sleeping, lined up in 

rows.  In Afghanistan, 

fatigue generally 

makes up for the lack 

of comfort and you 

sleep well.

After having put down 

our bags, we head back 

down to set up the 

hospital.  The sort of 

laundry room at the 

end of the porch will 

be the infirmary.  We 

line up instruments and 

medicines on the shelves.

The porch will be the consultation room and operating 

theater.  The courtyard will serve as a waiting room.

Hey, look, guys!

I’ve found the trusty 

old table from 

previous missions.*

* MSF: GOING WHERE OTHERS WON’T GO

THE DOCTOR IS ALWAYS RIGHT

YOU’RE BETTER OFF RICH AND HEALTHY THAN POOR AND SICK

The first night passes.  

In the morning a family 

brings us chorchoy for 

breakfast.

Since the day before, 

word of mouth has 

spread the news of the 

hospital opening.  The 

waiting room is full.  

An Afghan man, who 

learned rudiments of 

medicine during previous 

MSF missions, is in charge 

of sorting patients 

according to how severe 

their condition is.

Mahmad, as always, is 

interpreting.

He’s making a hell 

of a racket! What 

does he want?

He’s saying he’s sick and needs to be treated.  

He said before he was always the first to 

reach the top of mountain passes but now 

he only comes in second or third.

*

Yes, but 

how old 

is he?
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He doesn’t 
know.

Okay, explain to him 

nicely that he’s old 

and that we don’t 

have any treatment 

for that.

The first real patient 

has nothing to do 

with the war.  It’s a 

little boy who has 

badly burned his 

foot by falling into 

a bread oven.  This 

is a common type of 

household accident in 

Afghanistan.  His father 

and sister are with him.

While Régis prepares 

the anesthetic 

for the boy, Robert 

examines his sister.  

He has to manage 

through her 

clothing because, 

as for all women, 

little girls cannot be 

unclothed in front 

of the doctor.

Régis, assisted by Evelyne, a nurse, and the father, gives the boy an injection in the buttocks.  If these pictures had sound, 

it would be in the high notes.
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They carefully monitor the boy’s increasing drowsiness.  Once he’s asleep, Robert gets to work.
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All goes well.  He is sent 

to the ICU, meaning the 

courtyard, under the 

trees.

Régis doesn’t stop 

watching over him 

until he wakes up, 

at which time he is 

brought back onto 

the porch.

Then he is given the yogurt of victory.  He’ll have to return tomorrow for follow-up care.

With his foot repaired, the little boy would do well to keep it away from the landmines that the country is littered with.
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Evelyne was the one assisting Robert and Régis with the 

operation.  I’d say that Evelyne is the bravest among 

us, because she’s absolutely not cut out for the feats 

she is accomplishing.  She’s a normal woman and not a 

particularly athletic person.  Everything she achieves 

is the result of sheer willpower and determination.

Régis often tells her:

Evelyne, you’re a saint. Yes, Régis.

The two characters 

that show up next 

are our first war 

wounded.

If I understand 

correctly, the one 

on the right, with 

the big bandage, had 

his temple nicked by a 

bullet from an AK-47.  

Each impact of these 

bullets causes them 

to change course.  

That’s why they cause 

so much damage in the 

bodies they hit: they 

ricochet inside.  He was 

lucky, in a manner of 

speaking.

After having hit his 

temple, the bullet 

went through his 

shoulder above the 

lung and went on to 

lodge itself, at a much 

slower speed, in the 

chest of his buddy, 

who fell and got 

himself a nice bruise.  

It cracks them up.  

Afghans often laugh 

about such things.

The operating table, 

instruments, and 

surgical supplies are 

prepared, and the team 

sets the patient down.  

John will be in charge.

I’m struck by a detail: 

the depth of the 

wound.  I had no idea 

that in that area of 

the temple there 

was such a thickness 

of flesh above the 

cranial bone. 
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Régis provides a running 

commentary on the 

operation for the 

benefit of a few Afghan 

trainees who want to 

be able to perform it 

when the MSF people 

are no longer there.  

And some babas look on 

with sympathy.
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That evening we pick up Radio France Internationale.  Get 

some news from the world.  Only one story strikes me: 

Jacques-Henri Lartigue is dead.

Shit!

If I were asked to name my favorite photographer, 

I wouldn’t say Lartigue.  But I like him.

I feel the need to look at some 

pictures.  In my bag I have a 

book from a French paperback 

collection on photographers.  

It’s the one on Josef Koudelka.

Reaching for it, I pull out 
another book.

Stevenson!

I’d completely forgotten about 

Stevenson.  Very naughty of me, 

but I have some excuses.  I scan the 

first lines.  They bring me back 

to Germsheshma, before our 

departure.  A century ago, it seems.

I feel pretty sure I’ll be totally 

incapable of reading this little 

book by the end of the trip.  My mind 

is elsewhere.  But I’m happy to have 

it with me, to give it some fresh 

mountain air.

We go to sleep at seven o’clock.

A rumbling and a jolt wake us 

up.  Or, rather, it’s really Mahmad 

who wakes us.  He catapults 

himself out of the house.

Everybody out, quick! 

Earthquake! Get out!

Tremors are very brief, but that isn’t the impression you get.  They feel like 

they last a long time.  Tonight, there’s only one.  No damage.  We wait a bit, 

then crawl back into our sleeping bags.
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The next day there’s a 

crowd in the waiting 

room.  Our Afghan 

receptionist is doing 

his job of sorting and 

classifying patients.

Toward the end of the 

day a muj’ shows up.  He 

talks at length with 

the team.  Evidently 

he has come to get the 

doctors and wants 

them to follow him.

Juliette and Robert fall into step behind him and I 
tag along.

Where are 
we going?

We have no idea.

We’re supposedly going 

to see a guy with a head 

wound, in a village that’s 

a half-hour’s walk from 

here.

You have to watch out 

for Afghan half hours.  

For them, everything is 

always “nazdik,” not far.

So the village could be thirty 

miles from here.
And the guy wounded in 
the knee.

Two hours later, as 

night falls, we enter 

the village.  The 

wounded muj’ is lying 

in the mosque.  A few 

farmers are watching 

over him.

An initial examination shows a hole in the right eye.  

We spend the night by his side.  In the morning, he is 

taken outside to better assess his condition and ask 

him questions.
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So? His eye is lost.  The eyeball 
was punctured. How’d it 

happen?

He did it to himself.  He was running 

during a firefight, weapon in hand, 

and he fell head first onto the 

barrel of his rifle.

Geez!

We have to operate to take out what’s left 
of the eyeball deep 
in the socket.

Can he be moved?

Yes, of course.  The guys from the 
village will bring him over to us 
in Zaragandara in the course of 
the day.

He insisted that we notify his father, who’s in another 

village.
And what did 

he say about his 

punctured eye?

That it was 

the will of 

Allah.

That’s Afghan fatalism for you.  

Everything happens by the will 

of God, so whatever happens to 

you had to happen.

Poor guy!  

Blinding himself 

with the barrel 

of his own rifle!

I’ve seen even 
better, you 
know.

In the last mission, I saw a guy come in with a hole 

where his nose should’ve been, a hole under the 

chin, and a hole in each hand.  All that done with 

one bullet.

Hang on—say that again, I didn’t get it.

One hole 
here.  One 
hole there.

Yes. And one hole in each hand.  All with one bullet.  

What do you think happened?

No idea.
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Well, what happened is that the guy was sitting 

like this, with his chin and both hands resting on the 

muzzle of his rifle. There was a bullet in the barrel.

And his three-year-old kid, who 
was playing at his feet, pulled 
the trigger.

We return to Zaragandara by the end of the morning.  

The wounded man, though, is only brought in late in the 

evening.  The operation will take place at night.

John, Robert, and Régis put on miner’s lamps.  Régis puts 

the patient to sleep using Ketalar, a drug made from 

ketamine, a powerful anesthetic.

In the middle of the operation, the father shows up.  He’s 

utterly frantic, as you’d imagine.  Mahmad reassures him, and 

he’s offered something to eat and drink and given a seat in 

the corner of the porch, with instructions not to move.

Suddenly, a vision of horror: the patient’s left eye, the 

good one, opens and starts looking in all directions.

Is he waking up?
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No, don’t worry, that’s an effect of the 

anesthetic.  Ketamine causes a deep sleep, but it 

doesn’t paralyze muscles and it allows some 

reflex motions.

