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Kandahar, June 26-30, 2010

Dear friends, many longstanding, and many new members of the Arghand community to whom I
have not had the chance to reach out...

So we’re sitting in the guys’ room, where we also eat our meals, Jennie and I tending
further and further toward the horizontal, as we relax after a dinner eaten cross-legged on seating
pads squashed nearly flat by several years of bums. Abruptly, Jennie points at my head. I
wonder for a moment if I have finally sprouted horns. “No, no,” she says. “Look at the wall.” I
turn, and recoil. There’s a large, brown grease mark where I’ve been leaning. Years of
unwashed heads, 120 degree summers, winters with no warm water... “We’ve got to paint this
room,” Jennie declares. We look around. There’s a chunk of wall missing by the upper left-
hand edge of the doorframe, where we drilled a hole for an electric wire. “That needs plaster.
And the light fixture here. And these mats...” Soon Jennie and I are on our feet, making a tour
of the place, jotting down repairs.

The French have an expression: “fuite en avant.” It means, roughly, running away
forwards. It’s the principle we have at length adopted, as we continue to navigate Arghand
through the dirty and unpredictable waters of an expanding insurgency.

Last fall, in the collective nervous breakdown that followed the fraud-marred presidential
election here, we actually thought about closing the place. There just seemed no possibility of
any constructive future for Afghanistan; the centrifugal forces were almost irresistible -- it felt
like trying to stay upright on the chunks of heaving and jostling ice when a great river breaks up
in springtime. The psychological pressure of wondering every day whether tomorrow you or a
cousin or a brother would die was becoming too much to bear for several Arghand members.

We thought: the only rational thing to do is liquidate Arghand, split up the assets, and await,
cowering behind some metaphorical rock, the final reckoning.

We couldn’t do it. We just did not possess the emotional courage to call it quits. So after
catching our breath with a reduced schedule for a couple of months, we went for the only other
option: “fuite en avant.” Expansion, damn it, in the teeth of the storm. We brought on two new
men, one a young, lanky, and curiously elegant first son of an Arghandab tribal elder, beautiful,
earnest, and impulsive as he takes on this, his first job. The other a steadfast sharecropper, also
Arghandab, who has had to move in to Kandahar as the Taliban have taken over his village.

Two new women, too, one a matron, a little weary-eyed, suggested by our young admin officer,
one an dear friend from Afghans for Civil Society days, round-faced and brimming with love.
(Given the security situation, Arghand has decided to protect the identities of members, which is
why I’m not naming names of anyone not already known.)
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The most critical -- though unfortunately temporary -- addition on the personnel side has
been Arghand Treasurer Pashtoon. Family matters forced him to take spring semester off from
his studies at Tufts University and spend it in Kandahar, and he graciously volunteered to serve
hands-on as Arghand’s operations manager for the duration. I am not able to be present as
consistently as in the past, and Arghand -- democracy though it may be -- does require a little
guidance. Pashtoon’s contribution has been immeasurable: from gathering the reins of a
frightened and somewhat fractious team and settling it down, to schooling himself in the
technical intricacies of our 5 kw solar generator, so as to singlehandedly get it back online when
it had been shut down for weeks (Tufts international relations department make way, Pashtoon
may yet double-major in electrical engineering!) to managing the very extensive renovation
project Jennie and I blithely dreamed up. (Financing from the Canadian International
Development Agency, to which heartfelt thanks is owed for persistent support.) Arghand’s new
health is almost entirely due to Pashtoon.

The point of bringing on new people was to expand and diversify Arghand production --
to make the leap to the new phase in our development that we’ve envisioned so clearly for years,
but have allowed the war raging outside our gates to stall. Damn the war. Fuite en avant. In
April, Pashtoon and Jennie and I took apart all of our costing and production planning and rebuilt
it from scratch. Having divided the Arghand men into three teams of two, each focused on a
different specialty, we set Team Accounts (Nurallah and Abd ar-Rahman) to work on the figures.
How much does a gram of apricot kernel oil cost us in raw materials? You start with the price of
a man (the local unit of measure, different in Kandahar and Kabul!) of kernels, divide that by 4.5
to get the price per kilo. But apricot kernels are a little more than 2/3 shell, as we learned by
weighing them before and after cracking. Next, our seed oil production statistics (date/weight of
raw material processed/weight of resulting oil) averaged over a few months indicated that an
apricot kernel is composed of about 37% oil. Run the calculations and you find that, at 66
cents/kilo for the kernels, a gram of oil costs about 2/3 of a cent.