He really seems to 

be watching us.

No, he 

can’t see 

a thing.

On the other hand, with his eye open like that it 

could dry out and cause corneal damage.  That’s 

why I’m regularly giving him saline solution.

It takes me a while before I can handle seeing this eye 

move around while John, unfazed, continues to empty out 

the socket next to it.

The operation is 

completed.  The 

patient’s wound is 

dressed, and his head 

wrapped in a bandage 

again.  In the morning 

he emerges.  He is zoof, 

as the Afghans say, 

groggy.

The first person he sees 

is his father, who has 

not left his bedside for 

a minute.  In a slurred 

voice, the muj’ asks Régis, 

“Did you give my father 

some tea?”
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And the second thing he asks for, when he has awakened a bit more, is to have his rifle 

brought to him.  He wants to check that he can aim with his left eye. He utters a third 

and final sentence as 

he gets up: “I’ll have 

a hard time finding 

a wife and getting 

married.”  That’s it.

Later, while 

convalescing in the 

Zaragandara mosque, 

he proudly invites me 

to do a portrait of him.

The mosque is used as an annex to the hospital for 

recovering patients or those awaiting treatment.  It 

couldn’t be more basic: a door, a central wooden pillar, a 

few recesses in the walls, some calligraphies, and straw 

and carpets on the floor.  It serves as the village hall.
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A little boy arrives.  He 

lifts up the sleeve of 

his sweater.  A bullet 

has gone through his 

forearm.

I’m impressed that 

he’s not crying.

Many of the children here don’t 

cry.  They whimper when they’re 

in pain, but that’s all.  They 

toughen up very early.
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Each day brings its share of war wounded, but a good 

part of the work remains day-to-day health care—

illnesses, births, household accidents.

One day I find Robert 

and Régis absorbed 

in looking at an 

object that I hardly 

recognize because 

its presence seems so 

incongruous.

What are you 

looking at?
What does 
it look like?  
An X-ray.

But where did it come 

from?

From Feyzabad.  

It’s the Russians 

that sent it 

to us.

I can’t believe my ears.

You’re in touch with the 

Russians?
It can 

hap-

pen.

When we get someone who needs 

an X-ray, or some treatment 

we can’t provide, we send him 

to the Feyzabad hospital, on a 

donkey, accompanied by an old 

man.  I write a letter in English 

for the Russian doctor: “Dear 

colleague, I am sending you this 

patient,” and so on.

In Feyzabad, they do the X-ray 

and the old man brings it back to 

me, often with a response from 

the Russian doctor.  Here, have a 

look.

Unbelievable.

But don’t you risk 

getting discovered?

Inch’ Allah! 

Up to now 

we haven’t 

had any 

problems!
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Later on.

You know, war is always more complicated than we 

think.  You might go see a commander like Bassir and 

find him in the middle of a talk with ten Russian 

officers, drinking cups of chorchoy.

Really?

It’s not that he’s selling out to the enemy, it’s not the 

“peace of the brave,” it’s a kind of sporadic negotiation—

“you let my convoy go through, or I’ll bomb your road.”

So in fact, It’s not 

all-out war all 

the time.

That’s it.  There are times when nobody talks to 
anybody else, guns are blazing all over the place, 

then it cools down and they start dealing with each 

other again: “C’mon, don’t be a pain, let me go through 

this time.”

I imagine it’s like that in 

all wars.

It’s a bit like the French National Assembly.  We get 

the impression they’re always at each other’s throats, 

but I’m sure at the break you’ll have a Communist 

going for a drink with a Conservative and 

they’ll have plenty to talk about.
Yeah, of 

course.

And earlier you said you’d send a patient to Feyzabad 

with an old man.  

Why an old man? Ah, because those babas 

are really convenient.

First of all, they have inexhaustible stamina.  Second, the 

government army no longer conscripts them.  And third, 

nobody suspects them of being part of the resistance.  

They’re the ones we send to run all the errands in town.

You hand over the shopping list 

and the money to the village 

old-timers, they enter Feyzabad 

under the Russians’ noses, and 

two days later they come back 

with the sugar, cakes, tea, and 

candy.

We even pack them full of 

secret messages.  You know 

how they avoid detection 

during body searches? Um… No.

The messages are written 

on cloth and sewn inside the 

clothing.  Unlike paper, which 

crinkles, you can’t detect cloth 

in a pat-down search.

Pretty 
smart.
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This is one such secret message.  Being able to read it wouldn’t do me much good; it’s coded.  Mahmad translated 

it for me and all it talks about is crops and irrigation.
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A hike more than three hours long brings us—Juliette, 

Régis, me, and a few locals—to Palandara.
That’s the future hospital where the local teams we’re 

currently training will work, and where the next MSF 

missions will join them.

On the way back we stop for a moment.  Régis and I are sitting 

side by side, chatting.  We see this rock in front of us.

You know, that rock, 
there…

Yeah?

I’ve been watching 
it for a 
while. Me too.

Doesn’t it remind you 
of something?

Ah, 
yes.

What? A Suchard Rocher.

That’s wild! We had 

exactly the same 

thought at the same 

time!

It’s all there: the milk 

chocolate, the hazelnut 

chips… We should open it up 

to see if the praline’s inside.

You know what? If it were a real one, that size, I’d 

eat it in no time.

It’s true that that’s kind of 
missing around here.

we expound for hours on our Suchard chocolate Rocher 

and have a good laugh.  
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The next day, the muj’ 

bring in Amrullah on a 

stretcher.

Amrullah, 16, had the 

lower part of his face 

torn off by shrapnel 

from an artillery shell.

He’s in a half-coma 

and is better off that 

way.  His wound is 

horrifying.  Everyone 

is petrified at the 

sight of it, except 

the doctors, who 

immediately start 

treating him.

Amrullah is 

transferred from 

the stretcher to the 

“operating room,” on 

the terrace.

Do the doctors believe 

that they can repair 

such a disaster? They 

certainly inspire that 

belief in us.  Against all 

odds, despite the dust, 

the lack of space, the 

barren conditions, we 

place our trust in them.
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The operation continues late into the night.  I photograph 

it at length, doing my best to make my presence incon-

spicuous.  Without the doctors’ intervention, Amrullah 

might have been dead by now.  But he isn’t.  He is resting.

I go to do the same.  Our room seems larger than usual, 

because Régis and Evelyne are watching over Amrullah.  

Every day, I feel like telling them how much I admire 

them.  I knew they’d just laugh at me for saying it, but 

what they’re doing is pretty damn impressive.

So, having made sure everyone is asleep and nobody can hear me, I say out loud:

Bravo.

And fall asleep.
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This magnificent and 

unchanging landscape 

doesn’t give a damn 

about war.

When I look up from 

the operating table, 

this is what I see.
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Back to work.  This 

man came to bring us 

his left foot.

He was operated on in 

1982, but he refused to 

have his foot amputated.  

So, predictably enough, 

it rotted through so 

badly that he tore it 

off himself yesterday.

And now he’s back, saying, “Can’t 

you put it back for me?” I can’t believe it.

Régis gives an umpteenth practical seminar, with the 

indispensable Mahmad translating.  In such circumstances, 

you have to make sure you’re understood perfectly.

Then he anesthetizes his patient and John performs an 

amputation higher up, so he can clean out the wound.
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Régis and I like to talk about our jobs and we’re curious 

about one another.  He quizzes me about photography, 

and I fire questions about medicine at him.

You anesthetized only 
the lower body on that 
guy with the rotted 
foot?

Yes, I did what’s called a 

spinal anesthesia.

It involves inserting a small needle between two 

lumbar vertebrae to inject the anesthetic into the 

nerve roots of the spinal cord.  That way we get a 

sensory block, meaning that we neutralize the pain.

You saw how we sat the guy down and got him to 

bend his back with his chin to his chest? That way the 

spine relaxes, the intervertebral space 

opens and we can do the injection.
	            Isn’t that 

the shot they give to 

women during labor?

No, for women in labor we use epidural analgesia.  

Same principle, but more sophisticated.  It allows you 

to place a catheter, reinject anesthetic during 

the course of the procedure, and so on.  We can’t do 

that here because we don’t have the highly sanitary 

conditions that it requires.

That’s why I find what you guys are doing mind-boggling.  
I’ve seen operating rooms before, in France, with state-
of-the-art equipment, whole teams of people, an ultra-
clean environment, the works.  And seeing you here, 
it’s such a different world!

It’s the same world, 
though.

The basis of medicine, whether here or in France, is 

always the same: it’s clinical observation, the study 

of symptoms.  It’s the science of reading signs.  And you 

won’t find a better school for that than practicing 

medicine in a sanitary wasteland, like what 

we do here.

Operating is not that complicated, you know?  Afghan 
peasants can learn that.  What’s complicated is knowing 
what to operate on, 
it’s diagnosis.

I really like technology.  Thank God for CT scans and 

supplementary tests.  But when you don’t have them, 
you have to learn to do without.  And then you re-

learn how to pay attention, how to listen to a body, 

how to interpret a cold sweat or a toenail that’s 

turning blue.  You re-learn the essence of 
the job.

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   124 8/14/08   1:58:14 PM



124 125

At the hospital of Sainte-Foy-la-Grande, where I used to 

work, I came into contact with some excellent doctors 

who helped prepare me for this.  Jo Dubicq was one of 

them.  He was one of those doctors who don’t let their 
team carve out a comfortable niche for themselves.  He 

challenged people’s skills, their intelligence, their curiosity.

I also worked with a true general surgeon, something 
that’s harder and harder to find nowadays.  His name was 
Guy Lassalle.  Well, this Guy Lassalle made me participate 
in what he was doing, he explained things to me, advised 
me.  He’s someone who’d do an amazing job here.  You 
have no idea how many times a day I think about him as I’m 
carrying out a procedure.

I can also tell you about a leading authority in his field, 

Professor Chevais, who was a pioneer of emergency 

medicine in Bordeaux.  He’s dead now, 

unfortunately.

Shortly before his death, he was very ill, but he’d still 

come to the hospital unofficially, put on his scrubs, and 

do the rounds of patients.

One day, I was looking after my patients, and we’d just 
had what we call the Grand Mass—know 
what that is?

No.

It’s when the head doctor and his 
residents do the rounds and the 
big boss comments on each 
patient.

So, anyway, they’d just come through, and I saw Chevais 

come into the room.  He leaned over one patient and 

called me over.  He asked me, “Did they say something 

about this patient’s fever?” I answered, “No.”  The guy 

had a fever of about 101.3°F.

So Chevais said to me, “Watch and listen.”  He removed the 

patient’s sheet—we were alone with him—and said, “First, 

you get an overview of the patient.  Next, we examine him 

from head to toe.”

And that’s what he did.  In a few minutes of observation, 

he found ten possible causes for the fever: a blockage in a 

probe, a badly placed catheter causing an inflammation, etc.
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He spent an hour with me explaining all that.  

Can you believe it? It’s engraved in 

my memory.

You know, I only have one medical textbook with me here.  

I never open it, because I know it by heart, but I carry it 

around everywhere—it’s the notebook I filled while 

studying with 

those people.

What about the group you 

guys have right now? It 

seems pretty good.

	 Yes, it’s exceptional.  

          We owe it to Juliette.  

She gathered us together and 

brought us here.

You’ve heard the expression, “I’d go to the ends of the 

world with them”? Well, here we are.  We’re all doing 

things that we weren’t trained for. Sooner or later 

we all have to shoulder some heavy responsibilities.  

That’s what binds us together.

And the training 
you’re giving the 
Afghans, it works?

Yes, it works.  They have 

to be able to manage when 

we’re not here, and some of 

them manage very well.

We don’t teach them how to do complex operations, mind 

you.  We teach them, as much as possible, to save lives 

with the resources 

they have. And what happens if 
you’re the ones who 
have a problem?

Two possibilities: if it’s something like hay fever, we’ll handle it 
ourselves; if it’s something serious, it’s agreed with the muj’ that 
they’ll hand us over to the Russians.
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The days pass and 

along come the 

wounded…

Followed by more 

wounded, and more, and 

still more wounded.

I watch Robert treat 

a man with a bullet 

wound.

That man has what 

you’d usually refer 

to as a “minor wound.” 

It’s useful to witness 

what a person with a 

minor wound has to 

go through.
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That’s a scene I’ve seen 

a hundred times at 

the movies: the hero 

takes a swig of whisky, 

bites down on a piece 

of wood, and AAARGH! 

They extract the 

bullet with pliers in 

one sharp tug, then 

the guy wipes the 

sweat from his brow 

and is fine.  The truth 

is that the whole 

thing is excruciatingly 

painful.
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On the eve of September 23rd, we hear a massive bombing 

close by.
Six hours later, we enter Püstük, guided by the 

emissaries who came to get us.  The wounded have been 

separated from the dead and collected into a part of 

the village that has been spared by the bombs.

This little girl had 

her hand burned.

John fills a teapot 

with an antiseptic 

solution and the child 

dips her hand in it.  

Then she is treated.
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Other wounded people have been laid down in a large, 

dark room with one skylight.  It’s the village bakery.  

It’s full of people and whispers.  John, Juliette, and I 

make our way through.

Several women are 

there, some of them with 

their faces uncovered.

Ask them if I can 

take pictures.

I’m allowed to do so.

“Aoh.”

In a corner, a woman 

with a white headscarf 

is watching over two 

of her children, a 

teenage girl and a 

baby, both bloodied.  

The little boy is maybe 

two or three.  He 

hardly moves but from 

time to time lets out a 

little wail of “Aoh.”

“Aoh.”
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I put in a new roll of film. John comes out of the bakery, in 

step with a villager.

What does 

he want?

He wants me to see his daughter.  She 
hasn’t gotten up 
since the bombing.
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Invited by the father, John and I enter a house. It’s too dark to take pictures.  In any case, I don’t feel like 

it.  I sit down on the floor.

The little girl is lying in the center of the room.  John 

whispers some soothing words and starts examining her.

There’s no apparent wound.  No blood, no tears.  John 

handles her carefully.

He tries to pick her up. She falls. He tries again. She falls again.

Still talking to her, he carefully 

shifts her onto her belly.

He carefully pushes aside her 

clothing and scrutinizes her back.
Come and see.
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Here. That little dot, 
there?

It’s not a dot, it’s a hole.

A fragment of shrapnel got in there 

and cut the spinal cord.

That means she’ll never walk again.

Aghast, I stare at that tiny dot.  The projectile must have 

been no bigger than a grain of rice.

I throw myself back and sit down where I’d been before.

I cry silently, to avoid disturbing John. Then I walk out again.
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Outside, I hear someone calling me.

Ahmadjan! 

Ahmadjan!

A procession is just leaving the bakery.  The mother, 

the woman with the white headscarf, is carrying her 

baby in her arms.  She is the one shouting.

Ahmadjan!

He died? Yes.
Ahmadjan.  That was the little 
boy’s name.

He must’ve had internal bleeding.

What did his cries mean? 

“Aoh! Aoh!”
That he was 

thirsty.

Juliette filmed the child’s death.

The mother said to me, “Film it, Jamila.  People have to know.”

That sentence jolts me out of the state I’ve been in for 

the past half-hour, unable to take pictures.

I hurry back up to the house of the little paralyzed 

girl, to record her being taken toward our clinic.
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Then on horseback, 

on a donkey’s back, 

on a man’s back, or 

carried on stretchers, 

the wounded start 

out on the long and 

arduous road uphill 

to Zaragandara.
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We get back.  The team 

deals with the influx 

of wounded.  While 

the most seriously 

injured are treated 

behind blankets, the 

others wait.

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   139 8/14/08   2:00:54 PM



140 141

The brother of a guy with a wounded knee raises a 

ruckus.  He demands that the local bonesetter take care 

of his brother.  Régis is absolutely opposed to it.

That’s completely moronic!

This guy doesn’t have a bone out of joint, he has an 
open wound.  If he tries to re-set the 
knee he’s going to destroy it!

The bonesetter arrives.  Régis 

bars his way.
The brother insists.  Things turn nasty. In the end Régis is forced to let the 

bonesetter go over to the patient.

And in no time flat, the bonesetter 

has caused irreparable damage.

The poor guy’s knee has literally exploded.

Perfect! I hope 
you’re proud of 
yourselves!
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There are some things they know how to do and others 
not at all.  I have the same kind of fights with the local 
midwives, the matrons.  They make horrific blunders 
sometimes.

Night has long since 

fallen, but the 

treatments continue.