It took a week to go through this process for all our raw materials, from sweet almonds
through wild pistachios, castor beans (free -- we gather them ourselves around town) through
madder root. Then we costed each variety of soap, by multiplying the raw materials price-per-
gram by the weight of each product called for in the formula, plus packaging and shipping.
Straight-forward cost analysis, right? Only we hadn’t done it for two years. It felt satisfying and
rejuvenating, like cleaning house.

The resulting business plan calls for a 50% increase in soap production... Today, I’d say
I accounted for that much myself, at least for shaping the extra bars, getting my hands into one of
my favorites, Anisette, with its translucent, slightly gelatinous golden base and sharply
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contrasting lapis blue, almost licorice black when it’s still warm. The women are getting good at
the “deliberate asymmetry” of our bars -- something that does not come naturally here, as they
are schooled at their mothers’ cook pots to produce visual perfection.

Me, I’'m all about imperfection. I love observing the soap take and change forms
between my hands as I work, suddenly, in a single instant, seeing it metamorphose into a rock.
It’s strange: rocks connote durability and changelessness. Yet our rocks are shape-shifters,
fleeting. There’s a moment; it’s about being fast enough to arrest it, to not allow the thoughtless
rhythm of your kneading to turn the soap back into lifeless putty.

OK, so I’m backing into the real novelty and creativity of 2010. ARGHAND IS BRANCHING
OUT. We have spent the spring formulating...skin creams. It’s been another one of these
incredible voyages of discovery, learning how the different -- unique, unfiltered, lovingly
extracted -- oils would behave in combination with a few other ingredients. And the results have
been simply magic. We’ve concocted a dense, nourishing rose-based face cream; imagine: we
drenched our own fresh rose petals in the sweet almond oil that goes into it, warming the oil
gently so as to extract the maximum quality from the petals. It’s an ancient French technique
called enfleurage a chaud. No drab water goes into this cream, only rosewater, which we
distilled in a new copper alambic from Spain. The beeswax we use for vitamins, anti-oxidant
qualities and emulsion is local, raw beeswax and its perfume is like frankincense. I have never
smelled anything like it. So remarkable is this Essence of Rose Cream it that [ wanted to name it
“Chrism” -- the oil that is used to anoint kings. Yet my mother prefers the other we’ve
formulated, Desert Fields, pungent, deep golden wild pistachio oil at its base, and the heady
perfume of Artemisia persica wafting from your fingertips as you massage it into your skin.
We’ll also be launching a Desert Fields body lotion, and two lip balms to complete the line, due
out mid-September.

If I weren’t so astonished myself at what we have wrought, I wouldn’t be boasting like
this. Perhaps you will forgive me if you can understand that we hardly feel any maternity. It’s
as though we are just the vehicles for some predestined alchemy. I ask each of you: buy one jar
of cream -- we found violet-black glass manufactured in Switzerland, which protects the delicate
fragrances from denaturing light -- or one of our elegant aluminum pump bottles of lotion.
You’ll find at first that it feels a little more oily to the touch than much of what’s on the market,
but in an instant you’ll understand why. Your famished skin will drink in its nutrients and
gleam. I stake my name that you won’t be disappointed. If anyone is, I want to hear about it.

Part of what allowed this intense focus on Arghand activities, especially early in the year,
was a slight pause in the war -- as though it were holding its breath for a moment to see what
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would happen. I know Kandahar has been in the news, and many of you have longed to
supplement your media diet with a little grass-roots perspective. So here’s a flavor.

When I was here in January, and from phone conversations through February and even
March, it was clear that something different was in the air. Taliban were leaving -- in droves.
Suddenly you could drive up to Khakrez again, where we had a lovely outing back in 2006,
hunting new fragrant herbs, descending unannounced on the home of a friend of late Police Chief
Zabit Akrem and inhaling a hastily-prepared lunch of scrambled eggs. No one’s been able to
drive the Khakrez road in three years. One friend took me through a list of Taliban commanders
whom he knew had left his native district. I’d stop at each name: “Are you sure he didn’t go to
Pakistan last year, too?”” My friend would shake his head. The Marja operation in neighboring
Helmand Province was having an effect, at least psychologically. “The foreigners have finally
gotten serious,” one Arghand member reflected. “And the Taliban see it. So suddenly they’re
taking the foreigners seriously. Now you have a window, you must hit hard, both militarily and
politically.” Another friend echoed these words: “ISAF has gotten serious, the Taliban have
gotten serious, only the government hasn’t changed: it’s asleep
just like before, only thinking about how to put more money in its pockets.”