John, who hasn’t 

stopped bending over 

patients, has a terribly 

sore back.

As if there hadn’t been enough, one more patient is 

brought to us.  Uncharacteristically, the muj’ bringing 

him are guffawing.

What’s so funny is that the guy has a bullet in the ass.  

And if he caught a bullet in the ass, that means he was 

turning his back to the enemy, the coward! That cracks 

up the Afghans.

The wound is very deep.  Robert inserts gauze wicks to 

probe and disinfect it.  A more detailed examination will 

have to wait until a short while later, when there’ll be 

daylight and we’ll have slept a bit.

Sleeping a bit. That's what's in store for Régis, whose 

alarm rings every two hours so that he can check up 

on Amrullah and the other wounded, treat them, feed 

them, and watch over them.
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In the morning, the muj’ with the pierced posterior is 

thoroughly examined.  It turns out that the hole in 

his buttock was an exit wound.  The bullet entered 

through his groin—so, from the front—without 

touching any vital organ.  He was slandered and is now 

redeemed.

The day’s emergencies 

add to those of 

previous days.  The 

courtyard and 

the mosque are 

constantly full.

And the older customers 

aren’t forgotten.  The 

stitches have to come 

off the eyelid of the 

man whose eye has been 

enucleated; the scar on 

the muj’ with the nicked 

temple needs to be 

checked; and so on and 

on.  It’s endless.
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The people’s gratitude is touching.  They are constantly 

seeing to the well-being and compensation of the 

team.  We are given walnuts, necklaces of almonds and 

pistachios, dried apples and apricots, watermelons, melons, 

embroidered handkerchiefs.

At my last mission 

here, I was even 

offered a big brick 

of opium!

Besides the breakfast 

chorchoy, which is 

served to us at home 

every morning, we 

are regularly invited 

by one villager or 

another to share 

in a meal.  This old 

gentleman, for 

example, has us over 

for lunch.

Juliette is invited to spend the night in a neighboring 

village, with a young couple she met here four years 

earlier.  When she returns, she tells me about it.

They really 
married for 
love.

It’s the woman who chose the man.  All the guys in the 

village were playing a big buzkashi game.  The women 

were watching from the rooftops.  For her, it was love 

at first 

sight.

She managed to let him know.  So he started looking out 

for her when she’d go down to the river.  She’s 

really the one who 

did the seducing. How is that done 
around here?

Well, you wiggle a bit, you show your ankles, you 

move your shawls aside—pretending that it’s to avoid 

getting them wet, but casting a few glances at the 

same time.  That kind of thing.

I see.  
That’s good.

I met them shortly afterwards, when they were 

newlyweds.  It was a joy to share their house, because 

they were really in love.  All day long, he’d kiss her in 

the neck, he’d cuddle her in corners, he’d tickle her 

while she was making bread.  They laughed 

all the time.

And now, I show up four years later and what do 

I see?  A second wife!
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For a couple that was so close and shared so much, 

that surprised me.  I asked her, “How come your husband 

took a second wife?” Do you know what 

she answered?

No.

She said: “I’m the one who found her for him.”

Hahaha!

“You see, my husband’s a rich man, he has a 

lot of guests and he’s away a lot when they take 

the animals to the high pastures—so I really 

needed someone else.”

That’s funny, because it’s not at all the idea we get 

back home concerning married life in Afghanistan.

But those ideas we get 

are all wrong!

All we ever see is the same poor helpless woman under 

her chadri.

Honestly, have you seen a lot of 

chadri since we got here? Besides 

the ones we put on to cross the 

border?

No, not 

many.

First of all, the chadri is essentially an urban phe-

nomenon.  In a small village, everyone’s related, so 

you don’t need to cover yourself.  Plus a chadri ’s 

expensive.  Even if she wanted one, a peasant woman 

couldn’t afford it.

Then you have to understand that the chadri is 
something pretty recent.  It’s only about a century old.  
Before that, a lot of women in the cities would never 
set foot outside their house, not in 
a lifetime.

Seriously?

Yeah, seriously.  In a big city, a woman is bound to bump 

into strangers.  That’s why the introduction of the 

chadri gave them greater autonomy and freedom.  At 

last they were able to 

leave their homes.

In any case, people make it into an exaggerated and 

idiotic symbol.  The real priorities for women are access 

to health care, to education, to work, and to the 

legal system. 

Not clothes.
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Let me tell you a funny story.  

When I was a teenager in Kabul, 

my best friend was an Afghan 

girl from an aristocratic family 

that was really westernized.  No 

way would you find a chadri in 

their home.

But she’d bought a chadri 

herself so she could go meet her 

boyfriend without anyone finding 

out.

At the moment, it’s a real 

tool of resistance.  A lot of 

women are carrying weapons 

under their chadri.  In the big 

cities, women are taking part 

in the resistance, actively and 

fiercely.
We don’t 
hear about 
all that.

To know things about Afghan women, you have to 

go into their houses.  Things are much less formal 

inside the houses than outside them.

I’m lucky to be able to go everywhere.  As the leader 

of the mission I’m able to go among the men, and as a 

woman I’m able to join the women.  And I can assure 

you that our dealings are perfectly natural and 

spontaneous.

When I come into a village, the women have been told 

that I’m coming and they prepare a meal for me.  They 

all want to see Jamila, the foreign woman dressed 

as a man.  The first thing they do, mostly, is touch my 

breasts to make sure I’m really a woman.  We have a 

good laugh.

Then we sit down and we eat.  We talk about 

everything, life, children, and a lot about politics.  

What I learn from them is crucial, especially when 

they are part of the entourage of the local leaders, 

because they have a very powerful influence on them.  

The Afghan woman is the custodian of values, the moral 

reference point.

I’m much more effective in my dealings with the men as 

a result of having met the women and obtained some 

inside information.

Yes, I understand.

And they’re funny.  

You should hear them 

gossiping about the 

men, you’d split your 

sides laughing.

I’m going to grow some 

boobs so I can come with 

you next time.
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We’ve been in Zaragandara for nearly a month.  We’re 

starting to talk about our departure, which has to take 

place before the first snowfall.

Robert and Evelyne are staying.  The two of them are 

going to run the hospital together, and another mission 

will take over next summer.

So, Robert, how do you feel about 
spending a year here?

Click

“I feel great.”

“You know, I’m glad 

to be having this 

adventure as a part 

of a team, but once 

you guys have taken 

off and we’re stuck 

here, totally lost— 

I have the feeling that 

that’s when things 

will really begin.”

“I already stayed over 

one winter in the 

previous mission, with 

Sylvie.  The conditions 

were the same, except 

that the trip over 

was way worse than 

this time.  For starters, 

two months in prison 

at the Peshawar fort, 

because we’d gotten 

nabbed at the border.”

“Then a three-month 

trip, including being 

held prisoner for two 

weeks by a commander 

(don’t ever ask me to 

shake hands with that 

creep), racketeered 

every step of the 

way, abandoned by 

our escort two 

passes before our 

destination… Nothing 

but joy, basically.”

“That winter I had 

the beginnings of 

appendicitis.  I was 

inches away from 

turning myself over 

to the Russians.  I didn’t 

take any painkillers, so 

I could gauge my level 

of pain, and I stuffed 

myself with antibiotics. 

It passed, eventually.”

ThePhotographer_1P_Final.indd   146 8/14/08   2:02:17 PM



146 147

“There were wolves.  

You couldn’t go out 

at night to take 

a piss because of 

the wolves.  In the 

morning you’d see 

their pawprints in 

the snow, around the 

houses.  At the end of 

the winter, we had 

nothing left to eat.  

We’d boil a few tree 

leaves and eat them 

like spinach.”

So what made you come 

back?—

“The people.”

“I’ll tell you a story, 

to give you an idea 

of the generosity of 

these people.  Every 

day, they’d bring 

us bread.  As time 

went on, that bread 

became more and more 

disgusting.  By the end, 

there was more soil 

than bread in it.”

“One day we told 

the baker, pretty 

tactlessly, that we 

didn’t want any more, 

that we were going 

to throw it out.  He 

looked at us a bit 

sheepishly and asked 

us not to throw it 

out but to give it 

back to him.”  

“That afternoon we 

found out that, for 

the previous month, 

nobody in the area 

had been eating bread.  

All the families had 

scraped the bottom of 

their wheat stores so 

that Sylvie and I could 

continue to have 

some.”

So, naturally, once you’ve lived through something like that, you 
come back and you do it again.
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Well, well! Look who’s here: Najmudin.

He knows we’re leaving soon.  He came to invite us 

to his village for a meal in our honor.

Oh, that’s 
nice.  When?

What do you mean, when? You’ve got a Busy schedule?

Yup, I’ll have to check if I’m available.

The meal at Najmudin’s will be in five days.  In the 

meantime, the muj’ organize a little tourist excursion 

for us.  We head off on foot to visit the “sangar,” the 

entrenched positions of the resistance built on the 

front line around Feyzabad.

I made a decision about our return to Pakistan.  We 

won’t be going back exactly 

the way we came.
Oh, 
yeah?

What route 
are you plan-
ning to take?

We’ll be going through Keshem Valley, 
farther west.  I went there last time 
and I want to make a quick assessment 
of how things are going 
over there.

How much time will that add 
to the trip?

A week.
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A week! I feel as if the whole Himalayan range has been 

dropped on my shoulders.

I suddenly realize how fed up I am with being in a group, 

with always tagging along.

I don’t want to go to Keshem.  I want to go back to France.

My supply of film is dwindling, so I’ll have to start 

rationing myself—something I hate to do.  The worst 

thing that could happen to me would be to find myself 

unable to take pictures.  That would kill off any 

remaining desire to be here.
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We come up to the 

famous “sangar.”  In 

the distance you can 

make out the Feyzabad 

airport, held by the 

Soviet forces.  Régis 

takes pictures of it.

Since that was the 

highlight of our 

little walk, we eat a 

few watermelons and 

head back.

Tell me something, how long does it take one of those 
small caravans that head back empty 
to Pakistan to make the trip?

It depends.

Less time than 
on the way over 
here?

Oh yeah, much less.  If all goes 

well, it takes roughly two weeks.

Why do you ask? Just curious.
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By the time we get back, I’ve made my decision.  Juliette 

certainly isn’t going to like it.  To avoid spoiling the party, 

I’m planning to tell her only after the meal at Najmudin’s.

The day of the meal comes quickly.  After a few hours’ 

walk, we’re hugging Najmudin and his companions.

They’ve really gone to town on the meal.  At Bassir 

Khan’s, a month ago, we shared the sumptuous daily fare 

of a powerful leader.  But there’s nothing day-to-day 

about this event.  It’s a real countryside banquet for a 

special occasion, something country people don’t have 

too often.  And neither do we.

Man, this is so delicious! This too! Have you 
tried it?

Najmudin presides 

over the meal.
We can tell he is happy 

to have brought us 

together and saddened 

to see us leave.
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When the time comes to head back, the hugs are very 

moving.  I hear the expressions Mahmad taught me: may 

peace be with you, may you stay healthy, may you stay 

alive.  They sound particularly appropriate.

I walked alongside Juliette for a long while and neither 

of us speaks.

I want to tell you… Najmudin and I are now brother 

and sister before 

the Koran.

From now on I’ll call him “my brother Najmudin” 
and he’ll call me 
“my sister Jamila.”

Did you mingle your blood?

Almost.  He asked me, “Are we going to see each other 
again?”  I told him that yes, I’d be back and that my heart 
belongs to this country.

So he took out his pocket Koran, wrapped in an 
embroidered cloth, and we swore to be 
brother and sister to each other.

What does 

that mean?
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There’s a very strong feeling between us, you know.  But 

it’s a feeling that we had to clarify to ourselves and to 

others, to make 

it viable.

For me, the task I’ve taken on is such that I’ll never be  

romantically involved with an Afghan.  And for his part, he’s 

married, he’s a devout Muslim, and he’s a leader.  It’s very 

important that he protect his honor and mine.

Brother-and-sister-hood before the Koran settles 

everything.  We can touch each other, shake hands, or 

hug, without sparking gossip.  It’s official, if you like.  

I’ve really become his 

sister.

Too bad. Hahaha! That’s life!

I’m fond of 

Najmudin too.

Who wouldn’t be?  He’s loyal, he’s 

dedicated, he’s a leader who doesn’t 

hand off the menial jobs to others, 

he’s gentle, he’s constant, he never 

shouts, and he’d get himself killed 

to save us.

He takes after 
his sister.

Thanks.  I wish.

I have something to tell you, too. Okay. I want to leave now and go back to Pakistan alone.
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What’s come over you? Listen, the return path through Keshem is just too 

long for me.  I totally understand that you need to 

go, but as far as I’m concerned, there’s no reason why I 

should.  I’ve covered the mission.  

My job is done.

A month in Peshawar, plus a month of traveling, plus a 

month here: it’s been three months since I left France.  

I need to go home and 

develop my pictures. You’ll go home, but with us.  
It’s too dangerous to do it on 
your own.

I can perfectly well join a small caravan leaving 

from Yaftal.  Régis told me it wouldn’t take more 

than two weeks.

Supposing you did that, how 

would you manage?

You don’t speak the language.  You’ve been among us 
the whole time.

Exactly.  That’s what I want—to be left 

to my own devices and have to manage.

I was talking to Robert about his stay over the winter 
and he said something that struck me. He said, “It’s when 
you guys are gone and I’m on my own that things 
will really begin.”

That’s what I want.  I 
want to be alone in 
this country.

I can understand that, but put 

yourself in my shoes for a second.  

If I let you go and something 

happens to you, I’ll blame myself 

for the rest of my life.

In the future, you can come back as much as you like, un-

der your own responsibility.  For now, you’re under mine.

No.
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I’m not under your responsibility, Juliette.  The 

medical team is, but I’m not.

I’m a photographer.  I accepted this assignment freely, I saw 

it through freely and, now that it’s ending, I’m going home 

freely.

Okay. What you’re saying about responsibility is not strictly 

true.  I’m the one who convinced you to come here 

and who brought you here.  That’s enough to make me 

responsible for you and you know it.

I do everything I can to ensure that the people I send on 
a mission come back in one piece.  At the same time, my role 
isn’t to prevent them from living their lives and taking 
responsibility for their own choices.

So I’m handing back to you the responsibility that I have 
over you.  You’re a big boy.  If you want to 
leave, leave.

I’ll talk to Bassir and ask him to provide you with an escort 

up to Pakistan.  It’ll take at least three or four days.

Thanks, 
Juliette.

I’ll look both ways before crossing 
the street.

You better.
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So that’s it.  Bassir 

agreed to organize a 

small caravan for me.  

He also wants to give 

me a gift.  I climb the 

hill to the tailor’s 

house.

The gift is an overcoat.  

My measurements are 

duly noted and I’m 

promised, for three 

days later, a woolen 

coat with a belt, 

buttons and a reefer-

style collar.

I’m in a suspended state, just like how I used to feel as a 

kid in the last days of school before the summer break.  

I take some pictures to say good-bye to Zaragandara, 

but my mind is already wandering in the mountains.
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Juliette gives me a useful little English-Persian dictionary 

that I learn to handle as quickly as my cameras.

Is this water boiled? Iin aab josh-daada ast?

No, this water is not boiled.  Ne, iin aab josh-
daada nest.

It’s supplemented with a small medical glossary drafted 

by MSF for interviewing patients, understanding their 

answers, and prescribing treatment.

I hope I won’t need it.

Are you ill?		  : Mariz asti?I am ill			  : Mariz astamWhere does it hurt?	 : Koudja dard mekona? It hurts here		  : Indja dard mekonaI have a headache		 : Sar’m (= sar e man) dard mekonaMy feet hurt		  : Paah’m dard mekona (= my foot is 			     hurting me)			     NB: Wherever possible, plurals are 			     expressed with a collective singularMy heart hurts		  : Qalb’m dard mekonaDo your kidneys hurt?	 : Gorda dard mekona?Do you have diarrhea?	 : Pitch asti? (or: pitch shodi?)Are you vomiting?		 : Estefroq mekoni? (I’m vomiting: 			     estefroq mekonam)Are you coughing?		 : Sulfa mekoni? (I’m coughing: sulfa 			     mekonam)]
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On the eve of my departure, I listen dutifully to the last 

pieces of advice.

When you’re asking for food, don’t say “Nan khordan 

mekhaaham,” “I want to eat.” That’s too direct.  Instead 

say “Nan bokhoran.”

Nan bororan.