I can date the end of the pause quite precisely. The third week in April. The brother of
one Arghand member was so reassured by the improving security in his village that he came to
Kandahar to collect his wife and children to bring them back out to the country. But upon his
return there, he found that Taliban had moved into his house. In Shah Wali Kot district, to the
north of the city, and Dund to the south, same story. Taliban flowing back in, small but self-
confident groups.

Then there was Marja. I can’t speak very usefully about Marja, since politics are so local
in Afghanistan. I’ve never been there, haven’t even visited Helmand Province in 7 years. But
perhaps I can hazard a few tenuous reflections: 1) Things are going less well -- but not a lot less
well -- than ISAF planners expected them to. The freeing of an insurgent stronghold such as
Marja, in any way that the population can really trust the change, takes about 18 months, judging
from the experience of counterinsurgencies from Vietnam to Algeria to Iraq. 2) The publicity
was probably excessive -- as though Marja was to be a set-piece to showcase the new strategy.
In fact, the village of Marja is not hugely important, strategically. Good for a test of concept,
perhaps, but not crucial to the outcome here. And counterinsurgencies don’t really have set
pieces. D-Day is the wrong metaphor for this kind of war. Finally, and most importantly for
Kandahar, all the attention meant that expectations were raised, so that when -- inevitably -- the
Taliban started re-infiltrating the area, applying the intimidation tactics that are so effective on
this traumatized population, the contrast with Kandaharis’ imaginings of international
omnipotence was unflattering. Whence the Taliban’s renewed confidence.

www.arghand.org
All rights reserved Copyright 2009 by Arghand Inc
4




= ‘ )f" A ycrs:::la] view from the gr::-um:l in ;’L'ng"lanisi:an Lg,

N\ H‘i_ - Sarah Chayes

But most critical to the end of the pause was the persistent lack of a political strategy, to
deal vigorously with what I have long seen as the main driver of Afghanistan’s insurgency:
abusive governance. New US attention to the problem raised Kandaharis® spirits, and allowed
for some remarkably forthright talk by tribal elders -- for the first time in years. They wanted the
US tough words to continue “for all the world to hear,” as one Afghan National Army general
put it, and they wanted matching actions to follow. But so far, any action being taken has been
invisible to them. And so when I arrived in April it felt like walking in on a dinner after
someone had stuck the remote control in the air and zapped a jangling television program.
Friends had simply tuned out in disgust, and were trying as best as they could to concentrate on
everyday life.

For these reasons, the situation here in Kandahar has been growing tenser since April.
The Taliban are re-establishing control over rural populations on the outskirts of town, subjecting
residents traveling along the dirt tracks to detailed searches on top of the confiscation of
telephones that has been the rule for several years. In Arghandab, they prevent anyone not
resident in villages from visiting. Arghand members who have moved to Kandahar can’t check
on their orchards. In town, assassins’ gunfire rings out one to three times per day -- as several
friends predicted last summer. Meanwhile, Pashtoon’s brother, for example, had to fight
bureaucrats for a month and fork over $350 (a decent month’s salary) to obtain a court certificate
that was a mere formality: an attestation that he and Pashtoon and their brothers are the sons of
their father, necessary for settling their inheritance. Police officers in Arghandab’s Kwaja Mulk
village stop and physically beat anyone they catch riding a motorcycle.

And so, despite the strictures and the killing, popular sentiment is palpably sliding toward
the Taliban. Arghand members, like others trying to hold their independent ground in the
middle, feel beleaguered, feel hunted even -- dream of their own deaths. And yet, “it could still
be fixed
quickly,” said one cooperative member last night. “With the right policy.”

A note on my lengthy silence. Many of you may know that in spring 2009, I went to
work for the headquarters of the international troops here, as a special advisor. My role was to
put my understanding of ordinary Afghans’ concerns and desires at the service of the command.
In that context, I could not really write missives like these, because, as the political climate
intensified, I would never be seen as speaking simply for myself. I’ll cop to the challenge it
could sometimes be to guard my tongue, especially last fall, when for the first time in eight years
the United States was finally having a national debate on Afghanistan.
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For the same reason, I won’t comment on recent events. Except to say this: From what I
have observed of General Petraecus from afar, I believe he is perhaps the American leader whose
blend of talents and experience may be best adapted to the Afghan tangle. Success -- a miracle,
at this late date -- is far from guaranteed and should not be expected of him. But the combination
of political instinct honed by severe trials in Iraq, gusto for divergent opinions and unabashed
celebration of intellectual excellence, and naturally, military prowess, is a powerful thing. For
the first time since the election here last August, I feel some hope.
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