That’s the conditional 
tense.  It’s 
more polite.

And do us a favor, don’t eat all the 

chocolate Rocher that you pass by.

Leave some for 

your buddies 

who’ll be coming 

after you.

At last, it’s the 

morning of the 

momentous day.  A 

villager is going to 

accompany me to 

Yaftal-e-Dayan.

I say goodbye to 

everyone and Régis 

borrows my camera to 

keep a record of my 

glorious departure.

The problem is that 

I’ve woken up with a 

bad case of diarrhea 

and the pain is 

becoming unbearable.

I turn to Régis and 

say, “My stomach is 

killing me.  Do you 

have something I 

could take?”

He gets me something 

called Buscopan and 

I take a pill of it.  I 

postpone my departure 

and wait, doubled over 

with pain, for the 

medication to produce 

its effect.

The effect isn’t long in coming.  I’m 

suddenly overtaken by a sensation 

of extreme heat, I start swelling 

up like the Michelin man and my 

balls itch unbearably.  The diagnosis 

is an allergy to scopolamine, an 

ingredient in Buscopan.

Régis rushes back to the pharmacy, 

brings back some Phenergan and 

gives me an abundant shot of it in 

the buttock.  My swelling stops 

instantly.

After that I sleep forty-eight 

hours, nonstop.
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That was what you might call a false start.

You were a better match for your 

ego before, but 

you look better 

this way.
Was I really 

that swollen?

You could’ve 

been Brejnev’s 

son.

By the way, how’s the gut? Want another little helping of 

Buscopan, for the road?
I think I’ll pass.

I view that mishap as a small setback.  It doesn’t affect my 

determination to leave.

My horse is saddled up once again.  I do the rounds of 

farewells and this time set off for good.

I feel a bit weak and 

convalescent, but I 

like the state of mind 

I’m in.  In all my life, I’ve 

never before made 

such a leap into the 

unknown.

And, as Robert would 

say, with his hint of 

a southern French 

accent, I feel great.
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There.  My first evening alone.  

A little village, high up, nice scenery.  No complications.  

I feel a rush of happiness.

We’ve done a good day’s walk.

I’m lean as a broomstick but I feel great.

Theoretically, in two weeks’ time I’ll be in Pakistan, phoning home.

I have the pleasant sensation of being in control of my trip.

Click
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Obviously, my guide and I don’t talk 

much.  We exchange a few gestures, 

two or three words, two or three 

smiles.

Okay.  I’ll follow you. We settle down in the mosque.

I like mosques.  They’re like what churches should be, 

or have been: places that welcome travelers, havens 

in a no-frills way.  Inside them, people behave well, but 

without formality.

You take off your shoes, grab the corner you want, put 

your stuff down.  You can eat there, have a chat with 

someone.  You’ll sleep there.  It’s almost a hostel.

Outside, the sun is going down.  It’s about 5 pm.  The imam 

goes out to make the call to prayer.

The imam welcomes me—at 

least, I think that’s what 

he says.

But here, it looks pretty quiet.  It’s a simple square room 

with bare adobe walls.  Not even a carpet on the floor, 

just straw.  A house like any other.

On the other hand, it’s 

true that when you 

have the wood stove 

drawing at full strength 

and two hundred guys 

sleeping side by side in an 

awful stench, without 

a breath of fresh air, 

you’ll be better off 

sleeping outside.  Even if 

it means getting walked 

on by a horse.

Baley.
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That call is one of the 

most majestic things 

I’ve ever experienced.  

He faces the mountains, 

cups his hands around 

his mouth, and sings out 

the call.  

I heard it for the first 

time in Djibouti five 

years ago.  I was staying 

in an apartment on 

a plaza.  At 4 am the 

muezzin would make 

the call to prayer.  At 

first it was irritating 

because it woke me up.  

Then it became one of 

my favorite moments in 

the day.  Never could 

remember the phrase 

they sing, though.

In big cities like Cairo or Khartoum the call is pre-recorded with fancy vocal effects.  Here it’s raucous, bare, and it bounces 

off the peaks, on and on.

Overcome with emotion, I start writing a few words to 

Dominique, my girlfriend.  I describe this moment to her, the 

day’s walk, the two adolescent muj’ we encountered, who 

posed with their weapons.

Little by little the faithful start to arrive.

I go in with them.  The mosque is filling up. They look at me with curiosity.  Usually any traveler 

they see will be an Afghan, who’ll pray with them.  This 

evening, word gets around that this guy in the corner, 

there, is a foreigner who won’t be praying with them.
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The praying begins.  What 

I like is that they aren’t 

all very diligent.  Some of 

them are casting looks in 

my direction and falling 

behind the others.

I don’t dare take 

pictures.

There’s no hostility, though.  I feel stupid, as you do when 

you don’t understand a thing and can’t say a word, but 

not at all uncomfortable.

Most of them have never seen a foreigner.  They think 

there’s no other language than their own and figure that 

the reason I don’t understand them is that I must be deaf.  

They repeat their questions, yelling louder and louder.

Isawi is okay.  It passes muster.  I certainly can’t say that I’m 

non-practicing.  That would be worse than a blunder. 

I hear “Mussulman? Mussulman?” Apparently, it’s my religion 

that they’re interested in hearing about first.

Thumbing through my little dictionary as fast as I can, 

I try to introduce myself and figure out what they’re 

asking me .

As soon as it’s done, a few of them come over, sit down, and 

start asking me questions.

I’m Isawi, Christian.

Ahmadjan…
Aks greftan…

Um…

Farasawi…

Isawi.

Kalisaa… um… Nam… 

Namaaz khaandan.
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I do cause an awkward moment at one point, by saying that 

I’m not married and don’t have kids.  At my age, clearly, 

that isn’t the done thing.

I stay alone with my guide.  We spread out our things.  The 

imam brings tea, milk, and bread.

Pretty quickly, having seen that nothing much could be 

expected of me, they get up, politely take their leave, and 

go out.

We dine in silence.  For dessert, we have kolcha, cakes that 

Robert slipped into my bag as I was leaving.

Before going to sleep, I go out to 

take a leak.  My guide follows me.
Um… no… neih.  Me alone… Take 

a pee… alone.

When you really have to go, there 

are better things to do than to 

look for the verb “to pee” in an 

English-Dari dictionary.

Alone at last.Luckily, I have a flash of inspiration.Especially when it’s not included.

Um… I pss… pss… pschiit.

To pee? To piss?

Hahaha! 

Zendaboshee, djurboshee.

Ao garm? 

Baley.
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Ao garm means hot water.  That thought saved me.  While 

he goes to get me some I have time to meditate on this 

Afghan paradox: you can’t have one minute alone in such a 

sparsely populated country.

Afterwards I continue to write in my notebook, until I’m 

completely exhausted.

The next morning, after 

the hospitable imam has 

treated us to a tasty 

breakfast, my guide loads 

up the horse and we 

leave for Yaftal-e-Payan.

I’m looking forward to 

the next few hours, 

feeling optimistic.  That 

evening I’ll reach Bassir’s 

place, he’ll lavish on me 

one of those feasts that 

no one does better, he’ll 

assign me an escort, and 

I’ll be on the road by 

daybreak, without missing 

a beat. 
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It’s nice being on your own.  But it sure can feel empty. I recite my smattering of Persian out loud.  I imagine my 

buddies are next to me, and I talk to them.

In Yaftal-e-Payan, Bassir Khan welcomes me.  He points to 

a corner of the room where he’s conducting his business, 

inviting me to settle down there.

I have the honor of sharing his 

evening yogurt, but I notice with 

disappointment that he makes no 

reference to my escort, nor to my 

departure the next morning.

After the meal, his bodyguard comes 

to sit down in front of me, armed 

with his huge RPK assault rifle.

He lays it down next to him, grabs it 

by the butt…
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And voila.

With no apparent effort.

He puts it down between us, as if to 

say: your turn now.

The others watch me mockingly.  An 

idea crosses my mind

It works.

That gets the evening started.  I’m treated, like yesterday, 

to a full press conference.  The prior training helps and 

I manage better, especially since the questions are the 

same ones.

Isawi.

I don’t repeat the gaffe of being a bachelor.  This evening 

I’m married and have a five-year-old son.

Yak batcha 

panj saal.
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I handle my dictionary pretty smoothly.  

As a result, at times there are the modest beginnings of a real conversation.  

But it’s a vicious circle: the more I answer, the more questions spring up.  

They take turns.  Their curiosity is endless.

Does a Christian have to do prayers? How many times a day?

I give a simple answer: a Christian prays once a week in church 

(like they do on Friday at the mosque) but, when traveling where there are no churches, 

he isn’t required to pray.

That confirms that being Christian is not as good as being Muslim.

I go with the flow.  That’s the smart thing to do.

The goal here is to return to Pakistan, not to stir up trouble.

The worst thing to say would be that I’m a non-believer and that none of this matters to me.

For example, explaining that I was baptized as a Catholic but that I didn’t have my child baptized 

would mean big trouble, with a bullet in the head as the likely outcome.

At seven thirty, the equivalent of what would be well 

past midnight in France, they finally leave me alone.

I doze off in a corner of the large room, while Bassir, at 

the other end, has his legs massaged.
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The next day brings a letdown: no horse, and no escort.  

I spend the whole morning trying to ask why not.

As far as I can make out, the answers are all the same: 

don’t worry, we know you want a horse, it’s coming, 

you’ll get it.

Man khaastam… asp?

But nothing comes.  In 

the afternoon, to 

unwind my nerves, I walk 

around the village 

(which I’m not allowed 

to leave) and take some 

pictures.

I’m in a foul mood.  

Naïvely, I had thought a 

horse would be waiting 

for me and that all I’d 

have to do would be to 

pack it up and head off.  

But that’s how it works 

when you go pick up a 

parcel somewhere in 

Paris.  

Things don’t work that 

way in Afghanistan.

Time is the least of their 

concerns.
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Little by little, the 

pictures produce their 

calming effect and I 

cool down.

I try to see the 

positive side of things: 

at least I’m eating like 

a king and recovering 

my strength.  All in 

all, this is doing me 

some good.

I spend the end of 

the day with Bassir.  

He receives visits 

from some muj’, from 

farmers bringing him 

grapes, from emissaries, 

clergymen, travelers 

from Kabul.  He is proud 

to show me all those 

comings and goings.

He also enjoys showing 

off my presence by his 

side, as if the West had 

put a photographer at 

his service.

I feel like I’m starting 

to put down roots.
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So much so that I start budding like 

a tree.  During the night, a boil 

drills into my right arm, just below 

the triceps.  It unnerves me. 

I pass a group of armed 

teenagers.  They want me 

to take pictures of them.  

Some of them ask to look 

through the viewfinder 

of my camera.

I feel uncomfortable in 

the midst of those kids, 

who point their guns as 

if they were toys.

This one is having fun 

with the barrel of a 

small Russian automatic 

pistol.  I’ve seen the MSF 

doctors treat people 

who were accidentally 

wounded by that sort of 

thing.

In the morning, there’s no more talk of a horse than the day before.

Once again, I wander 

aimlessly through the 

village.

Of course there has to be a shooting contest. One of them shows me a small boulder a good distance 

away, and aims at it.

No way of ducking out.

Asp? 

Pakistan?
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He hits it. Right after that, a series of detonations hacks at my 

eardrums.  The other kids are concentrating their fire on 

the poor rock.

My turn.I watch the rock explode and jump in a shower of dust.

As I’m raising the gun, a terrified guy 

runs out screaming from behind the 

rock, followed by a few goats.

A goatherd has been there all 

along and we hadn’t seen him.  I take 

advantage of the diversion to give 

the weapon back and sneak away.

The goatherd, the goats, and I get 

off lightly.

Tachakor.

And then, by some miracle…
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I write, I read.  I reopen my Stevenson book and, although 

I’m not making any headway in Badakhshan, at least I’m 

advancing through the Cevennes mountains.

And, following a now-established ritual, I attend Bassir’s 

audiences and answer the invariable evening questions.

At night, the boil that’s 

thriving on my arm 

continues to dog my sleep.

The third day at Bassir’s 

flows at a snail’s pace.  

I no longer ask any 

questions.  I’m getting 

bogged down.

Man Isawi.

At the end of the fourth day, Juliette and John, who are 

returning to Pakistan via another route but have this 

portion of the journey in common with mine, arrive in 

Yaftal-e-Payan.  I’m as relieved as they are surprised.

Didier? What the hell are you doing 

here?

I have no idea.  Bassir’s holding me here.  Can’t seem to 

get my horse and my escort.

Careful 

with my arm.  

I have a boil.
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Juliette arranges it for me.  At last Bassir appoints me an 

escort of four guys and a gray horse.  I’ll leave the next 

morning.

I’m introduced to my guides, who look none too impressive.  

Still, one of them has a friendly face.  I ask him what he does 

for a living.

He wasn’t holding 

you back on purpose, 

but he has a staffing 

problem.  It’s late in 

the season and most 

caravans have  

gone already.  He 

doesn’t have a lot  

of people left.

I recover my optimism, which is 

fortunate, because it comes in handy 

right away.

So, show me this boil.

It’s 

here.

Yeah.

Yeah.

UGH! Don’t move.

If you 

wish.

With your Swiss Army knife?

You’re gonna 

open it?

But aren’t you going to 
sterilize it?

John wipes the knife’s blade on his 

sleeve.

There.  Sterile enough for you? 

He incises it.  I have a great time.

Over dinner, making the most of my experience of the past 

few days, I ask Juliette for some clarification.

How do you say, for example, “Leave me alone, I want to 
take a 
leak”?

Can’t promise you anything, ’cause that bump 

wasn’t very ripe.  But you should be okay.

Thanks.

“Tchopan”: Shepherd.
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The next day, while my 

four guys load up the 

horse, Bassir gathers 

his men to salute our 

departure.

One of the muj’ hands me 

some horseshoes, which I 

pocket.

So, from now on we won’t be there to bail you out, 

you know?

Yeah, but I’ll be fine, really, thanks.

See you in Peshawar.  

Careful—my boil.

So, see you in Peshawar.  And watch out for

landmines.  Never 

leave the path.

For the last time, are you really sure you want to 
go alone?

Absolutely sure.

Say hi to everyone in Teshkan! I will!
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We don’t have any weapons.  Caravans going to Pakistan 

never carry any.  It’s just as well.
My four guys seem kind of strange.  They amble casually 

along.  I was expecting to have to run after them but I find 

myself almost waiting for them.

The Kokcha river comes 

within view.  On the 

way over, we Took the 

ferry late at night and 

I wasn’t able to take 

pictures because it was 

too dark.

The river is overlooked 

by a road used by Soviet 

and governmental 

convoys.  The caravans 

of muj’ crossing it post 

lookouts everywhere, 

but you can’t dally.  I like 

those moments when 

everybody gets busy.  

Nobody pays attention 

to me.
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The people coming in 

the opposite direction 

are armed to the 

teeth.  They carry heavy 

artillery shells.  As 

soon as they reach 

land, they load them 

back onto their mules, 

two or three per animal.

The sound effects are 

particularly rich, with 

screams, whinnying, and 

braying reverberating 

in the canyon, the sound 

of water, rocks banging 

against each other, the 

splashing of horses that 

are swimming across.
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We make it through.  We have to make a stop, at a good distance from the road, 

to rub down the horse and tie up the load again.

At least they know how 

to load up the packs on 

the horse, something 

I’m completely incapable 

of doing.  I barely know 

how to make my bed.  I 

guess the principle’s the 

same in both cases—you 

have to tuck things in 

properly if you want 

them to hold.

The more I observe my escort the 

more convinced I become that 

they’re incredibly lazy.

When it’s time to head off 

again, I’m the one who has 

to tell them, “Let’s go.”

The day’s walk ends at a pace I’m not accustomed to: a crawl.  I don’t say 

anything.  It’ll be a long trip, I’ll have plenty of opportunities to complain.

Dark thoughts brew in my head.

Who the hell are these guys?

Arakat!

During that night’s rest stop, I feed my horse and he poses 

for me.  At the village, I buy the oats that he’ll carry and 

eat the next day.  
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Dinnertime provides an opportunity to chat with my 

clowns.  As before, Tchopan is the nicest of the bunch.  

I give them a demonstration of my increasingly skillful 

dictionary-thumbing.

None of them are muj’.  Why am I not surprised?  They are 

just four hillbillies from Yaftal, of the most basic sort.

I even push my luck to trying to describe to them 

what France and Paris are like: streets, cars, buildings, 

department stores.

I end up dreaming about it that night.  I find myself bringing 

my horse to graze on the lawn of the Invalides Plaza.  

Then I leave him there and very appropriately go off to lie 

down in a real bed, where my dream takes an erotic turn.

The next day we set off for Teshkan, home of the Wakil, 

where half the MSF team has stayed.

Tchoy garm ast… Nan khub ast… Ha ha ha!

Paris… Qarya 

bissior kalaan…
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My surge of sympathy for my four guys has deflated.  

They’re always behind; it’s a pain.  I start bawling them out.

Biya! Arakat ko!

At noon, we stop in a chayrana inn for lunch.  They sulk 

visibly and start talking behind my back, except Tchopan, 

who looks embarrassed.

An hour later, they run out of steam on a fairly steep 

slope.  They’re hungry again, they’re tired, they want to 

stop yet once more.  On top of it, I can tell they have no 

idea where we are.

I yell at them.  No way are we going 

to stop.  We have to get to Teshkan.

I realize At that point that the return trip rests squarely on my shoulders.  

There’s nothing to expect from my escort.  I wasn’t asking to be carried in a sedan 

chair, just to be guided and accompanied.  Instead I find myself in the absurd 

position of guiding my guides. 

Zud! Zud! No stop! Dawan dadan!

I’m on my own.
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Bassir gave me a bunch 
of useless 
creeps.

In Teshkan, sitting on 

carpets, I’m reunited with 

Sylvie, Odile, tall Ronald, 

and the Wakil, who has 

one of his adjutants by 

his side.
You poor 
thing!

I can’t really blame him, though.  He can’t afford to 

assign four muj’ to a guy who’s going back alone.  He’s 

keeping his muj’ for the winter or sending them with 

major caravans.

Okay, but there’s a difference 

between that and giving me 

dawdlers who don’t even know 

the way!

In any case, I’m going to sketch things out for you.  

And I’m also going to ask some guys from here to give a 

good briefing to your escort about the itinerary for 

the next few days.  Because there’s that Soviet guard 

post in Skazar that you 

have to watch out for.

I have a side conversation 

with Odile to assess the 

situation.

You know the way.  It’s the way we came over.

A bit later.

From time to time, about once a week, I make myself an 

imaginary meal.  I summon up a few fabulous dishes and 

savor them, chewing slowly.

During the previous mission, Régis made me a map of the 
wines of southwestern France.  I kept it and I wash down 
my meal with the finest vintages.

It’s delicious.
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The next morning, 

the Wakil lines up all 

his men in front of 

his barracks, called 

a kokharga, for a 

martial picture.

All that commotion 

for pictures they’ll 

never see.

I’ll do it tonight.  Pike 

quenelles with a glass of 

dry white wine.  And sweet 

fritters for dessert.

Okay, see you, Latifa.  

Eat an imaginary 

meal to my health.

We leave Teshkan.
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This guy, who overtakes 

us, carved his rifle out 

of a tree trunk.

Sylvie’s right, I know the 

way.  Besides, there’s 

only one way to go: 

the caravans’ route.  As 

long as we’re meeting 

some caravans, we’re on 

the right path.  There’s 

little chance that I’ll 

get lost.  That’s not 

what I’m worried about.

What I worry about is having to lead this trip.  Knowing 

when to set off, when to stop.  Carefully assessing each 

stage, to avoid ending up stuck at the top of a pass, blocked 

by snow.  Getting the timing right for going through the 

places that can get bombed.  Buying the right supplies.

On the way over, the team was planning all that for me.  

All I had to worry about were my cameras and my film.  I 

didn’t have to worry about surviving.  And I expected my 

escort to handle that now.  But no, not a chance.  It all 

brings home how powerless and vulnerable I am.
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It isn’t that I don’t like them.  I can put myself in their 

shoes: they expected to spend the winter in their village, 

and there they are, having to tag along up and down 

mountains with some Frenchman—might as well say 

a Martian—who, on top of it, is yelling at them.  I’d be 

grumbling, too.

Our slow pace could’ve been pleasant if it weren’t so 

irritating, so alarming.  Pumped up with red blood cells as 

I am, I feel practically no fatigue.  And the mountains are 

as beautiful as ever.  But I trundle along with downcast 

eyes.  I continue, almost despite myself, to shoot the 

pictures of a story I’ve already wrapped up.

I don’t mean them any harm, but they’re getting on my 

nerves. They’re softies, and the road ahead is tough.  At 

least eight passes to cross, none lower than 11,000 feet.  

A casual stroll won’t cut it.

I’m stuck having to wait for those four goons.

Go ahead, guys, take your time.
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At village stops, or when 

we pass other caravans, 

the behavior of my guys 

becomes suspect.  They 

talk to the Afghans 

we meet, pointing at 

me with expressions of 

sarcasm or hostility.  I 

start wondering if they 

have something up their 

sleeves.

I figure he wouldn’t 

betray me.  But I doubt 

he’d have the strength 

of character to prevent 

his buddies from doing so.

I see Tchopan as a 

potential ally in case 

of trouble.  He isn’t as 

deceitful as the others.  

I try to preserve a bond 

of trust with him.

The first significant pass is the Arash pass.  We start out 

with a traffic jam.  The flock stretches on endlessly.  The 

dust we’re breathing is filled with the sour smell of the 

sheep.  I don’t even register the smell of horses anymore: 

it has become my own.
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Of course, at that rate, 

I quickly leave them 

behind.  I find myself 

alone, taking on a slope 

that seems more like an 

endless pile of crushed 

stones than a mountain.

After that flock I press ahead a bit.  I’ve decided to climb 

at a steady clip, and let the others find a way to keep up.

A guy wearing a white turban.  He 

doesn’t have the look of a mountain-

dweller, more like a kind of scholar.

He gets straight down to business: 

“What religion are you?”

It’s a question I’m starting to get 

used to.  Panting, I answer:

He speaks to me as to a child, with a 

lot of gestures.

Isawi, that’s khub, that’s good.  Muslim 

is bissior khub, much better.  He’ll go 

to heaven and I won’t.

But I’d better not be Yahud.  Yahud is 

khalop, really bad.  He says that with 

a furrowed brow.

And with that, he just walks off.

A figure appears.

Isawi.
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The whole thing lasts exactly 

thirty seconds.

Just to be sure, I check in my 

dictionary that I’ve understood 

correctly: Yahud does mean Jewish.  

What does a guy like him think a 

Jew is? Whatever he knows was 

picked up from a doctrine that, 

in turn, he’s spreading along the 

high roads.  How many traveling 

salesmen like him are there in 

Afghanistan?

The issue takes on the appearance 

of the mountain I’m climbing: arid, 

crushing, enduring.

In the end, what depresses me is 
that this guy didn’t give a shit 
about what I was doing there or 
where I was going.

I reflect for a moment on the battle 

of religions as I watch my feet 

trudging along over the stones.
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I sit down, sheltered 

from the wind, to let 

the four guys catch up 

with me.  I’m in a better 

mood.  I cleared the pass.  

I feel like taking out 

my notebook and doing 

some writing.

At the summit, I walk in 

the clouds, shivering 

in the cold fog.  Coming 

back down, I come across 

the sun again, as if he 

were living on a lower 

floor.

I realize that I have to go easy on those guys.  We’re a kind 

of brotherhood.  Even if they get on my nerves, I have to 

smooth my rough edges, like in a family.  Like it or not, we’re 

going to be living together for a good ten days.

I start noticing the beauty of my surroundings again, as 

if my capacity to be moved were thawing in the heat.

Another man with 

funky glasses.

The four bozos arrive.  

They take a break that I 

don’t begrudge them.  At 

last, we head off again.
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Barely forty minutes 

later, as bad luck would 

have it, we come across a 

stopped caravan, whose 

people are praying.  The 

opportunity is just too 

good for my rascals, and 

they rush over to kneel 

down too.

Instead of champing at 

the bit, I take advantage 

of the open air to break 

one of my long-standing 

taboos and shoot a 

prayer from every 

angle.

Leaving as soon as the prayer was over would’ve been 

too easy.  Much better to spend an endless amount of 

time taking group photos, which provide opportunities 

for delightful jokes, like putting an Afghan cap, the 

pakol, on my horse.

That’s how it always goes with them.  I try to be 

understanding, but I just can’t help it, they grate on my 

nerves.
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